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ONE






Jenna Davies shivered as she headed out of the market and down the dark, shadowy street that faced the harbor. Thick fog rolled in off the Pacific Ocean, blowing a cool, wet mist against her face. If she hadn’t needed milk for Lexie’s breakfast, she wouldn’t have dragged Lexie out of their cozy, warm house into the cold night air. But she certainly couldn’t leave her seven-year-old home alone.


Although she liked Angel’s Bay for its remote location on the rugged central California coast, there were moments when the isolation made her nervous. In the distance she could hear music coming from Murray’s Bar, the popular pub where the locals and tourists hung out, but this part of town was deserted. While the marina bustled during the daytime, now the boats bobbing on the water took on ghostly shapes that made her feel uneasy.


Jenna told herself not to let her imagination get the best of her, but the eerie glow of the streetlights didn’t help—nor did the feeling that someone could be following her and she wouldn’t even know it. Though she’d covered her tracks, she still didn’t feel safe deep down in her bones. Sometimes she wondered if she’d ever feel that way again.


But Angel’s Bay was home now, and after two months she and Lexie were beginning to fit in. The private piano lessons she taught made her enough money to live on. Lexie had just finished first grade and would begin summer school next week. Her nightmares continued, but she wasn’t so panicked anymore.


There was no reason to be nervous. Still, Jenna tightened her hand around Lexie’s as they hurried toward her car.


Lexie stopped abruptly, pointing at the pier. “Look, there’s an angel.”


Jenna sighed. Lexie had been obsessed with angels ever since they’d moved to town and heard the legend of the famous shipwreck—the people who hadn’t made it to shore, and the angels that protected the bay. Lexie’s imagination had been fueled even more in recent days when an Internet video had appeared showing apparitions dancing across the water, and mysterious symbols appearing on the cliff face. The video was drawing a flock of visitors to the town just in time for the summer festival that would kick off tomorrow night.


Jenna was about to tell Lexie she was imagining things, when her gaze caught on the shadowy figure at the end of the pier. It appeared to be a woman in a flowing dress, her long blond hair billowing out behind her as she swung one leg over the railing, straddling it as she stared down at the water below.


Jenna’s heart began to pound. The hair reminded her of Kelly—but that wasn’t Kelly on the pier, it was someone else. Someone who was in a very dangerous position.


The woman moved her other leg over the rail and stood on the narrow board that was the only thing between her and the cold water below. Holding on to the rail behind her, the woman lifted her face to the sky as if offering up a silent prayer.


“Do you think she’s going to fly?” Lexie asked. “Is she going to heaven now?”


“That’s not an angel.” Jenna quickly opened the car door and put her shopping bag on the backseat. Damn! The last thing she needed was more trouble, but there was no one else around, and as she glanced toward the pier once again, the woman seemed to be swaying precariously. “Let’s go say hello. Make sure she’s all right.” Jenna grabbed Lexie’s hand again and they walked swiftly toward the pier.


The wind made Jenna’s eyes water, and she had to fight the almost irresistible desire to turn around, go back to the car, and drive away. This wasn’t her problem; it could be dangerous to get involved. But still, she kept moving forward.


“Hello,” she called as they neared the end of the pier. “What are you doing? Do you need help?”


The woman didn’t respond. She lifted her face to the sky once again. She let go of the rail—first with one hand, then the other—stretching her arms out in front of her. A moment later she let out a shrill, piercing scream and plummeted off the pier.


Adrenaline surged through Jenna, and she yanked off her coat and shoes. “Stay here, Lexie. Don’t move a muscle. Do you understand me? Do not go near the rail.”


“What—what are you doing? Where—where are you going?” Lexie stuttered, fear in her eyes. “Don’t leave me.” She grabbed onto Jenna’s arm, her tiny fingers tightening in terror.


Jenna squatted down so they were eye to eye. “I’ll be right back, Lexie. I have to save her, honey. There’s no one else.” God, she wished there was someone else, but not even the girl’s scream had brought anyone out of the nearby buildings or boats. She gently disengaged Lexie’s fingers from her sleeve, took out her cell phone and punched 9-1-1, then handed the phone to Lexie. “When they answer, tell them to come to the pier, that a woman is in the water. Do you understand?”


Lexie nodded.


“And you stay right here,” Jenna repeated. “Don’t take one step from this spot.”


Her heart pounding, she quickly moved to the rail and climbed over. Fear ripped through her as she looked down. It was a good fifteen to twenty feet to the water below, and she wasn’t a strong swimmer.


Jenna heard Lexie yelling into the phone, but help wouldn’t arrive soon enough: the girl was flailing her arms, sinking beneath the dark waves.




Holding her breath, Jenna closed her eyes and jumped.


When she hit the water, the icy cold stopped her heart. Weighted down by her clothes, she seemed to take forever to get to the surface. Taking welcome gulps of air, she treaded water, searching for the woman. It was dark and the current was moving fast, pushing Jenna under the dark pier where there was no sign of the woman. Was she too late?


Then she saw a swirl of bubbles and a hand, the top of a head bobbing under the small waves. Swimming quickly, Jenna dove under the water, grabbing the woman by the hair, then by the arm. The woman struggled but Jenna held on tight, kicking and pulling until she got them both to the surface. The woman coughed and blinked, her eyes dazed.


“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Jenna said, but the woman’s eyes closed and she began to slip out of Jenna’s grasp.


With her arm around the woman’s neck, Jenna swam toward the ladder at the end of the pier. The current was working against her, and she was already getting so tired, so cold. What if she wasn’t strong enough to get them both to safety? An old, familiar, and painful refrain ran through her head: “You’re not good enough. You need to do better, work harder, or you’ll always be a failure, a disappointment.”


