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Chapter 1


“I LOOK LIKE A CHOCOLATE MERINGUE PIE,” KADY SAID AS SHE grimaced at her reflection in the tall three-sided mirror. With her dark hair and ivory skin above the absolute white of the frothy wedding dress, she did indeed remind herself of chocolate and whipped egg whites. Cocking her head to one side, she reconsidered. “Or maybe a chicken dumpling. I can’t decide which.”


From behind her, Debbie, who had been at cooking school with Kady, laughed softly, but Jane did not.


“I don’t want to hear another word like that,” Jane said sternly. “You hear me, Kady Long? Not one more word! You are absolutely gorgeous and you full well know it.”


“Gregory certainly knows it,” Debbie said, her eyes wide as she surveyed Kady in the mirror. As one of Kady’s two bridesmaids, she’d flown to Virginia from northern California the night before and had only met Kady’s fiancé this morning. She was still reeling from the experience. Gregory Norman was one terrific-looking man: his face and body all hard angles and planes, with dark hair and eyes that looked at a woman as though to say he’d very much like to make love to her. When he’d raised Debbie’s fingertips to his beautiful lips and kissed them, Debbie’s upper lip had broken into a sweat.


“How can I walk down the aisle looking like this?” Kady asked, holding out what had to be fifty yards of heavy satin. “And look at these sleeves: they’re bigger than I am. And the skirt!” With horror in her eyes, she looked down at the acres of white satin puddling about her, a pearl encrusted border sparkling on the seven or so inches of hem that bent into an overflow on the floor.


“Any of these dresses can be altered,” said the tall, thin saleswoman, who with her stiff stance let Kady know that she didn’t appreciate having her bridal salon’s wares denigrated.


Kady hadn’t meant to give offense. “It’s not the dresses; it’s me. Why can’t the human body be like bread dough so we could shape it however we want? Add a little here, take a little off there.”


“Kady,” Jane warned. They had known each other all their lives, and she could not bear to hear Kady say anything derogatory about herself; she loved her too much to allow that.


But Debbie giggled. “Or as stretchy as pizza dough,” she said, looking at Kady in the mirror. “Then we could elongate what was too short, and leave lumps where we wanted them.”


When Kady laughed, Debbie was quite pleased with herself. They had gone to culinary school in New York together, but Debbie had always been in awe of Kady. While other students were trying to learn techniques and how to blend flavors, Kady just seemed to know. She could look at a recipe and tell how it was going to taste; she could eat a meal she hadn’t cooked, then later re-create it exactly. While other students were juggling recipe cards and trying to remember the difference between scones and biscuits, Kady threw things into a bowl, dumped them onto a sheet pan, put them into an oven, and they came out divine. Needless to say, at school Kady was the darling of all the teachers and the envy of every student. Debbie had been flattered beyond all reasoning when Kady had asked her if she’d like to go to a movie and thus started their friendship.


Now, five years later, both she and Kady were thirty years old. Debbie had married, had a couple of children, and her culinary talents were mostly directed toward peanut-butter sandwiches and barbecued steaks on weekends. But that’s not the way Kady’s life had gone. After school Kady had shocked—and horrified—all the other students and her teachers by accepting a job at a run-down steak house called Onions located in Alexandria, Virginia. Her teachers had tried to persuade her to accept one of the many job offers she received from fabulous restaurants in New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and even Paris. But she’d turned them down flat. And everyone had said what a shame it was for someone with Kady’s talent to waste herself in that nothing little steak house.


But Kady had had the last laugh because she’d turned Onions into a three-star restaurant. People came from all over the world to eat at her tables. If a diplomat, jet-setter, or even an in-the-know tourist visited the eastern seaboard, he made sure he went to Kady’s Place, as it was affectionately known.


And what made the food world especially envious was that Kady had done it her way. She’d been determined to bring people to her food, not to the restaurant itself. Today, Onions was still in need of refurbishing; it was tiny, seating only twenty-five people at once, and it accepted no reservations. Nor did it have a menu. People came and stood in line and waited until a table was empty, then they ate whatever Kady had decided to cook that night.


Debbie would never forget the video on the six o’clock news that seemed to amuse Peter Jennings so much. In it was President Clinton waiting in line outside Onions, talking to the king of some African country, both of them surrounded by hungry tourists and locals, while Secret Service men looked on in wild-eyed fear, anticipating danger.


Now, as Debbie looked at Kady in her wedding dress, she saw only her talented, pretty friend. Besides being an extraordinary cook, Kady had one of the most beautiful faces she’d ever seen. As far as Debbie knew, Kady had no idea how to apply mascara, but then why should she when she had lashes that thick and that black? And long, thick hair so dark and shiny you could almost apply your lipstick in its reflection. “Good diet,” Kady always said, tongue in cheek, whenever anyone said she was pretty.


Although her face was exceptionally pretty, Kady had what the fashion magazines described as a “figure problem.”


Kady was about five feet two inches tall, had a size twelve top and bottom and a size four waist. In school she’d always worn her chef’s coat, a long, double-breasted jacket that went almost to her knees, completely concealing her waist, so she looked like a pretty face set atop a burrito. It wasn’t until a school Halloween party, when Kady had shown up dressed as a streetwalker, that anyone had seen her little waist—and had seen her exaggerated hourglass figure. After that night several of the male students had made passes at Kady, but later, after she’d corrected their soufflés and crepes, they left her alone. “Gets them every time,” Kady had whispered to Debbie, adding that she was waiting for a man she loved as much as she loved cooking.


And now she’d found him. Gregory Norman was the drop-dead gorgeous son of the widow who owned Onions, the woman who had so very wisely hired Kady. It was rumored that when Kady refused to allow the President of the United States into her restaurant ahead of a family of tourists from Iowa, Mrs. Norman had had to be revived with smelling salts. But later, after Mrs. Norman received a handwritten note from the President thanking Mrs. Norman and Kady for such a wonderful meal, Mrs. Norman had in turn thanked Kady by paying the extravagant bill for the white truffles Kady had ordered without one complaint, nor even a sarcastic remark. It was said that keeping her mouth shut had probably taken five years off Mrs. Norman’s life.


“You can’t wear that dress, that’s for sure,” Jane said in a no-nonsense way. “Actually, you can’t be seen in any of these.” As she spoke she glared at the saleswoman, daring her to comment. “Come on, get out of that thing, and let’s go to lunch.”


“I’ve heard of a new place about twenty miles—” Debbie began, but Jane halted her.


“Don’t even try. Our Kady will eat nowhere except at an American deli. No one else can cook food good enough for her, isn’t that right, Miss Picky?”


Kady laughed as she struggled out of the voluminous dress. “Delis have good, simple food. It is what it is.”


“Ha! You just don’t like anyone else’s cooking, that’s what. Come on, let’s go.”


