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  Back to Our Beginning




  For those who like to think outside the box.




  Prologue




  Chloe lifted her hand and moved back the long vines of the willow tree; the vines lay touching the overgrown, dark-green grass. As always, she ventured forth enthralled. Her little home had the most beautiful tree for miles around, amidst a huge backyard. Sequestered within was a cast iron table and chairs, meant for the very young. A tiny doll buggy and ancient toys that her mother had once played with found sanctuary under the tree.




  Granny had taken Chloe aside one day a few years ago and told her of the magic that lay within. Chloe had been awestruck. In order to get to the magic, you traversed an enchanted stream filled with goldfish Granny swore could speak—if you listened closely enough. Small pirate boats floated around or lay sunk within the sand below, while armed, eye-patched, wary pirates kept vigil. The stepping-stones must be carefully maneuvered; one small slip and the adventure would be over before it began. The trolls would get you first. They would turn you into an adult where magic no longer existed.




  Chloe was too smart for the trolls. She knew the steps; she had practiced her entire life, all eight hard years. You must stay away from the ones covered with black pitch paint. Granny had taught her well. With childish delight she approached the hard table; she glided her hand over it in a loving gesture. The doll in the carriage laughed on a whispered breeze, encouraging her forward. Chloe dipped her hands within the carriage and withdrew the ancient, one-eyed doll with the hardened face; the one Granny claimed was in need of protection, the one called Salvare, to save. The limbs were stiff as always, hard to move and position for their endless tea parties, the one glass eye a cloudy blue, but no matter. The doll was beautiful and always listened to her. Granny had made her pink clothing from the wonderful yarn she could knit with flowing ease, quick fingers that danced along the silver needles. Chloe hugged the doll to her breast fiercely, not at all minding when the hard limbs pressed into her tender skin.




  “You will never fail me. You are always here for me,” Chloe whispered. Her head bowed to settle on top of the doll’s hard, cold, hairless head.




  Wincing, Chloe listened to the yelling in the background. Her father screaming at her mother in the front yard. She squeezed her eyes shut as her father raised his voice even louder. The names he screamed at her mother caused Chloe to recoil. Her own small body shook as the hard slap resounded. She knew he would leave soon. The door to the car would slam. The tires would spin, and he would be gone. Quiet would follow. Her mother would try not to cry, though her tears would mix with blood to drip from her quivering chin and bruising lips and cheek. Her anguished eyes would beg he love her once more and return to them soon. Her Granny’s face would seem carved in stone as she watched her son-in-law abandon them again. At least this time Chloe had been spared a brutal assault.




  Chloe listened as her predictions played out. Yet this time, when her father raced from the driveway a horrendous explosion sounded soon after. Screaming could be heard from all around. Frightened, Chloe raced from her seclusion and safety of the willow tree, dropping her doll to the ground where it landed on the soft grass with a gentle bounce. She rounded the corner of the backyard onto the long driveway and was horrified to see her father’s car engulfed in billowing flames. Her mother was screaming, thrashing, being held back by her neighbor, Mr. James Flare. Chloe stopped halfway down the driveway; she stared transfixed by the roaring flames of the fire. They billowed about, as though dancing a morbid death dance with their helpless victim. She became aware shortly that Mr. Flare’s son, Dirk, was crouched before her. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. She looked into the man’s blue eyes, mesmerized with the compassion they held for her. She had known this man her entire life, his brother Damien, her very best friend, often played with her. Though she and Damien were an entire two years apart, he seemed just as smitten with the magic of the willow tree at ten, as she was at eight. Especially when Chloe named him Salvator; one who saves.




  Dirk was older. He was already a grown man of twenty-two and even bigger than her father. Dirk had told Chloe her Granny was wise and should be listened to whenever she ventured to their home to play, which was often enough. Dirk had held her when she cried her sorrow when her parents fought. He told her to give them time. For years, she had given them time. Now it seemed their time had run out. Her father was dead.




  “Why, Dirk? What did I do wrong?” Chloe whimpered. Her small head pressed to his broad shoulder, she clung to him in desperation.




  “You didn’t do anything, honey. None of this is your fault.”




  “Who killed my daddy? Who took him away from me?” Chloe wept.




