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For Michael Reagan and his Fallen Heroes Project, and for doing what he does so faithfully and so well.



Prologue

Lance Tucker had always hated ladders, but between climbing up and down a ladder in the recreation hall and sitting through another one of Mrs. Stone’s endless GED classes, there was no contest. Climbing the rickety ladder to decorate the nine-foot Christmas tree was definitely the lesser of two evils.

Lance was five months into a six-month sentence at the San Leandro County Juvenile Justice Center facility in the Hill Country some fifty miles northwest of Austin. All his life he had hated having a December birthday—hated having whatever he was getting for his birthday and Christmas lumped into a single gift that never measured up to what other kids got. This year, though, his turning eighteen on December 18 meant that Lance would be out of jail in time for Christmas—out and able to go home. The problem with that, of course, was that he might not have a home to go to.

The last time he’d seen his mother, on visiting day two weeks ago, she had told him that she was probably going to lose the house. She’d finally admitted to him that she’d had to take out a second mortgage in order to pay the king’s ransom he owed in court-ordered restitution. Now that her hours had been cut back at work, she wasn’t able to keep up the payments on both mortgages. Which meant that, most likely, the house would go into foreclosure.

That was all his fault, too. Ears reddening with shame, Lance climbed down the ladder, moved it a few inches toward the next undecorated section of branches, picked up another tray of decorations, and clambered back up.

Don’t think about it, he told himself firmly. What was it the counselor kept saying? Don’t waste your time worrying about things you can’t change.

This definitely fell into the category of stuff that couldn’t be changed. What’s done was done.

He heard a burst of laughter from the classroom. It was just off the dining room. The kids were probably giving Mrs. Stone hell again. He felt sorry for her. She seemed like a nice enough person, and he knew she was genuinely trying to help them. But what she was offering—course work leading up to earning a GED—wasn’t at all what Lance wanted. It had never been part of what he had envisioned as his own future.

A year ago, just last May, his future had been promising. As a high school junior honor student at San Leandro High, Lance had been enrolled in three Advanced Placement classes and had done well on his SATs, coming in with a respectable 2290. With the help of his beloved math teacher, Mr. Jackson, Lance had been preparing to lead his computer science club team to their third consecutive championship for that year’s Longhorn computer science competition.

Now his life had changed, and not for the better. Mr. Jackson was dead. Lance’s mother had told him that San Leandro High had won the Longhorn trophy after all, but without Lance’s help, because someone else was the team captain now. As for doing his senior year in the top 10 percent of his class and getting to wear whatever he wanted to school? That had changed, too. Now Lance found himself locked up twenty-four hours a day and with nothing to wear but orange jumpsuits. The state of Texas offered college scholarships to kids in the top 10 percent of their respective classes, but he wouldn’t be able to take advantage of that, either. Lance was now officially considered to be a high school dropout with an institution-earned GED as his best possible educational outcome. No matter what his SAT score said, trying to get into Texas A&M, or any college, with only a lowly GED to his credit wasn’t going to work.

The problem was that the GED class was the only one offered inside the facility. Some of the other kids were able to take online classes, but since Lance’s sentence stipulated no computer or Internet access, those classes weren’t available to him. His court-mandated restrictions made the GED the only route possible. It was also boring as hell.

Lance had looked at the questions on the sample test. He already knew he could ace the thing in a heartbeat without having to sit through another dreary minute of class. Mrs. Stone probably understood that as well as he did. That was why she had let him out of class yesterday and today. That way he got to deal with the Christmas-tree issue, and she got to look after the dummies. Not that his classmates were really dumb, at least not all of them. Several of the guys spoke no English. He suspected that several of them probably had issues with dyslexia. One of those, a fifteen-year-old named Jason who couldn’t read at all, filled his books with caricatures of Mrs. Stone. The pencil drawings were realistic enough in that you could tell who it was. They were also unrealistic in that Mrs. Stone was usually pictured nude, and not in a nice way.

All of which left Lance dealing with the Christmas tree. It was big and came in four separate pieces. It was old—ten years, at least, according to Mr. Dunn, the grizzled old black man who was in charge of maintenance at the facility. He was the one who had enlisted Lance’s help to drag the tree and the boxes of decorations out of storage.

“No money for a new tree,” Mr. Dunn said. “Not in the budget, but at least I got us some new lights. By the time we took the tree down last year, half those old lights had quit working. We’ll have to restring it before we put it up.”