She thrust his voice out of her head. She wasn’t going to fail. She couldn’t.


The sound of a siren gave her new strength, and she swam harder. She could do this. By the time she reached the ladder, she could hear pounding footsteps on the pier. She had her hand on the first rung when a fireman appeared. He climbed down to meet her, pulling the unconscious woman from her grasp. Once he was up, another fireman came down to help Jenna.


She was grateful for his strong hand, because she was suddenly exhausted. Her arms burned from the exertion and her legs felt weak and wobbly. When she got back on the pier, she fell to her knees as Lexie hurtled herself into her arms and began to sob.


“It’s all right, honey. I’m fine,” Jenna said comfortingly, rubbing Lexie’s back. “You did really well. I’m so proud of you.” Lexie continued to cry, her small arms tight around Jenna’s neck. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay,” Jenna soothed.


Finally Lexie lifted her head, tears running down her cheeks. Jenna was more than a little sorry that she’d scared Lexie so badly. Fear was the last thing Lexie needed in her life.


“I didn’t think you would come back,” Lexie sobbed.


“I’m not going to leave you, Lexie. Not ever.”


The fear slowly faded from Lexie’s eyes as she searched Jenna’s face for the truth. Finally satisfied, she nodded. “Okay.” She wiped her face with the sleeve of her sweater. “How come the angel didn’t fly?”


“She’s not an angel, honey.” As Jenna looked over at the young woman on the pier who was now coughing up seawater, she let out a relieved breath that she was alive. The girl was much younger than she’d realized, probably sixteen or seventeen. Her long blond hair hung in wet strands against her pale cheeks. Her eyes were now wide open and confused. Did she realize how close she’d come to dying? Why on earth would she have wanted to kill herself?


Jenna looked up as a police officer approached—Joe Silveira, the chief of police. She’d seen him around town. He was in his mid to late thirties and had most recently been with the Los Angeles Police Department. He had a reputation for being highly intelligent and keenly perceptive, two reasons she’d avoided talking to him. Blending in, not standing out, had been her goal—until now. Her nerves tightened.


“Why don’t you wrap this around you?” the chief suggested, holding out a blanket. “You must be freezing.”


“Thank you.” Jenna stood and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders as a chill rocketed through her body, making her teeth chatter. She needed to get home, get warm, and get the hell away from the cops.


“I’m Chief Silveira. I don’t think we’ve officially met, although I’ve seen you at the café a few times.”


“Jenna Davies. This is my daughter, Lexie.”


The chief smiled at Lexie and then looked back at Jenna. “Why don’t I take you to the clinic, get you checked out?”


At the medical center there would be forms to fill out, questions to answer. “No, I’m fine,” she said quickly. “A little cold, that’s all. I just need a hot bath.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”




“Positive.”


“All right. I don’t want to keep you out here in the night air, but can you tell me what happened?”


“Lexie and I were coming out of the market, and we saw the girl climb over the railing. When she jumped into the water, I jumped in after her.”


“That was very courageous,” the chief commented. “I’m impressed.”


She didn’t want him to be impressed. She didn’t want him to think about her at all. But it was too late for that. “I did what anyone would have done,” she said with a shrug.


“I sincerely doubt that. Do you know who the girl is?”


“I’ve never seen her before.”


“Neither have I,” the chief said heavily, casting a quick glance back at the young woman who was being loaded onto a gurney. “And I know just about all the teenagers in town. So you’re saying she jumped? She didn’t fall? It wasn’t an accident?”


Jenna shook her head. “She definitely climbed over the railing and let go. I hope she’ll be all right.”


“I imagine you saved her life.” He paused, his gaze focusing once again on her. “She didn’t say anything to you when you were in the water?”


Jenna shook her head. “Nothing. Can I go now?” She handed the blanket back to the chief and grabbed her coat and shoes from the dock.


“Sure. I might have more questions for you in the morning, if you don’t mind.”


“I’ve told you all I know. It happened very fast.”




Chief Silveira nodded. “Take care of yourself, then.”


“I will.” Jenna quickly made her way through the gathering crowd. She heard a few people call her name, but she kept on moving. She had just gotten Lexie into the car when a camera flash went off in her face. Blinded, she put up a hand, but not before the man snapped another picture.


She threw her coat and shoes into the car, then turned on him, anger ripping through her. “What the hell are you doing? Why are you taking my picture?” For a moment, she had the terrible fear that she’d been tracked down.


“You just saved a girl’s life,” the man said, lowering his camera. “You’re a hero.”


She frowned. In the shadows, all she could tell was that he was a tall man with broad shoulders and wavy brown hair, wearing jeans and a black jacket over a dark T-shirt. “Who are you? You’re not from the Angel’s Bay Daily News.” The local photographer was a sixty-year-old woman named Gladys.


“Reid Tanner. And, no, I’m not from the Angel’s Bay Daily News, although I have come looking for angels,” he drawled.


She should have guessed he was here because of the popular Internet video. “You won’t find any angels around here.”


“Too bad. So, what’s your name?”


“That’s not important.” Before he could move, she grabbed his camera and dove into her car, slamming and locking the door behind her.




“Hey, I need that,” he said, knocking on the window.


Jenna ignored him, fiddling with the buttons on the obviously expensive digital camera.


“What are you doing? Why did you take that man’s camera?” Lexie asked. “He’s get—getting mad,” she added with a worried stutter.


“It’s okay, honey. It’s rude to take pictures of people when they’re—when they’re wet.” She erased the last two shots, then rolled the window down a few inches and handed the camera back.


