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Daniel Foxworth ignored the crushing Texas heat and his own blood and pain as he jumped from the Coast Guard rescue helicopter. Reporters, already down from Houston, surged around him. An oil tanker was on fire in the Gulf of Mexico, a major spill imminent. He’d been hired to put it out. Except that the helicopter he and his partner had flown out to survey the fire had crashed into the warm, shallow waters of the gulf. It was a big story, made bigger because the pilot of the downed helicopter was a Foxworth.

The rescue team raced toward the hospital emergency room with the stretcher carrying the huge figure of James Dell Maguire. A mess of blood, oil, saltwater, shredded clothes, and broken bones, J.D. had been Daniel’s sole passenger and was still cursing him for damned near getting them both killed.

J.D. wasn’t out of the woods yet.

Daniel felt only the searing anger of helplessness and guilt. After they’d hit the water, he’d dragged the semiconscious J.D. from the damaged helicopter before it could sink, drowning them both. Daniel had managed to dial up the emergency frequency in the seconds before they’d plunged into the gulf, but he’d never believed anyone would get there in time. He’d thought J.D. was dead or close to it.

The swarm of reporters and medical staff cut him off from J.D. Daniel fought back waves of nausea and pain. He had a pretty good gash on his right arm, a cut above his left ear, various scrapes and bruises. His clothes, stiff and still damp from saltwater, seemed branded onto his skin. But he couldn’t take time to have a doctor look at him.

He turned from the emergency entrance and headed back toward the parking lot. There was nothing more he could do for J.D.

The reporters quickly figured out what he was doing and ran to catch up with him, shouting questions.

“Was this a daredevil stunt that backfired?”

“What caused the crash?”

“The fire on the tanker is still raging out of control—can you handle it without Maguire?”

“Wasn’t Julia Vanackern supposed to be on board with you? Aren’t you two an item?”

“Any truth to the rumors that your grandfather is coming down from Houston to take over?”

Daniel kept moving in the hot midday sun. An attractive television reporter came up on his elbow and shoved a microphone at him. He looked at her without a word, and she backed off.

Another helicopter was waiting in the parking lot, piloted by another refugee from Fox Oil—one not related to its founder. Daniel could feel the hot wind from the whirling helicopter blades and wished it could just blow him into another time and place. But he climbed aboard. He had no choice. He had a fire to fight. A tanker engine room was on fire. If the fire spread to the cargo area, the tanks would rupture and there would be one hell of an oil spill. He had to stop it.

Only then—when he was finished—could he find out who had blown him and J.D. out of the sky.

 

Cozie Hawthorne stared into her posh Chicago hotel closet, unable to decide between Bette Davis and Katharine Hepburn. How her life had changed, she thought, to have choosing a dress for a formal dinner party be her most pressing problem.

The Bette Davis dress was from the scene in Now, Voyager when Paul Henreid lights a cigarette for Davis, back in the days when lighting cigarettes was sexy. Cozie had taken the video to an old high school classmate who lived in a trailer way up on Hawthorne Orchard Road, back home in Vermont. She had four kids, an alcoholic husband, and an ancient Singer sewing machine. She could stitch together anything, including copies of dresses off videos of old movies.

The Hepburn dress, one of Cozie’s favorites, was from the scene in Adam’s Rib when Katharine Hepburn tells Spencer Tracy she’s representing the infamous Doris, the woman who shot her philandering husband. He, of course, is representing the husband. Cozie didn’t pull off the low neckline as well as Hepburn did, but it was still a wonderful dress.

She sighed. She was in her stockings and slip and didn’t feel much like Katharine Hepburn or Bette Davis. Her hair—ordinarily her best feature, with its unusual mix of blonds and reds—was still a mess from the Chicago wind because she’d insisted on walking across Grant Park to see Lake Michigan. A rough fall wind was blowing in off the water, and the lake really was spectacular.

Tonight’s dinner party was her first appearance on her latest—and final—book tour, which would take her from Chicago to Phoenix, San Diego, Seattle, Denver, and then back to New York and, finally, home to Vermont. Her rusted Jeep was waiting for her in long-term parking at the Burlington airport. She’d be back in time for peak foliage week.

By now her publicist would be in the lobby, waiting with her usual impatience. She hadn’t caught on to Cozie’s source of evening wear, just muttered occasionally about getting her a makeover in New York. Cozie had struggled for money until Mountain Views, a collection of her commentaries on everything from international diplomacy to life in Vermont, had unexpectedly hit the best-seller lists—and stuck—six months ago. She had yet to see the point of owning a dress worth more than her Jeep.

The telephone rang. She groaned and padded across the thick carpet to the extension on her bedside table. It was, of course, a king-size bed. As if she needed it.

“Two more minutes. I promise—”

“Hello, Cozie Cornelia. Running late?”

Not again. Her knees wobbling, she sank onto the bed. It was the obviously disguised voice that had followed her for weeks: disembodied, unrecognizable, neither male nor female.

Suddenly she was shaking, goose bumps sprouting on her arms and legs. Her fingers and toes turned cold.

“Chicago’s a fun town,” the voice went on. “Enjoy your stay. Be good.”

Click.

Cozie waited for the dial tone, then slammed the phone down.

She had to keep her wits about her. Anger and panic weren’t going to help. She knew that from experience. Still trembling, she grabbed her handbag from the bedside table and fumbled for the spiral memo notebook she’d hoped she wouldn’t need on this trip. She found a ballpoint pen and carefully wrote down the time, the place, and an exact transcript of the call. Never mind that she was suddenly famous for her wit, humor, and incisiveness, she was a journalist by training and instinct. She had developed a knack for remembering what people said.

Her task completed, she returned the notebook to her handbag and did a series of breathing exercises to calm herself down.

The calls had started two road trips ago, in July. They came at unpredictable times, in unpredictable places—at her hotel, at book signings, dinners, parties. Although not overtly threatening, they were unsettling. Someone was keeping track of her every move when she was on the road. Whoever it was had never bothered her at home in Vermont—a small consolation.

But she hadn’t mentioned the calls to anyone. Word would get out, and she was sure that was just what the caller wanted: notoriety. Proof Cozie Hawthorne was rattled. She didn’t want to play into the caller’s hands. For now she would continue to keep her log and hope he—or she—just gave up. She promised herself that if the calls became more frequent, if they ever held even a hint of a threat, she wouldn’t hesitate to go to the police, never mind her publicist.

She went back to the closet and dragged out the Katharine Hepburn dress. It was classy and a little daring, and wearing it always gave her a boost.

A pair of black heels, a fresh coat of mascara and red lipstick, and she was off. She’d enjoy her stay in Chicago all right. She’d be good. Soon she’d be back in the Green Mountains of northern New England, finished with road trips, and finally—finally—able to get her life back to normal.