That part of the project had taken the better part of a day. First they’d removed the old strings of lights. Then they’d taken the new ones out of their boxes and wound them into the branches, carefully positioning the plug-in ends close enough to the tree trunk so that all the lights could be fastened together easily once the pieces were dropped into place. It was time-consuming, tedious work, but Lance liked the careful way Mr. Dunn went about it, his methodical method of testing each new string of lights before letting Lance take them out of the box. “No sense in putting on a defective string that won’t light up the first time you plug it in,” Mr. Dunn muttered under his breath.

The way Mr. Dunn talked as he worked, more to himself than to anyone else, reminded Lance of Grandpa Frank, his father’s father back in Arizona. Lance missed Grandpa Frank, but his grandfather, along with his entire collection of aunts, uncles, and cousins, had disappeared when his parents got a divorce. It wasn’t fair. Just because parents couldn’t get along shouldn’t mean that the poor kids involved had to lose everybody.

Lance’s favorite memory of Grandpa Frank was going with him to the state fair in Phoenix, where he ate so much cotton candy that he ended up getting sick on the Ferris wheel. The attendant had given him hell while cleaning up the mess. At the time, Lance had been beyond embarrassed, but Grandpa Frank had laughed it off. “Look,” he said. “Crap happens. You clean up your own mess, tell the world to piss off, and get on with your life. You want some more cotton candy?”

Lance had not wanted any more cotton candy. Ever. And he wished he’d been able to talk to Grandpa Frank after he got into trouble. His advice probably would have been a lot like some of the things the counselor said, only more colorful. Unfortunately, sometime between the divorce and now, Grandpa Frank had dropped dead of a heart attack or maybe a stroke. Lance didn’t know for sure. If his parents had been able to talk to each other, Lance might have had more information—might even have been able to go back to Phoenix for the funeral—but that didn’t happen. Grandpa Frank was gone without Lance even being able to say goodbye.

“You gonna hand me another string of them lights?” Mr. Dunn asked. “Or are you gonna stand there all day staring into space?”

Jarred out of his Grandpa Frank reverie, Lance fumbled another string of lights out of a box and plugged it in to the outlet. The new one lit right up, just as they all had, but as Mr. Dunn said, “Better safe than sorry.”

“I didn’t know prelit trees could be so much trouble,” Lance remarked.

“They are if you think you can keep ’em forever,” Mr. Dunn replied, “but with budgets as tight as they are, we’re lucky to get the new lights.”

When the tree was finally upright and glowing with hundreds of brand-new multicolored lights, Mr. Dunn studied it for a moment and then shook his head. “Tomorrow’s my day off. Ms. Stone tells me you’re gonna be the one putting on the decorations.”

Lance shrugged. “Fine with me,” he said.

“Before I take off tonight, I’ll leave everything you need in the closet next to my office, and I’ll make sure the guy who comes in tomorrow knows what’s what. The flocking’s looking pretty sorry these days. I got us some glitter and some self-adhesive glue. Before you put on the decorations, spray some glue on the tree and toss some glitter on it. That’s supposed to make it look a little better.”

“Okay,” Lance said. “Will do.”

Mr. Dunn turned to him. “You seem like a good kid,” he said. “Not like some of them other ornery ones. What the hell are you doing here?”

Lance bit his lip. That was the whole problem: He was a good kid. He never should have been locked up here, but he didn’t want to go into it, not with this old man. “Long story,” he said.

Mr. Dunn shook his head sadly. “Aren’t they all!” he said.

Which brought Lance to the next day, when he was working on his own. Marvin Cotton, one of the guards, had opened the door to the closet next to Mr. Dunn’s office. Had Mr. Dunn been there, he for sure would have helped Lance carry all the stuff into the rec room. Marvin was only a couple of years older than Lance. The guy was thick-necked, stupid, and surly, and he probably didn’t have a college degree. He wandered in and out of the rec room from time to time to check on things, without saying a word or even nodding in Lance’s direction. But then there were plenty of guards who acted like that—who treated the prisoners as something less than human.