“You’re crazy,” he said with a disbelieving shake of his head. “I can take another picture of you.”


“Not tonight, you can’t.” She started the engine and pulled away. In her rearview mirror she saw him watching her, and she had the feeling she’d just made a terrible mistake, thrown down a challenge. But what choice had she had? She couldn’t afford to have her photo in any newspaper. She hoped he’d go back to wherever he came from and forget he ever saw her.


If not, they might have to run again.


 


Reid stared at the disappearing taillights, feeling as if he were awakening from a long, deep sleep. The last eleven months had passed in a mind-numbing blur of one endless day after another, weeks in which he spent most of his time trying not to think or remember. He’d taken this freelance assignment for Spotlight Magazine to make some quick cash while he decided whether he wanted to return to the career that had once been his obsession.




When he’d graduated from Northwestern and gotten a job at The New York Times, he’d never imagined that twelve years later he’d be covering anything less important than a story of political or global significance—certainly not sensationalist fodder like angels. At one time he’d been a passionate pursuer of truth and justice, but his desire had made him reckless. He’d been willing to do anything for a story, and a good friend had paid a terrible price for his ambition.


In the deep of the night when he couldn’t escape from his thoughts, he could still see her casket being lowered into the ground. He could hear the sobs coming from the crowd and see the accusations in so many eyes. No one came out and said, “This is your fault,” but they didn’t have to. He knew it down deep in his soul, and doubted he would ever escape the unrelenting pain of his memories. He’d spent most of the past year trying to drink his way into oblivion, but the problem with getting drunk was that at some point he always sobered up.


Turning away from the action on the pier, Reid headed down the street toward Murray’s. He’d been on his way to the pub when he’d heard the sirens and decided to follow. Old habits died hard, and he’d been an ambulance chaser since he was a kid. In the neighborhood where he’d grown up, police sirens had been standard fare. He could still remember the flashing strobe lights playing off his bedroom ceiling in the middle of the night, the times when he’d crept to the window to watch the cops arrest someone in the alley behind his apartment building.


Blowing out a sigh, he silently repeated his favorite mantra. Don’t look back, don’t look forward, and don’t give a damn.


So what if he’d had an unexpectedly intriguing conversation with a stranger? He wasn’t here to investigate a suicide attempt or get distracted by a courageous heroine. His focus was the Internet video that had sparked nationwide interest and the hope that there was finally proof that angels existed—a hope he would shortly put an end to. Angels were no more real than any other fairy tale character. They certainly weren’t walking the streets of Angel’s Bay.


Or were they? The image of the ocean-soaked brunette with the wary, angry eyes flashed through his head. She’d jumped into the dark sea to save a stranger’s life. What kind of a woman did that?


Hell, maybe she was an angel.


An angel with something to hide.


An irrepressible tingle of curiosity ran down his spine. He didn’t want to give in to it. He was over caring about truth, justice, and shining a light on the evil in the world. He was not going to chase her down. He wasn’t.


At least not tonight…















TWO






Redwood Medical Center sat on a bluff surrounded by enormous redwood trees on the outskirts of Angel’s Bay. The center handled basic medical problems, sending the more seriously injured or ill thirty miles down the road to St. Mary’s Hospital. As an obstetrician at the medical center, Charlotte Adams was used to dealing with happy pregnant women. The young woman who’d tried to kill herself the night before obviously didn’t fit into that category.


Charlotte moved into the room where the girl lay sleeping. The young woman had been examined by the doctor on call after being brought in by the paramedics. After an impassioned plea in the ER to make sure her baby was okay, she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep and had remained that way ever since. It was now nine o’clock in the morning. They’d tested for drugs, but found nothing in her system. There didn’t appear to be any physical reason for her long sleep, except perhaps exhaustion and mental stress. Picking up the girl’s chart, Charlotte checked the vitals the nurse had taken a few moments ago. Everything was normal.


The young woman’s hair was long, almost down to her waist, and very blond. Her skin was pale, and she was bone thin with the exception of a small, round tummy. Charlotte picked up the girl’s arm and checked her pulse. The beat quickened and she saw a flutter of an eyelid. Was the girl just pretending to be asleep? She had to be scared, disoriented, confused, and probably feeling very alone.


She’d had no identification on her when they’d brought her in, and so far no one had come to inquire about her. While Angel’s Bay was a relatively small community, there were many people who lived up in the mountains or down the long rural roads outside of town. Perhaps her family didn’t realize she was gone yet.


Or maybe they’d sent her away. Maybe that was why she’d tried to kill herself.


Charlotte drew in a deep breath at the bitter pain that swept through her. Ever since she’d set eyes on this girl, she’d been struggling to keep some bad memories at bay. Images from her past flashed through her mind—her own positive pregnancy test taken in the bathroom at her best friend’s house, the horror and disappointment on her mother’s face when she’d finally had to confess, and later the terrifying trip to the hospital. She’d been too young and too weak to deal with any of it. She wondered if this girl felt the same way.




“It’s all right,” Charlotte said gently. “You can wake up now. You’re safe here.”


For a moment there was no reaction, then the girl’s eyes slowly opened. Charlotte looked into those gold-flecked brown eyes and saw childlike innocence and very adult fear.


“I’m Dr. Charlotte Adams. You’re in the Redwood Medical Center. Do you remember what happened?”


The girl hesitated, then said in a dry, scratchy whisper, “Why didn’t she let me die?”


“What’s your name?” Charlotte asked, diverting the conversation away from the suicide attempt.


The girl stared back at her, and she saw indecision, not confusion.


“You can tell me,” Charlotte persisted.


The girl slowly shook her head.


“Someone must be worried about you,” Charlotte tried again.


