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    Dedication




    To Dmitry, who inspired this story.


    Wherever you are now, I hope you are safe.


  




  

    Prologue




    THE COLOR PHOTO of the catastrophic damage to the café in Brindisi made Josef smile. Two bodies in black bags. Shards of glass everywhere. Even the sagging, burned remains of the awning that had draped over the wrought iron table left no doubt this was the result of a bomb. Normally staid and sophisticated, he couldn’t help the childlike grin on his face as he smoothed the aging newspaper. He absorbed every detail, particularly the shocked looks on the faces of the Italian townspeople gathered behind crime scene tape in the background.




    What made Josef happiest, though, as he examined the photo and other news clippings in the stack, was that even five years later the police and international investigation teams had no way, no reason, to connect him with this act of terrorism.




    Over the years, he’d become a collector of sorts: he liked amassing mementos of his conquests—secretly, of course. In this case, the bomb had been intended for a nosy photojournalist; his new bride had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The deaths of Sergio D’Antonio and his wife, Marisol, were eventually attributed to anti-Catholic protestors who had vowed to get the pope’s attention. The group naturally denied any involvement; the investigation was soon shelved for lack of evidence, and no one was ever arrested.




    Josef’s gaze dropped to a lower part of the article he’d printed from the Internet. There he saw pictures of Mr. and Mrs. D’Antonio, both in their early sixties—he a handsome native Italian and she an American with a freckle-covered face and a head of loose reddish-brown curls. It was a shame, Josef mused, for such a pretty woman to have lost her life because of her new husband’s recklessness. If D’Antonio had backed off his investigation when he’d received the warning three weeks earlier, the couple could have continued to enjoy their honeymoon on Italy’s southeastern coast. Ah, but that was five years ago. Bloody water under the bridge.




    He moved on to reminisce about the sniper attack on a defense minister in Albania…the poisoning of a pair of embezzling brothers in Greece…the auto “accident” of an acquaintance who’d challenged him in Latvia…




    The intercom call caused Josef to quickly shuffle the photos and papers back into the lower drawer of his large mahogany desk. “Da,” he said abruptly as he locked the drawer and asked the assistant to show in his guest.




    Josef adjusted his tie as he came around his desk and extended his hand, his smile wide. “Good morning, Senator,” he said in his best English. “I am Josef Aleynekov, Minister of Finance for the great Republic of Bulgaria. Welcome to my country. I am glad you have accepted my offer and look forward to working with you on some, shall we say, mutually beneficial proposals.” He gestured to the American to be seated. “Shall we begin?”


  




  

    Chapter 1




    SUNLIGHT FROM THE TALL WINDOWS illuminated the dust that floated above Cari’s hands. She continued to pick absently at her fingernail; it was going to need either filing or a bandage soon. The conference room’s sterile beige walls and pale wood furniture blended with the monotony of the discussion taking place around her. Only the clock’s ticking behind her had become more pronounced in the last half hour, and she tapped her foot against the carpet, hoping if she increased her rhythm, the clock would do the same. This meeting wasn’t going well at all. The bearded man at the end of the long table droned on to the point that she was barely listening. His final statement caught her attention, though, and she raised her eyes to meet his.




    “The committee has agreed, Miss Lopez, that your proposal will need to go through a substantial revision before you submit it again.”




    Cari smiled politely as Dr. Henrik Swanson, one of her four doctoral committee members, folded his hands over the thick document in front of him: the product of the last two years of her life. Nervously tucking an escaped curl behind her ear, which immediately fell back toward her cheek, she glanced at each of the solemn faces gazing at her.




    She wasn’t surprised, really. She had the toughest collection of professors possible to decide whether her dissertation topic was worthy. One of them, she was convinced, was never going to give his approval. But he could be overruled if she could just pinpoint the right topic to persuade the others. Something within the realm of accounting that she would spend a year or longer researching. She had to really embrace the topic, live and breathe it twenty-four seven, and make it the best damned thing the St. Eustachius University faculty had ever read.




    But that was the problem; she hadn’t found a topic she wanted to work on. What she’d submitted to the committee had been chosen because it was readily available, not because it was challenging or insightful. Her research hadn’t revealed anything new or amazing. Even she had found the whole thing tedious. Couple that with her perfectionism—whatever she wrote had to be flawless—and she was starting to feel that she’d never finish this beast. Her shoulders slumped.




    “Cari?” The distinguished Dr. Renate Kruger glared at her colleagues and touched Cari’s arm gently. “Let’s talk in my office, shall we?”




    Chair legs scuffed against the carpeted floor as they all stood. Cari thanked the committee graciously, holding her growing frustration—and budding tears—at bay. She couldn’t let them see that she was defeated…yet. She wrapped her sweater around her and followed her advisor out of the room.




    Over in the faculty office area, Dr. Kruger gestured to the well-worn chair in her small office as she scooted around piles of papers and books on her desk. Wisps of graying curls framed her face; she was an attractive woman in her early sixties, well-respected on campus as well as across the field of accounting.




    “You’re in year three of your dissertation, Cari,” she began, her German accent soft and soothing. “You know the department limits you to five. I hate to remind you that you’re running out of time, but I know you can do this. In order to finish, you’ve got to follow my advice.”




    “I know. KISS. ‘Keep It Simple, Stupid.’”




    “Let’s put it in a better light. How about ‘Keep It Statistically Simple’? It doesn’t have to be perfect or grandiose. The graduate with the best dissertation will sit next to the graduate with the worst. No one’s going to care if your work wins any kind of award. Honestly, few people beyond you and your committee will likely ever even read the thing.”




    Cari sighed, sinking deeper in to the cushioned chair. Her eyes cast downward as she focused on a small container of colorful paperclips at the edge of Dr. Kruger’s desk. “I just wish I could find some new angle, something that will drive me to want to know more.”




    “How about we meet again in three weeks, hmm?” The professor’s warm eyes caught the glow of the lamp on her desk as she peered at Cari over her reading glasses. “In that time I want you to come up with two or three ideas, as well as some brief research that will justify doing a dissertation on them. You know I’ll support you, Cari, but I won’t be able to bend the rules on the time frame, okay?”




    “Yeah, thanks, Dr. Kruger.” Cari gave a half-hearted smile, gathered her notebooks and backpack, and made her way home.
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    After waiting for twenty minutes at baggage claim in the Seattle-Tacoma airport, Tristan Saunders hobbled to a row of chrome and black leather chairs and sat down. He pulled his luggage toward him, draped his coat across his lap, and pressed the familiar numbers into his cell.




    “Gemma, I’m at the airport. I thought you were going to pick me up.”




    His sister. He loved her dearly, but she could be forgetful. Tristan thought flying in from London for the first time in four years would have been cause for her to remember, but, well, that was Gemma.




    He continued leaving his message. “Look, love, I’ll catch a cab to your place. I hope you’ll get this message by then, and one of you can meet me there. I’m calling from the new mobile I purchased when I landed, so don’t ring my BlackBerry.”




    He ended the call and grabbed his luggage awkwardly, piling as much as he could onto the largest piece with rollers on the bottom. Leaning on his cane, he made his way to a queue of cabs waiting outside.




    The hour’s ride to Gemma and Ethan’s island flat was pleasant; the endless green of the trees, curving roads, and occasional glimpse of Puget Sound were different from London’s busy cityscape, but the weather was quite similar: overcast with a constant mist in the air. This was Tristan’s first visit to this part of the States. He and Gemma had been born and raised in London, but she’d met Ethan during a semester studying art history in Madrid. He was American, and she’d gladly given up Europe in favor of living in the States. They’d started out in his native Missouri, but a few months ago relocated to Bainbridge Island, Washington.