Rather than worry about Marvin, Lance concentrated on the tree. For as long as he could remember, decorating Christmas trees had been high on his list of favorite things to do. Not this time. At home, they always had a live tree, although his mother usually bought them late on Christmas Eve, when they were already marked down and cheap. That meant that the trees they had were the rejects—scrawny, uneven, and downright ugly, but his mom made sure they always did the decorating together: all four of them, Lance, his mom, and his two younger brothers, Connor and Thad. Connor was only six and believed in Santa Claus. Lance and Thad no longer had that option. At home, decorating the tree was a joyous occasion with laughter and joking around and plenty of popcorn and homemade cookies. Here, although it was a solitary chore, it was preferable to suffering through the agonies of Mrs. Stone’s class.

A few people besides Marvin had come and gone while Lance worked, so he didn’t turn to look when the metal door clicked open behind him. Intent on having lost the wire hanger to one of the Christmas balls, he was staring into the tree branch, trying to find it, when he heard an unexpected hissing from the glue can he had left on the table with the other decorations. Just as quickly, he felt the cold in his legs as the aerosol spray hit, freezing his pant legs to his skin. Lance glanced down then. “Hey!” he demanded. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

All he could see below him was a hand holding one of the spray cans of glue. Then a second hand came into his line of vision. It took a moment for his brain to register what he was seeing. The second hand held a cigarette lighter. Lance had time enough to register the flash of flame from the lighter, then the very air around him seemed to explode in flame. Writhing in pain, he attempted to lean over and pat out the fire on his legs. That was enough to tip the shaky ladder. The next thing Lance knew, he was falling and burning.

Mercifully, for a long time after that, he remembered nothing.
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As the British Airways 747 lumbered toward Heathrow, Ali Reynolds looked out into the early-afternoon light. The ground gradually appeared through the gray, the details obscured by flurries of snowflakes eddying around in the turbulent air. The previous day, a Sunday in early December, when she and Leland Brooks had driven down from Sedona, Arizona, to Phoenix to board their evening flight to London, the temperature at Sky Harbor had been in the low seventies. Obviously, it was a good deal colder than that in the UK. The full-length leather coat she had brought along—the one her flight attendant had delivered to her seat just as the plane began its descent—would be most welcome in London’s wintertime weather.

Ali glanced across to the opposite side of the aircraft to see how Leland Brooks, her eighty-something traveling companion, was faring after sleeping in his own private pod, a clone of hers, in the front-most section of the first-class cabin. He sat bolt upright in his seat, staring out the window. She suspected that he was searching for some familiar detail in the hazy landscape. Though he was always exceptionally neat, Leland’s usually impeccable white hair was slightly mussed. He’d had fun on the way over and looked a little worse for the wear after sampling a few too many of the comforts of flying first class.

When Leland, her longtime aide-de-camp and majordomo, had learned that B. Simpson, Ali’s fiancé, had booked Leland’s accommodations in a first-class seat right along with hers, he had strenuously objected. “You shouldn’t,” he had said. “Surely a coach ticket would be more than sufficient for me.”

“For the guy who saved my girl’s life by doing battle with a murderous thug in the middle of the desert?” B. had responded. “For you, my dear sir,” he added with a grin, “first class is just barely good enough.”

It was only a matter of weeks since Leland had put his Korean War–era Royal Marine Commando training to good use by taking down an armed gunman intent on adding Ali’s name to his growing list of homicide victims. The drama had taken place on the banks of Lake Mohave, in the northwest corner of the Arizona desert. Although Leland was the one who had landed the vicious blow to the skull that had taken the bad guy down, it had required the combined efforts of several of the men in Ali’s life to make that blow possible.

B. Simpson hired the helicopter that had flown her rescuers to a timely rendezvous in that almost fatal corner of the vast Arizona desert. Stuart Ramey, second in command at High Noon Enterprises, B.’s high-tech security company, had found an effective but not exactly legal way to locate Ali’s murderous captors. Her friend Dave Holman, a Yavapai County homicide detective, had arranged for the coordinated multi-agency law enforcement response that had taken down the remaining bad guys once Leland disabled the one intent on harming Ali. This all-expense-paid trip, Leland’s first visit back to the land of his birth in almost sixty years, was B.’s generous way of saying thank you to the man for saving Ali’s life. It was also a way to use up some of B.’s ever accumulating stash of frequent-flier miles.