 

J. D. Maguire was transferred to a Houston hospital, near where he and Daniel Foxworth had set up shop as petroleum product fire-fighting experts three years ago. Daniel came to visit on a rainy Sunday afternoon six days after the accident. J.D.’s doctors and nurses said he was making a steady recovery, his broken ribs and arm and multiple bruises and lacerations all healing nicely, but he was one ornery patient. Daniel told them J.D.’s orneriness had saved more than one person’s life, his own included.

Then they told him J.D.’s shattered left leg still had them worried. It was still possible he could lose it. They were particularly worried about infection setting in.

J.D. was conscious and reasonably coherent when Daniel entered the private room he’d arranged for his partner to have. The medical types had shaved off his big black beard, but even after being hauled from a sinking helicopter, James Dell Maguire looked huge and very competent, his spirit undiminished by his suffering. He was on IVs, his eyes sunken and yellowed, his color lousy. Bruises had blossomed and spread on his arms and face, probably over his entire body.

“Hey, Danny Boy,” he said. J.D. didn’t believe any self-respecting Texan, even one as rich and educated as his partner, ought to be called Daniel. “We get the fire out?”

“Yeah, J.D., we got the fire out. Took about twice as long as it would have if you’d been there.”

J.D. looked satisfied. “It would have been a hell of a mess if the fire had reached that crude. You still beat?”

He smiled. “I look better than you do, so I must be doing all right.”

“Hell, Danny Boy, you ain’t never gonna look better’n me.”

In fact, days after he’d got the fire out, exhaustion still clung to Daniel like a stubborn fog. A long, hot shower and George Dickel had helped ease some of his fatigue. A woman would have helped even more. But he needed to keep his edge.

He needed to find out who’d tried to kill him and J.D.

J.D. grew serious. “They find out why our copter went down?”

“Something caused an explosion and busted out a bunch of stuff a copter needs to stay in the air, and into the drink we went. Near as I can figure, the tail rotor drive shaft was damaged and we lost control. Best guess is a couple detonator caps I had stored in back ignited.”

“Why?”

Daniel shrugged. “Bad luck.”

“Bad luck, hell.”

“The easy answer is I was reckless and negligent—in too big a hurry to get to the fire—and screwed up, didn’t pre-flight something I was supposed to. But detonator caps don’t just up and explode.”

“So what the hell happened?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. Someone could have snuck aboard and attached a timing device to a couple of the blasting caps we had stored. It wouldn’t be much of a bomb, but in a strategic place it could do a lot of damage—like blow a tail rotor drive shaft to hell. I was in the military a long time, J.D., and I know—”

But J.D. had risen up. “You talking sabotage, Danny?”

“I’m saying I want to know what caused the explosion that put us in the water. I want answers.”

“You’re saying someone tried to kill us.”

“Maybe not us. Julia Vanackern was supposed to be on board. She could have been the target.”

J.D. snorted. “This is nuts. You talk to her?”

Daniel shook his head. “I’ve never even met her. She and her parents didn’t waste any time beating a path out of here after the crash. Julia witnessed it. Guess she was pretty upset.”

“Poor thing.” J.D. didn’t think much of Julia Vanackern. “You never got to meet her?”

“Nope.”

“Ain’t that a shame. Thought we might see Fox Oil and Vanackern Media in one family. You two’d be so goddamned rich no one could stand you.”

Daniel had no interest in pursuing a relationship, romantic or otherwise, with Julia Vanackern, especially since he’d never met the woman. He leaned over J.D.’s hospital bed. “I’ve done some investigating on my own this week. Remember when you came on board, you mentioned some kid had been bugging Julia before she backed out of going with us. He’d come down from the Vanackern country place in Vermont—he worked for them.”

“Yeah, I remember. He and Julia were really going at it. I asked her if she needed me to knock him on his ass, but she said she could handle him.” J.D. sank deep into his pillow, his energy waning. He swallowed and slowly licked his chapped, raw lips, the pain showing in his yellowed eyes. “After that she changed her mind about going with us. Must have been upset.”

“I checked this guy out,” Daniel said. “His name’s Seth Hawthorne. He’s the younger brother of a Vermont writer named Cozie Hawthorne, who has a best-selling book out; I picked up a copy.”

He had it with him, a neatly packaged hardcover collection of commentaries on subjects ranging from the simple pleasures of cidermaking to the problems in the Balkans. Daniel had read it cover to cover on the porch of the dilapidated log cabin on the small ranch he’d bought a couple of months ago outside Houston. Cozie Hawthorne had a wry humor, a straightforward, distinctly Yankee point of view, and an infectious optimism that permeated everything she wrote. He could see why the book had surged onto the best-seller lists.

J.D. squinted at the color photograph on the back cover of Mountain Views. She was standing in front of a woodpile, wearing a sand-colored field jacket, dark brown jeans, and half-laced L. L. Bean boots, her reddish blond hair pulled back rather inexpertly. Several wisps had escaped and hung in her angular face. Her eyes, Daniel had noticed, were a dark, vivid green.

“Not bad for a Yankee,” J.D. allowed. “She could use some time in the beauty parlor, but they all could up there.” He managed a grin as he sank back into his pillow. J.D. didn’t go for the outdoor look in women. “Wonder what she’d look like in a leopard-skin swimsuit.”

Daniel laughed. “At least your mind wasn’t damaged in the crash.”

“Damn right. What the hell kind of name’s Cozie?”

“Apparently it’s short for Cornelia.”

J.D. made a face.

“Yeah.” Daniel left the book on the bedside table for J.D. to read. “She runs a paper up in Woodstock, Vermont.”

“That where they had that damned rock concert?”

J.D. listened exclusively to country-western music, had lost a brother to Vietnam, and had no truck—none—with anything that reminded him of the upheavals of the sixties.

“No, that Woodstock’s in New York,” Daniel said. “This one’s supposed to be one of the six prettiest villages in America. I picked up a Vermont guidebook. Cozie Hawthorne runs a respected weekly newspaper there. Her family started it back during the American Revolution.”

“Bully for them.” J.D.’s family had crawled out of East Texas poverty, only to be knocked back down into it by the Foxworths of Fox Oil. It was one wrong Daniel had committed himself to righting.

“Vanackern Media bought the paper two years ago when it was about to go bankrupt. The Vanackerns’ country place is in Woodstock, off—get this—Hawthorne Orchard Road.”

J.D. was fully awake again. “So Cozie and Seth Hawthorne both work for the Vanackerns. She’s got to be making a fortune on this book.” He picked at the adhesive tape around the IV on his wrist, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Meanwhile the brother’s a glorified handyman. Can’t sit too well.”

“You saw him with Julia. Do you think she had herself a little affair with the hired help?”

“And he came down here looking for her, she told him to suck eggs, and he had enough and decided to blow her rich ass out of the sky. It’s possible.” J.D. heaved a sigh. “If that’s the case, we were just a frigging bonus.”

Daniel was staring at Cozie Hawthorne’s picture on the back of her book. How had she taken to her unexpected success? From her book, he’d guess money impressed her about as much as it did J.D. “I don’t like being a bonus.”