    The last time Tristan had seen them was their wedding. Since then, he’d spent much of his time in various former Soviet Bloc countries, most recently Bulgaria. His work with Carson World Financial involved investigating money laundering—and Bulgaria, like many former Communist countries, was rife with corruption. The government had stabilized, but the influence of organized crime was pervasive—and dangerous. The relative safety of the United States was welcome relief. Tristan could already tell that his three-week stay would be over too soon.




    The cab driver pulled up to the curb at Gemma’s flat and pulled Tristan’s bags from the trunk. A passenger with a cane and a heavy limp must have brought out his Good Samaritan, and Tristan tipped him generously. He couldn’t have managed without the man’s help.




    As the cab drove away, Tristan began to move his luggage piece by piece, step by step, to the base of the outdoor stairway. It figured Gemma and Ethan lived on the second floor and there was no lift. Tristan left the three bags at the bottom and began his slow ascent to apartment 5203.




    After knocking twice and trying both of their mobile phones again, Tristan returned to his luggage. He could manage his briefcase and carry-on one at a time, and with nothing else to do, he decided to bring what he could up to their doorway. The heavy rolling suitcase would just have to wait. Tristan moved it to the wall under the overhang and, for the fourth time in forty minutes, climbed the steps to his sister’s front door.




    His right knee brace didn’t allow bending, and he briefly considered remaining standing or sitting on the steps. Despite the hours he’d spent in various airplane seats, the ache that grew as his pain meds wore off convinced him that a horizontal position for that limb would be best. He really needed food to take another pill. Bad planning on his part, he realized; he’d have been smarter to eat before leaving the airport. He eased himself to sitting using his cane and the wrought iron railing across from their door.




    It was getting on toward three in the afternoon, and he still had no word from Gemma or Ethan. Their flat was in one of probably six or seven buildings, all angled in different directions to give tenants views of the rolling landscape and Puget Sound at the bottom of the slope. The area was pleasant, the only sound the seagulls nearby. No cars, no mothers with baby strollers, no one walking a dog. The quiet was soothing; Tristan closed his eyes and let himself relax.
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    “Um…hello?” Cari wasn’t sure what to say upon finding someone sleeping on the doorstep of her next door neighbors’ apartment. Given the suitcase at the bottom of the stairs and how this man was dressed—tan slacks, pinstripe shirt, and an expensive-looking overcoat—he didn’t seem like he was homeless and had chanced upon their little landing to take a nap. Nor did he seem dangerous, like she’d need to call the police. Maybe he was just lost; Gemma and Ethan weren’t due back until tomorrow. This man must simply be at the wrong apartment and not know it.




    “Hello?” she said again, a little louder this time. “Can I help you?”




    The man slowly opened his eyes and…Wow. Cari had never seen eyes so light; they were almost gray, like a wolf’s.




    “Oh, bloody hell,” the man groaned after glancing up and then shutting his eyes tight.




    Cari furrowed her brow. Was she that horrible to look at?




    He arched his back and ran his hand through his dark hair, finishing with a hard rub against the back of his neck. “Sorry ’bout that.” He winced, but then gave her a quick half-smile.




    “Are you, um, at the right apartment?” Cari asked. “Whose place are you visiting?”




    “What? Oh, I thought I was at Gemma and Ethan Stonecipher’s. Am I not?”




    British accent. Just like Gemma’s.




    “Yeah. I mean, yes,” she sputtered, embarrassed to feel so awkward. “You’re at the right place but, um, they won’t be home until tomorrow.”




    “Well, that’s just grand.” He ran his hand across the back of his neck again. Then he looked up. “Sorry. I’m being rude.”




    “Are you…related to Gemma?”




    “Oh, my apologies, yes. I’m a bit disoriented. Long flights to get here. I’m Gemma’s brother, Tristan.”




    “You’ve just arrived from—”




    “London, yes. And Gemma was supposed to meet me at the airport.” He smiled and shook his head, snickering lightly. “My little sister never was the best about remembering things.”




    “She did know you were coming, though, didn’t she?”




    “Oh, yes. I spoke with her a week ago and let her know when I’d be arriving.”




    “I talked with her last night, and all she told me was to be on the lookout for something at her door today.” Cari laughed. “I was expecting a package, not a person.”




    He dropped his head and groaned. “Gemma…”




    “I’m sorry?”




    “Nothing. Private matter between siblings.” He reached for the railing, picking himself up slowly, keeping his right leg stiff. As he stood, Cari noticed a cane in the crook between the wall and Gemma’s apartment door.




    He must have seen her gaping mouth and smiled. “Knee surgery a few months ago. Still wearing a brace while recuperating.”




    “Oh. So traveling from London was—”




    “Uncomfortable, yes, to say the least.” He smirked. “Say, you don’t happen to have a key to—”




    “Their apartment?” They were getting good at finishing each other’s sentences. “Yeah. Let me grab it from my place.” She turned and tried to get her own key to work. Feeling a sudden burst of nervousness, she dropped it on her doormat. She recovered as best she could, turned to smile at her neighbor’s handsome guest, and shoved the key into place, bending it slightly. A few jiggles dislodged it, and Cari was finally able to open her door. “Be right back.”
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    Gemma. Intruding, meddlesome, lovable Gemma. Immediately Tristan began to consider what might have gone through her head over the past few weeks. Ever concerned that her older brother was still single and needed, in her eyes, to settle down, only she would conjure up such an elaborate plan for him to meet her neighbor. Maybe he was wrong; maybe Gemma had truly forgotten his arrival date—but maybe this was all Gemma’s idea. He was thankful, at least, that this woman seemed to know nothing of his sister’s devious ways.




    And Gemma did know Tristan’s type. The woman who now helped him into his sister’s flat was quite pretty. Reddish-brown ringlets cascaded down her back while shorter curls framed her face. Her brown eyes, surrounded by long eyelashes, brightened each time she smiled. And freckles! This woman had more freckles than he’d ever seen. She didn’t appear to wear much makeup; it didn’t seem she needed to. She had an almost olive complexion and a natural beauty to her; Tristan imagined she enjoyed spending time outside.




    It wasn’t just Cari’s looks that intrigued Tristan, though. Her willingness to assist a stranger indicated she was nothing like Melanie, his ex-girlfriend whom his parents had despised. But did this woman know anything about him? She didn’t even seem to know Gemma had a brother. All part of his sister’s plan, he surmised. She wouldn’t want to scare off a “suitable” woman with tales of all he’d been through recently. And, for Tristan’s sake, she’d want to be sure the woman was right for him as well. Maybe if Gemma had met Melanie, she’d have steered him away from her. Instead, Tristan spent a year of one-sided compromising—his—trying to make something of the relationship. He’d actually been relieved when Melanie moved out. While Tristan had been clinging to the idea that happiness was having someone to come home to between trips to Bulgaria, she’d been expecting someone who could devote the level of attention to her that she demanded.




    Tristan had to stop this thinking; he had no proof that he was being set up with Gemma’s neighbor. This woman could very well be married with three children. Right now, he needed to focus on getting settled, finding food, and taking some pain meds.




    “Here you go.” The woman returned, smiling lightly, key in hand.




    “Thank you, ah…I’m sorry; I don’t know your name.”




    A quick blush crossed her cheeks. “Oh. Um, I’m Cari.”




    “Well, Cari, I’m delighted to meet you.” Tristan nodded properly toward her. He unlocked and opened the door. Before entering, he turned back to her. “And you say Gemma and Ethan aren’t due home until tomorrow?”