  “It doesn’t matter, honey. It’s over now. Your daddy is at peace.”




  Dirk lifted her into his arms. Chloe could see her mother remained within James Flare's embrace. He looked to be whispering urgently into her ear. Her mother nodded. To Chloe, she looked somewhat relieved and then even more frightened. Chloe wondered at that, James was always very kind to her and her mother; he was her daddy’s boss. He often bought Chloe toys or clothes she needed. He let them stay in this house rent-free. He took care of her better than her father did, as most of her father’s money went to drinking and gambling. Never once had James frightened or harmed either of them in any way. Chloe loved him.




  Dirk was carrying Chloe toward his car. She knew he was taking her to his father’s home. The sound of the sirens could be heard in the distance. Chloe could see her mother and grandmother huddled next to James and a few of his men. Men Chloe had met and thought were kind. Men that took the time to play ball with her and Damien. Men that gave her piggyback rides. She was dismayed when her mother suddenly collapsed into James’ arms. He picked her up and headed off with her into the house.




  “I want my mommy,” Chloe whimpered, as Dirk settled her into the front seat beside himself.




  “Your mommy will come for you tomorrow, sweetheart. My father will take care of her and your Granny, don’t worry. My father will take care of everything,” Dirk replied.




  * * * *




  Chloe couldn’t sleep. She lay awake staring at the white ceiling in Damien’s room. She had often spent the night. Especially after her parent’s fought. Sometimes her Granny had walked the long driveway beside her home, traversing through the massive black wrought iron gates, carrying Chloe wrapped in a blanket secure against the cold night air. Most often they were met halfway by a car or a few men that worked for Mr. Flare. Chloe would be taken by one of the men and given to Samantha, James’ wife. Samantha would then check her over, looking for any new hurts her father had inflicted, while James hovered near by. Chloe never remembered going to a hospital. If her injuries were severe, a doctor was called to the home. After each of her parents’ fights she always remembered James leaving the house with a few of his men to go look for her father. She overheard James saying once her father was dangerous while drunk.




  Chloe rose from the bed and on silent feet left the room. Her tummy rumbled. Hopefully, Samantha was in the kitchen and would give her a homemade cookie and a warm glass of milk. Chloe treaded down the long hallway to the massive oak staircase. Her tiny feet made no sound on the polished steps, not one board squeaked to give her position away. Once reaching the bottom, she moved toward the kitchen, but stopped as raised voices had her venturing in the other direction curiously.




  “You could have killed the woman or child. You know at times he storms off with the girl to frighten the mother. Damn you,” James thundered. His fist crashed onto a solid mahogany desk. “The mother was terrified, thinking she and the child were supposed to be in the car with him. The bastard had manipulated her thoughts, swearing he was the only one between us and them. She was hysterical before the police arrived, begging me for the life of the little one. I had to sedate her, make it look like she fainted.”




  Chloe crouched outside the partially opened door, now frightened. She had never heard James yell so loudly. Not even when she and Damien had found a bottle of one-hundred-year-old brandy and used it for a tea party when she was six. Although upon reflection, she didn’t remember much of that particular day. The next day both she and Damien had been very sick.




  “Something must have gone wrong with the wiring. It wasn’t supposed to blow until I wanted it to. For God’s sake, James, you know I would never hurt the child. I know what she means to you,” a man replied, his hands were shaking and his face had paled a sickly white.




  “I had been under the assumption you were an expert,” James said. His eyes narrowed onto the man in such a way Chloe began to cry. It was the same type of look her father wore before he struck her. Chloe didn’t want to be hit again, her back still ached from the beating her father had given her the day before.




  “Chloe, what are you doing out of bed?” Dirk was suddenly before her, lifting her into his arms and drying her tears with a gentle stroke of the back of his hand. Dirk always lifted her with care, ever wary of the bruises she often sported. He ran a soft hand down her long, golden-brown hair.




  “I wanted a cookie, my tummy is hungry. Is James mad at me?” Chloe sobbed, heartbroken.