Debbie was bewildered at the way Jane bossed Kady around, for to her, Kady was a bit of a celebrity, at least she was in the food world, since she was always being mentioned in those heavenly food magazines. “Food pornography,” as Kady called them. “Sinfully rich and sinfully delicious to our weight-conscious society.”


Twenty minutes later the three women were seated at tiny tables in a frantically busy deli, eating turkey breast sandwiches.


“So!” Jane said. “I feel a little guilty, having arrived days earlier, so why don’t you tell Debbie all about your fiancé? In fact, I forgot all about the love part of all this.”


At that Kady rolled her eyes. Jane was an accountant, and for the last two days the finances of the restaurant and Kady’s bank account had been Jane’s number one concern.


“Yes, do tell me,” Debbie encouraged. “Tell me all about Gregory. Kady, he really is the most beautiful of men. Is he a model?”


“More important,” Jane said with a secretive look, “how does he look with his face veiled?”


“What?” Debbie asked, leaning forward, looking puzzled.


“Since she was a child, Kady has . . .” Halting, Jane looked at her friend. “Stop sitting there looking like the cat that ate the canary and tell us all. Was it love at first sight?”


“More like ‘love at first bite,’” Kady said, smiling, her eyes dreamy as they always were when she thought of the man she loved. “As you know, Gregory is Mrs. Norman’s only child, but he lives in Los Angeles, where he’s a high-powered real estate agent. He buys and sells those fivemillion-dollar houses for the movie stars, so he’s pretty busy. He’s only been back to Virginia once in the five years I’ve been here.” After she said this, she glanced at Jane to make sure she’d heard. Financial solvency was what Jane considered a man’s most important feature. “The one time he was here was the week I was in Ohio visiting my parents, so I missed meeting him.”


Kady smiled in memory. “But six months ago, early one Sunday morning, I was at the restaurant with my knives and—”


At this Jane gave a snort of laughter, and Debbie tittered. Kady never, never allowed anyone to touch her precious knives. She kept them sharp enough to split an eyelash, lengthwise, and heaven help anyone who picked up one of her knives and used it to do something like, say, scrape a cutting board.


“Okay,” Kady said, smiling, then turned to Debbie. “My dear friend here has for years been trying to make me believe that there is life outside a kitchen. But I have told her that, due to something called hunger, life comes to the kitchen.” She looked back at Jane. “And it did. It came in the form of one Gregory Norman.”


“Some great form,” Debbie said under her breath, making Kady smile.


“Anyway, as I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was in the kitchen at the restaurant, and in walked Gregory. Right away I knew who he was, since Mrs. Norman has shown me at least three point one million photos of him and has told me everything about him from the time he was born. But I don’t think he knew who I was.”


“Thought you were the scullery maid, did he?” Jane asked. “And what did you have on? Torn jeans and one of those shapeless coats of yours?”


“Of course. But Gregory didn’t notice. He’d arrived from LA late the night before and he’d been out jogging, so he was sweaty and very hungry. He asked if I knew if there was any cereal or something he could eat for breakfast. So I told him to sit down and I’d make him something.”


After that, Kady took a big bite of her sandwich and looked as though she were planning to say no more.


Debbie broke the silence. “Your pancakes?”


“Actually, crepes. With strawberries.”


“Poor man,” Jane said seriously. “He didn’t have a chance.” She leaned forward. “Kady, dear, I can fully understand that he fell in love with you, but are you in love with him? You aren’t marrying him because he gushes over your food, are you?”


“I haven’t agreed to marry the other men who have eaten my food, then asked me to marry them, now have I?”


Debbie laughed. “Have there been many?”


Jane answered. “According to Mrs. Norman, there’s one a night, men from all over the world. What was it that sultan offered you?”


“Rubies. Mrs. Norman said she was glad he didn’t offer me an herb farm or she feared I might go with him.”


“What did Gregory offer you?”


“Just himself,” Kady said. “Jane, please stop worrying. I love Gregory very much.” For a moment, Kady closed her eyes. “The last six months have been the best of my life. Gregory has courted me like something out of a novel, with flowers and candy and attention. He listens to all my ideas about Onions, and he has told his mother that I’m to have carte blanche when it comes to buying ingredients. I didn’t tell anyone, but in the months before Gregory returned, I was thinking about leaving Onions and opening my own restaurant.”


“But now you’re staying. So does that mean Gregory is going to leave LA and live here with you?” Jane asked.


“Yes. We’re buying a town house in Alexandria, one of those beautiful three-story places with a garden, and Gregory is going to get into real estate here in Virginia. He won’t make as much money as he did in LA, but . . .”


“It’s love,” Debbie said. “Any babies planned?”


“As soon as possible,” Kady said softly, then blushed and looked down at her coleslaw, which had too much fennel in it.


“But how does he look in a face veil?” Jane asked again.


“You must tell me,” Debbie said, when Kady didn’t answer right away. “What is this about a face veil?”


“May I?” Jane asked, then when Kady nodded, she continued. “Kady’s widowed mother worked a couple of jobs, so Kady stayed with us most of the day and she was like part of our family. She used to have—” She looked at Kady, one eyebrow raised. “Still does?” Kady nodded. “Anyway, all her life Kady has had a dream about an Arabian prince.”


“I don’t know who he is,” Kady interrupted, looking at Debbie. “It’s just a dream I have. It’s nothing.”


“Nothing, ha! You know what she did all the years she was growing up? She drew veils across the lower half of every man’s photo she saw. My father used to threaten her within an inch of her life, because he’d open Time magazine or Fortune and, if Kady had seen it first, she’d have blacked out the bottom half of each man’s face. She carried black markers with her wherever she went.” Jane leaned toward Debbie. “When she grew up, she put the markers in the case with her knives.”


“She still does,” Debbie said. “At school we all wondered what her black markers were for. Darryl once said—” She gave a look at Kady, then broke off.


“Go on,” Kady said. “I can bear it. Ever since he heard me say that he couldn’t even fry a chicken, Darryl has not exactly been my friend. What did he say about my markers?”


“That you used them to write letters to the devil because that’s the only way you could cook the way you do.”


Both Kady and Jane laughed.


“So tell me about the man with the veiled face,” Debbie encouraged, and this time Jane nodded for Kady to tell her own story.


“It’s nothing really. When I was growing up, I was obsessed with finding this man.” She looked at Jane. “And now I think I have. Gregory looks very much like him.”


“Him who?” Debbie said, frustrated. “Either tell me or I’ll make you eat processed cheese!”


“I never knew you had such a streak of cruelty,” Kady said dryly, then, “Okay, Okay. I have a recurring dream, and it’s always the same. I’m standing in a desert and there is a man sitting on a white horse, one of those beautiful Arabian horses. The man is wearing a robe of black wool. He’s looking at me, but I can only see his eyes because the lower half of his face is covered with a black cloth.”


For a moment, Kady’s voice became soft as she thought of the dream man who had been such a compelling part of her life. “He has unusual, almond-shaped eyes. The outer lids dip down just slightly, so they give him a look of sadness, as though he has seen more pain than a person should have seen.”