    “They’re in LA. Ethan’s at a conference and Gemma is with him, visiting all the boutiques she can find, I’m sure.”




    Tristan let out a quick laugh. “Yes, that would be Gemma. Let’s hope for Ethan’s sake she takes home more ideas than purchases.” Gemma had started a successful online business—upscale baby clothing and décor—when she and Ethan lived in St. Louis, even securing a few celebrity clients. When they’d moved, Gemma added a brick-and-mortar shop in the tourist-rich downtown area of the island. Tristan knew she enjoyed traveling with Ethan when his work brought him to bigger cities where she could gather new merchandise and inspiration.




    As Tristan crossed the threshold into the apartment, Cari suddenly disappeared. He found her at the bottom of the stairway, and before he could protest, she began hauling his remaining suitcase up the steps.




    “Oh, no!” he called down. “That’s too heavy!”




    “And there’s no way you can get it up these stairs on a bad leg, right?”




    She had him there.




    “But, really…” He hated being stuck like this. Ethan wouldn’t be home until tomorrow, and Tristan would surely injure himself further if he tried to handle that task himself.




    “Not a problem!” She returned to the top of the steps quite quickly, then engaged the rollers along the bottom of the suitcase and headed toward the Stoneciphers’ flat.




    He held the door open and studied her as she walked past. This lovely young woman, with no ring decorating any finger on her left hand, was currently the only person he knew and could talk to in the entire United States. He wasn’t going to ignore that. His mind began to wander in a new direction: the limited time he might have to get to know her before his meddlesome sister returned. And why not? Cari lived next door, she seemed genuinely friendly, and Tristan was going to be staying with Ethan and Gemma for the next three weeks. It would be rude to disregard the kindness she’d shown him already.




    Tristan hobbled into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Nearly empty, certainly no fresh eggs or milk. Mustard and whipped cream were not meal-makers, and frankly, he needed to eat.




    When he turned, Cari was at the front door, but she seemed to linger rather than heading back out.




    “I’m so terribly sorry, but, well, Gemma and Ethan seem to have left me in a bit of a spot. There appears to be nothing edible, and I’m here without transportation until their return tomorrow.”




    Cari tipped her head shyly. “Uh…I could get you something from my apartment next door,” she offered with a shrug. “I’m not much of a cook, but if you like macaroni and cheese, you’re definitely in business.”




    There was no time like the present—and Tristan liked his present company. “That’s very kind of you, but actually, I don’t believe I’ve eaten a decent meal since—” he glanced at his watch “—the day before yesterday. Might I impose upon you to be my dinner companion at a local restaurant? My treat, of course, but I’d obviously need you to drive.”




    Wow, Tristan thought. He hadn’t been this forward since…well, ever. Melanie had been a co-worker for two years before their first date. And now, here he was asking a complete stranger out to dinner in a town he’d been in for all of three hours. Whether Gemma planned this or not, she’d be proud of his bold efforts.




    “Oh, um,” Cari stammered, “that would be great. But you don’t have to pay for me.” She smiled. “I think I could use a night out after today. And we’ll stop at a grocery store on the way home for a few items Gemma’ll need and a bottle of wine for me for later.”




    “Wine?” Tristan raised his eyebrows. “Are you celebrating or commiserating?”




    “Commiserating, definitely commiserating.” She waved her hand and shook her head. “But that’s just…stuff. Sorry, just had a day that—” She stopped. “Never mind.” Cari straightened her posture and gave Tristan a refreshing smile. “Are you interested in any particular type of restaurant? I mean, we have everything from McDonald’s to five-star fare.”




    “How about…” He sized her up. She didn’t seem the McDonald’s type unless she was in a hurry. The other extreme would be, well, extreme given they’d just met. “How about something casual, perhaps? I’d prefer not to have to change these slacks. The brace underneath can be difficult to deal with.”




    “Cairo’s is good. They’ve got international cuisine. A lot of it’s Egyptian, but you can get fish, chicken, or a steak prepared any way you want. And their desserts are phenomenal.”




    “That sounds perfect.” Tristan sighed. “And I’m starved. Would we be able to go soon? I hate to inconvenience you; you’ve been a godsend to me already.”




    “I skipped lunch, so I’m ready when you are.” She flashed a radiant smile. “Do you need a few minutes to unpack or anything? I just want to slip next door real quick. I can meet you between our doorways in five, if that’s okay.”




    “Meet you in five, then,” he replied. “And thank you.”




    She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “For what?”




    “Coming home.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    “YOUR VEHICLE IS…LAVENDER?” Tristan asked as they approached Cari’s Hummer.




    Cari beamed, giving her car a gentle pat on the hood. “More periwinkle, really.”




    Tristan snickered. “I’m sorry. I’ve just…never…”




    “Yeah. It took a little getting used to. It was my father’s idea. He found it online and got it as a gift for me when I turned twenty-one. He wasn’t quite ready to let go of his little girl, and there’s certainly no hiding this beast.”




    Tristan climbed carefully into the passenger side and placed his cane next to his thigh by the door. The huge front seat and spacious floorboard seemed perfect for his outstretched leg. Cari smiled; if she’d owned some little MiniCooper, he wouldn’t have been able to maneuver into it. They were only a mile from their destination, but she was still glad the short trip would be comfortable for her guest.




    It was a Thursday, so Cairo’s wasn’t too packed when they arrived. The casual atmosphere seemed appropriate; the background noise and expansive view of the water would have provided a distraction if their conversation had lagged at all. But the sights and sounds around them were never needed to rescue them from any down time, because there was none.




    They were led to a table just off the main walking path, which allowed Tristan to extend his right leg without worry of tripping passers-by. Once seated, they both took a minute to look over the menu. Cari wondered if the food would be to an Englishman’s liking. She already knew what she would order, but took her time reading each entrée’s description and thinking, Is this something he might like? And, Do they serve it this way in England?




    Tristan spoke, interrupting her thoughts. “Do you want a glass of wine with dinner?”




    “Hmm?” Cari looked up. “Oh. Um, no, designated driver and all that. You go ahead, though, if you’d like something.” She smiled. “But I can’t have you getting drunk,” she warned. “I may have been strong enough to get that massive suitcase up the steps, but if you pass out, you’ll be spending the night in my car.”




    He laughed and nodded. “I believe I shall pass on any alcohol this evening.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a prescription bottle. “I need this instead.”




    “Pain medication?”




    “Yes. Many hours cooped up in various airplanes, even in first class, isn’t good for my knee as it heals.”




    “Why’d you have surgery? Sports injury?” Cari cringed inwardly at her intrusive question, but so far they’d gotten along well enough, so it couldn’t hurt to ask.




    “Actually—” he looked up at her from his menu “—my knee had a close encounter with a metal pipe. The pipe got away with no damage whatsoever, but my kneecap didn’t fare so well.”




    “Ouch!” She winced. “How did that happen?”




    Before he could answer, their server arrived, and the two took a moment to order Diet Cokes and their meals: for Cari, the chicken curry, and for Tristan, grilled salmon on a bed of couscous and olive leaves.




    As they were left alone again, Tristan leaned back and let out a sigh. Cari was ready for his answer to her question, but instead he changed the subject.




    “So,” he began, “why will you be commiserating later this evening over a glass of wine? Or is it something that will result in an empty bottle and a hangover tomorrow?”




    His eyes never left hers. They were almost hypnotic.




    “Well, I’m a doctoral student at St. Eustachius University—it’s a small school over in Seattle—and I was told today that I basically need to start over with my dissertation.” Their drinks arrived, and Cari took a long sip of hers, worried that this topic of discussion would dead-end quickly.