  “Of course I’m not mad at you, sweetheart,” James said, appearing at the doorway. “Why don’t you take Chloe to the kitchen for a cookie and some milk? Once finished, she can go back to bed.” James placed a sound kiss onto her cheek and tweaked her nose. Though he was now smiling, there was an odd set to his features that gave Chloe an uncomprehending chill. She was happy when Dirk took easy strides away from the den, where she heard the door snap closed behind them.




  Soon enough Chloe sat munching on an oatmeal raisin cookie and sipping at a warm glass of milk mixed with cinnamon. Dirk was watching her.




  “Chloe, did you hear what my father and that man were discussing?” he finally asked, then bit into his own cookie, his eyes remaining fixed onto her features.




  “James was mad.”




  “Yes sweetheart, he was very mad.”




  “Why?”




  “The man was careless.”




  “Like I am when I leave the milk out to spoil?”




  “Something like that.”




  “I promise, Dirk, I won’t ever leave the milk out here. I wouldn’t want James to ever yell at me like that,” Chloe said, then shuddered.




  Dirk chuckled. “I can’t imagine you ever doing anything that would make my father yell like that. But Chloe, it’s not polite to listen to people’s private conversations.”




  “I’m sorry, Dirk. I didn’t mean to. Are you mad at me?”




  “No, Chloe, I’m not mad at you either. But I want you to do me a very big favor.” Dirk squatted down to her eye level and took both of her hands into his. Chloe stared at him, her brown eyes wide. In the past he had often asked her to keep secrets for him. Secrets she couldn’t even share with Damien. “I want you to forget anything you heard spoken tonight. Can you do that for me, please?”




  Chloe nodded solemnly at him, gazing into his stunning, clear blue eyes. “I will forget, Dirk. I promise.”




  “Why will you forget, honey?” Dirk encouraged, offering her the smile she found so captivating.




  “Because I love you and you love me,” she said with a practiced ease, then smiled happily at him exposing a gap in her teeth from a recently lost tooth. “Because after I marry Damien, I’m going to marry you.”




  Dirk pulled her into his arms. “I don’t think Damien will share you with anyone.”




  “Not even you?” Chloe asked with astonishment. Damien adored his big brother. Chloe was grateful he shared his brother with her.




  “Not even me,” Dirk replied.




  Damien was still slumbering when Dirk returned Chloe to his room. Oblivious to any occurrence, his even breathing sounded in the quietness of the large room. His blond hair seemed white in the silver moonlight as Dirk settled Chloe on a bed close to his. She unlocked her hands from around Dirk’s neck and kissed his cheek.




  “I do love you, Dirk,” Chloe mumbled sleepily. He was one of the most important men in her life. She adored him as much as James.




  “I love you too, sweetheart,” Dirk replied. Into her tiny arms he nestled a floppy-eared, velvety soft dog he had given her for her birthday. She crushed it to her chest with a smile of delight, her eyes already drooping. Dirk settled Chloe under her covers. He stroked a lock of her hair back into place. He then sat holding her hand until she drifted off to sleep.




  Chapter 1




  Chloe lifted a slender hand to pull back the long vines of the aging willow tree. The magic within was no less captivating at twenty-six than when she was a small child. Gingerly she lifted her one-eyed doll into her arms and smiled sadly. Faded pink yarn, ratty and frayed from years of neglect. Chloe took it over to the wrought-iron table and chairs. She sighed as she sat down. It had been many years since she’d ventured back here. The demise of her father had brought sudden changes. Her mother had always seemed so fearful at times when her father was alive, but the fears soon escalated and engulfed her, causing her to become irrational. Thankfully, Granny had been with them for a few more years until Chloe turned twelve. Once Granny passed away, it seemed like her mother gave up. She stopped taking care of herself and Chloe, who then grew more dependent on James and Samantha’s charity while trying to take care of her mother. The responsibility proved to be too much for her at times; she was still so young. Too much rested upon her small shoulders.




  Chloe had been saddened to hear of Samantha’s passing three years prior. It had been Chloe’s last visit home to help offer support and garner it from loved ones. Samantha’s death shattered James, but it also pushed him to pull a tight rein on his family, a smothering hold. Both Damien and Chloe rebelled in different ways. Chloe wanted to pull all of them closer, feeling a bit frantic, while Damien wanted his space. Samantha’s demise hurt Chloe deeply, more so than her own mother’s recent passing. Chloe always felt Samantha had been more of a mother to her than her own. She wished Samantha had been her mother.