Abruptly, Kady came back to the present and smiled at Debbie. “He never says anything, but I can tell that he wants something from me and he’s waiting for me to do something. Every time it frustrates me that I don’t know what he wants. After a moment he holds out his hand to me. It’s a beautiful, strong hand, with long fingers and tanned skin.”


In spite of herself, Kady felt the power of the dream even as she told the story. If she’d had the dream only once or twice, she would have been able to forget about it, but there had never been a week since she was nine years old that she hadn’t had the dream. It was always exactly the same, with not the tiniest variation.


Her voice grew so quiet that both Jane and Debbie had to lean forward to hear her. “Always, I try to take his hand. More than anything in the world I want to jump on that horse and ride away with him. I want to go wherever he is going, to be with him forever, but I can’t. I can’t reach his hand. I try to, but there is too much distance between us. After a while his eyes show infinite sadness, and he withdraws his hand, then rides away. He rides as though he is part of the horse. After a long moment he halts his horse, then turns back for just a second and looks at me as though he hopes I will change my mind and go with him. Each time I call out to him not to leave me, but he never seems to hear. He looks even sadder, then turns and rides away.”


Kady leaned back in her chair. “And that’s the end of the dream.”


“Oh, Kady,” Debbie said, “that gives me goose bumps. And you think Gregory is your Arabian prince in real life?”


“He is dark like him, and from the first moment, we were attracted to each other, and since he proposed marriage, I have been having the dream every other night. I think that’s a sign, don’t you?”


“I think it’s a sign that it’s time for you to leave your life of food and men on white stallions and join the real world,” Jane said.


“I never looked,” Kady answered.


“What?”


“I never looked under the horse to see if it was a stallion or not. Could be a mare. Or maybe a gelding. But then how do you tell if it has been gelded?”


“I’m sure that if people ate horse meat, then you would know,” Jane said, making the other two women laugh.


Debbie gave a great sigh. “Kady, I think that may be the most romantic story I have ever heard. I definitely think you should marry your Arabian prince.”


“What I want to know is what you are making poor Gregory wear to the wedding. A black robe?”


Kady and Debbie laughed; then Kady said, “My dear Gregory may wear as little or as much as he wants to the wedding. He isn’t thirty pounds overweight.”


“And neither are you,” Jane snapped.


“Tell that to the woman selling wedding dresses.”


Jane started to reply, but then a busboy began to clean their table, broadly hinting that it was needed and they should leave. In a few minutes, the three women were back out on the streets of Alexandria. Jane looked at her watch. “Debbie and I need to do some shopping at Tyson’s Corner, so shall we meet you back at Onions at five?”


“Sure,” Kady said hesitantly, then grimaced. “I have a whole list of things I’m supposed to buy for the town house. Things that don’t go into the kitchen.”


“You mean like sheets and towels, that sort of thing?”


“Yes,” Kady said brightly, hoping Jane and Debbie would volunteer to help her with this incomprehensible task. But luck wasn’t with her.


“Debbie and I have to pool our money and get you something nice for a wedding gift, and we can’t do that with you around. Come on, don’t look so glum. We’ll help you look for sheets tomorrow.”


“Isn’t there a rather nice cookware shop in Alexandria?” Debbie asked, thinking she’d much prefer to go cookware shopping with Kady than gift purchasing with Jane.


“I believe there is,” Kady said, laughing. “I never thought of that. Maybe I can find a way to occupy myself after all.” It was obvious that she was joking and that she’d intended all along to visit the kitchenware shop.


“Come on,” Jane said, taking Debbie’s arm. “No doubt poor Gregory will be sleeping on cookie sheets and drying with waxed paper.”


“Parchment paper,” Debbie and Kady said in unison, a chef’s inside joke that made Jane groan as she pulled Debbie away.


Smiling, Kady watched her two friends go, then breathed a sigh of relief. It had been years since she’d seen Jane, and she’d forgotten by half how bossy she was. And she’d also forgotten how worshipful Debbie was.


Looking about her at the beautiful fall sunshine, for a moment Kady didn’t quite know what to do with herself. She had hours of freedom. And that freedom had been given to her by her dear, darling Gregory. For all that Gregory was heavenly, so kind and so considerate, his mother was a tartar. Mrs. Norman never took an afternoon off, so it never occurred to her that Kady should have time off either.


But then, truthfully, Kady didn’t have many interests outside the kitchen. On Sundays and Mondays, when Onions was closed, Kady was in the kitchen experimenting and perfecting recipes for the cookbook she was writing. So, even though she’d lived in Alexandria for five years, she didn’t know her way around very well. Of course she knew where the best cookware shop was and where to buy any produce imaginable and who was the best butcher, but, truthfully, where did one buy sheets? For that matter, where did one buy any of the things that Gregory said they’d need for their house? He’d said he’d leave all that up to her because he knew how important such things were to a woman. Kady had said, “Thank you,” and had not told him she had no idea how to buy curtains and rugs.


She had, however, spent a bit of time redesigning the kitchen of the town house into a two-room masterpiece, with one area for baking and another for bone-burning, as the pastry cooks called the work of entrée chefs. The two rooms, one L shaped, the other U shaped, met on either side of a big granite-topped table, where Kady could beat the heck out of brioche dough and hurt nothing. There was open storage and closed storage and . . .


She trailed off, letting out a sigh. She had to stop thinking about cooking and kitchens and think about the problems at hand. What in the world was she going to wear to her own wedding? It was all well and good to be in love with a gorgeous man, but she didn’t want to hear people say, “What’s a hunk like him see in a dumpling like her?” Debbie and Jane had been so nice to fly to Virginia to try on bridesmaids’ dresses and help Kady choose her dress, when they needed to return in six weeks for the wedding itself. But the three of them weren’t making any headway. Seeing herself in that mirror this morning had made Kady want to skip the whole thing. Couldn’t she just wear her chef’s coat to the wedding? It was white.


While she was thinking, her legs carried her to a certain cookware shop that never failed to have something Kady could use. An hour later she exited with a French tart cutter in the shape of an apple. It wasn’t a wedding veil, but it would last longer, she told herself, then started toward the parking lot and her car. It was early yet, but there were always things to do at the restaurant and, besides, Gregory might be there.


Smiling, she began to walk but stopped in front of an antique shop. In the window was an old copper mold in the shape of a rose. As though hypnotized, she opened the shop door, making the bell jangle. Reaching past an antique table and a cast-iron cat, she took the mold from the window, saw it was something she could afford, then looked around for a clerk to pay.


There was no one in the shop. What if I were a thief? she thought. Then she heard voices in the back and went through a curtain into a storage room. Through an open doorway leading into a yard, she heard a woman’s voice raised in annoyance and frustration. “What am I supposed to do with all of this? You know very well that I don’t have room for even half of these things.”