“Me neither. Hell, you know what they say: I’d rather be shot at and hit than shit at and missed.”

“We’re way ahead of ourselves, you know.” Daniel maintained an outward calm. “Our copter’s under water. I can’t even prove it was sabotaged.”

J.D.’s black eyes narrowed. “Maybe it wasn’t.”

“I know. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I’m just poking under other people’s rocks to keep from seeing what’s under my own.” He turned away from J.D.’s probing gaze. They’d been partners and friends a long time, he and James Dell Maguire. “I’ve been calling realtors in Woodstock. Turns out Cozie Hawthorne herself has a place for rent right on Hawthorne Orchard Road.”

“You rented it?”

Daniel smiled. J.D. knew him well. “Under an assumed name. No point in stirring the bottom unless I’ve got good reason. Right now, I don’t. I leave in the morning. I’m driving up, giving myself time to think. I don’t want to be hunting a scapegoat when the real culprit’s staring at me in the mirror. But I want to know what Seth Hawthorne was doing down here.”

“Keep me posted,” J.D. said quietly.

“I will.” He nodded to Mountain Views. “Make sure you read her piece on the moose-sighting craze. It’s probably the only one that won’t piss you off.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Take care, J.D.” His eyes drifted to J.D.’s mangled leg. “I’ll be in touch.”

He was halfway to the door when J.D. said, “If Seth Hawthorne didn’t put me here, Daniel, you did. When I’m on my feet, you’ll answer for it.”

Daniel looked back at his broken, bruised, and bloodied friend. A full recovery seemed impossible. “You get back on your feet, J.D., and I’ll answer for anything.”







Chapter

2



The smell of apples sweetened the crisp Vermont morning air as Cozie cranked her ancient cider press. Even with getting home from New York after midnight, she’d been up early and out in the field collecting apples. She’d put on baggy jeans and ratty mud shoes and pulled her hair back with a thick rubber band off a bunch of broccoli, then threw on her father’s old black-and-red checked wool shirt. Cidermaking was a fall Hawthorne family tradition. Nothing could make her feel more at home, more like herself again.

Clear, amber-colored cider dribbled into the spotless bucket she’d set under the spout. Behind her was the white clapboard house Elijah Hawthorne had built in 1790, all around her the land he had settled—the rolling fields, the woods, the old stone walls. This was her childhood home, where generations of Hawthornes had grown up. For the past ten years she’d lived up the road in an early nineteenth-century sawmill she’d renovated.

But in July all that had changed when she’d bought the Hawthorne house and surrounding land from her widowed mother, whose strapped financial condition was about to force her to sell to strangers. Emily Hawthorne had made it clear she wanted to be free—financially, physically, and emotionally—from two centuries of her husband’s family traditions. After she and her daughter had closed the deal, she bought a condo in a refurbished building in town, within walking distance of shops, restaurants, and the library, and planned a trip to New Zealand and Australia. Last heard from, she was having a grand time in Perth.

As much as Cozie loved her family’s land and the crumbling old house, she had never expected she would end up its sole owner. She’d assumed it would go to her brother or sister, or they’d all share in its ownership.

She paused in her cidermaking, trying to absorb every nuance of the beautiful morning. The sky was a clear, autumnal blue, setting off the dark evergreens and the reds and yellows and oranges of the deciduous trees on the hills around her. Across the unlined road, she could hear Hawthorne Brook rushing over rocks on its mad dash toward the Ottauquechee River. Leaves rustled in the breeze.

“I know where you are. I can always find you.”

She shuddered. It would take awhile for her to forget her caller’s parting words as she’d left her hotel room yesterday afternoon for an early dinner with her agent. She breathed in the smell of the cider, the smell of the clean air. She just needed to be patient. Given time, all would be well.

Her brother’s rusting hulk of a truck turned up her loop-shaped dirt driveway, bouncing into the gravel parking area out back where she’d set up the cider press. Seth jumped out. He was twenty-five, six years younger than Cozie, taller and lankier, and darker, but with the same green eyes and sometimes irritatingly practical outlook on life. He lived in a small farmhouse—which Cozie also now owned—on the northern end of the Hawthorne woods.

“Hey, you’re back,” he said by way of a greeting. “I came by last night but you weren’t around.”

“Plane was delayed. I didn’t get in until after midnight.”

“I don’t know, Coze.” He looked her over, giving her one of his lazy grins. He had on tattered jeans, a cheap, frayed rust-colored flannel shirt, and old work boots. “You don’t look any different now that you’ve been interviewed on the Today show.”

“Ouch—you saw that?”

“Yep. Rolled out of bed, and here was my sister cackling on TV. How come you didn’t call and let us know you were going to be on?”

“It was one of those last-minute things, and I did not cackle.” But he’d already started back toward the toolshed, a small outbuilding a long-ago Hawthorne had put up and Grandpa Willard had painted barn red. “What’re you up to?”

“I’m bringing a load of wood up to your new tenant. Sal called yesterday and said the guy had just figured out the place was heated with wood and was freezing his ass off. You have an extra splitter he can borrow, right?”

“Who can borrow? Seth, I haven’t talked to Sal.” Sal O’Connor was Cozie’s realtor, a transplanted New Yorker who could sell Vermont—at least her vision of it—to anyone. “I don’t know anything about a tenant. Who is he?”

She’d followed her brother to the toolshed, where he plucked a heavy, unwieldy splitting maul from a nail just inside the door. “Some flatlander.”

“How long has he been here?”

“Two or three days. I haven’t met him yet.”

“I figured I’d be out of luck finding a renter until ski season, especially the way Sal talked. Maybe I should go up with you, check this guy out.”

Seth shrugged. “Climb in back—Zep’s got the front.”

Zep was the family dog, a half-German shepherd, half-everything else mutt who had certain privileges no one bothered to argue. “Did he behave while I was gone?” Cozie asked.

“He doesn’t behave when you’re here.”

“That’s because you spoil him.”

Seth tossed her the splitter, which she tucked under one arm as she climbed atop the cordwood. In another minute, they were bouncing down the driveway, Cozie breathing in the smell of bark, sawdust, and wood mold and thinking of herself as a landlady.

At the end of the driveway, while Seth waited for a break in traffic, she looked back at her old white clapboard farmhouse nestled into the rolling hills of south-central Vermont and tried to see not just all the work she had to do, not just her own memories and abandoned dreams, but what the tourists out on Hawthorne Orchard Road saw. The smoke curling from the stone chimney. The wood neatly stacked for winter. The stone walls marking off fields of young Christmas trees and gnarled old apple trees and tall grass glistening in the morning sun. The huge sugar maples with their red-gold leaves, and the fire bushes and yellow mums and gardens of pumpkins and grapes and bushy herbs.

It was all so quintessentially Vermont, so damned beautiful.

The leaf peepers would likely never guess a family of garter snakes had taken up residence in her dirt cellar and a bat was loose upstairs. That a dormer leaked. That there was precious little romance in facing an empty woodbox on a below-zero January night.