  Word came from James the old house was now in need, and she was to go through hers and her mother’s things. Another of his men wanted the house for himself, his own wife, and young child. Chloe hoped they would have better luck than her family. She’d remained grateful that James had allowed her mother to stay at the small home with care from a nurse, while Chloe was sent away to school. That last thought caused her a deep pain. She still remembered clinging to James in desperation, pleading with him not to send her away. She needed him. Chloe could see the tears in his eyes, and when he held her crushed to his chest it seemed he was loath to release her. Confused and hurt at what she felt was a betrayal, Chloe returned to her home only for holidays and her birthdays. She came to the conclusion no matter how hard she begged, James would not relent, and she was always returned to school after each visit.




  Her mother had pleaded with her not to venture next door, but Chloe couldn’t stay away from them, they were her family, too. James made certain Chloe wanted for nothing. Her clothing was outrageously expensive; she always had the ‘proper’ jewelry Samantha insisted she have. Her allowance enabled her to buy whatever she wished. She had the pick of the beautiful horses in the schoolhouse stable; the teachers showed her a tremendous amount of respect. The other girls in her school were convinced she was as wealthy as the rest of them. They were also convinced the handsome, debonair James D. Flare was her father, especially since she had been enrolled under his name. Chloe never bothered to correct their assumptions.




  Over the years, her mother’s crazed ravings about their neighbors became too much to cope with. From the moment Chloe walked through the front door, her mother would begin. They were all bad, every one of them, evil to the core. Chloe’s father knew, he’d tried to warn them, to keep them safe, and James had finally disposed of him. Her mother cowered and hid whenever the doorbell rang, talking to herself in a harried, incoherent whisper, her body twitching uncontrollably. Disgusted and annoyed, Chloe visited less frequently, until she stopped altogether. Her anger had mounted and then overwhelmed her. How dare the woman trash such a wonderful family? A family who welcomed them with open arms, cared for them unconditionally? Chloe’s father was the evil one. Her mother’s ravings caused a deep void between them. Only the death of her mother and a direct command from James had brought her back. She would’ve preferred the past be buried with her mother; it seemed that wouldn’t be the case.




  “Aren’t you a bit big for dolls?” came a deep voice.




  “Salvator,” Chloe screeched. The doll forgotten, she launched herself into Damien’s strong arms. Her hand clutched into his short, thick blond hair pulling him close. She had missed the feel of his broad chest pressed to her as his powerful muscles bunched and flexed. The way his six-foot-three-and-a-half frame towered over her protectively.




  * * * *




  Damien chuckled at the use of his old nickname. She was the only one to ever call him that. He hadn’t heard the name in over three years.




  “I’ve missed you,” he said, lifting her slight form from the ground to cuddle her. His hand wrapped within the generous length of her golden locks. His lips tasted her soft, sweet skin while he breathed her in. As always, time stood still while their past raced to connect them with their present. When the two collided, an overwhelming sense of life-complete enabled them both to breathe easier as mathematics ceased and conceded with its confusion—two separate beings formed one whole.




  Damien’s mouth claimed hers. Breath to breath, reviving one another, remembering one another. When the passionate kiss ended they clung to each other, foreheads pressed together, fingers entwined into each other’s clothing.




  “I’ve missed you, too. I’m sorry I haven’t been around. Mother just became too much. The last time I was here it was awful. Dirk came into the house to invite me for dinner and mother freaked. She cried at him not to hurt me, calling him James. I told her neither Dirk nor James has ever harmed me or anyone and would never hurt her, but she was on her knees, weeping and begging him to leave. The nurse finally gave her a sedative, and Dirk carried her to her room.




  “Damien, Dirk was devastated at her terror of him. He looked so crushed I was almost in tears for him. I know he cared for mother. I just couldn’t listen to her insane rambling anymore. Especially after all your family has done for her and me. But if I had come to see you, I would’ve felt obligated to visit with her and I just couldn’t. She never stopped going on about my father’s death, how terrible it was he died so young. She made him sound like a saint, when he wasn’t. That he loved and protected us, when he didn’t. I remember the awful abuse. I was confused when he died, but I wasn’t sorry. I hated him. I was growing to hate mother, too. Do I sound horrible?”