    “Wow. How far along were you?”




    “About a hundred and thirty pages.” She sighed. “And two years of work.”




    “Christ, that’s got to be devastating.”




    Cari sat back and stroked the arms of her chair, watching her hands as they moved. “Yeah.”




    “So…can you start over?”




    He seemed genuinely concerned.




    “I mean, you’re not going to give up, are you?”




    “No, I guess not.” She shrugged. “Problem is, I have no idea what I want to research. Starting from scratch wouldn’t be a problem if I could just identify something, anything, that I can attack with a vengeance.”




    Tristan leaned forward, elbows on the table and fingers laced together in front of him. Suddenly his demeanor seemed eerily like Dr. Kruger’s. “Okay. Let’s brainstorm.”




    “What? You’re fresh off a plane, probably exhausted and dealing with jet lag, taking pain medication, and yet you’re ready to help me figure out a dissertation topic?”




    “Sure.” He gave her a wide smile. “Why not? Now, what’s your field of study?”




    “Accounting.”




    He stifled a short laugh. “What area?”




    “Um, international mostly, but my dissertation can be on anything as long as it’s accounting-related.”




    “But your interests lie in international accounting or perhaps even global economics?”




    “Yes…”




    “And you’ve got to be under a time constraint now, I assume. So it would be best to find a topic you’ll want to devote all your energy to, right?”




    “Okay, Tristan, either you teach at a university or recently finished your own doctorate. Which is it?”




    He smirked. “PhD in accounting.”




    Cari couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re kidding me! Really?” Suddenly this chance encounter with her neighbor’s handsome brother took a dramatic, and wonderful, turn.




    Tristan grinned, holding his hands up in surrender. “Absolutely. Graduated four years ago.”




    As they nibbled their salads, Cari grilled Tristan on his dissertation. He graciously answered each of her questions in detail and asked about her interests as well, following up on his idea to brainstorm with her. Cari now found the idea of a whole new dissertation topic much more appealing; she was actually excited at the thought of starting fresh.
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    Cari took a sip of her Diet Coke, swallowed hard with a quick hiccup and “excuse me,” and continued their conversation over dinner. “I know I haven’t gotten to know Gemma very well yet, but she knows I’m a doctoral candidate in accounting. I’m surprised she didn’t mention you to me.”




    Ah, Gemma. Tristan knew all too well why his sister hadn’t told Cari about him. He loved his sister’s persistence at playing matchmaker, and he was convinced now that she’d arranged this whole “chance encounter.” She’d tried to set him up with women since they were in college, but he’d always balked at the idea. And even though he’d met a few of them, his nervousness inevitably sabotaged any chance at a relationship. If he’d known that Gemma had a single, attractive next-door neighbor who was working on her PhD in the same subject he’d studied, he would have canceled the trip. Accounting he knew and embraced; women, on the other hand, scared the hell out of him.




    Maybe Cari was the same way, and Gemma was taking double precautions by telling neither of them about the other. Good thinking, Gemma, Tristan thought.




    A few times during their meal, Tristan could feel Cari trying to steer the conversation back to his knee injury, and he finally decided to tell one of the stories he’d made up. He feared the truth would jeopardize their developing friendship. She seemed to accept readily that he’d fallen off scaffolding while painting the shutters on the upper floor of his parents’ home—an adequate explanation as to how his knee had made painful and unavoidable contact with two very thick metal pipes.




    But he hated always having to lie. His knee was just one of the injuries he’d been slowly recovering from over the past three months. However, being nearly beaten to death by the Bulgarian mafia wasn’t something one shared with a new acquaintance over a pleasant dinner. Hell, he’d even lied to Gemma and his parents.




    Because he continued to be a wanted man, Tristan hoped staying quiet might just keep his family and friends safe. He still had vital information that he’d not shared with anyone after completing his investigation of an international money laundering scheme. Information he’d told Bulgarian Minister of Finance Josef Aleynekov he was willing to take to the grave. Information that, if kept secret, would keep Aleynekov and his “colleagues” in business, under the UN’s radar or any new investigator’s probing.




    Tristan just hoped Aleynekov would eventually be willing to trust that he’d keep his mouth shut. He wondered if the Bulgarian had sent some of his hired mafia hands after him to the States, all the way to Washington even. All Tristan knew was that Aleynekov’s people wouldn’t hesitate to follow through with their threats: they knew where his parents and sister lived, and they had worldwide connections.




    But Tristan was a threat to them too. The information he had could bring down the entire government of the former Soviet Bloc nation, something they wanted to avoid at any cost. That kept their delicate relationship at a precarious balance: Tristan let them stay in business; Aleynekov and his colleagues let Tristan—and his family—stay alive.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    TRISTAN HAD TO BE THE MOST INTRIGUING MAN Cari had met in a long time. She chose to push to the back of her head the reality that his home was in England and his visit with Gemma and Ethan would only be for a few weeks. And it was a visit with them, not her. Of course she couldn’t stop a little voice from musing that perhaps now was perfect time to get to know Gemma and Ethan better. Cari could only hope—especially after the wonderful time she and Tristan were having—that maybe her neighbors (and Tristan) would want to include her in some of the things they’d be doing while he was here.




    Their trip to the grocery store was…interesting. Tristan had discovered that Cari blushed easily, and he seemed intent on finding ways to embarrass her as they cruised the aisles of the Safeway market. To observers, they must have seemed like a young couple enjoying each other’s company. Any time another shopper came within earshot, Tristan would ask a question or make some comment sure to turn her cheeks beet red.




    As they wandered down the wrapping paper and greeting card aisle, Tristan followed a few paces behind Cari, leaning on his cane. Then without warning, a loud serenade began—the chorus of “I Think I Love You,” the Partridge Family’s famous tune.




    Cari stopped, hands frozen in place on the cart, and turned slowly around. There stood Tristan, holding open one of those musical greeting cards and singing in perfect tune with David Cassidy and awful, metallic-sounding music.




    “What on earth are you doing?”




    He was all smiles as he closed the card, returned it to the shelf, and selected another. “These are bloody brilliant!”




    “Tristan!” Cari wheeled the cart back to him and whispered urgently. “This is not a karaoke bar!”




    “And you’re blushing again.” He grinned broadly. “This is fantastic!” He turned back to face the rows of cards, eagerly searching for another.




    “I’m heading to the next aisle. Follow me or stay here. Your choice.”




    “Oh, come on,” he called as she began to walk away. “I’ll find one with a duet in it! You’ll sing with me, won’t you, Cari?…Cari?”




    Before he could possibly embarrass her more, Cari laughed and waved. She continued around the corner.




    As she scanned dryer sheet options along with two other women, Tristan’s voice and another tin-can song wafted over to them. This time, it was Player’s classic one-hit wonder “Baby, Come Back.”




    “Is that for you?” one woman deadpanned.




    Cari blushed. “Yes. Excuse me while I go kill a visiting Brit.”




    She scurried back to the card aisle, and Tristan was ready for her, the next card already in his hand and a devious grin on his face.




    Cari hesitated. She could see a zebra on the front wearing sunglasses and a Mohawk.




    Tristan lowered his eyebrows and gazed seductively at her as he began to sing “Wild Thing.”




    “You’re incorrigible!” she said with a laugh.




    “And you’re still a lovely shade of red, so if you think I’m going to quit, you’re wrong.” He was obviously enjoying himself, and Cari had to admit, she was too. As he closed the card, stopping The Troggs’ famous tune mid-line, he sported the most adorable smile, dimples and all.