Growing up, Cozie would have helped her father dispense with the snakes and told him she’d never have snakes in the cellar. But some things were inescapable, and her father had been dead for almost two years.

Seth swooped out onto the road and in less than a mile turned down a steep dirt driveway toward Hawthorne Brook, where her small 1803 sawmill was tucked on a hillside. Constructed of dark, almost black, rough-hewn lumber, it overlooked an old stone dam that formed a tiny pond and ten-foot waterfall on the fast-flowing brook. Cozie loved to lie in her rope hammock out on the porch directly above the pond and listen to the water flow over the dam.

Used to love it, she amended. She didn’t live here anymore. Some flatlander did. But as she grabbed the splitter and jumped down off the wood, it was as if she’d never left.

Then a dark, long-legged man walked out onto her porch, and she had to admit that here, definitely, was proof that Cozie Hawthorne no longer lived in her little sawmill by the brook.

“Geez, Seth,” she muttered as her brother came up beside her, “you could have warned me. This guy looks like he could rope a buffalo.”

Seth didn’t seem impressed. “I’d have liked to have seen him crawling out of bed this morning with no heat.”

Flatlander though he might be, the man ambling down the porch steps did not look unfamiliar with the basic skills of survival. He was tall—over six feet—and had a thick, muscular build that his black canvas shirt and close-fitting jeans only served to emphasize. His shirtsleeves were rolled to just above his wrist bones. His dark hair was windblown, and his sharp, imperfectly formed features, his alert gray eyes, his tanned skin, suggested a life not spent in an office building of the great megalopolis to the south. He had on scarred black boots distinctly not Vermont in style.

Seth was all business. “Good morning. Sal O’Connor sent me with the wood.”

“Great. I could use some.”

“Where you want it?”

“Wherever you think best.”

His voice was deep and sounded as if it had been rubbed with sandpaper, and his accent was from somewhere decidedly farther south than New Jersey. Cozie glanced at the black truck parked crookedly in her former parking space and noticed its Texas license plate. Well, no wonder he hadn’t worried about heat in October. She’d changed planes in Dallas on her latest book tour. It had been stiflingly hot in the jetway.

Seth, who could meditate for hours on where to locate his own woodpile, abruptly started back to his truck. “We’ll stack some on the porch where it’ll be handy. The rest we’ll stack here by the driveway. You’ll need to cover it.” He cast the Texan a look that, unusual for easygoing Seth Hawthorne, bordered on hostility. “We get snow up here in the winter, you know.”

His sarcasm had no apparent effect on its target, who turned to Cozie after her brother had climbed back into his truck. “Who is he?”

“Oh—I’m sorry, we should have introduced ourselves. My name’s Cozie. Cozie Hawthorne. I—um—own the mill. Seth’s my brother.”

Her tenant gave her a quick but efficient once-over. The gray of his eyes, she saw, was clear and dark, a true slate gray. “So you’re my new landlady.”

His controlled, laconic manner, coupled with his Texas accent, gave his words an almost possessive quality that Cozie hoped she was just imagining. He seemed to be waiting for her to respond. “Yes, I guess I am.”

“I’m Daniel Forrest. Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Having never been a landlady, she had no idea what she was supposed to say to a new tenant, especially one for whom she was so totally unprepared. “Everything’s okay?”

“Now that I’ve figured out the place is heated with wood I should be fine.” His gaze rested on her. “Rough getting out of the shower on a frosty Vermont morning.”

Cozie cleared her throat. She didn’t need to be picturing Daniel Forrest running stark naked from the shower into her former loft bedroom.

But she was.

“Did Sal mention that sometimes a bat or flying squirrel might work its way into the loft?”

“No, ma’am,” he said, “she didn’t.”

“Well, it probably won’t happen. If there’s a problem, just give me a call. I’ve gotten pretty good at dealing with bats—not that I’ve had that many. And the flying squirrels aren’t bad at all. I’ve only had four or five in all the time I’ve been here.” Go ahead, Coze, dig a deeper hole for yourself.

Daniel Forrest remained quite calm. “I’m sure I’ll manage.”

Cozie was sure he would, too.

“Anything else?” he asked mildly.

“I’m not sure if Sal…there’s no garbage disposal, you know, but there is a compost pile on the other side of the house, down this little path.” The way he was looking at her, she assumed he had no idea what she was talking about. “You do know what a compost pile is?”

He seemed amused. “Yes, ma’am, I know.”

She decided not to mention about not throwing coffee grounds down the drain and using only lowsuds detergent in the washing machine. Surely Sal had told him that stuff. She’d warned Cozie that most people wouldn’t consider her converted wood-heated sawmill a year-round residence.

Was Daniel Forrest here just temporarily? She’d have to talk to Sal, get the details.

“I live just down the road in the white house with the black shutters, if you need anything.”

Before he could respond, Seth honked his horn, and they got out of his way. The truck bed rose up, and logs tumbled out in a huge heap. When Seth got back out, Zep, with no display of grace or manners, jumped out and leaped into the little pond.

“Better show Texas here how to split wood, Coze,” Seth said when he rejoined them. “Wouldn’t want him lopping off an ankle before he’s been here a week.”

His words would have set her off, but Daniel Forrest regarded her brother without apparent irritation. “It’s all right. I can handle the wood from here on out. Thanks.”

Seth was unmoved. “That woodpile’s all that stands between you and freezing your butt off on a cold morning.”

The Texan gave him a tolerant smile. “So I’ve discovered.”

“Show him, Coze.”

She had no intention of showing anyone anything, but before she could make up her mind how to handle the situation, Daniel Forrest took a log from the pile and set it upright on her old chopping block on the edge of the driveway. He put a hand out to her. She turned over the splitting maul. She could feel the wind whipping strands of hair from her haphazard ponytail and figured she and Seth weren’t coming off too well right now.

“Better stand back,” Seth warned her.

She took his advice, just in case.

Using both hands, the Texan raised the heavy splitter above his head with an ease that even Seth, as contemptuous of flatlanders as he was, had to notice. He paused for a beat, then heaved the splitter down onto the log, whacking it neatly in two.

Cozie figured there had to be a column in this somewhere. She picked up the half that landed at her feet. “Well, brother, seems the man’s done this before.”

But Seth’s green eyes remained pinned on the Texan. “You know how to stack wood so it doesn’t come down on top of you?”

“I alternate vertical and horizontal rows.”

So did Seth. Cozie resisted a laugh, not that her brother deserved her loyalty. In his view, no flatlander—even one from Texas—would survive a week in Vermont without help from the natives. Usually, however, he was more good-natured about his prejudices.

“How much do I owe you?” the Texan asked.

“I’ll let you know.”

Unchastened, Seth gave Zep a yell. The big mutt came galloping out of the pond and waited to shake himself off until he was directly behind Cozie’s new tenant, who ended up sprayed with cold, muddy water. Daniel Forrest didn’t jump in surprise or curse or even wince, but just calmly looked around at the offending beast. “Feel better, fella?”