“I thought you’d like them, that’s all,” said a man’s voice. “I thought I was doing you a favor.”


“You could have called me and asked.”


“There wasn’t time. I told you that. Ah, the hell with it,” the man said, then came the sound of crunching gravel as he walked away.


Kady stood still in the storeroom, waiting to see if anyone would enter, but no one did, so she looked out the door. In the service yard was a pickup truck loaded high with dirty old trunks and boxes with tape around them. The tailgate was down, and on the ground were half a dozen more metal boxes and wooden crates. The whole mess looked as though it had been stored in a leaky barn for a couple of centuries.


“Excuse me,” Kady said, “I wonder if I could make a purchase.”


Turning, the woman looked at Kady, but she didn’t answer her. “Men!” she said under her breath. “My husband was driving to a hardware store and saw a sign that said, ‘Auction,’ so he stopped and saw that lot number three-two-seven was ‘Miscellaneous Unopened Trunks,’ so he bought the whole lot. All of them. He didn’t look or ask to find out how many there were, he just put up his hand and bought all of them for one hundred and twenty-three dollars. And now what am I going to do with all of these? And from the looks of them, most are trash, I don’t even have room to store half of them out of the rain.”


Kady didn’t have an answer for her, and she did have to admit that the piles of crates and boxes didn’t look very promising. Maybe “Unopened Trunks” was supposed to conjure the idea of hidden treasure, but she couldn’t imagine any treasure inside these things. “Could I help you pull them inside?”


“Oh, no, he’ll be back, and he’ll stack them up for me.” With a sigh, the woman turned to Kady. “I’m sorry. You’re a customer. You can see how upset I was, since it looks as though I left the front door unlocked. Could I help you with something?”


As the woman had been talking, Kady had been looking at all the boxes. Sitting on the bed of the pickup, under three cobweb-covered crates, was an old metal box that had once contained flour. It was rusty in places, and the writing was hardly visible, but it was still good looking in a craftsy way. She could envision the old box on top of the cabinets in her new kitchen.


“How much for that box?” Kady asked, pointing.


“The rusty one on the bottom?” the woman asked, obviously thinking Kady was an idiot.


“I have X-ray vision and I can see that that box is full of pirate’s treasure.”


“In that case, you have to carry it. Ten dollars.”


“Done,” Kady said, fishing thirty dollars out of her wallet, ten for the box and twenty for the rose-shaped mold.


As the woman stuffed the money in her pocket, Kady pulled the box off the truck, then shook it. “There really is something in here.”


“All of them are full,” the woman said in exasperation. “Whoever owned this stuff never threw away a piece of paper in his life. And the mice have been into most of them, as well as mildew and nasty crawly things. Go on, take the box. If there’s something valuable inside there, it’s yours. My guess is that it’s still full of flour.”


“In that case I shall make antique bread,” Kady said, making the woman smile as she grabbed one side of the box and helped Kady pick it up.


“Can you carry that? I can get my husband to—”


“No thanks,” Kady said, her forearms under the bottom of the box, which was bigger than she’d first thought; she could barely see over the top of it. “Maybe you wouldn’t mind hooking that mold onto my handbag.”


As the woman did so, she looked at Kady speculatively. “You know, I think I’ll have a treasure sale on Saturday. I’ll give these cases a good vacuum and sell them as ‘Contents Unknown.’ At ten bucks each, I might make a profit yet.”


“If you do, your husband will take all the credit,” Kady said, smiling from around the box.


“And he’ll never pass another auction without buying everything in sight. I’m going to have to consider this one,” she said, laughing as she led Kady around the shop into an alley. “Right through there is the street. Are you sure that isn’t too heavy? It’s nearly as big as you are. Maybe you should bring your car around.”


“No, it’s fine,” Kady said honestly, for her arms were strong from years of lifting copper pots full of stock and kneading huge mounds of bread dough.


But as strong as she was, by the time she had walked the three blocks back to her car and put the tin box into the trunk, her arms were aching. Looking at the rusty old thing, she wondered what in the world had made her buy it. Gregory was moving some furniture from his house in Los Angeles to Alexandria, but he’d told her that he thought their town house needed Federal furniture, not the big, white sun-country sofas and chairs he owned, so he planned to sell most of what he had.


Closing the car trunk, she sighed. “Federal furniture,” she said to no one. “Where’s Dolley Madison when you need her?” As she got behind the wheel, she thought that for tomorrow night’s dinner, she might do some experiments with rabbit in red wine, something eighteenth century.





Chapter 2


IT WAS ELEVEN P.M., AND KADY WAS EXCEPTIONALLY TIRED AS she entered her boring little furnished apartment. She’d chosen the place because it was close to Onions and because she wouldn’t have to buy furniture.


For the life of her she couldn’t figure out what had been wrong with her tonight. In theory everything had gone very well. Gregory had been at his most charming, and she appreciated the effort he’d made to entertain her friends. Even Jane had been impressed, telling Kady that her own husband felt no obligation to talk to her friends and, instead, often spent his days with his face behind a newspaper. As for Debbie she was so starry-eyed from eating Kady’s cooking and having a man who looked like Gregory pay attention to her that she could hardly speak.


“You’re tired,” Gregory had said abruptly after Kady had suppressed her fifth yawn at the dinner table. “You’ve been on your feet all day. You should go home and rest.”


“I don’t think freedom agrees with me,” Kady said, smiling sleepily. “I should have spent today in the kitchen.”


Gregory turned dark eyes to the other two women. “Can either of you do anything with her? I have never seen anyone work as much as she does. She never takes time off, never does anything except work.” As he spoke, he took Kady’s hand and caressed it, then gave her a look guaranteed to melt her knickers.


But when Kady gave another yawn, he laughed. “Come on, baby, you’re going to ruin my reputation as a lady-killer. What are Debbie and Jane going to think of me?”


Kady laughed, as Gregory always seemed able to make her do. Turning to her women friends, she smiled. “He really is the best man in the world. Very exciting and all that; it’s just me. I don’t know what’s wrong with me tonight. I seem to be drained of all energy.”


“Probably from thinking about having to choose furniture,” Gregory said as he stood, then pulled Kady’s nearly limp body up out of the chair. He was quite a bit taller than she was, and his face was as sharply chiseled as hers was soft planes.


Gregory turned to the other women, smiling. “I’ll take her home then return for whatever Kady’s made for dessert.”


“Raspberries with kirsch and—”


She broke off when all three of them laughed, making her blush. “Okay, so I’m just tired, not dead.”


Holding on to Gregory’s strong arm, Kady left the town house, and he walked her home, saying nothing, just keeping his arm protectively around her. At her door, he put his arms around her, then kissed her good night, but he didn’t ask to be allowed to spend the night. “I can see that you’re exhausted, so I’ll leave you.” Drawing back, he looked down at her. “Still want to marry me?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling, leaning her head against his hard chest. “Very much.” She looked up at him. “Gregory, I really am hopeless at buying furniture. I don’t have a clue about curtains and sheets and—”


She broke off as he kissed her. “We’ll hire someone. Don’t spend another moment thinking about it. I have a deal going in LA, and as soon as it’s closed, we’ll be able to afford anything.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “All the copper pots you want.”