    When Tristan turned to find yet another card and Cari shook her head in frustration, he dropped his shoulders and finally stepped away from the shelf to join her again in their shopping. “What?” he asked with childlike wonder as he hobbled up next to the cart. Cari didn’t respond, but she knew Tristan could see the grin she was trying to suppress as she gestured for him to follow her.




    In the fruit section, he offered seemingly innocent comments that nonetheless continued to make her blush. Once again, there were other shoppers conveniently nearby to hear him.




    As he picked up a small bunch of bananas, he furrowed his eyebrows. “I don’t know what’s so funny about ‘Is that a banana in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?’ I mean, honestly—”




    Before he could finish, Cari decided to beat him to the punch. “I know! Cucumbers are obviously the better produce for that joke.”




    That stopped him short. Cari didn’t wait around for his reaction but did catch a sly smile of acknowledgment. Her comment, however, did not yield the desired result: she’d wanted to see if she could embarrass him. So far the score remained about ten to zero in his favor.




    The comment that finally convinced Cari to really fight fire with fire, though, occurred near the pharmacy.




    “Darling?” Tristan called rather loudly. “Is it the ribbed condoms you liked last time?” When an elderly woman waiting for her prescription looked over at the two of them, mouth slightly open, he winked at her. “Got to practice safe sex, right?”




    It was time for Cari to play along.




    “Oh, Tristan,” she cooed, sauntering up to him and gliding a single finger slowly down the front of his shirt. When she got to his belt, she tugged it a little. “Let’s skip the condoms for once, huh? I want to really feel you tonight.” She put on a girlish pout and stared up into his now very wide eyes.




    But Tristan recovered quickly, turned to the woman, and pumped his fist. “Yesss!”




    With that, Cari backed away, threw up her hands, and just had to laugh. “You win. There is no embarrassing you. I surrender.”




    Tristan cocked his head and eyed her seductively. “Wow. You surrender that easily, do you? This is my lucky night!”




    “Tristan!”




    Once they were out of the pharmacy and on the way to the checkout line, he laughed. “You play the game well. I nearly lost it when you did that thing—” he ran his finger partway down his chest “—and kept a straight face.”




    “That poor woman!” Cari blushed again. “Maybe I should go apologize.”




    “Poor woman?” he scoffed. “I heard the pharmacist take her husband’s order for some, ahem, enhancement medication. She’ll be the one ‘getting lucky’ tonight, not us.”




    “Does that mean you didn’t get the condoms?” She pouted again, and he laughed.




    “I’ll be right back!” he said with a quick wink.




    “No! Tristan!”




    But he was gone, hobbling back to the pharmacy before Cari could stop him. When he returned, he held an item behind his back and gave her a look full of the devil.




    “You didn’t!”




    Suddenly, people in line around them watched with voyeuristic interest.




    “I did! And you are so going to thank me later,” he said seductively.




    Then he threw a package of dental floss on the conveyor, and the two of them lost themselves in laughter once again.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    TRISTAN HADN’T LAUGHED that much in…he couldn’t remember when. It felt good to finally be relaxed, not always looking over his shoulder, wondering if he was safe.




    And where had this brazen side of him come from? Were the pain meds having some strange side effect? It was like he was someone other than the staid, nervous, boring Tristan he’d been all his life. Even when things were good with Melanie, he couldn’t recall ever being so…God, what was it?…free. Had he really made sexual innuendos with this woman he hardly knew? And done so repeatedly? Thank heavens she hadn’t slapped him. Christ, what was he thinking?




    The meds had never caused such behavior before. Maybe it was some subconscious knowledge that, because he was visiting from the other side of the world and would be gone in a matter of weeks, he could be somebody else; he could adopt a persona just for the hell of it. Soon he’d be back in England, back to being dull, serious, shy Tristan once again.




    But he wondered: had any of this change been because of Cari? There was something…something enlightening…about her that he couldn’t deny. In his real world, Tristan never would have had the confidence to speak to a woman like her, and certainly not in the way he did. But today, he’d had to depend on her out of happenstance. Or was it fate? Either way, he’d found her so easy to talk to, so interesting to listen to.




    Tristan’s thoughts circled back to Gemma. Could she have foreseen his amazing transformation? She knew him better than anyone, but even during his occasional drunken stupors in college, she’d never witnessed this side of him. Tristan didn’t even recognize himself tonight.




    It was just refreshing, so refreshing, to simply laugh until his ribs hurt.




    “That was the most, um, interesting trip to the store I’ve ever had.” Cari giggled as they drove out of the grocery store’s parking lot.




    “I am so sorry! You’ve got to believe me that I’m normally a very shy person.”




    Cari gave him an incredulous sideways look.




    “No, honestly, I am! I don’t know what got into me. You must think I’m a total git.” He paused, running his hand across the back of his neck like he always did when he was embarrassed, then added in a quieter, more repentant tone, “You’re not going to have to find a new place to shop, are you?”




    She brushed loose ringlets from her forehead as she broke into another fit of laughter. “No, of course not. But I hope to never run into that woman from the pharmacy again. I don’t know what would embarrass me more: the commentary she witnessed or knowing what her purchase was.”




    “Well,” Tristan mused seriously as Cari kept her gaze on the road ahead, “I’m happy for her. No need to ‘go without’ if there’s medical help available.”




    Cari closed her eyes for a moment, quickly shaking her head from side to side. “No, no, no, no, no! I do not want the image of their impending activities invading my head, thank you!”




    Tristan stifled a snort of laughter as he, too, tried to delete any such thoughts before they emerged in his mind’s eye. “Absolutely. So! New topic, then?”




    “Yes, please, I beg you!”




    Cari’s laugh was euphoric, lightening Tristan’s heart and sweeping away the worries that had weighed heavy for so many months.




    “Um…I’m trying to think, trying to think.” And he honestly was, but their outing at the market was blocking everything. “I know. I wanted to ask you two things,” he finally said. “And I’ll understand perfectly if the answer is no to the second one.”




    She looked over at him curiously. “Okay, shoot.”




    “Well, I was going to ask if there is any way for me to get this leg some exercise. A park, maybe, or just somewhere I can walk? I’m not looking for a treadmill, at least not tonight. The weather’s too pleasant, and I’ve been cooped up too long over the past few days. And my second question—” he hesitated, hoping he wasn’t pushing beyond her comfort level “—I wondered if you’d mind driving me there and…perhaps…joining me for a short walk?” Tristan winced, prepared for Cari to respond with a polite “I can’t” or “Maybe some other time” or, worse, “My boyfriend and I have plans later.”




    “Sure.”




    He let out a silent sigh of relief.




    “Actually,” she continued, “we wouldn’t have to drive anywhere. There’s a nice walking path that circles the apartment complex. Would that work for you?”




    The smile that suddenly appeared on Tristan’s face felt way too big. He looked out the passenger window so she wouldn’t see how elated he was. Besides, he knew his face was red—like a schoolboy’s reaction to getting the pretty girl to walk to class with him. “That sounds perfect.”




    The remainder of their short ride was quiet but for an occasional question from Tristan or a tour guide’s comment from Cari about the scenery they passed. He tried to reach Gemma and once again got her voicemail. Surely she’d listened to his numerous messages by now, but he’d chosen not to mention that he’d met Cari; two could play this game of being elusive.




    He just hoped she wouldn’t call Cari. They were doing fine on their own.




    Actually, they were doing great on their own.