Cozie observed his reaction with interest. She didn’t know what the man did for a living or why he was in Vermont, but he was one controlled individual.

Seth got Zep back in the truck and went around to the driver’s side while Cozie climbed in back. She saw the question in the Texan’s eyes and grinned. “Zep always gets the front.”

He swung the splitter onto one strong shoulder. “I’m sure.”

Without warning, the truck lurched up the steep driveway, sending Cozie sprawling. She grabbed the cold tailgate to keep herself from smacking her mouth against it and knocking out a few teeth. She wished she’d worn work gloves. She’d had her nails manicured in San Diego.

Holding on tight as her brother careened up the driveway, she didn’t dare duck or even let go long enough to peel back the strands of hair that had blown into her mouth. Her wool shirt, she now noticed, smelled faintly of tractor grease and rotten apples. She probably had a red nose.

Daniel Forrest was standing with the splitter on his shoulder, watching her.

She almost yelled back to him that she was the editor-in-chief of an award-winning newspaper one of her ancestors had founded, that she’d had a book on The New York Times best-seller list for weeks and weeks, that she was famous, dammit, and he could quit looking at her as if she were some kind of wild-haired lunatic mountainwoman.

Except, she had to admit, she relished feeling like a wild-haired lunatic mountainwoman.

Back out on the main road, she looked down the wooded hill and caught sight of the big Texan setting another log on the chopping block. Without so much as a backward glance, he whacked it in two as easily as he had the first.

Cozie settled back. She wouldn’t, she decided, want to get between Daniel Forrest and something he was after.

 

Daniel swung the heavy splitting maul until his shoulders and arms and even his legs ached, until his lungs burned and he could feel the sweat pouring down his back.

There was no getting around it. Seth Hawthorne didn’t look like a man who would sabotage a helicopter and risk killing three people just to get back at a woman who’d spurned him.

Another log split cleanly in two.

But better to sneak off to Vermont looking for a scapegoat than to blame himself, than to be there with J.D. when the doctors came for his leg.

He stopped. He’d stripped off his shirt and was breathing hard. Sweat burned in his eyes—or maybe it was just his own guilt. He set the splitter against an orange-leafed maple and gathered up the scattered chunks of wood. He kept a woodpile at his ranch outside Houston. He should be chopping wood there, in the warm morning sun, not up north in Vermont.

He headed to the edge of the mill pond. In the brook’s endless, unthinking rush over the old stone dam, in the quiet stir of leaves in the autumn breeze, he tried to sense a peace he didn’t feel.

In his gut he knew Seth Hawthorne had recognized him. Somehow the kid knew his name wasn’t Forrest but Foxworth. Daniel Austin Foxworth. Black sheep son of Texas oilmen and generals. Up-and-coming fighter of petroleum product fires anywhere in the world.

At least until his helicopter went down in the Gulf of Mexico. Now no one in the small world of oil fire fighting would dare trust him. He didn’t trust himself. And in that world, trust was everything.

He kicked off his boots and stripped off his jeans and plunged into the small pond.

“Damn!”

The water was so cold it knocked the breath out of him. But he forced himself to dive once more, and when he came up for air, the water was streaming down his face like the tears of an uncontrolled grief.

“God,” he breathed as he swam toward a huge flat rock on the opposite bank, “what am I doing here?”

He was out of his element among the people and hills of northern New England. He didn’t know what in hell he expected to accomplish. Heaving himself onto the sun-warmed rock, he saw that after less than ten minutes in the water his skin was splotched with blue and purple from the cold.

Did his landlady ever go skinny-dipping in her icy mill pond?

He pictured her and her rawboned brother as kids, jumping in on a hot summer day. They were a flinty pair of Yankees, Cozie and Seth Hawthorne.

Sliding back into the water, Daniel did a fast breaststroke to the other side, glad for the short distance. He climbed out, grabbed up his jeans and boots, and stole back inside before his landlady came hunting her splitting maul or some tourist up on the road stopped and took his picture.

He dried off and put on fresh clothes, figuring he’d get back to his woodpile, but his eyes drifted to his second copy of Mountain Views. J.D. had decided to hang onto the first. Cozie Hawthorne’s wry, practical, witty commentaries went with her slouchy clothes, her unlaced mud shoes, her mass of reddish blond curls snarled and beaten down by the stiff Vermont wind.

But her eyes were even more alive, more compelling in person than in her picture. Huge, warm, intelligent, they’d changed from green to blue and back again, it seemed, in the short time she’d helped her brother with the wood. They were eyes that said she was an optimist and a survivor, a woman who wouldn’t take to having someone lie to her.

Daniel abruptly returned to his wood. He needed to remember that he hadn’t come to Woodstock to contemplate his pretty Yankee landlady’s eyes—and he’d already committed himself to his lies.
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“The people of Woodstock,” the old saying went, “have less of a reason than most to yearn for heaven.”

Words, as far as Cozie was concerned, not meant for Friday afternoons during foliage season. Downtown Woodstock was mobbed. Traffic crawled. Parking was, to say the least, a challenge. Yet everyone she saw on the picturesque, tree-lined village streets looked to be having a good time, letting the crowds add to the festive atmosphere rather than detract. All the upscale shops and restaurants and museums were open, the inns full. The Killington ski area, with its hiking trails and autumn gondola rides, was just to the west. The Connecticut River and Dartmouth College were to the east, and the Ottauquechee River flowed right through the middle of town, at one point under a covered bridge. Lots of folks, however, were just strolling about, enjoying Woodstock’s famous ellipse-shaped common and its graceful Federal period homes.

The 1832 brick Vermont Citizen building—one of Woodstock’s most photographed—was located on the common opposite the Woodstock Inn & Resort. Despite its pristine, black-shuttered exterior, it was a creaky old place that barely passed fire inspection. Elijah Hawthorne, whose seditious broadsides in the 1770s had earned him the enmity of King George III, had put up the building the year before he died, back during the one period when the Hawthornes had actually had spare cash. Now it was owned by the Vanackerns. But so was Elijah’s paper.

Grateful she had her own space in the Citizen’s short driveway, Cozie put on her blinker and started to turn.

She had to slam on her brake to keep from rear-ending a black truck with Texas license plates.

Her new tenant.

Daniel Forrest.

Short of honking her horn and fuming, there was nothing she could do. She backed out into the snaking traffic and had to swing around the common twice before snatching a space just given up by an elderly couple from Rhode Island. She crossed the common in a hurry and gritted her teeth as she headed into the Citizen’s center hall entrance.

Nobody messed with her parking space.

Her office was through a six-panel door—presently shut—to her left. The newsroom and production offices, with their Vanackern-purchased state-of-the-art equipment, were upstairs. To her right were advertising, bookkeeping, and her aunt, Ethel Hawthorne, who called her niece into the cluttered but very organized reception area.