“No,” the girl said flatly.


“What about your parents?”


“I want to leave. Where are my clothes?” The girl’s gaze swept the room.


Charlotte could have told her there was no way she was leaving, since legally they had to hold anyone for seventy-two hours after a suicide attempt or until a psychiatrist determined the patient could be discharged. Instead, she tried a gentler tack. “You need to rest and eat, and I want to run some tests on your baby, make sure everything is all right.


“You look like you’re about sixteen weeks along,” Charlotte continued. “Past the morning sickness stage, hopefully. I’m an obstetrician. I deliver babies all the time and I take care of the mothers, too.” She paused. “I’d really love to know what I could call you.”


The girl picked at the edge of the blanket, then finally lifted her gaze. “I guess you can call me Annie.”


Charlotte smiled. “Okay, Annie. Have you seen a doctor since you became pregnant?”


“No.”


“I’d like to do an ultrasound. It takes a picture of your baby and helps us pinpoint the dates.”


“Does it hurt?”


“Not a bit.”


“I suppose it will be okay.” Annie licked her lips. “I’m kind of hungry.”


“Good, I’ll send someone in with your breakfast. I’ll do anything I can to try to help you, Annie. Can you tell me how old you are?”


“Eighteen.”


She looked younger, but she might be telling the truth. She hadn’t hesitated in her reply.


“Are the police coming back?” Annie asked.


“Yes. They’ll be worried about you, wanting to make sure you’re okay.”


“You’ll tell them I’m fine, and then they’ll leave, right?” A slight Southern twang to Annie’s voice indicated a past outside of California.


“Are you fine?” Charlotte asked.


Annie hesitated, then said, “I had to do it. I had to see if the angels would save me, if I was worthy, and they did. So everything is okay now.”


It wasn’t an angel who’d saved Annie. If someone hadn’t seen her jump off the pier and gone in after her, she’d be dead now. But that was a discussion better left to another time. “I’m sure there are people who are worried about you, Annie. Can I call someone for you?”


“No. Please don’t tell anyone I’m here.” Worry filled Annie’s eyes. “Promise me.”


“Just rest for now,” Charlotte soothed. “Someone will be in shortly with your breakfast.”


Charlotte closed the door behind her and walked down the hall toward the nurse’s station. Her pulse sped up as she saw Angel Bay’s chief of police waiting there. Joe Silveira was a darkly handsome man with olive skin, deep brown eyes, and jet black hair. He’d no doubt set a few hearts racing in his time, but he was married—at least that’s what the local gossips said. Where his wife was, nobody seemed to know.


“Chief,” she said lightly, trying to ignore her foolish reaction. It wasn’t like her to feel attraction for a married man. Actually, she hadn’t felt attraction for anyone in a long time, and this was definitely not the time to have her libido jump back into action.


“Dr. Adams,” he said with a smile that warmed up his face. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”


“Not since you delivered that baby down on Oak Road.”


“Couldn’t have done it without you talking me through it, but I’m hoping never to repeat the experience. I’ll leave that to you.” He paused, tipping his head toward the room she’d just left. “How’s our girl?”


“She’s awake. She told me I could call her Annie, but I’m not sure that’s really her name.”


“Actually, it is. We found her backpack next to a motorbike by the pier. Her name is Annie Dupont and she’s eighteen years old, according to the school records, although she hasn’t been at school in a couple of years. Her family lives up in the mountains and apparently was homeschooling her.”


“Have you contacted her parents?”


“Not yet. I sent an officer up the mountain, but he found an abandoned shack at the address we had. Do you think Annie will give me her current address?”


“Not a chance,” Charlotte said frankly. “She wanted me to promise not to tell anyone she’s here. She’s obviously scared. If you press her now, I’m afraid she’ll try to run, and I really don’t want to have to restrain her. She’s a young girl, emotionally fragile, and pregnant. I’d like an opportunity to make her feel safe here and see if I can get her to open up. Our psychiatrist, Dr. Raymond, needs to see her, but he won’t be back until this afternoon. Can you put off talking to her at least until later today?”


“She is eighteen; I suppose I can wait. Did she by any chance say why she jumped?”


“She wanted to see if the angels would save her.”


“That damn video,” Joe said with a disgusted shake of his head. “It’s bringing out the crazy in everyone.”


“I take it you don’t think the angels are carving a message on the cliff wall.”


“I think someone is up to something and using the angel legends for either a cover or a distraction.”


“You know, Joe—I mean, Chief—”


“You can call me Joe.”


She cleared her throat, feeling uncomfortable under his warm gaze. The man really needed to rein in that smile of his. She forced herself to focus on the conversation.


“I grew up here, Chief, and the angel legends aren’t as easy to refute as you might think. Things have happened here that are completely unexplainable—good things and bad.” It was that darkness that had made her want to stay away, but duty had called.


His gaze settled on her face. “You’re sounding awfully mysterious. I thought you were a woman of science and logic.”


Charlotte sighed. “I used to be. Then I came home.”


 


Jenna winced as Stella Rubinstein, a fifty-two-year-old woman in the midst of a midlife crisis and a divorce, murdered Tchaikovsky’s Love Theme from Romeo and Juliet.


As Stella finished playing, she gave Jenna a delighted smile. “I’m getting better, don’t you think? Sydney will not believe it when I play this at Carole’s wedding.”


Sydney wasn’t going to believe it, all right. Jenna cleared her throat, choosing her words carefully. “You might want to unveil your talent in a more private setting. You should enjoy your daughter’s wedding, and if you’re worried about playing, you won’t be relaxed.”