    While Tristan’s first impression of Cari had been that she was simply an attractive woman, in the few hours they’d spent together, he’d found her to be intelligent, funny, sensitive, outgoing…amazing. Did Gemma know all of this about Cari already? If not, Tristan had every intention of making sure she found out. He and Cari hadn’t discussed their personal lives; he hoped she wasn’t seeing anyone and might be available to spend time with him during his visit—assuming she wanted to, of course.




    They arrived back at the apartments—it was time Tristan tried using American terminology—a little before seven. The sunset on Bainbridge Island was breathtaking; the misty overcast afternoon had melted away, and the sky was a mix of gold and pink swirls of cloud cover. The forecast called for storms later, but for now all was calm. As they made their way up the stairs with their few bags of groceries, Cari holding most of them since Tristan needed to hold the railing and his cane, he confirmed their plans for taking a walk, still amazed at his newfound boldness.




    “So, we’ll put our packages away and meet here again?”




    Cari turned back toward Tristan as she climbed the last few steps. “Yeah. That sounds good.”




    She handed him the two bags she’d carried for him, and they each inserted their keys to unlock the apartment doors.




    “Stupid key,” Cari muttered as she struggled to remove hers once her door was open.




    After a few more vigorous tugs, it pulled free. She grumbled some more as she entered her apartment. Even in her frustration, she was entrancing.




    Tristan quickly unloaded his parcels—bananas, eggs, milk, some salad items and dressing, and a bottle of the same wine Cari had purchased as a gift for Gemma and Ethan’s anticipated arrival tomorrow. He put everything away and took quick inventory of the apartment, touring each room without being invasive. To the left of the front entrance was an alcove with three doors, one along each small portion of wall. The first led to a room that faced the parking lot. It was just big enough to house a small built-in desk, a futon, and some bookshelves…or a crib in the future. The middle door, immediately in front of him, was the guest bath, and the third opened to a larger bedroom—Gemma and Ethan’s, of course—with another, more spacious bath around the corner.




    The long, thin kitchen was across from the alcove of doors, its entrance just after the open countertop that separated it from the living area. Once in the kitchen, Tristan opened a set of bi-fold doors at the end of the cooking space to find a small pantry to the left and a stackable washer and dryer next to it.




    The spacious living area had a small fireplace in the far corner, matching its twin in Gemma and Ethan’s bedroom on the other side of the wall. The décor showcased Gemma’s eclectic interests; antiques harmonized with modern art throughout the space. Along the short back wall, French doors opened to a terrace that had another single door to the left connecting to the back bedroom. Tristan took a moment to look out over the walking trails that meandered back into the trees. In the distance he could see the tips of some snow-capped mountains. Gemma had bragged about the view when they’d first moved in; now Tristan could see why. He wondered if Cari’s flat next door was a mirror-image of the same design.




    The pain meds had once again done their job, and his knee felt much better. He rolled his suitcase into what he assumed would be his room and sat down on the chair by the desk. Dropping his trousers and quickly unfastening the knee brace, he sighed at the instant release around his thigh and calf. He’d had that damned thing on for nearly two days straight.




    He got his pants back on and belted, maneuvering much of the transition from a sitting position. Flexing his knee carefully, extending the range of motion with each bend, felt wonderful, and after a moment of applying gentle pressure to his foot, he stood and slowly began to bear weight on it. Yes, this was good. With his cane, he could definitely get some good walking in; something his physician in London said he needed to be doing regularly.
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    Once again, they met between the doorways. Cari had changed into a sweater, low-slung jeans, and sneakers. She’d also grabbed a lined windbreaker and tied the sleeves around her waist, prepared for the usual drop in temperature as the sun went down. Tristan had exchanged his trench coat for a more casual jacket, and the two started down the stairs for their walk.




    “You’re bending your knee!”




    “Took off the brace. Feels great to be able to move it again. I’d had it on during the flights to keep it safe, and then I kept it on because it hurt so much.” He smiled as they turned down the sidewalk that led to toward the fountain. “Those pills have helped tremendously, as did my meal. Thank you, by the way, for recommending that restaurant; the food was quite good.”




    Cari smiled, and she and Tristan walked in silence for a few minutes, passing the fountain and following a tree-lined path that wound around to a small, manmade lake that Cari’s apartment building overlooked. Small lights lined the winding sidewalk, creating what—on any other occasion, Cari told herself—might be considered a romantic setting.




    “So, have you been to the States before?” Cari could only think of silly things to ask. The path they’d chosen went in a nearly one-mile loop around the apartment complex. She hoped their ability to talk so comfortably would return as they strolled.




    “A few times. But Washington is new to me.” He tilted his head. “It’s very, uh, green here, isn’t it!”




    “Yeah.” Cari laughed. “That’s the first reaction most people have when they visit.” She inhaled deeply and smiled, looking up toward the canopy of trees. “But you’ve got to admit, it is gorgeous.”




    “And it’s serene,” Tristan added. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep. It’s so quiet. I may have to find a movie that has a lot of city scenes with the noises I’m used to.”




    “Do the pain pills help you sleep?”




    “Not really, but having only slept for short periods over the past few days—all of them sitting upright—I really shouldn’t have trouble. I got a bit of rest this afternoon…”




    “Before I woke you?”




    “But I’m glad you did. My back couldn’t have taken that position much longer.”




    Tristan favored his right leg as he walked beside Cari. She noticed that his limp had lessened considerably since they’d started, and the cane now seemed more a precaution than necessity.




    “This trail goes for almost a mile. Is that okay? It’ll loop back around to where we started.”




    Tristan sighed with a smile. “This is exactly what I needed, both mentally and physically. Thanks.”




    The two fell into gentle conversation. He told her more about Gemma and growing up in England; she shared her upbringing in a suburb of Seattle. Tristan enjoyed music; in college he and some friends had even formed a band that had played at a few weddings. He could play the violin, guitar, and piano, and he’d composed some original songs, although he quickly clarified that they had horrible lyrics. Cari explained that her interests leaned toward outdoor sports. She loved to snow ski and wasn’t too bad at snowboarding either.




    “All right,” Tristan stated matter-of-factly. “Let’s go into lightning fill-in-the-blank, shall we?”




    “Excuse me?” Cari was caught off guard.




    “Well,” he mused, “I’m only here for three weeks and, other than Ethan, you’re the only American I know. So…” He gazed at her with a brilliant smile. “I want to learn as much as I can about a typical American in the limited time I have.”




    “Oh.” Cari shrugged, a little uncomfortable. But that pesky little voice in her head cheered that Tristan wanted to know more about her. “Um. Okay. How do we do this?”




    “Well, I’ll ask you a variety of questions, and you have to answer as quickly—” he tilted his head down to look her in the eye “—and honestly as you can.”




    “Your goal isn’t to make me blush more, is it? ’Cause I don’t think my blood cells can stand much more racing to my face!”




    “No, no. I promise.” Tristan put his free hand to his chest, swearing his oath.




    “Okay. But I have to warn you, my life is pretty boring, especially compared to you and Gemma being raised in a big city like London.”




    “You let me decide that, hmm?” And he gave Cari that smile she was quickly becoming addicted to seeing.




    “Favorite movie of all time.”




    “Oh. Um. Crap.” She was already tumbling over her own thoughts. “Um…”




    “There’s no prize attached to any of your answers, you know,” he teased.




    “Well, how about you tell me your favorite movie to get things rolling?”




    “Oh, turning things around already, hmm? Okay…let me think…”




    “What about ‘answering quickly’? Not so easy, is it!”




    “Point well taken. All right. Favorite movie of all time. Bourne Ultimatum.”




    “Really! All three of those Bourne movies were good. Why that one in particular?”