With her arms about his waist, she hugged him tightly. “I don’t know what I’ve ever done to deserve a man like you. I feel so guilty that you’re giving up your job in Los Angeles to live here with me.” She looked up at him. “Are you sure you wouldn’t want me to move there? I could open a restaurant there and—”


“My mother won’t leave Onions, and you know that. It’s the place she and Dad built together, so it’s full of memories for her. And she’s getting older. She may seem to have the energy of a teenager, but she hides a lot. It’s easier for me to move here; then all three of us can be together.” He paused. “Unless you’re unhappy here and want to leave. Is that the case?”


Kady put her head back down on his chest. “No, I’m happy wherever you are. We’ll stay here, run Onions; I’ll write my cookbooks, and we’ll produce a dozen babies.”


Gregory laughed. “They’ll certainly be well fed little crumb crunchers, that’s for sure.” Putting his hands on her shoulders, he set her away from him. “Now go to bed. Get some sleep. Tomorrow your friends are going to take you to a carpet store to look at rugs to buy for the house.”


“Oh, no!” Kady said, clutching her stomach. “I can feel an attack of bubonic plague coming on. I think I must stay in the kitchen tomorrow and brew an herbal remedy.”


Laughing, Gregory used his key to open her apartment door, then pushed her inside. “If you don’t behave, I’ll hire a bridal consultant to ‘organize’ you. You’ll find yourself being asked to register for trash cans and monogrammed toilet-seat covers.”


He laughed harder when Kady turned white at the very thought of such horror. Still laughing, he closed her apartment door, leaving her to get some sleep.


So now Kady stood with her back to the door and looked about the pretty but bland apartment. She really was grateful that Gregory understood her total lack of talent in choosing furnishings. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a nice place to live; it was just that she had no idea—and, okay, no interest—in choosing chairs and such.


“I am the luckiest woman on earth,” she said aloud, as she had twice a day since she’d met Gregory.


But oddly enough, as she stepped away from the door, her energy seemed to revive. As she felt the tiredness draining from her, she thought she might make herself some cocoa and read a book or see if there was a late-night movie on.


But even as she thought it, her eyes drifted to the big tin box sitting smack in the center of her living room. She could scarcely allow herself to admit this, but, truthfully, all evening this rusty old box had been in the back of her mind. As she’d been deglazing a roasting pan, she’d thought, I wonder what is inside that box?


She absolutely refused to think that her tiredness had been an excuse to get away from the others and get back to the box and its hidden treasure. “Probably a rat’s nest inside,” she said aloud as she went to her tiny kitchen to take a short, strong offset spatula and an ice pick from a drawer. It was going to take some work to get the lid off the rusty box.


Thirty minutes later, she had finally scraped away enough rust to pry the lid off enough to get her fingers under it. Her tugging made her fingertips hurt, and she was thoroughly disgusted with herself for her frantic pulling and scraping. After all, just as the woman at the antique shop had said, the only treasure inside was probably flour, complete with the dead carcasses of weevils.


With her fingertips jammed under one edge of the lid, Kady gave such a great pull that she went tumbling back across the room, the lid clattering to the floor. Pulling herself upright, she leaned over the box and peered inside, and saw yellowed tissue paper.


On top was a tiny bouquet of dried, faded orange blossoms, obviously put there with loving hands and undisturbed for many years.


Immediately, Kady knew that what was under the paper was something very special. And something very private. Sitting back on her heels, she looked at the flowers, pinned to the paper, so they had not been dislodged in all her frantic attempts to pry the lid off.


For a long moment, Kady hesitated with indecision. Part of her cried out that she should replace the lid and never open the box again—put it on top of her kitchen cabinet and look at the outside, forget about the inside. Or better yet, get rid of the box and forget she ever saw it.


“You are being ridiculous, Kady Long,” she said aloud. “Whoever put this in here has been dead a long, long time.”


Slowly, disgusted to see that her hands were trembling slightly, Kady unpinned the flowers, set them aside, then peeled back the tissue paper. Instantly, she knew what she was looking at.


Folded carefully, untouched by light or air for many years, was a wedding dress: perfect white satin with a deep, square neck edged in a white satin ruffle. Rhinestone buttons twinkled up at her.


There was still a feeling in Kady that she should replace the lid on the box and close it forever. But having just today had such a dreadful experience in trying to find a wedding dress and now seeing that the old flour tin she’d bought on impulse contained a wedding gown, she thought it was too extraordinary to let pass. Almost lovingly, she put her hands under the shoulders of the dress and lifted it out.


It was heavy, since there seemed to be many yards of the beautiful white satin, all of it aged to the most perfect color of heavy cream. The bodice ended just below the waist, and below that was a skirt, smooth and straight in the front, then yards of fabric pulled to the back in a heavily ruched train that would extend three feet behind the wearer. Hand-knotted silk fringe graced the skirt and the top of the train. Below that were little pleats and the dearest handmade silk roses.


Holding the dress up to the light, Kady marveled at it. Today she must have tried on a dozen modern wedding dresses, but she’d seen nothing like this. Compared to this dress, the modern gowns were peasants’ clothes, with no embellishment, no thought to the design: mass produced versus one of a kind.


Kady couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the dress. The long sleeves ended in buttoned cuffs, tiny piping about the edges; then what had to be handmade lace spilled from the bottom edge.


Shifting the dress in her hands, Kady glanced down into the box and caught her breath. “A veil,” she breathed; then, with reverence, she spread the gown across her sofa and knelt before the box.


If a whisper could be made into fabric, then that was what she was looking at. Reaching toward the gossamer lace, she drew back, almost afraid to touch something as lovely as this; then, taking a deep breath, she slid her hands under the lace. It was so light it seemed to have no weight, no substance, as though it were woven of light and air. Standing, she let the lace drape over her arms, feeling the divine softness on her skin. It didn’t take a costume historian to recognize this lace as handmade, the flower-and-vine pattern worked by tiny needles, and if Kady didn’t miss her guess, it had been made with love.


Very carefully, she spread the lace on her sofa, feeling that it was almost sacrilege to allow that fairy fabric to touch modern, plastic-based upholstery fabric.


Turning back to the box, she slowly and carefully began to empty it of the rest of its contents. It was as though she knew exactly what she was going to find inside it: shoes, gloves, corset, petticoats of fine cotton, hose with embroidered garters. A buttonhook. More dried flowers.


Reverently, she set each item aside as she returned to the box to look at the rest of the treasures. In the very bottom of the box was a satin case, sewn with white ribbon that was tied into a bow. As Kady lifted the case, her heart was pounding because, by some instinct, she knew that what was inside this case was the key to why this beautiful dress had been stored away so long ago in such an ordinary old tin. As she lifted the case, she could tell that there was something heavy inside.