Tall, bony, her mostly gray hair in short, loose curls, Ethel Hawthorne was perched behind the long library table she had used as a desk since coming to work for the Citizen at age eighteen, close to fifty years ago. She’d never married, and she maintained that she’d never wanted to do anything more at her family’s paper than what she was doing, which more often than not was a little of everything. Technically she was supposed to answer the phone, sort the mail, and keep track of people, but every Thursday, when the paper came out, she would critique a copy with a red ballpoint pen and leave it on Cozie’s desk. She felt free to make suggestions, solicit advertising, and look over people’s shoulders. She had lived in the same groundfloor apartment since moving out of the Hawthorne house—the same one Cozie now owned—at twenty-one, and she walked to work every morning, regardless of the weather. She acknowledged her age to no one not involved with securing her retirement or collecting her taxes. She did not acknowledge the Vanackern ownership of the Vermont Citizen.

“There’s a man in your office,” she told Cozie.

“Tall, dark-haired, Texas accent?”

“That’s him.”

“And you just let him in.” It came out more of an accusation than Cozie had intended.

Aunt Ethel cocked a thick eyebrow at her. “You think I’m going to argue with a man come looking for you?”

“Very funny. He’s my new tenant.”

“Ah. Well, he’s only been here ten minutes. I think he’s fiddling around on your computer.”

Cozie bristled. “I’d say Daniel Forrest and I need to get a few things straight.”

Aunt Ethel, however, was, highly entertained. She liked to think of herself as the Last Spinster of Woodstock and resented any encroachment on her status by her unmarried, over-thirty, lately-of-no-romantic-prospects niece.

Leaving her aunt to her chuckling, Cozie went back through the center hall and burst into her office without knocking.

Daniel Forrest was playing solitaire on her computer in front of her window overlooking Woodstock common as if he owned the place. Her computer and computer furniture were the only notably modern pieces in the otherwise nineteenth-century room with its worn Oriental carpets, cherry floors, Vermont marble fireplace, and glass-fronted bookcases.

Cozie flung her oversized leather tote onto the rickety Windsor chair by the door. “Good afternoon,” she said coolly. “Is there something wrong with the wood or do you need me to show you how to start a fire in the woodstove?”

He pushed back her ergonomically correct chair and swiveled around, regarding her with a nonchalance that surely would have been beyond anyone else similarly caught. “No, I can manage my own fires.” He gave her a long look. “So. This where you think up your smart-aleck columns?”

With some effort, she maintained her deliberately cool demeanor. “It is.”

“Quaint. Most of the furniture for show?”

“None of it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Couple of those chairs look pretty old.”

“A number of pieces date from the construction of the building in 1832.” Her tone was starchy, one way of telling him she didn’t plan to humor him for long. “I use them all as needed.”

“I’ll bet you do.” It seemed to her he was deliberately laying on the Texas accent, but maybe not. She hadn’t had much to do with Texans. He glanced up at the portrait above the fireplace. “That one of your Yankee kinfolk?”

“That’s Elijah Hawthorne,” she said of her stern-faced, green-eyed ancestor. “He founded the Citizen back during the Revolution.”

“Which one?”

“The American Revolution.” She judiciously kept all sarcasm from her tone. He was just trying to goad her; he knew damned well which revolution. “He settled the land up on Hawthorne Brook and built my family’s house, then this building toward the end of his life.”

“Kind of dour-looking, isn’t he?”

“He was seventy-five when that portrait was painted. That was the style in the early nineteenth century.”

“One would hope.” He squinted at her, then back up at the portrait. “I think you have his eyes.”

Cozie refused to react: she had no idea what this man was up to. “My aunt says you’ve been here only a few minutes.”

“Yep. Three hundred in the hole and I was out of here.”

She glanced at her computer screen. “You’re close to that now.”

“I’ve never trusted a computer not to cheat.”

He leaned back, looking very much at ease and more than a tad full of himself. In the enclosed space of her office, his well-muscled legs seemed even longer than they had outside at her sawmill. He’d changed into a short-sleeved polo shirt, in a cobalt blue that set off the gray of his eyes. Unlike his shirt that morning, it revealed a thick red scar just below his right elbow. Although reasonably healed, the injury appeared recent.

His gray eyes didn’t leave her. Since their earlier meeting, Cozie had showered and changed into a squash-colored sweater and black jeans, and she had her hair pulled back neatly with a handmade wooden barrette. Her loafers were a little scuffed and her socks were a print of bright yellow and orange leaves, in honor of the season, but, mercifully, she no longer smelled like rotten apples.

“Well,” she said, “what can I do for you?”

“Just figured you could tell me where your brother lives. I ought to pay him for the wood.”

“Aunt Ethel could have told you.”

“Didn’t know she was your aunt.”

Cozie warned herself to think before she spoke—not her long suit. She didn’t know why she felt so violated. It wasn’t as if she’d never had to deal with a surprise visitor. Of course, Daniel Forrest wasn’t just a visitor. He was her tenant, and she wasn’t sure how she should treat a tenant, especially when questioning his behavior. Should she throw him out and tell him not to bother her at work? Inform him in no uncertain terms that just because he’d rented her sawmill didn’t mean he could steal her parking space and barge into her office?

An unnatural caution won out. “Seth has a place on a dirt road up past the sawmill; it’s your first left. His house is the red one about a mile up on the right. The only other house on the road is further up. It belongs to the Vanackern family. I don’t know how much you’ve had a chance to look around…”

“I know the road.”

“I doubt he’s there. It’s too nice a day. He might be working out at the Vanackern place. You could leave me with the money, but I don’t know how much he’s charging you.”

“It’s okay. He’s your baby brother?”

“He’s a few years younger than I am, yes.”

“What’s he do for a living?”

“Property management and forestry work, and he serves as a guide for canoeing and hiking trips whenever he gets the chance.”

“Doesn’t work on the family paper?”

“It’s not the family paper anymore. My father sold it to Vanackern Media before his death two years ago. Mr. Forrest, I’ve been away for a couple of weeks, and I have things I need to do. If I see Seth, I’ll tell him you stopped by—but he’s not one to forget someone owes him money.”

Her lame attempt at humor didn’t draw a smile from her tenant. “I’ll bet not.” As he rose, she noticed the rock-hard muscles in his upper arms and another recent scar above his left ear and wondered, again, what he did for a living. She’d have to give Sal a call. “I’ll let you get to work, Ms. Hawthorne. Thanks.”

“You can call me Cozie, you know. Everyone around here does.”

Still no smile. His slate eyes, however, drifted to hers. “Okay, Cozie. Make it Daniel for me.”

A car outside her window drew her eye: a familiar champagne-colored Mercedes with Connecticut license plates. It was double-parked because the driver would be convinced no one would ever dare ticket a Vanackern car. Cozie felt herself tense up.