“Are you kidding? I am going to be the talk of the town. Sydney said I was stuck in a rut, that I couldn’t learn anything new, couldn’t be exciting anymore. He said I couldn’t compete with a younger, more talented woman. As if that waitress at Murray’s has more going for her than big boobs. Syd was wrong to leave me, and I’m going to prove it to him,” Stella declared. “I’ll make him see me as more than the woman who washed his socks and cooked his dinner for twenty-three years. The woman he walked out on because she was boring. Well, I’m not boring anymore.”


“You certainly aren’t,” Jenna agreed. In fact, warmhearted, loud-talking Stella was one of the more colorful personalities in Angel’s Bay. Jenna wasn’t sure why Stella had picked the piano to make her stand, but she knew that music had a way of healing the soul. That’s what it seemed to be doing for Stella. When she’d come for her first lesson six weeks earlier, Stella had been lacking in confidence and had seemed almost lifeless. Now she’d colored her hair, lost a few pounds, and exchanged her usual sweats for tighter jeans and a sweater. Her blond hair had been recently highlighted and cut, giving her a fresh, younger look.


“I just love how I feel when I play,” Stella continued. “As if I’m making something important, as if I’m not me anymore. It’s silly, I know. It’s not like I’m good or anything.”


“It’s not silly. Music speaks to the heart. It transforms you.” Jenna had always turned to the piano when she was unhappy or lonely, losing herself in the technical challenge of Prokofiev’s Piano Concerto No. 3 or Beethoven’s Pathétique. But despite Stella’s new-found belief in herself, Jenna hated to see her play before she was ready—although there was a good chance Stella might never be ready. While she found joy in the piano, she had little sense of timing, and her fingers often collided on the keys. But she did play with enthusiasm, and there was something to be said for that.


“Why don’t you come twice next week?” Jenna suggested. “Just to polish things up. You want to make your daughter proud, too.”


“Carole is the one who bought me these piano lessons. She said, ‘Mom, stop whining about having nothing to do and do something. You’re not that old. You could have another life. You could meet another man.’” Stella laughed. “As if I want another man to pick up after. But I wouldn’t mind having another life. I know I’m not as good as I think I am, Jenna, but I’m having fun. I haven’t felt this good in a long time.” Stella’s eyes grew misty. “It’s going to be hard, seeing my little girl get married. I hope she picked a better man than I did.” Stella paused. “Are your parents still together?”


Jenna shook her head, knowing she was about to tell another lie. There seemed to be no end to them these days. “They’ve both passed on.”


“Oh, I’m sorry.”


“It was a long time ago.” She hoped that would be the end to the questions.


“I’m sure it still hurts. My mama has been gone fifteen years now, and I still wish I could talk to her. Every Thanksgiving when I make her stuffing recipe, I see her face and hear her scolding me about using too much butter.” Stella blinked back a tear. “Good grief. I’m welling up already.”


“I miss my mother, too,” Jenna confessed. “She died on Christmas Eve. She was on her way to play the piano for our church. She had to get there early, so we didn’t go together.” Jenna paused, her mind flashing back to that terrible night. At first she’d thought the red and blue lights were Christmas lights, but soon it became clear that they belonged to a police car and an ambulance. Her father had screamed—a horrible sound that she could still hear in her dreams. Jenna cleared her throat, realizing that Stella was watching her with compassion in her eyes. “Anyway…”


“I know. I should go. Thank you, Jenna.”


“You’re welcome.” Jenna stood up and found herself enveloped in Stella’s warm arms. Instinctively, she stiffened. After her mother died, hugs and kisses had vanished from her life, and she’d never been a touchy-feely kind of woman. She’d never had that relationship with friends, and boyfriends had been few and far between. In the last few months she hadn’t let anyone but Lexie get close enough to touch her. The contact felt surprisingly good.


“You’re a skinny thing. You should eat more. I know it’s none of my business, but I can’t help it.” Stella grinned as she let Jenna go. “Bye now.” She grabbed her purse off the table, gave a wave, and headed out the door, humming off key.


As the door closed behind her, Jenna checked her watch. She had a few minutes before her next lesson, so she sat down at the old upright piano that had come with the furnished cottage. When she’d seen the house and the piano, she’d felt as if she and Lexie had landed in exactly the right spot. With music, she could get through anything. The piano was at least seventy years old and a far cry from the grand piano she used to play, but it was good enough. Better than good enough, because the old piano made her remember what it was like to play without any pretensions, ambitions, or pressure. Music had been both her best friend and her worst enemy, and right now she needed it to be her friend.


As she stared down at the keys, a wave of reckless temptation swept through her. She knew she should resist. She couldn’t let herself get seduced. If she started playing anything more than simple notes, plain melodies, she wouldn’t want to stop, and she had to stop. Her life was different now. She could never have what she’d had.




But the lure of the keys drew her forward. Maybe just a few chords, just enough to satisfy her ears, which were still ringing from Stella’s performance. She knew she was rationalizing, but couldn’t stop herself from placing her fingers over the keys, from feeling the sense of anticipation that she always felt right before she hit the first note.


As soon as her fingers touched the smooth ivories she was lost, back in another world, another place. At first she was content to play the tunes that she couldn’t remember not knowing. Her parents had taught her to play before she could read. As the music ran through her, the melodies changed, the emotions of the past flowed through her, memories of a time when music had driven her life…


The crowd hushed as she walked across the stage in the Isaac Stern Auditorium at Carnegie Hall. It had taken forever to get here—all those hours of practicing, of worrying she wasn’t good enough. But here she was. As she began to play, the fear ran away. She wasn’t herself anymore. She was a conduit to the music that came not only from her piano, but also from the venerated musicians who had played in the old hall. She was one of them now, connected to the past, the music running through her veins. When she finished her solo, there was dead silence. Then the applause echoed through the auditorium. She had almost forgotten she was playing for anyone but herself.