Leaning back against the couch, she put the case on her lap and slowly pulled one end of the ribbon to untie it; then even more slowly, she lifted the top flap of the case, put her hand inside, and withdrew an old photograph. It was a tintype of a man, a woman, and two children: a very handsome family, all of them fair-haired with sweet, happy-looking faces.


Kady couldn’t help smiling at them. The man was very stern-looking, as though he was uncomfortable in the high, stiff collar he wore. Sitting to his left, his hand on her shoulder, was a small, pretty woman with an impish gleam in her eye, as though she found the whole idea of photography a great joke. Standing to her right, in front of the man, was a tall, handsome boy, about ten or eleven years old, with some of his father’s sternness, as well as his mother’s devilish gleam. On the woman’s lap was a little girl of about seven who was a beauty-in-the-making. It was obvious that when she grew up, she was going to break some hearts.


Turning the photo over, she found on the back was written the single word Jordan. Carefully, Kady put the photo aside then fished inside the case and pulled out a man’s heavy gold watch. The watch was so big it filled the palm of her hand. On the worn cover was the word Jordan, and along one edge, just above the hinge, was a deep crease, as though the watch had been dropped onto something very hard.


“Or shot,” Kady said, then wondered why she’d said that. “Too many westerns on TV,” she muttered, but as she ran her thumb along the crease, it did seem to have striations, as though it had been grazed by a bullet.


Because of the deep indentation, the watch was difficult to open, but with persistence, she managed to make the hinge work. Inside, the face of the watch was beautiful, with ornate Roman numerals and elaborate hands. On the left in the watchcase was another photo, this time of the woman alone. There was no mistaking her, with her sparkling eyes and happy expression. Even in the photo she looked like a woman in love and happy.


Closing the watch, Kady smiled. What in the world had made her nervous? she wondered. Obviously, this was the wedding dress of a woman who had been very happy. She’d had a husband who loved her and two beautiful children.


Smiling, Kady put the watch beside the photo, then looked to see if anything else was inside the case. She pulled out a pair of amethyst earrings, the purple stones glittering in the artificial electric light.


Carefully, she laid the earrings on the silk of the case, leaned back against the couch, and looked at everything. On impulse, or maybe out of habit, she picked up the photo and placed the edge of her hand over the lower half of the man’s face. No, no man with blond hair was her Arabian prince.


Gregory was that, she thought, smiling at the clothes piled around her, then thought, Whatever am I going to do with all this? Shouldn’t these things be in a museum?


One second she was asking herself what she was going to do with all this; then the next she could envision herself walking down the aisle of her own wedding wearing this heavenly gown. With renewed energy, she leaped to her feet and picked up the dress, holding it at arm’s length.


This dress was different from modern dresses: it hadn’t been made for a woman who was five foot eight inches tall and had miles of legs, no hips, no breasts and a boyish waist. At this thought Kady allowed herself a smile. There had been several men in her life who had made some extraordinarily pleasant comments about her hourglass figure.


“This would fit me,” Kady said aloud, turning the dress to hold it against her and seeing that it was indeed the perfect length.


Right away she knew that the sensible thing to do would be to go to bed now; then tomorrow she’d talk about this dress with Debbie and Jane. It was great that they were here and could give their opinions on something as serious as wearing a hundred-year-old dress to a modern wedding. Kady had no idea about these things. Was it done? Would she be laughed out of the church?


Even as she was thinking these very sensible thoughts, she was on her way to the bathroom, where she got into the shower and washed her hair. While she was conditioning it, then blow-drying it, she told herself that she couldn’t wear a dress with a bustle to her wedding. It was really too outrageous to consider.


As Kady stood in her robe before the mirror, she began to arrange her hair. At the restaurant she pulled it back off her face and into a bun so it wouldn’t fall into the food. She had never been very adventurous with her hair, nor actually very vain about her looks, but now she wanted to look her best. Using a comb, a round hairbrush, and about three pounds of hairpins, she managed to sweep her thick wavy hair into a high pouf off her face, then allowed long dark curls to tumble down her back.


When she’d finished, she looked in the mirror and gave a little smile. “Not bad,” she said as she touched up her eyes and lips with cosmetics.


When she’d done what she could with her head, she went into the living room and began to try to puzzle together the wedding outfit. There seemed to be an outrageous number of undergarments, and it was difficult to figure out in what order they went on.


She put on a pretty, but shapeless, cotton slip next to her skin, along with a big, long pair of underpants. Bending, she pulled on the hose made of finely knit silk and fastened them just above the knee with garters embroidered with pink rosebuds. She thought she’d better get the shoes on now because she guessed that once the long corset was on, she wouldn’t be able to bend.


Feeling like Cinderella, Kady slipped her feet into ankle-high, cream-colored kidskin shoes that fit exactly, then used the buttonhook to fasten the little pearl buttons up the front.


After she’d managed to buckle herself into the boned corset, which took a bit of breath holding, she caught sight of herself in the mirror by the front door. “My goodness,” she gasped. The corset had managed to shove her breasts practically under her chin, and looking at herself, she had to admit that corsets did have their advantages.


There were a couple more cotton half-slips, then a little camisole that seemed to fit on over the corset.


By the time Kady got to the dress, she was wearing more clothes than she did when it snowed.


Once the dress was on, she carefully avoided looking in the mirror until she was completely dressed. After putting on the earrings, with reverential hands, she picked up the lace veil and pinned it in place on her head. The lace was as light as a soufflé reaching almost to her knees, concealing the long dark hair down her back, but exposing it as well. Lace gloves went on last.


When she was fully dressed, she turned and took a few steps toward the full-length mirror. As she moved, she wondered why the dress and the many undergarments didn’t feel strange. The weight of all the clothes she had on should have felt burdensome or at the very least constrictive, but, somehow, they didn’t. Somehow, the dress felt right.


With her shoulders back, her head straight, and managing the train as though she’d been born wearing it, Kady walked to stand in front of the mirror.


For a moment she just looked at herself in silence, not smiling, not thinking really, just gazing. She was not the same person she usually saw. Nor was she a twentieth-century woman playing dress up in antique clothing. It was as though she looked the way she was meant to look.


“Yes,” she whispered. “This is what I will wear to my wedding.” She didn’t need to ask anyone’s permission, for she knew without a doubt in the world that this was the dress she was meant to wear to her own wedding.


Smiling slightly, she walked back to the couch and picked up the photo of the Jordan family. “Thank you,” she said softly to the woman in the photo, for she knew that it had to have been her wedding dress, a dress she must have loved and stored carefully away so that another woman in another time could wear it.


With the photo in one hand, Kady picked up the watch and unfastened the lid so she could see the second photo of the woman. “Thank you very, very much,” Kady said, smiling at the whole family. “Thank you, Mrs. Jordan.”