Tall, leanly built, aristocratic Thaddeus Wythering Vanackern slid from behind the wheel, shut the door, and hesitated a moment before squaring his shoulders and proceeding onto the sidewalk in front of the Vermont Citizen building.

“Looks like he’s about to confront the Medusa,” Daniel commented.

Cozie scowled. “He’s here to see me. He’s one of your neighbors: Thad Vanackern.”

“Your boss?”

“Not to the degree he thinks,” she muttered under her breath.

But Daniel heard her and grinned, and the results were so unexpectedly sexy, so earthy and frankly sensual, that Cozie found her throat going tight and dry with an awareness of him that was very physical and very much out of order. She needed to get this man out of her office before she faced Thad Vanackern.

“If you’ll excuse me…”

But the chairman of Vanackern Media, already in the center hall entrance, strode in without waiting for an invitation or even speaking to Aunt Ethel, which wouldn’t sit well with her. “Cozie—so good to see you,” he said, taking both her hands into his and kissing her on the cheek.

Daniel Forrest made no move to leave.

“Hello, Thad.”

She’d never been good at phony charm. Thad Vanackern hadn’t approved of her since the day, at ten years old, she’d wandered onto his property in her fruitless search for a yellow lady’s slipper. He’d refused to believe she knew her way back and insisted on calling her father to come fetch her.

Thad was, at sixty-five, a fair, square-jawed, handsome man who looked as rich and educated as he was. He had on his weekend-in-the-country clothes: expensive charcoal wool trousers, a cabled burgundy cotton sweater over a matching turtleneck, light hikers. He lived, he often said, for his favorite pastimes of golf, tennis, running, and fly-fishing. Business had never gripped his soul the way it had those of previous Vanackerns or he never would have urged Vanackern Media to purchase the Hawthornes’ little paper, an act, he argued proudly, of historical preservation, not of true capitalism.

“You look wonderful,” he said. “I understand you got in late last night?”

She nodded. “It’s good to be home. I don’t think I’ll ever be much on flying. Gives me chapped lips and makes my feet swell—and I inevitably have the ugliest suitcase at baggage claim.”

“You’re not still using your Grandpa Willard’s old suitcase, are you?”

“It’s still got a lot of wear left in it.”

Thad shook his head as if there were no reforming her. “You sound just like him. You could afford to buy a new one, you know.”

She knew. A year ago she’d had to scramble to make ends meet, but the success of Mountain Views had changed all that. Still, her old clunker of a suitcase had been a peculiar source of comfort to her on the road. She remembered dragging it out of the back of a closet at eighteen, cleaning it up, packing her things for the university up in Burlington. Her big adventure.

Thad glanced around at Daniel Forrest, who was watching and listening with apparent interest. The man did have his nerve. Why couldn’t Sal have found a retired banker to rent the sawmill?

Cozie sighed. In her best diplomatic voice, she said, “Thad, I’d like you to meet Daniel Forrest. He’s moved into the sawmill. Daniel, Thad Vanackern.”

Thad extended his hand. “Well, then, we’re neighbors. Welcome to Woodstock, Mr. Forrest.”

“Thank you.”

She thought that was plenty enough hint to get moving, but Forrest shook hands with his neighbor and continued to stand there as if he had every right to horn in on his landlady’s conversation with her “boss.”

Short of being rude, which he would never deliberately be, Thad had little choice but to resume. He turned back to Cozie. “I understand you were in New York yesterday. I wish you had come by.”

Vanackern Media had its headquarters in New York City, and she was still one of their employees. Of course they would keep track of her now that she was on the edges of the limelight. But Cozie could feel her stomach flip-flop at the thought of more Vanackern scrutiny, more Vanackern expectations. “It was just overnight. My publisher had lined up a couple of interviews. It was fun; a little nuts, but fun.”

Thad smiled indulgently, as if no one knew her better. “The reluctant celebrity.”

As if on cue, a few strands of her hair loosened from her barrette and dropped into her face. She tucked them behind her ear, more aware of her tenant’s eyes on her than Thad Vanackern’s. Did he know about her book? “I wouldn’t call myself a celebrity.”

“No, I’m sure you wouldn’t.” An unmistakable tension had crept into his voice. He inhaled deeply through his nose. “I admire what you’ve managed to accomplish, Cozie. We all do.”

She tried to ignore his patronizing tone. “I appreciate that.”

“Well. I just stopped by to remind you of our annual fall get-together tomorrow evening at the Woodstock Inn. You will be attending, won’t you? Frances said she hadn’t heard from you.”

Frances was his wife, a Woodstock native who, ages ago, had nearly married a Hawthorne—Cozie’s father. Knowing Thad’s personal request for her presence was more like an order from on high, Cozie forced a polite smile. She avoided looking at Daniel Forrest. This wasn’t the lunatic mountainwoman side of her he was seeing. “Thanks for the reminder. I didn’t—”

“You didn’t respond to your invitation because you’d hoped we’d just forget about you. No such luck, Cozie. You will come?”

Refusal was impossible, and they both knew it. But she gave him an irreverent grin, if only to relieve her own tension—and maybe to salvage her pride with her new tenant looking on. “What’s on the menu?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’ve been on the road on and off for months. I just got back last night from my last trip. About all that appeals to me is canned tomato soup by the woodstove.”

Thad surprised her with a modest laugh; he was never certain how to react to her. “We’re not having canned soup, I can tell you that. I believe Frances requested roast native Vermont turkey.”

“I guess that beats tomato soup.”

“You, Cornelia Hawthorne, are your father’s daughter.”

“Is that a compliment?”

He sighed. “An observation. Frances will be delighted to know you’re coming. So will Julia. She’s in town, you know. She’s had quite a time the past month or so. I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it.”

Julia Vanackern was always having “quite a time,” usually involving men. “It’ll be nice to see her. Thanks for stopping by.”

“Always a pleasure. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.” He acknowledged Daniel with a slight nod, his manners as smooth as ever. “Mr. Forrest, good to meet you.”

In ten seconds, he was out the door.

Cozie contained her irritation with her new tenant until she saw Thad back outside on the sidewalk. Then she flung herself around at Daniel Forrest. He had his arms crossed over his chest and was looking totally unembarrassed and unapologetic. “Anything wrong with a Massachusetts turkey?” he asked.

“I’m sure there isn’t.” She quickly talked herself out of giving him a lecture on manners. There was something about the deliberateness of his stance, about the calculating expression in his gray eyes, that told her this was a man from whom she’d be smart to keep her distance. “Look, I’ve got work to do. Things have piled up while I was away.”

“Okay. Need an escort tomorrow night?”

He said it so casually Cozie almost missed what he was asking. “So swiping my parking space and insinuating yourself into a private conversation haven’t exhausted your nerve. No, Mr. Forrest, I do not need an escort tomorrow night.”

He grinned. “Now I can see the resemblance between you and your aunt Ethel.”

“Mr. Forrest—”

“Daniel. Vanackerns don’t mind you gallivanting all over the countryside promoting your book?”