Leland seemed to feel Ali’s eyes on him. Glancing in her direction, he reached up and self-consciously smoothed his ruffled hair. He had come on board wearing a suit and tie, looking the part of a dapper, well-traveled gentleman. The first-class flight attendants had been drawn immediately to his still discernible English accent. From the moment the first one helped him stow his hand luggage, he was her favorite. She had fussed and fawned over him the whole trip, plying him first with champagne and single-malt Scotch and later with brandy. Ali suspected that when he fell asleep, he was probably more than slightly tipsy.

Now, though, from the way he kept watching out the window, Ali suspected he was anxious. Why wouldn’t he be? After being estranged from his family for decades, Leland Brooks was about to meet up with his long-lost relatives. Anticipating how the reunion would go, Ali and B. had agreed that there most likely would be very little middle ground. It would either be good or it would be bad, without much in between.

Ali knew that a simmering quarrel between Leland and his two older brothers had forced him to leave his homeland all those years earlier. The brothers were deceased now, and one of their grandsons had issued the invitation for Leland to come home for a visit. Those long-dead brothers were also the main reason Ali had decided to accompany Leland on this journey. If the reunion turned out to be a good thing and all was forgiven? Fine. No harm; no foul, and she would leave Leland and his collection of relatives to their own devices. On the other hand, if everything went south, Ali would be on hand to watch Leland’s back and lend whatever help was needed, including an immediate escape if that was deemed necessary.

The plane landed on the tarmac with a gentle bump and then went into what seemed to be an endless taxi. Ali took the time to repair her lipstick and check her makeup. She had slept some, too, although not enough. She was glad they had decided to stay in London tonight rather than setting out right away for Leland’s old family stomping grounds in the city of Bournemouth in southwestern England. This afternoon they would be meeting up with the first of the relatives. Jeffrey Alan Brooks, the great-nephew who had sent Leland a handwritten olive-branch letter some two months earlier, had agreed to meet their flight and accompany them as far as the London hotel.

When the plane finally swayed to a stop at the gate, Ali stood up and retrieved her carry-on luggage. Leland joined her in the aisle.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

“Far better than I expected,” he said. “The accommodations on board remind me of home.”

By “home” he meant his compact fifth-wheel camper, which was parked on the far side of Ali’s garage at her home on Sedona’s Manzanita Hills Drive. Before Ali purchased and refurbished the place, Leland had spent most of his adult life working and living in the house, where he served as aide-de-camp for both the previous owners, first Anna Lee Ashcroft and later Anna Lee’s troubled daughter, Arabella. When Ali assumed ownership, Leland had offered to stay on long enough to help with the remodeling. That rehab project was now years in the past, and Leland was still very much part of the package.

In the intervening time, he had managed to insinuate himself into the very fabric of Ali’s life. He was far beyond what most people regarded as retirement age, but since he lived to work, Ali let him keep on working—up to a point. Out of deference to his age, she hired a crew of gardeners and housecleaners to do the heavy lifting that she considered beyond Leland’s physical capability. In her kitchen—a room designed to Leland’s own exacting specifications—he continued to reign supreme, cooking delectable meals with a practiced ease that always left her in awe.

“I hope we’ll see you again,” the flight attendant said, beaming at Leland as he stepped into the Jetway.

“Next week,” he said.

“Your father is so sweet,” the attendant whispered to Ali as she went past.

Their relationship was far too complicated for Ali to attempt an explanation in passing, so she didn’t. “Thank you,” she replied, and let it go at that.

Leland paused in the concourse and waited for Ali to catch up. Behind them, a flood of business and coach passengers, rushing to appointments or to make plane connections, came surging past them. Not in a hurry themselves, Ali and Leland stood for a moment like an island in a stream while the flood of hurrying people eddied around them.

“Heathrow seems a lot bigger than Sky Harbor,” Leland observed. “And far bigger than I remember.”

“It is bigger,” Ali agreed with a smile, “and this is only one terminal. Let’s get going.” They stepped into the moving current of people, among the last of the passengers to come down the concourse. “I know you said Jeffrey will be meeting us here, at Heathrow,” she said. “Do you have any idea what he looks like?”

Ali had no doubt that Leland was filled with misgivings about meeting up with a relative who also happened to be a stranger among the crowds who would be clustered in the arrivals lounge. Ali sympathized. The idea of finding the right stranger anywhere was something that gave her fits of anxiety as well.

Leland shook his head. “Jeffrey wasn’t born until twenty years after I left home,” he said. “So I’ve no idea what he looks like.”