As Kady held the two objects, and as she said the name Jordan, she suddenly felt dizzy. “Must be the corset,” she said as she sat down heavily on the sofa, the photo and watch falling to her lap. “I should get out of this dress. I should . . .”


Trailing off, she felt her energy leave her, as though she were falling asleep, but at the same time her weakness felt different. She felt that this dizziness was something she didn’t want to give herself up to. At all costs, she thought, she must fight this. She must open her eyes!


“I say, let’s hang the bastard,” she heard a man say.


“Yeah. Get rid of him once and for all.”


“Hear that, Jordan? Make peace with your Maker, ’cause these are your last moments alive.”


“No,” Kady whispered weakly. “Don’t hurt a Jordan. Such a nice dress. You shouldn’t hurt one of them.” For a moment she almost succeeded in opening her eyes and sitting up, but then she heard another voice, a man’s voice.


“Help me, Kady. Help me.”


Kady could see only blackness inside her closed eyelids, but she knew that if her Arabian prince, the man she had seen in her dreams a thousand times, had spoken, his voice would sound like this man’s.


“Yes,” she said and quit struggling to sit up. “Yes, I will help you.”


In the next second Kady collapsed against the sofa, unaware of where she was or even who she was. Limply, her hand fell to her side as she gave herself up to the deep swirling sensation that overtook her.





Chapter 3


KADY OPENED HER EYES TO DAZZLING SUNLIGHT, THEN caught herself to keep from falling as a wave of dizziness overtook her.


“Ow!” she said, covering her eyes against the glare, then looked at her palm, scraped bloody from where she’d fallen against a rock covered with a thorny bush. Feeling dizzy and weak, she leaned back against what she thought was a couch only to meet more rock.


It was several minutes before she could stop her head and body from spinning and squint against the sunlight to try to see where she was. Moments before, it had been night and she had been in her apartment, but now she seemed to be standing in front of a pile of enormous boulders, with scruffy little oak trees trying to grow in the cracks, and it was the height of the day.


With the back of her hand to her forehead, Kady stepped back into the shade, then sat down on the smallest rock.


“If I close my eyes and count to ten, I will wake up,” she said, then proceeded to count. But when she opened her eyes, the rocks were still there, as well as the sunlight, and she was still not in her apartment.


There were aspen trees around her, blocking her from a long view of her surroundings, but a rocky, narrow path led down what could possibly be a mountain. It didn’t take a degree in botany to know that this was not the lush greenery of Virginia. This was high mountain desert. Her head came up when in the distance she heard the high-pitched cry of a bird as it flew overhead.


“I have been working too hard,” Kady said, smoothing out the skirt of the wedding dress she was still wearing. “Working too much, and now I’m dreaming.”


When she tried to stand, she was again dizzy and had to steady herself against a boulder. The rock certainly felt as though it was real!


“Very real,” she said aloud. “Yes, indeed, this is the most vivid, most realistic dream anyone has ever had, and if I have any sense at all, I’ll enjoy it. I’ll . . .” She looked about her. “Yes, I’ll observe everything, then I’ll have a wonderful story to tell Gregory.”


It wasn’t easy to concentrate because the dizziness kept coming over her in waves, and it was difficult to take deep breaths while fastened in the corset. Kady thought of loosening her stays, but she feared that if she did, she’d never be able to stand upright. At the moment, whalebone was the only spine she seemed to have.


“I will not be frightened,” she said to herself sternly. “This is a dream, and as such, I cannot be hurt. Not really, actually, truly hurt,” she clarified.


As she looked at the rocks, she saw something under a sparse little vine hanging down one sandstone side, so she pulled the vine aside. “Petroglyphs,” she said, running her lace-encased fingertip over the ancient symbols. Stick-figure men with bow and arrows hunted what looked to be elk. One man seemed to have fallen, while three others pursued more animals that were running away.


As Kady touched the figures, suddenly it was as though, smack in the middle of the rocks, a doorway appeared, and through that open doorway, she could see her apartment.


There was her couch, her jeans and chef’s coat flung across it, and on the floor was the old tin flour box the wedding dress had been in.


Never in her life had Kady seen anything as enticing as the view of her own apartment. Without bothering to toss the train over her arm, she took the two steps toward the doorway.


But as she reached the threshold, her foot paused in the air; she heard what sounded like a shot, loud and clear in the crisp air. Turning, she looked back toward the trees but could see nothing, so she turned again toward the doorway leading into her apartment.


But this time he was there. Her Arabian man on the white horse, his face and body hidden in great swathes of black. Kady drew in her breath sharply. Since she’d repeatedly seen this man almost all her life, he should have been familiar to her, but each appearance was always a wonder. And the sight of him always made her yearn for something she couldn’t describe or explain.


But this time seeing him was different, for this time he seemed clearer, more real, as though he were not a foggy dream but an actual man before her.


“Who are you?” she whispered. “What do you want of me?”


He looked at her over the dark scarf covering the lower half of his face, and his eyes seemed to be full of sadness. “I am waiting for you,” he whispered.


It was the first time Kady had heard his voice, and it sent chills up her spine, made the hairs on her arms stand on end. “How?” she asked, leaning toward him, and her single word told it all. She was not hesitating about whether she would go to him or not, but asking only how she could find him.


Raising his arm, he pointed with one long finger toward Kady, then raised his arm higher to point above her head. Quickly, she turned her head and once again looked toward the trees, but she saw nothing.


When she looked back, he was still there, her empty apartment behind him, as though he were standing in front of a large photograph. It was in that moment that she knew he meant for her to go down that skinny little path and turn her back on all that her apartment represented. In that moment Gregory flashed before her eyes, and she thought of the way he smiled at her, of how she felt when he held her. She thought of Onions and her customers and Gregory’s mother. And she thought of her wedding and Debbie and Jane.


“No,” she said without hesitation. “No thanks,” then took a step toward her apartment.


In that split instant, everything disappeared, the apartment, the Arabian man on the horse, all of it. Instead, there was just a rough-surfaced rock, and Kady was jammed against it as though she’d tried to walk straight through the stone.


“No, no, no, no!” she said as she turned her face away and leaned against the rock. This dream was too real, and if it was real, it was something that she did not want. “I want to go home,” she said, her mouth set in a firm line of stubbornness. “I’m not leaving here!” Crossing her arms over her corseted chest, she decided she wasn’t going to move, no matter what.


But even as she said the words, something inside her made her want to go down that path. Once again, dizziness nearly overpowered her until she feared she’d lose consciousness. Bracing against a rock to steady herself, she waited for the compulsion to pass, but it merely lightened, refusing to leave her.


Her head came up when the wind carried what seemed to be the sound of male voices. Kady tried to fight the feeling, but there seemed to be a force outside of her telling her that she had to go down that path, that she could not stay where she was. And she had to go now.