Standing up, she took her bows, her gaze catching on the man in the front row. He wasn’t smiling. Nor was he clapping.




Maybe she hadn’t been good enough. But dammit, she was the one on the stage, not him. She glanced away. She would pay for that small act of rebellion later…But tonight she would just enjoy the moment. It was her moment—and it belonged only to her.


 


Reid Tanner pulled up in front of a one-story cottage at the end of Elmwood Lane. Jenna Davies’s house backed up to a grove of redwood trees and stood apart from its neighbors, an empty lot between it and the next house. On the other side of the home were more trees that wound along a steep cliff that dropped to the ocean.


Her street was a few blocks inland from the harbor and in a quieter part of town, but still only about a ten-minute walk from the action. It was a modest house, the lawn neatly trimmed, a few bushes by the porch, but nothing bright, colorful, or inviting. The windows were covered with curtains or blinds, none of which was open to let in the midday sun.


It was a lonely house, a place that felt separate and a bit outside, perhaps exactly like its owner. Or tenant, Reid amended. He knew from the town gossips that Jenna Davies had moved into the house two months ago and while she was friendly, she was also reserved. No one knew anything personal about her or her daughter, Lexie. He planned on changing that.


Reid was about to knock on the front door when the sound of music made him pause. Whoever was playing the piano had incredible talent. But there was a painful, angry violence to the melody, a rumble of thunder, a gathering storm. His pulse began to pound in anticipation, of what, he didn’t know. The music seemed to fill the air that he breathed, flowing through his veins, sharpening every nerve in his body. He fought its pull, sensing that it was taking him somewhere he didn’t want to go, making him think, making him feel…Dammit, he didn’t want to feel. He needed to walk away, but he couldn’t seem to move.


The melody ended in a crashing crescendo of notes. He drew in a deep breath, unsettled by the fury he’d heard, the feeling of desperate despair, the sense of terror. He waited a moment to see if the music would start up again, but all was quiet now. The calm before another storm, or was the storm over?


Who could tell? He’d spent many a day wondering if the nightmare he was living would ever go away or if it would always lie in wait, striking when he least expected it, reminding him that he’d never be free.


Was that how the person inside felt? The one playing the piano with an intensity he’d never heard before? As he considered the thought, he debated the wisdom of his course. He really should be interviewing people in town about the angels. Unfortunately, he was far more interested in the woman who’d blown him off last night than he was in angels, and if she was the one who’d just played the piano, then he had even more questions.




Reid rang the bell then lifted his camera, feeling a rush of adrenaline.


God, she was going to be pissed. He felt more alive than he had in a long time.


She opened the door.


“Smile,” he said, snapping her photo. He caught the drop of her jaw, the flash of anger in her dark blue eyes, the tightening of her lips, and the dismay that crossed her face. He took another shot and then stuck his foot out as she tried to slam the door in his face. “I told you I could take another picture.”


“And I told you that I’m not your story. Why aren’t you down at the cliff with the other reporters?”


“I don’t like to follow the pack, Jenna.”


She frowned at his deliberate use of her name, her expression an intriguing mix of anger and wariness. He had a feeling Jenna Davies was a complicated woman, another reason he should probably not be standing on her porch.


“How did you find me?” she asked.


“It wasn’t difficult. Everyone at Dina’s café was talking about your heroic rescue last night. Most people can’t imagine doing what you did. I’m surprised the local paper hasn’t been after you for an interview.” A look of discomfort entered her eyes. “They have, but you turned them down, didn’t you?”


“I’m not interested in press coverage. I only did what anyone else would have done. The local paper respects my right to privacy.”


“Then they must be a bunch of pansy-assed reporters.”




“What do you want?” she asked impatiently.


“I want to know why you did it. Most people wouldn’t get off the couch to save their own mother, but you jumped into an ice-cold bay to rescue a stranger. That’s why I’m interested in you.”


His gaze ran down her body. She’d been soaked the night before, and in the shadows he hadn’t been able to see her clearly. She was pretty in an understated way. Her thick brown hair was swept up in a ponytail, and except for two bright spots of pink in her cheeks, he doubted she was wearing a speck of makeup. Nor did she have on any jewelry, not even a wedding ring, which he found much too interesting. Her jeans were cheap and baggy. Her long-sleeved T-shirt looked like it had seen better days, and was at least a size too big. She appeared to be a woman who lived a modest life, yet it seemed contrived, as if she were deliberately trying to downplay her features. He had the distinct feeling that she’d made herself up to appear very forgettable, which only intrigued him more.


“What will it take for you to delete those pictures?” she asked, crossing her arms in front of her chest.


The motion drew the material close around her breasts, and he noticed that she had some very nice curves. His body tightened in appreciation. He cleared his throat as he met her eyes. “How about an explanation for why you’re so camera-shy?”


“I want to live a quiet life, that’s all. Who do you work for, anyway?”




“Spotlight Magazine.”


“I’ve never heard of it.”


“Well, six million people have,” he drawled. “We cover whatever stories people are interested in.”


“No one is interested in me.”


“I am.”


“I can’t imagine why.”


“Why are you teaching piano to beginners when you play like a concert pianist?” he challenged.


Her eyes widened in alarm. “You heard me?”


“Yes, and you’re very good. But you know that, don’t you?”


“Not good enough,” she said with a shake of her head.


“You must have extremely high standards. I’m curious as to why you chose to play such a dark piece. It sounded as if you were incredibly angry or in terrible pain, or maybe both.”