  “No, you don’t sound horrible,” he replied, setting her back onto her feet. He gazed into her anguished face flushed with a longing to be forgiven. He knew of her confusion concerning her mother. Often enough, he had listened as she cried herself to sleep as a child, feeling helpless at her misery, inadequate, not knowing how to offer her comfort as he’d seen his father and Dirk do in the past.




  “Your family took care of me after my father died. James provided us with everything, and paid for my schooling. If it wasn’t for your mom and dad and Dirk and you, I would have been so terribly alone and lost, especially after Granny died. We would’ve starved to death; or had to beg in the streets. Authorities would have taken me away and placed me in a home. You know I have no other family. We had no one, nothing to call our own.”




  Chloe looked up into his eyes. Damien smiled down into her almost frantic expression. “How long can you stay this time, sweetheart?” he asked. He ran a finger down her silken cheek, wanting to soothe her and feeling disconcerted he was still unsure as to what to say, even after all these years.




  “A while. Damien, do you think James will let me stay at his home? I don’t want to stay here all alone. There’re too many memories. Too many ghosts.”




  “I think Dad will like that. But it’s Dirk’s home now. Dad handed the reins over to him just over a year ago. He takes care of everything and all within now. He’s good at it, too.”




  “Really? I never thought James would step down. He always seems in such control. I can hardly believe it.”




  “Wait until you see all the changes,” Damien said, laughing at her amazed expression. “Dirk finally got married. His wife, Candy, just had a baby boy, cute little guy, of course, named James Dirk Flare junior for family tradition. We call him Jamie. He has Dirk’s eyes, and temper, and his mother’s mountain of dark, curly blue-black hair. You can meet Carrie, Dirk’s long lost daughter and her husband Tyr and their twins, a little girl, Sammy, named after my mom, and their son, named for both Tyr and Dirk. We call him TJ for short. Best of all, guess who’s here for a visit?”




  Chloe stared up at him, mouth open and shook her head. “Dirk has a long lost daughter? How old? And she’s married with two children? Dirk’s a grandfather? At his age? Who, who is here?”




  “Wolf.”




  “Oh, I haven’t seen Wolf in years and years. Is he still handsomely scary?”




  Damien laughed. He remembered Chloe’s first encounter with Wolf. She’d been home for a visit, a young awkward teenager of fifteen, already remarkably beautiful. While helping to decorate the Christmas tree and reaching to hang an exceptionally high ornament, she lost her balance and fallen from the ladder she was on and landed in Wolf’s arms. She stared at him wide-eyed, while Damien hovered anxiously; she could’ve been seriously injured. Wolf grinned down into her flustered, embarrassed expression, his gaze traveling down the length of her gazelle-like legs.




  When Wolf placed Chloe back onto her shaky feet, he pressed her body to the length of his own. Chloe was smitten instantly with the young, tall, powerfully built, devilishly handsome man with soulless, dark, almost-black eyes. Damien battled jealousy all Christmas whenever Wolf had appeared to see his father or brother. Chloe added Wolf to the list of men she was going to marry.




  “He’s here with his wife, Casey, and their daughter, Rhea. His brother, Tyr, is Dirk’s son-in-law,” Damien said, and felt the recurrence of jealously when Chloe looked momentarily heartbroken.




  “Well, I guess you’ll just have to do, since both Dirk and Wolf are taken, unless you’re hiding a wife in that mammoth of a house?”




  “Gee thanks. And no, I’m still happily single.”




  “How is James?”




  “He seems content to be the doting granddad, most of the time. Occasionally he gets antsy and Dirk gives him something to distract him. The house used to be so empty. Especially after mom died and you left. Now it’s hard to find a quiet moment while maneuvering around squeaky toys and spit-up cloths.”




  “Sounds fabulous. Do you think James will be able to squeeze me into his hectic schedule?”




  “Are you serious? Who do you think sent me here demanding to know if you’ve finally arrived?” Damien said while rolling his eyes. His father had practically shoved him out the front door when he saw a car pull into the tiny driveway down the road from them.