With some effort, Ali bit back a possibly caustic comment. In the age of the Internet, it would have been easy and thoughtful of Jeffrey to forward a photo of himself. Since he hadn’t done so, there was no point in agonizing about it. “We’ll make it work,” she said determinedly.

The immigration line seemed to take forever. Soon another planeload of hurrying and impatient passengers was lined up behind them. When Leland first went to work for Anna Lee Ashcroft, she had sent him back to the UK to attend a butler training school, where he evidently made no effort to be in touch with his friends and relations. Since then, he had done no traveling outside the U.S. When B. had suggested that Leland might want to visit his family sooner than the planned family reunion scheduled for the following summer, his lack of a current passport had seemed like an insurmountable problem; with the aid of some of B.’s connections inside the federal bureaucracy, Leland’s brand-new passport had arrived in under a week. This was the document he now handed to the immigration official, who smiled at him when she paged through it and saw there were no previous stamps. “First time here?” she asked.

“First time in a long time,” he said.

“Business or pleasure?”

“Pleasure.”

“Enjoy, then,” she said cheerfully, and handed it back. The woman turned to Ali. “Business or pleasure?”

“Pleasure,” Ali told her. “And to buy a wedding dress.”

“When’s the wedding?”

“A little over three weeks now,” Ali answered. “Christmas Eve.”

When B. suggested that she squeeze in taking Leland to England in December, under a month before their scheduled Las Vegas wedding, it had seemed like a bad idea. Later, when she saw how much of an emotional tailspin the wedding had created for her parents, she was more than happy to be out of town for part of the intervening time. Her mother, Edie Larson, was in full meltdown mode, frantically sewing matching ring-bearer and flower-girl outfits for Ali’s grandchildren, twins Colin and Colleen, who would be part of the wedding party.

Edie was making her own mother-of-the-bride dress while Ali’s father, Bob, was in a funk over the prospect of having to show up in a rented tuxedo. The more momentum the planning gained, the happier Ali was to escape some of the pressure, to say nothing of her parents’ next “will not wear a tuxedo” battle; as far as Ali was concerned, her father could show up in a pair of OshKosh overalls. The trip had given Ali an excuse to step away from the circus atmosphere, as well as the opportunity to shop for her dress in privacy rather than with a band of too eager assistants, her mother included.

The immigration officer stamped Ali’s passport and handed it back. “Enjoy your stay,” she said. “And congratulations.”

Moments later, Ali and Leland stepped through the glass door and into the terminal at large. Just as she’d anticipated, there was a large crowd assembled in the arrivals area outside immigration. Ali paused, looking around and trying to imagine how they would recognize Jeffrey Brooks in that crush of people. Leland, however, didn’t hesitate. He strode forward with his hand outstretched and a broad smile on his face, aiming for a tall, spare young man—a thirtysomething with thinning hair—who stood front and center. Moments later, the two men were clasped in a tight embrace.

Ali arrived on the scene as Leland escaped the hug. He stood staring in wonder at his great-nephew and shaking his head. “I would have recognized you anywhere!” he exclaimed. “You look just like my father as I remember him.”

“DNA will out,” Jeffrey replied with a grin, “and you’re not the first person to mention that. My great-aunties are forever saying the same thing.” Noticing Ali’s arrival, Jeffrey turned to her. “You must be Ms. Reynolds.”

“Call me Ali,” she said, holding out her hand and replying before Leland was able to say otherwise. In the departure lounge at Sky Harbor, Ali had elicited Leland’s grudging agreement that for the duration of the trip, he would address her by her first name rather than by something more formal.

Jeffrey grinned back at her. “Ali it is, then,” he said. “Now, what about your luggage? Shall we go pick it up?”

“We’re only here for a week,” she said. “We’re making do with carry-ons.”

“Very good, then,” Jeffrey said. “I’ve hired a car and driver. Shall we go?”

He led the way through the terminal. When they reached the proper transportation door, he went out to locate the vehicle while Ali and Leland took the opportunity to don their coats.

“So Jeffrey looks like your father?” Ali asked.

“Very much so,” Leland answered.

“If you’ll pardon my saying so, he bears quite a resemblance to you as well.”

Leland nodded. “Jeffrey looks the way I remember my father. He wasn’t much older than Jeffrey is now when I left home, and I never saw him again after that.”