She looked away, glancing down at her watch. “I really don’t have time for this. I have a student coming in a few minutes. Look, Mr….”


“Tanner. Reid Tanner. Here’s the thing, Jenna. I have some time to kill until the angels make their next miracle appearance. Now, I can ask you my questions or I can ask around town. I’m sure people will be more than willing to talk about you. They already are because of what you did last night. But it’s your call. If you want me to go away, you have to give me something.”


She hesitated for a long moment, an internal battle going on in her beautiful blue eyes. He sensed that she wanted to slam the door in his face, but since that hadn’t worked the first time, she needed another game plan.


He didn’t usually have much trouble getting women to talk to him, but this one was as prickly as a cactus.


“Fine,” she said. “Here’s the deal. You took two pictures. You get two questions. Then you delete my photos.”


“Will you tell me the truth? And that’s not my first question,” he added quickly.


“We’ll see.”


“All right.” He thought for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “Where’s Lexie’s father?”


“He’s dead,” she said shortly. “Next.”


“Who are you afraid of?”


She didn’t answer right away, her lips tightening. Then she looked him straight in the eye and said, “Right now—you.”















THREE






“Me?” Reid echoed. “Why would you be afraid of me?”


“You’re out of questions,” she said, a determined glint in her eye. “Now give me the camera.”


“I’ll do it.” He stepped back in case Jenna decided to grab his camera again, then pressed a couple of buttons. “Satisfied?”


“Don’t come back here,” she warned.


“You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m not a bad guy.”


“That’s what all the bad guys say,” she replied, a disillusioned note in her voice. “Good-bye, Mr. Tanner.”


A second later, Reid found himself staring at her front door. He really hated the fact that she’d gotten the last word again. And he’d gotten nothing. He didn’t have her photo, and her answers had only left him with more questions.


He turned and walked down the steps to his car. Every instinct he had told him to go after her story. He knew she had one. That’s why she was afraid of him. She had a secret to protect. He’d never been able to resist a good mystery—but she was trouble, and he didn’t need any more of that.


He started the car and pulled away from the curb. When he made a U-turn in the cul-de-sac, he saw the flutter of a curtain at her window.


She was watching him.


Just keep driving, he told himself. But he found himself looking in the rearview mirror, knowing he’d be back.


 


Jenna knew she would have to do something about Reid Tanner. He was gone for now, but he’d be back. Like a shark, he smelled blood in the water—but she wasn’t going to tell him her secrets, no matter how often he flashed that charming cynical grin at her or gazed at her with those very interested dark brown eyes. She couldn’t trust anyone—especially not a journalist.


When the doorbell rang again, she looked through the peephole this time, then opened the door to her next student.


Marly was a twenty-two-year-old grad student getting her teaching degree, who wanted to learn some basic piano to use in her elementary school classes. The plump blonde gave her a cheery smile. “Hello.”


“Hi. How did the practicing go this week?”




“Not very well. I had so much other work to do, but I really hope to make more time this week.”


Jenna’s cell phone rang. She started in surprise. Only one person had the number of her prepaid phone. Her heart began to pound.


“Why don’t you get warmed up, Marly? I’ll be back in a minute.” She headed into her bedroom, closed the door, then redialed the number. It was answered almost immediately by a soft female voice that was quickly becoming very familiar. “Has something happened?” Jenna asked.


The woman Jenna knew only as Paula said, “Brad put the house up for sale.”


“He’s moving?” Jenna asked in shock. “What about his job?”


“He might be staying in the area, just not in the house.”


Jenna felt sick. Brad had some plan, and she had no idea what it was.


“Is everything okay there?” Paula asked. “How is Lexie doing?”


“Better. She only wakes up a couple of times at night now. She’s making friends. Stuttering less. I really hate to move her. I think she’s finally starting to feel safe.”


“You’ll do what you have to do.”


“Yes, I will.”


“She’s lucky to have you.”


“Lucky? There’s no way in hell I’d ever call Lexie lucky,” Jenna whispered as she ended the call.




 


The Angel’s Bay Marina bustled with afternoon activity. The smell of frying fish permeated the air as Reid passed by Carl’s Crab Shack, where a line of people stood at the take-out window for fish sticks and fries. He sidestepped a group of tourists who had just returned from a whale watching trip on the Angel Shark, one of Angel Bay’s larger charter boats, run by the Murray family. The most prominent family in town, they were definitely on his list of people to interview, but right now he was in search of seventy-nine-year-old Henry Milton, who was rumored to spend most of his days and nights on his boat, the Mary Lynn.


The twenty-two-foot fishing boat, which Reid spied on the other side of the Angel Shark, looked like she’d seen a few storms—much like the man who was puttering around on deck. Henry Milton’s face was as weathered as his boat, a crisscross of tiny lines on skin that was dark reddish brown. His white hair stood up in tufts on top of his head, and his lean frame could have used a few pounds. As Reid approached, Henry gave him a friendly smile.


“Mr. Milton, may I come aboard?” Reid asked.


“That depends. If you want to talk to my grandson, Timothy isn’t here.”


“I understand that. He seems to be difficult to find these days.” Every effort Reid had made to talk to Timothy and his pal James, the makers of the angel Internet video, had been blocked. The two young men had apparently gone on a deep-sea fishing trip and wouldn’t be back until the next day. They were probably feeling the heat of national scrutiny, but they wouldn’t be able to stay away forever. “Actually, I want to speak to you,” Reid continued. “I’d like to get your take on the angels and the alleged pictures on the cliff wall.”


“My take, huh? Hold on.” Henry disappeared down the stairs, then returned with two bottles of beer. He tossed one to Reid. “You look thirsty.”