“My hours are flexible. I have a competent staff. I have vacation time. I negotiated for what I needed. Now, is there anything else you want to know?”

“Lots.” His cocky grin faded, replaced by a seriousness—a weightiness—that she wouldn’t have expected from so relentlessly controlled a man. “But I’d best get back to my wood. Don’t forget to tell your brother I was looking for him.”

“I won’t.”

He was into the center hall entry.

Cozie licked her lips, not wanting her relationship with her first-ever tenant to remain on such shaky ground. “I hope…well, if you need anything else, just let me know.”

He looked around at her. “Oh, I will.”

She waited until she saw him back his truck out of her parking space before walking across the hall to see Aunt Ethel. “Did Sal O’Connor leave me any information on my tenant?”

“Folder’s on your desk. She said he paid his security deposit and first month’s rent in cash, which she deposited in her account; she wrote you a check. I’ve got it in the safe.”

“Cash?”

“That’s right,” Aunt Ethel said. “Cash.”

Cozie shrugged. “Maybe Texans prefer cash.”

 

Daniel figured pissing Cozie Hawthorne off hadn’t been one of his smarter moves, but who could resist? She was your basic uptight Yankee. Somebody needed to jerk her chain once in a while. From what he’d seen so far of pretty little Woodstock, there weren’t too many candidates for that particular job.

And going to that Vanackern dinner tomorrow night could be useful—unless he had his business in Vermont wrapped up by then. In which case he’d fill up his gas tank and head on home to Texas.

He drove past the sawmill to the narrow, unmarked dirt road on the left. It took him through a stand of birches and slender, young trees whose leaves all seemed to have turned a golden yellow. After a half-mile, the road curved upward and the woods gave way to rolling fields of apple trees, dozens of them, overgrown and unkempt. Even his untrained eye could see the orchard was in rough shape. To restore it, many of the trees would need to be uprooted altogether, new ones planted in their place. He thought of his own long-neglected ranch outside Houston; he hoped to plant fruit trees, he didn’t know what kind. J.D. said he was crazy, but the land had become Daniel’s refuge—though not from anything in particular. Until his helicopter went down, his life was pretty much what he wanted it to be.

The view of the hills of southern Vermont around him was so stunning that he lifted his foot off the gas and rolled down his window. He thought he could smell apples on the breeze even as he imagined his landlady and her brother’s ancestors coming to this place more than two hundred years ago, carving out an existence in the thin, rocky soil and sometimes brutal climate. They must have been hardy folks.

He continued around another curve, coming to a small red clapboard farmhouse tucked into the hillside overlooking the far end of the old orchard. Its roof was sagging, it needed paint, its landscaping probably hadn’t been updated in a hundred years. A huge butternut tree dripped yellow-tinted leaves in the beaten-down front yard. In a side yard, a vegetable garden was being readied for winter, a pitchfork embedded in a pile of mulch. At the end of the short dirt driveway were the skeletal remains of a rusted Land Rover, its engine hanging from the thick branch of a pine.

Seth Hawthorne’s truck was nowhere in sight.

Daniel pulled over to the edge of the dirt road, alongside the front yard, and turned off his engine, debating whether to search the place while he had the chance. Maybe he’d find something that would help explain what his landlady’s little brother had been up to in Texas last month.

But as he climbed out, the front door of the farmhouse opened. A woman with a half-bushel basket propped on one shapely hip stepped out onto the cracked slab of concrete and rock that served as a landing. She pulled the door shut with her free hand, turned, spotted Daniel coming around the front of his truck, and gasped. She had straight, silken blond hair that hung to just below her shoulders, and her eyes were huge and blue and staring at him as if she knew for sure he was a mass murderer. She was one very attractive woman.

“Hello,” he said. “Didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Daniel Forrest. I just moved in down the road. I’m looking for Seth Hawthorne.”

“Oh.” She looked less scared, brushing back a few strands of hair with her free hand. “You’re Cozie’s new tenant?”

He acknowledged that he was.

“Well, we’re neighbors, I guess. I’m Julia Vanackern. My family has a place up the road.”

Daniel manufactured a charming smile. So this was the woman who had changed her mind about going aboard his doomed helicopter—after she’d argued with Seth Hawthorne. Yet here she was, coming out of his house. “Nice to meet you, Julia. I just ran into your father in town. I need to pay Seth for some wood…”

“He’s not here.”

As Daniel moved closer, he could see her features were delicate, perfectly proportioned. She wore heavy black stirrups and an oversized white winter sweater that made her look even smaller than she was, made her eyes seem even bluer, a dark sapphire. He’d learned, before he’d headed north, she had no real career. She’d tried various jobs, most abandoned for one grand adventure or another—like checking out a burning oil tanker.

“He’s working up at your place?” Daniel asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know what he’s up to. I’m just here to pick apples. He said I could anytime. The trees aren’t in the best shape, but the fruit’s good for pies and sauce.” She smiled, self-deprecating in an appealing way, and Daniel could see how Seth Hawthorne could have fallen for her. “I’m thinking about trying apple butter this year.”

“Sounds like fun. I won’t keep you.”

As he started back to his truck, he heard her inhale, and she said, “You’re from Texas?”

He turned warily. “That’s right.”

She licked her lips; he hadn’t realized until now she had on no makeup. “I—I was in Texas a few weeks ago. The Houston area.”

“That’s where I’m from,” he said without elaborating.

“My parents and I were there for a broadcasting awards ceremony. I was nearly killed in a helicopter crash.”

A hell of an exaggeration so far as Daniel was concerned.

She shot him an embarrassed look, as if guessing what he was thinking. “Actually, I wasn’t even on board. Well. I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”

She left it at that and headed across the dirt road with her basket for apples. Daniel couldn’t think of a subtle way to bring up her relationship with Seth Hawthorne. He had time, he reminded himself—but he’d never been a patient man.

“I hope you like Vermont,” Julia Vanackern said.

“Thanks. So far Vermont’s just fine.”

He retreated to his truck, glancing in his rearview mirror as he drove back down toward Hawthorne Orchard Road. Rich, beautiful Julia Vanackern dropped her bushel basket under a gnarled old apple tree where the Tin Man himself might have rusted. In the golden sunlight, she reached up high above her head and plucked an apple.

So why, if he gave her permission to pick apples, had Seth Hawthorne tried to kill her?

“Because he didn’t try to kill her, you idiot.”

Okay. But he had followed her to Texas. They’d argued. The helicopter on which she was scheduled to ride had gone down, damned near killing the two men aboard. They were facts no one could dispute—unless the man J.D. had seen arguing with Julia Vanackern wasn’t Seth Hawthorne. Could Daniel be chasing the wrong man?

As he negotiated a downward curve on the narrow dirt road, he decided that Julia Vanackern wasn’t in any immediate danger from Seth. He could, theoretically, have sabotaged Daniel’s helicopter in a mindless fit of anger and in the meantime pulled himself together and put the incident behind him.
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