    “I like American movies, first of all. But seeing all the European scenery in a movie like that makes it, I don’t know, more familiar since I’ve visited nearly every country there. Plus, I like the intrigue, the good guy outsmarting all the bad guys.” He hesitated for a moment and added, “And I’ve learned some things from those movies too.”




    “Learned some things? Like what?”




    Tristan dropped his eyes to the path in front of him. “I guess I fancy myself a James Bond-Jason Bourne thinker.”




    He gave Cari a sideways glance, but she just smiled.




    “Whenever I watch movies like that, I try to imagine ahead of the character what the best move or decision will be. You know, just in case I ever have to escape from evil villains bent on world domination.”




    They both laughed at that. He was embarrassed, she could tell, but she appreciated his openness and honesty.




    “Well, if I’m ever a damsel in distress—decked out in my best Dolce and Gabbana evening gown, of course—I’ll look to you to rescue me with your clever one-upmanship over the bad guys.”




    Tristan seemed relieved that Cari hadn’t made fun of his quasi-hero worship of adventurous fictional movie characters. “All right. Your turn,” he groused. “No more stalling. You’ve had plenty of time to consider your answer.”




    “Okay. I guess it’s a tie between the nineteen sixty-nine version of Romeo and Juliet and Pay It Forward.”




    “The first one I’ve seen, but I’m not familiar with the second. But tell me your reasons for both.”




    “Well, Romeo and Juliet—it’s the classic romance. Plus,” she added shyly, “when I saw it in high school, I thought the boy playing Romeo was so handsome. Never have forgotten those eyes.” Cari had to make sure not to look at Tristan, whose eyes were much lighter but equally entrancing.




    “So you’re a romantic, then, are you?”




    “To my bones, yes. I love that stuff. Even the corniest movies can bring me to tears when the guy and girl finally get together. It’s pathetic.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But it’s me.”




    “Interesting…”




    He left his comment at that and made her wish she could read his thoughts.




    “Now, the other movie, Pay It Forward, was amazing in how the story came full-circle.”




    “Full-circle?”




    “Yeah. It kind of starts with one scene, then it seems to move in all sorts of directions, but by the end of the movie, you’re back to the start and you see that all of these in-between disconnected scenes really weren’t so disconnected after all. The circle—the meaning of the movie—is complete.”




    “Hmm…”




    “And it makes me cry buckets at the end, too.”




    “Why is that? Or do you cry at anything?”




    “I can’t tell you or it ruins it. You have to see it. It’s important to not know what all the disjointed puzzle pieces mean during the movie, even though you can’t help but put them together as little light bulbs go off in your head.”




    “And do you have this movie?”




    “Yeah. I can loan it to you while you’re here.”




    “Maybe the four of us can watch it together.”




    “That sounds like a nice idea.” She looked away quickly, feigning interest in something beyond the trees so he wouldn’t see what she knew were reddened cheeks. Heaven knows what he’d think if he saw her blush at this! She certainly didn’t want him to know how easily her face flushed just being near him. As good looking and smart and funny as he was, there had to be some gorgeous woman in England anxiously awaiting his return. That’s why Gemma had never told her about her brother: he was obviously involved with someone else.




    The attempted Q&A session never materialized as they were still discussing the first question when they returned to the apartments. Tristan was slow to climb the steps, and Cari guessed he’d soon be propping up his leg again. At the top of the stairs, she felt a sudden loss for words, almost as if they’d just finished a first date and didn’t know what to say as they parted. Tristan wasn’t speaking either.




    “Thank y—”




    “That was ni—”




    “No, you first,” he said.




    “I was just going to say it was nice to go for a walk. I don’t do that very often, and pretty as that trail is, I really should.”




    “And I wanted to thank you for accompanying me. If you’d like to go on more walks any time soon and don’t mind having me tag along, my leg could definitely use the exercise.”




    “Oh! Yes. Sure.” Cari knew she sounded flustered; internally she was doing excited backflips. “Well…good night,” she added sheepishly as she dug out her key and Tristan moved toward Gemma’s door.




    He flashed her a smile. “Good night, Cari. See you tomorrow, then.”




    Cari looked at him, grinning and hoping the dim lighting hid the blush she was sure had just reappeared on her face. She turned again to her doorknob as he went inside and closed his door. This blasted key had been giving her trouble for the past few days, and she promised to make a note to call the complex’s office in the morning as soon as she was inside. She needed someone to check the key before it broke off complet—




    “Shoot!” And then it happened. Key went in; only half came back out. “Shoot, shoot, shoot!” It was eight thirty at night. The office was closed, and Cari was locked out of her apartment. “Shoot!” she added once more for good measure.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    “HI, IS JAMES BOND HOME? ’Cause I need the help need of an international spy.”




    Lame! She laughed to herself.




    “Hi, I’m Cari, local damsel in distress.”




    That was even more lame.




    “So…miss me?”




    Oh my God, Cari thought. How pathetic can I get?




    As she plucked with her stubby fingernails at the broken key in the doorknob, she contemplated clever one-liners she could use if she eventually had to knock on Tristan’s door. Her best scenario would be to somehow get the key to engage internally and allow her entrance into her apartment, but the more she tried, the more she realized she’d need some strong and really skinny tweezers if there was any hope of getting the key to turn or come out.




    She probably had some kind of tool in her glove box that might work…but her car keys were sitting on the kitchen counter. She could call her father, see if he wouldn’t mind a late-night drive to visit his daughter and help her out of a jam…but her cell phone was next to the car keys.




    Ugh. She was in trouble.




    Cari spent a few minutes more on her knees, peering at the stuck key and contemplating any other possible options. Bottom line: she needed help—either a locksmith, for which she’d need a phone, or a tool that would allow her to solve the problem herself. After sitting on her legs in tight jeans for ten minutes, it also occurred to her that she now also had to pee. Badly. A chill went down her spine as a quick breeze hit and the rumbling of a distant storm startled her. Wonderful. The night was barreling down Misery Lane at a fast clip.




    Pushing herself up from her uncomfortable position—and working to get the pins and needles in her legs to subside—she waddled over to her neighbor’s apartment and tapped her knuckles on the door. She still hadn’t decided what to say.




    It took a minute before she sensed any movement inside the apartment, and she worried that she’d once again woken her visiting neighbor. She heard the rustling of Tristan peering out the peephole and turning the key.




    “Hello.” He was, of course, surprised to see her and only opened the door partway.




    Instead of saying something stupid, Cari simply held up her broken key and gave Tristan a pitiful “help me” look.




    While she could see fine in the dim light from the small bulb overhead, Tristan looked out from a much brighter area and had to open the door a little wider, leaning forward and squinting before he realized what she was showing him.




    “What happened?” Now he pulled the door wide and stepped out.




    Cari noted his loose gray T-shirt and darker gray sweatpants. He’d probably been going to sleep or at least finally stretching out and relaxing for the night. She could hear the television in the background; sounded like a news channel rather than a movie.




    “The key broke off in the door, and I’ve been trying to get it out, but it’s just no use.” Cari shrugged. “Can I just use the phone to call my dad?”




    “Mind if I take a look at the doorknob first, just in case I’m able to fix it?”




    “Oh. Yeah. Sure.” Cari hadn’t really considered that Tristan might be more successful than she’d been. She backed up and leaned against the railing so he could walk the few steps over to her door.




    Tristan crouched, extending his right leg gingerly, and jiggled the doorknob. He tried to pinch the broken portion of the key with his fingernails, and then attempted to push against the key while trying to turn the knob—everything Cari had already tried to no avail. She didn’t tell him that, though. If nothing else, Cari was glad to see she’d done the same things Tristan did and, twisted as it sounded, he’d not had any better luck. She was justified, if that was the right word, in finally conceding that she needed help.