“Thanks.” Reid sat down on the bench across from the old man, unscrewed the bottle cap and took a long swig. It tasted too good. It tasted like forgetfulness. But he couldn’t afford to take that slide right now. He set the beer down next to him. “So, any thoughts on the angels?”


“There are a lot of legends in this town. Hard to know where to start.”


“You’ve lived here your entire life; is that correct?”


“Same as my parents and my grandparents and their grandparents before them. My great-great-great granddaddy was one of the twenty-four survivors who made it to shore after the wreck of the Gabriella in the mid 1800s. He was originally from New York, made the long trek around the Cape and up the coast to San Francisco in search of gold. He didn’t find much gold, but he did fall in love and get married. He was taking his new wife back to the East Coast when the ship went down. She didn’t make it. He ended up marrying one of the other survivors and having a family, staying right here.” Henry scratched his chin. “A lot of people died that night. More than thirty bodies were found in the bay, just a few yards away from land. Another forty or so must have floated back out to sea, because they were never found.”


“So your ancestor was one of the fortunate ones,” Reid said.


“Yep.”


“Is this video, the angels, and the pictures on the cliff just a way to bring in more tourists for the summer festival that starts tomorrow? Add color to the town?”


Henry gave him a sharp look. “Timothy said he saw angels. They were as clear to him as his own hand. He could see their faces, not just shapes. One was a female with long blond hair. She’s not so clear on that video he made, I guess, but he said he’d recognize ’em again if he saw ’em.”


“Really?” Reid tried to keep the cynical note out of his voice. He had Henry talking and he didn’t want to do anything to make him stop. “Is your grandson very religious?”


Henry shot him a quick look. “No, not at all. He lost his faith in a lot of things when his parents split up. You’re not a believer, are you, Mr….”


“Tanner. And no, I’m not.” Reid paused. “I heard that the Gabriella was filled with massive treasures from the Gold Rush, yet no divers have ever found the wreck or any evidence of gold.”


Henry nodded, an admiring expression filling his eyes. “You’ve done your homework. But just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it’s not there. I’ve been fishing and diving off this coast my entire life. There are underground canyons, mountains, unbelievable spectacles beneath the water that can only be seen when the tides are just right. There is no doubt in my mind that somewhere not far from here sits the remains of the Gabriella and all she contained.” Henry paused. “Some people think the angels are trying to make a map on the cliff face to point to where the Gabriella lies. They want something to be found—something that’s been lost too long.”


“Treasure,” Reid murmured, a tingle running down his spine. The thought of undiscovered gold was undeniably exciting.


“That’s right.” Henry gave Reid a grin. “Got your attention now, huh? The angels you could ignore, but not buried treasure. Temptation, greed, desire changes a person. Desperation, too.” Henry paused and lifted the beer bottle to his lips, taking a long, thoughtful swallow. “This place has always been about the battle between good and evil, the two sides of every human being’s soul. In my family there are journals passed down from generation to generation, each retelling the story of that night: the terrible storm, the ship splintering apart on the rocks, the rush for lifeboats—the knowledge that there weren’t enough, that not everyone would survive, that some would not act heroically.”


Reid stared at the old man, caught up in the story. “Was your ancestor one of the heroes?”


“In his writing it seems so, but who knows? Sometimes a man doesn’t want to look too closely at his soul. You know what I mean, Mr. Tanner?”


Reid had spent the better part of a year not looking at his soul. He had the distinct feeling that old Henry could see that. The thought unnerved him. He’d always considered himself a good poker player, not a man to give anything away.


Henry continued, “The lines between good and evil can be razor thin. Sometimes they’re blurry, and sometimes they’re impossible to see until you step over them. You think you’re doing what’s right, and suddenly you realize just how wrong you are.” He sat back in his seat and took another sip of his beer.


Surprisingly rattled by the conversation, Reid swung his gaze toward the town, needing a minute to compose his thoughts. Small shops lined Ocean Avenue, the waterfront looking like a picture postcard with antique shops, sidewalk cafés, art galleries, clothing boutiques, a quilt store, and shops selling Angel’s Bay memorabilia.


The homes in the older part of town were on the smaller side, but on some of the adjacent bluffs and hillsides, large seaside homes were being developed. It wouldn’t be long before Angel’s Bay had more business and more people than it could handle. Actually, maybe that time had already come. The manager of the Seagull Inn, where he was staying, had told him that all the rooms in town were booked. They’d never had so many tourists. Perhaps that’s exactly what the makers of the video had intended to accomplish.




“You should talk to Fiona Murray,” Henry said, interrupting Reid’s thoughts. “If you’re interested in the history of the town, that is. She runs the Angel’s Heart Quilt Shop, where all the ladies go. It’s that big red barn over there.” He pointed toward the far end of the street. “Fiona knows a lot about the Gabriella and the people who survived—what happened to them, where they are now. History says that some of the survivors tried to leave town, but they never made it. It’s as if those who died in the wreck had a grip on them and wouldn’t let go.” Henry stroked his lightly bearded chin with one hand. “Story goes that something bad happened on the ship before she went down.”


“Like what?” Reid asked, his attention captured once again.


“Murder,” Henry said bluntly. “Some think that’s why the angels are getting stirred up. They’re tired of waiting for the truth to be revealed. They want someone to pay attention.” He paused, his gaze drilling into Reid’s. “Maybe that someone is you.”


Murder, lost treasure, a mysterious woman…Every time he turned around, there seemed to be a new story in Angel’s Bay. Reid felt an inexplicable run of goose bumps down his arm, as if the weather was about to turn, or something was about to happen, which was crazy. He was just getting caught up in the old man’s imagination.
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