  * * * *




  Damien ushered her into his red Porsche and drove up the long, black winding driveway through the huge, black wrought-iron gates. Their massive, white, three-story home with pillars and black storm shutters lay in the distance. As always, the open, rolling, hunter-green tiny hills of grass were meticulous. Chloe squeezed her eyes and breathed deeply once the car stopped.




  “You okay?” Damien asked with concern. His warm hand settled onto her own.




  Chloe opened her eyes and smiled at him. “So many memories, Salvator. It’s nice to be home.”




  “Chloe!”




  James was already at the car door, pulling her into his arms and crushing her to his chest. Chloe marveled the man never seemed to age or change. An older, handsome image of his two strapping sons. The same neat blond hair, his graying at his temples, and striking clear blue eyes. A man of definite power and wealth. When wrapped in his embrace, she felt like a small child, safe in the arms of her protector.




  “James, I’ve missed you,” Chloe declared, then sobbed, clutching him to her. He smelled of cologne and whiskey.




  James ran a hand over her hair. “You could have visited more often.”




  “Please James, not now…not here. Just let me drink in the sight of you while I say, now that mother is gone, I won’t be such a stranger.”




  “I’m sorry about what happened to your mother, sweetheart. If I could undo the past—”




  “Even you aren’t that powerful, James. Although that must come as a surprise,” Chloe said cheekily, while taking a quick swipe at her eyes.




  * * * *




  James chuckled at her sweet, impish expression, remembering that for the longest time in her childish innocence and awe, Chloe thought he could move mountains on a verbal command alone. Perhaps at one time he could. Now he was happy to dandle his new grandson on his knee. Dirk’s overwhelming pride and happiness with his new family had James elated. Now that Chloe had returned, he felt complete, nothing was more important than family.




  “Well, come inside, my dear. Let’s get you introduced to our newest additions.” James ushered her through the double doors of his home that led into a huge open-concept hallway. The bright living room, adorned with two massive chandeliers, was situated off to the left up a small flight of stairs and seemed bursting with people.




  * * * *




  “Chloe.”




  “Dirk!”




  Chloe was in tears as Dirk swept her up off her feet. He held her to his chest soothing her with words as he’d often done in the past. Chloe marveled that each year he became more handsome. She had missed his encouraging words, the sound of his deep voice. She hated having to stay away for so long, but was positive it had been for the best.




  “Well, give the rest of us a turn.”




  Chloe was soon held eagerly by Wolf. Her head was spinning by the time she was introduced to everyone else, wondering if she would ever remember all of the names. The family had certainly grown in her absence.




  “He’s so adorable,” Chloe exclaimed when Dirk’s son was settled into her waiting arms. Her fingers fondled his tufts of silky black hair, so like his mother Candy’s. Already his notable size, even for one so young, gave testimony to the fact he was his father’s son. No doubt one day the boy would be built as impressively as his father and uncle. He would be one to be reckoned with when the time came. Baby Jamie slept, oblivious to all the fuss and the commotion the other three young children were making.




  “He looks just like me,” Dirk declared, puffing with pride and gazing with fondness over Chloe’s shoulder into the face of his newborn son.




  “He’s much better looking,” Tyr declared dryly and everyone laughed, including Dirk.




  “Maybe a little,” Dirk conceded with a wry grin.




  “Well, I think you’re both equally handsome,” Chloe said, smiling down on the baby’s sweet angelic face.




  “Sorry, Chloe, remember my brother’s taken,” Damien pointed out.




  Chloe chuckled, recalling how often she declared she was going to marry Dirk or Wolf and how upset Damien would become that he always seemed to fall third in line.




  Chloe sighed as though resigned and gazed up at Dirk. “Damien couldn’t wait to inform me both you and Wolf are now happily married to beautiful women and have children. I told him I would just have to settle for him now.”




  Damien turned beet red when everyone howled with laughter.




  “Well, who says I even want you?” Damien grouched, though he smiled at her.




  “Who else would there ever have been, Salvator?” Chloe said sweetly, turning huge brown honest eyes on him.