Ali heard the wistfulness in Leland’s voice. Only Jeffrey’s return, as he was blown back inside with a blast of cold air, caused her to stifle a sympathetic comment that, under the circumstances, she doubted would be welcome.

Jeffrey ushered them out to the curb, where a distinctive London-style cab waited. The driver loaded the luggage in front while the three passengers piled into the back with Jeffrey facing them on the fold-down seat.

“That’ll be the Langham?” the cabbie asked, confirming what he’d already been told.

“Yes, please,” Ali said.

“So how was your flight?’ Jeffrey asked once they were settled. “I hope you were able to get some rest. Since you’re here for such a short time, it would be a shame if you lost a whole day to jet lag.”

“The flight was quite comfortable,” Leland said, “and I was able to sleep on the plane with no difficulty.” Since he didn’t mention that they had traveled in first class with a full-length flat bed to sleep on, Ali didn’t mention it, either.

They left the airport in a whirling shower of snow. It was falling but not sticking.

“Are you sure you want to drive to Bournemouth tomorrow?” Jeffrey asked. “I have a court appearance then; otherwise I’d be more than happy to drive you there. If you take the train, I can come down and fetch you at the weekend.”

Ali and Leland had discussed that and come to the conclusion that they wanted their own wheels available so they wouldn’t be dependent on anyone to take them where they wanted to go. To that end, Ali had used B.’s platinum Hertz card to rent a Land Rover that would be delivered to the hotel by ten the next morning. “No, thanks,” she said. “We’ll be fine on our own.”

“You’re from Arizona, aren’t you?” Jeffrey asked. “If it’s still snowing, will you be able to manage the drive?”

Like many people who had never visited Arizona, he most likely envisioned Arizona as a vast, cactus-dotted wasteland. During Ali’s years at Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, where the elevation was close to seven thousand feet, and while she had been living in Chicago and on the East Coast, she had done more than her share of winter driving.

“Don’t worry about that,” Ali assured him. “I’m fine in snow. I’m more concerned about driving on the left side of the road.” She didn’t add that she was also concerned about being in the car with Leland in a reversal of roles. At home in a vehicle, Leland was generally at the wheel. Now that he was beyond the age where rental companies would allow him to drive, Ali would be driving him. Leland had almost balked at going on the trip when he learned about that unwelcome bit of age discrimination. It had taken a good deal of cajoling on Ali’s part to bring him around.

“Do you have plans for dinner this evening?” Jeffrey asked. “If not, my partner and I would be delighted if you’d come to our place. Charles is the most marvelous chef.”

He made that statement tentatively, as though unsure what Leland’s or Ali’s reaction would be to the telling admission. Ali wasn’t privy to all the gory details, but she knew in general that Leland’s homosexuality was the reason his older brothers, Langston and Lawrence, had prevailed on their father to disown him. He had been run out of town in disgrace when he returned home to Parkstone after his stint with the Royal Marines during the Korean War. Now, it seemed, his great-nephew was following in Leland’s footsteps.

Ali stole a quick glance in Leland’s direction. Nothing in his demeanor indicated that he had known anything about Jeffrey’s sexual preference in advance of their arrival.

“I’m sure we’d be delighted,” Leland replied, “unless . . .” He paused. Ali realized that he was struggling to resist calling her Madame Reynolds. “Unless Ali here isn’t feeling up to it,” he finished finally.

It was touching that Leland was concerned about Ali’s welfare while she, in turn, worried about his. “How far is it from the hotel?”

“We’re just in Knightsbridge,” Jeffrey said. “Not far at all.”

Ali nodded. “As long as it’s not too late. I suspect we’re going to be ready to bail pretty early.”

Jeffrey frowned briefly, struggling with her American usage, and then he brightened. “Oh,” he said. “I see. You mean you’ll want to make an early night of it. Of course. Time zones and all that. Perfectly understandable.” He pulled out his mobile phone and punched in a number, then spoke into it. “It’s a go. They’ll come to dinner. As long as it’s early. Seven?” He raised one eyebrow questioningly in Ali’s direction.

As far as she was concerned, six would have been better, but she wanted to get off on a good foot with all these folks. Earlier she had e-mailed the hotel with a request for an early check-in. The staff had not yet responded, but if they could get into their rooms, perhaps there would be time for a quick nap before dinner. She nodded. “Seven will be fine.”