Still dizzy and seeming to grow dizzier by the second, Kady took a step toward the path, then halted as her foot encountered something. On the ground was the satin envelope, neatly retied, a lump showing that it contained the watch. When Kady bent to pick it up, she almost fainted and it took several moments before she could stand upright.


Another shot came, and this time it was as though her feet had a will of their own as she started to stumble down the path. Twice the path branched, and even though her mind was disoriented and hazy, her feet seemed to know which way to go. Clutching the envelope tightly, her train thrown over her arm, she hurried forward. Twice she seemed to black out, and each time she opened her eyes again, she found herself still half running down the mountainside. Once she left the path altogether and stumbled across rocks and fallen timber before she found another path that led down the mountainside.


Abruptly, she stumbled out of the shady woods and into brilliant sunlight. Swaying, she leaned against a boulder and tried to clear her vision. Several feet below her was a scene out of a movie. On a horse, his hands tied behind his back, his head listing to one side as though he were unconscious, was a man with a rope about his neck, and the rope was tied above to a large branch of a tree. The man was about ten seconds away from being hanged.


Near him were three men on horses, guns strapped to their hips and smirks of delight on their faces. Kady didn’t know who was in the right, who were the good guys and who the bad, but she didn’t like the look on those men’s faces. Frantically, she looked about for some way to stop this awful event before the poor man on the horse was left dangling.


A thousand thoughts ran through her head, but none of them seemed to be worth acting upon. Somehow, she doubted that she could walk up to the men and ask them to please stop. Nor did she think promises of cakes and chocolate pudding would make them cut the unconscious man down.


She hesitated for a few seconds, then nearly jumped out of her corset when she heard a hateful little laugh below her to the left. Turning, she saw that a man was standing there, a rifle across his folded arms, and he was grinning in anticipation of the gory sight he was about to see.


Maybe it was the thousands of television shows Kady had seen or all the violent movies, but she didn’t seem to think at all. It was pure instinct that made her creep up behind the man, pick up a big rock, and bring it down on his head.


Silently, the man crumpled to the ground, and Kady grabbed his rifle. Now what? she thought, looking at the thing. How do I fire it? What should I—?


She didn’t have any more thoughts because the rifle seemed to go off by itself and the kick of it sent Kady slamming back into a deep crevice between two rocks, the man she’d hit on the head at her feet.


Still holding the rifle, her eyes wide in astonishment, she peered through the shrubs at the men on the horses several feet away. There was a tree between her and them, and because of the angle, she realized, the men couldn’t see her, but by the noise and confusion, she knew she had distracted them. Holding the rifle against her corseted belly, Kady pulled the trigger again, only to find that nothing happened. Cock it, came a voice into her head, and she remembered seeing TV shows where men pulled down a lever on the bottom of the rifle, then fired. After a bit of fumbling, she managed to do this, then fired again. This time there was a yell of pain, and she knew, to her horror, that she had hit someone.


The sound of horses’ hooves, plus three shots directed toward her location, made her leap behind the rocks and crawl into a tiny cave formed by fallen trees and little bushes. With her breath held in fear, Kady listened as the horses came thundering her way.


“What about him?” one of the men yelled when they were so near Kady she could feel the warmth of their horses. She could tell that “him” was the poor man they’d been about to hang.


“Shoot the horse out from under him, and let’s get the hell out of here.”


It was all Kady could do to keep from yelling “No!” but self-preservation made her stay where she was, trying to make herself as small as possible, holding the train of the wedding dress close to her body so they wouldn’t see her. There was another shot; then, to her horror, she saw the satin envelope on the path and prayed the men wouldn’t see it.


But they were gone as fast as they could pull the man she’d bashed onto a horse; then all was quiet. Part of her wanted to run from her hiding place, but another part of her wanted to stay there until someone came to rescue her.


But her concern for the man about to be hanged won over her own fear. After disentangling herself from the underbrush, she slung the train of her dress over her arm, grabbed the envelope, then took off running in his direction.


As soon as she was in the sunlight, she saw that the man was still on his horse, still had the noose about his neck. The shot had obviously scared the animal as it had moved forward until the poor man in the saddle was stretched as far as his body could be.


When Kady reached him, she knew that she could lose no time. Gently, she spoke to the horse, caressing its nose as she coaxed it to move backward a few steps and relieve some pressure on the man’s neck. Once the animal was back, she put her hand on the man’s leg and looked up at him. “Sir?” she said, but saw that he was unconscious, oblivious to everything.


So how did she get him down? she wondered. The man was big, at least six feet tall and a couple of hundred pounds. His hands were tied, and he was dead to the world, and if that thick rope lashing his neck to a tree wasn’t removed, he’d be even more dead very soon.


“Mister,” she called up, shaking him with her hand on his calf. There was no response from the man, but the horse turned its head and rolled its eyes at her, then moved one foot forward. If the horse became impatient and decided to walk away, he’d leave his passenger hanging, so Kady knew she had to act immediately.


As quickly as she could, she divested herself of the heavy, trained skirt, all the half-slips, the lovely veil and the lace gloves, until she was wearing the long drawers, hose, and the nifty little boots, which easily slipped into the stirrup beside the man’s booted foot.


With a great push, she propelled herself onto the back of the saddle behind the unconscious man.


“Great,” she said as soon as she was in place. The rope was still a foot above her head, and even if she’d had a knife, the rope was so thick it would have taken her an hour to cut it. What she needed was a pair of bolt cutters. “Or a saw-blade bread knife,” she said, looking up at the rope.


“You couldn’t wake up and help me with this, could you?” she said to the man, her head against his back, but she received no reply. Leaning around the broad back of him, she looked down at the horse. “Look, I’m going to have to climb up to stand in this saddle, so I want you to hold very, very still. Got that? I’m no circus performer, so I don’t want you chasing rabbits. Or whatever it is horses chase. Understand me?”


The horse turned to look up at her in a way that made Kady quite nervous. Using the man’s body as though it were a ladder, she carefully and slowly climbed up until she was standing in the saddle behind him, leaning most of her body weight against his as she steadied herself as she reached for the rope.


The horse shifted on its feet, and Kady would have fallen if she hadn’t caught herself by throwing her arms around the man’s neck. “Be still!” she hissed to the horse, and it had the good sense to obey her.


It was not easy to loosen the treacherous hangman’s noose from around the man’s neck. The rope seemed to have embedded itself in the man’s skin, and only by much tugging and pulling was she finally able to free him.


And the moment he was free, he collapsed back against Kady’s legs, almost causing her to fall from the horse. Crouching, she clutched him tightly as he leaned into her and she bore what seemed to be half of his two hundred pounds on her own body. With great difficulty, somehow managing to keep herself as well as him from falling, she eased back down into the saddle so she was sitting behind him.


His head was leaning back beside her own, his eyes closed, his breathing not detectable. “Wake up,” she said, then pulled one hand up to pat his cheek sharply. She didn’t have the heart to slap him, but truthfully she didn’t think any slap would revive him.
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