  “I think it’s time I take Chloe up to her room. She’s had a long drive and needs to freshen up,” James interfered.




  He took his young grandson from her arms, kissing his pudgy cheek, before handing him over to Dirk. He then clasped her hand onto his arm and led her from the room, after promising to bring her down in a short while for dinner, as the others were loath to allow her departure so soon. Yet it was apparent James wanted some alone time with her.




  Happily, the two walked up the massive staircase then down a huge hallway that ventured off into numerous wings. Chloe was surprised an entire wing had been added in her absence; James explained it was Dirk’s wedding present to Candy. Chloe smiled. Dirk was always overly indulgent with the people he loved. Nothing was too expensive or out of his reach.




  Chloe entered her old room, sat down on her bed, and asked James to sit with her. James complied. He took her into his arms and held her close.




  * * * *




  “How are you, Chloe, have you been well? I’ve only heard from you once in the last six months and I’ve been worried. It was hard to send word of your mother to you when I couldn’t find you. You’re supposed to keep me updated on where you are at all times. You know how I worry.”




  James didn’t mention he had finally acquired the services of a trusted employee to seek her exact whereabouts. For some odd reason, Chloe disappeared off the face of the earth. Frantic, James envisioned all sorts of horrid scenarios; he was more than well aware of all of the evil people out in the world.




  “I’m fine, James, and I’m sorry about that, but we need to talk about a more pressing issue. It’s important.”




  “Why do you think I sequestered you away so quickly?” James smiled.




  He kissed her forehead and cupped her chin in his hand as he had often done when she was younger and needed to discuss personal things. He had a feeling she was in need of his wisdom, and hoped she would confide in him about her strange sudden disappearance. Yet, her more pressing issue seemed foremost in her mind. Her absence and lack of communication could wait for a while now that she was home and in his arms.




  “You have a lovely family,” Chloe mumbled into his shoulder. She seemed a bit hesitant which bothered James. They’d never had a problem discussing anything in the past. He loved her openness with him.




  “You are family, too, Chloe. Stay with us, with me. I’ve already taken care of all the funeral arrangements. It was a small but dignified service, you would have approved. Now that your mother is no longer with us, the pressure will be gone. I understand how difficult it must have been for you to listen to her insane ranting, how confused and hurt you were by it. But it’s over now, done with. I promise things will get better. You need the love and support of your family during this time.”




  “James, I love you, I always have. I don’t remember a time that I didn’t love you. I love Dirk and Damien. You’ve always accepted me into your home, and I do feel like I’m home. You’ll never know how important you all are to me. How much I appreciate your willingness to include me as part of the family. But I’m an adult now. No more secrets, James, please. It’s time for real closure. It is time for the truth. My mother wasn’t ranting when it came to you and some of her fears, was she?”




  James held her at arm’s length and eyed her critically. “What do you mean, sweetheart?” he asked with trepidation.




  “My mother wasn’t mistaken or insane, at least to a small degree. I remember that night, James, when I was eight. I remember hearing you talk about the explosion. I know it was you who killed my father. I also know it was you who covered it up.”




  Chapter 2




  James studied Chloe thoughtfully for a moment. His hand glided down her cheek in a loving gesture. “How long have you known, sweetheart?” he finally asked, resigned. Somehow he’d always known this day would come.




  “A long time, James, a very long time. I know what my father was, I knew before he died. He would pull out his gun, drunk or not, and tell me he would shoot me if I didn’t make my bed or clean up my toys.” James winced, but she continued. “You both may have been in the same profession, but he was nothing like you. You never harmed or frightened Damien like my father frightened me.




  “Children learn from example. I knew what he did was wrong because I had you to compare him to. Damien has always respected and admired you, so do I. It was you who kept my mother and me safe. I’m just sorry mother never understood that. I remember my talks with Dirk, our own secrets about things Damien or I had overheard. I’m not afraid of any of you, James. My father was cruel, evil. Why did you ever employ him? Was he the type of man you needed? It’s hard to look at you knowing how caring you are and yet feel so confused about what you do and why. Please, James, tell me why.”