    “Might Gemma and Ethan have something like a set of long tweezers?” Tristan posed.




    Ah-ha, Cari thought, they were still thinking along the same lines. “I don’t know. Maybe they have a junk drawer in the kitchen or something in the bathroom medicine chest.”




    He returned to the doorway of his apartment and gestured for Cari to follow. “Let’s see what we can find. Why don’t you check the kitchen, and I’ll check both bathrooms.” Without waiting for her response, he turned toward Gemma and Ethan’s room.




    Instead of going into the kitchen, though, Cari bee-lined it to the guest bath. Noting his quizzical look, she called, “Sorry! Gotta go before I burst!” She heard him chuckle as she closed the door.




    A few moments later, in the kitchen and feeling oh-so-much better, Cari opened what she assumed would be the junk drawer—the spot in their kitchen that mirrored where she kept odds and ends in hers. Bingo! But as she moved birthday candles, refrigerator magnets from local restaurants, little fuzzy things for the bottoms of chair legs so they won’t scrape the floor, and a nearly depleted rubber band ball, Cari discovered only one small Phillips screwdriver, the kind used to gain access to the battery compartment of a remote control. No flathead to be found, and definitely no tweezers.




    “Nothing,” Tristan reported as he entered the kitchen. “If Gemma owns a pair of tweezers, they’re probably with her in California.”




    “Thanks for looking anyway.” Cari paused. “Well, I guess I should call my father. Do you mind?”




    Tristan shifted to one side and allowed her access to the phone on the countertop. Then he nodded and left the kitchen.




    “Hello. You have reached Ron Lopez. I, um, can’t come to the phone so please leave a message. Okay? Thank you.”




    Bless his heart, Cari’s dad had recorded that simple message six times before he was satisfied that it sounded professional enough. As owner of a small but successful hardware store in eastern Seattle, he always wanted to make a good impression, even on the home voicemail.




    Just as Cari was about to leave a message, it occurred to her: he’d told her he was going hiking with a buddy in the Olympia National Forest. “Take care, Cari. We’re going to be in the middle of nowhere,” he’d said a few days earlier. “I’ll call you when I get back home on Sunday.”




    Okay. She couldn’t reach her father, and he was her only relative within a six-hour drive. Her final option, then, was a locksmith. She wasn’t looking forward to paying probably seventy-five dollars for the service call and repair, but she was stuck. She needed to get into her apartment.




    Cari started searching the lower cabinets and pantry for a phone directory. Next to the laundry detergent, behind the bi-fold doors, she found what she was looking for. She placed the thin book on the counter, turning to the “L” section.




    There were three local locksmiths, if you could call them local. One was easily an hour’s drive from her apartment, and the other two were probably forty-five minutes away. It was doable, of course, so she didn’t complain…until she got a “disconnected” message on the closest one and price quotes of one hundred thirty dollars and one hundred fifty-five dollars from the other two. Evidently night calls to non-vehicle locks on Bainbridge Island cost extra.




    Tristan returned to the kitchen, prescription bottle in hand, and opened a few cabinets until he found a drinking glass, which he filled with tap water. He looked over her shoulder and pointed to the price quotes she’d written down in the margins of the phone book.




    “Tell them you’ll call them right back,” he whispered as she considered the cost of the third locksmith.




    Cari raised her eyebrows, and Tristan nodded in a “go ahead” way. She said goodbye to the Lucky Locksmith Company’s operator.




    “What?” she asked as she laid the phone on the counter.




    “Why don’t you stay here? It’s the least I can offer after all you did for me this afternoon. You can sleep in Gemma and Ethan’s room and call the complex’s office first thing in the morning. They’ve got someone on staff who can help, don’t they?”




    Cari contemplated this very tempting notion: she wouldn’t be putting anyone out by staying there, it would save her a lot of money, and she could get to sleep sooner.




    “Are you sure?” She scrunched her face.




    “Absolutely!” he responded with a smile. “You know Gemma would insist on it. And, best of all, you can have that glass of wine you wanted even sooner.” He went around her to the fridge and pulled out the now-chilled bottle.




    “But you got that for Gemma and Ethan.” Boy, did Cari want—no, need—a glass of wine.




    “So trade your bottle for this one in the morning.”




    She could have thought of that but her brain was a few steps behind, contemplating the whole staying-with-her-neighbor’s-handsome-brother thing.




    “Do you have classes or work tomorrow?” he asked, the issue regarding Cari staying the night evidently resolved.




    “I teach a ten o’clock class and need to put in some office hours, but Fridays are pretty light.”




    “Will that allow you time to get the lock fixed, yourself ready for work, and to the campus in time?”




    “The staff here is pretty good about keeping tenants happy. Someone should be there by eight, and I’ll call right away. If it comes down to it, I can go to class like this.” Cari looked down at her T-shirt and jeans. Not the most professional look, but certainly more conservative than her students’ usual attire.




    Then she remembered something more crucial than what she was wearing. “Of course, I have no ID, no car keys, no money to take a taxi…” Being stuck here and having to cancel class was unfortunately a possibility, Cari realized. But she chose to remain optimistic that she’d get a chance to shower, change, and make it to class. She wasn’t going to worry at this point. It would all work out fine.




    Tristan proceeded to uncork the bottle and pour a glass of wine for Cari. He then refilled his ice water, reminding her that pain pills and alcohol were not a good combination. With drinks in hand, the two wandered into the living room where, sure enough, CNN was on. He gestured for her to sit before selecting a spot for himself. Cari had done a few “chick movie” nights with Gemma over the past few months, so she slipped off her shoes and plopped down in her usual place on the very comfortable sofa, pulling her feet up under her as she did.




    As Tristan settled in at the other end, suddenly Cari noticed a blanket tossed over the back of the sofa and a throw pillow on his end of the coffee table. It had just the right size dent in it where his lower leg had probably been resting. They were now like bookends on the sofa, and Cari had to make a quick decision: move to the small chair (that honestly didn’t look very comfortable) or stay put on the same piece of furniture as this person she didn’t know very well. She stared uncomfortably at the TV as she waited for the heat in her cheeks to go away.




    Tristan picked up a folded section of newspaper and a pen and placed them on his lap. “Is this all right? CNN, I mean?” he asked.




    “Oh, of course. Any big world news we need to be aware of?” Cari glanced, only half interested, at the television. She suddenly felt even more awkward that she’d disturbed his first bit of relaxation in days.




    “Just that some foul weather is apparently headed toward us, and we’re in for a stormy night. How bad does it get here?” He didn’t seem nervous, just intrigued.




    “Sometimes it rains so much you think you should be building an ark. Winds can get kind of nasty, but if it’s typical, it should be calmer by sunrise and just a bit drizzly all day tomorrow.”




    Tristan nodded, satisfied with her impromptu weather report, and scowled at the newspaper he was holding.




    “I’m usually pretty decent at crossword puzzles, but I’m struggling with a few four-letter words.”




    Cari raised her eyebrows and smirked.




    “No, it’s that I’ve got the whole bloody thing filled out except for words that are merely four letters long, and I’m getting frustrated.”




    “Throw one at me. Maybe I’ll know the answer.” She shifted against the pillow behind her and repositioned herself, perking up for the intellectual challenge ahead. Besides, having her feet under her, like she had outside her door, had caused more lower-leg numbness. She turned to keep one leg bent sideways and let the other move to the edge of foot-friendly coffee table.
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