  James sighed. He rose from the bed to pace the large room. He stopped in front of the dresser and ran his hands over an oak and glass jewelry case he had given to Samantha for their tenth wedding anniversary. When his wife died, James gave the jewelry within and the case to Chloe, knowing it would have made his wife happy. Closing his eyes, he could envision Chloe as a small child poised directly beside his wife trying on each piece of jewelry, mimicking his wife’s actions with precision. Samantha laughing happily when Chloe propped the tiara onto Damien’s head. Damien, always the clown, danced around the room curtsying to make Chloe and his mother howl with peals of contagious laughter.




  “Your mother was pregnant with you when your father came into my employ. He was a good man in the beginning. His brother, your uncle, was a good man and recommended him. It was a shame your uncle died; it was shortly after you were born. He was killed in a tragic accident. He would have kept your father in line; they were always paired together.




  “Your father loved you, really he did. We worked together well and became close; for a while, he respected what I taught and my values. We accepted him into our fold and made him one of us. Or at least I thought we had. The money and the power went to his head after a few years. Life became nothing to him, including yours and your mother’s. He killed for fun, sport, petty things, revenge, and no one was safe when he was drinking, evil or innocents alike. His gambling got him so far into debt he could no longer afford to put clothes on your back or food on the table.




  “I would have canceled his employment sooner, yet I couldn’t seem to separate myself from you, I worried over you. You always came to me. Do you know I was the one who named you? I’ve always loved your name. I was heartbroken when Samantha was unable to have any more children after Damien was born. Yours is the name I had picked out for my own daughter, if we’d had one. It was my mother’s name. Since for some reason your parents had only boys’ names picked out, they were happy to let me name you.




  “Your first steps were to me while your father lay passed out on the couch. Your first word was ‘James.’ You cried when I left a room you were in, wanting me to take you with me. I was afraid if I told him I no longer needed his services he would take you away from me.




  “Your mother loved him; she wouldn’t listen when I told her I would take care of the both of you if she left him. I would have kept her safe. I wanted to keep her safe. I had no idea your father was filling her head with horrible lies, saying I was plotting to take you away or kill you and her, that he was the only one that stood between us.




  “A few years later he began to beat your mother. I was furious and forbid him to lay a hand on her, but he understood how much my family had grown to care for you. He used that against me. The first time he beat you, I almost killed him. I know you don’t remember that night. You were six. Your Grandmother stumbled through my backdoor with you bloodied and wrapped in a sheet. I was enraged to see you lying so motionless and unresponsive. I raced to your home and broke down the door. I attacked him. Pounded him into oblivion. I wanted him dead right then and there, I would have made him disappear. Your mother was screaming, she cried for me to allow him to live, to spare his life, pathetically pulling on my arms, as if she would ever be strong enough to stop me. She was terror-stricken. Finally, she fell to her knees begging me, clutching at my pant legs, and crying so pitifully I relented. She swore he would never touch you again.”




  * * * *




  “But he did,” Chloe interrupted sadly. He struck out at her many times. Calling her horrible, brutal names. Yanking her from the corners she tried to hide in. Finding all of her hiding places until there was nowhere in or around the home she felt safe. He dominated everywhere. The moment he walked into a room the atmosphere became charged with deadly intent. She remembered the long knife he kept strapped to his belt in plain view. She never remembered a time he was without his large, black gun. Chloe had been terrified of him. Only when James or Dirk were around, was she happy and safe from his assaults.




  “Chloe, your Grandmother came to me sometime later and told me something that sickened me, made my blood run cold. Do you remember the last time your father beat you?”




  “No,” Chloe said, wide-eyed, horrified he had even brought that up. She began sobbing as the frightening images came to mind. “Don’t, James, please,” she whimpered in a tiny voice.




  James moved to her and gathered her into his arms. “I’m so sorry, Chloe. But I couldn’t let him stay near you anymore. I had no choice; I had to dispose of him immediately before he tried again. The car bomb went off prematurely. You and your mother were never supposed to be around. You were never supposed to witness it. It was supposed to be done in a quiet place of my choosing. I could have then told your mother he left the country and left both of you in my care. I didn’t want either of you traumatized. I swear it. I was so angry with my man who planted it, he was lucky he didn’t die a horrible death that night, as it was I got rid of him.”
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