She glanced down at her watch. Ali had switched it to local time when the flight attendants made the time announcement on the plane. Once they got to the hotel, she’d try to be in touch with the important people in her life. She thought it was most likely late at night in Tokyo, where B. would be for the next three days, and it was sometime in the early morning back home in Sedona, where wedding planning was no doubt going on apace. On her iPhone, Ali had a world-clock application that would translate London time to Tokyo time or Phoenix time. The problem was that until she had a chance to exchange the SIM card for the one B. had given her to use on the trip, the phone was virtually useless.

Jeffrey interrupted her thought process. “Charles needs to know if either of you has any food allergies or objections to Chinese food. That’s his specialty, you see, and it’s also what he serves in his restaurants—Charlie Chan’s. He has three restaurants scattered around London. He also owns a catering company that specializes in hosting those campy murder-mystery dinners, complete with trunks full of fabulous period costumes. They’re great fun.”

When Ali looked at Leland, she saw that he had dozed off with his chin resting on his perfectly knotted tie. Consequently, she answered for both of them. “No food allergies at all,” Ali replied. “Chinese food will be perfect.”

Jeffrey heaved a relieved sigh before passing along her message. When he ended the call, he turned back to Ali. “So glad you said yes,” he said. “Charles makes the most marvelous Peking duck. He was already cooking up a storm—a busman’s holiday, as it were—with the expectation that you’d come to dinner, but we had agreed in advance that if it turned out you hated Chinese, we’d eat the duck as leftovers and take you somewhere else.”

Ali looked fondly at Leland, who was still dozing. If the other relatives turned out to be this pleasant, this trip would be a walk in the park.
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Traffic was barely moving, and it took a long time to reach the Langham. As Ali and Leland stepped out of the cab, Jeffrey joined them in the driveway while they unloaded their bags. “Do you want me to come back for you this evening?” he asked.

“No,” Ali said. “That’s not necessary. Just give me the address. We’ll call a cab.”

She ended up walking away with a handwritten note that the doorman jotted on a pad he pulled out of his pocket. Their early check-in arrangements still held, although the slow trip through traffic had rendered them unnecessary. Once they’d been delivered to their adjoining rooms, Ali stripped out of her clothes and took a leisurely shower. Then she put on the pair of lounging pajamas handed out by the flight attendants to passengers in the first-class cabin.

Ali was about to address the SIM card issue when the landline phone rang on the writing desk. When she answered, she was surprised to hear B.’s voice. “What are you doing still up?” she asked, glancing reflexively at her watch. “Isn’t it the middle of the night there?”

“Good call,” B. admitted. “It is the middle of the night. I can’t sleep, so I thought I’d see if you and Leland got checked in to your rooms all right.”

That was unusual. B. was someone whose work took him across multiple time zones and the international date line with wild abandon. Most of the time, he did so seamlessly and without seeming to suffer from jet lag or sleep-related problems on either end of his travels.

“My room is great, and I’m sure Leland’s is, too,” Ali told him. “Leland’s great-nephew Jeffrey met our plane and rode in the cab with us as far as the hotel. We’ll be joining him and his partner for dinner at their place a little later this evening. But what’s going on? Why can’t you sleep? You usually fall asleep the moment your head hits the pillow. Pre-wedding jitters got you down?”

“It’s not about the wedding,” B. said gloomily. “I’m not worried about that at all. I’m upset about a kid named Lance Tucker.”

Ali had to think for a moment before she remembered hearing B. mention the name previously. Lance was some kind of juvenile computer wunderkind who had gotten himself into major difficulties when he managed to hack into his school system’s server. High Noon had been called in by the school district’s systems manager to consult on tracking down the culprit and plugging the resulting security breach. Ali knew that B. had come away from the incident with a more than grudging respect for the kid’s computer abilities.

“I remember,” Ali said as the pieces slipped into her mind. “Wasn’t he the kid from Texas who broke into the local school district’s computer system?”

“That’s the one,” B. answered. “He shut down the school district’s server as a protest because they were instituting a program that would require everyone in the school district—students, teachers, and employees—to wear tracking chips that would allow them to be located on or off campus. Lance was part of a group of activists who claimed their constitutional rights were being violated. When the courts found against them, Lance took it upon himself to shut down the district’s server.”

“All that happened months ago,” Ali observed. “Why are you worrying about it now?”

She heard B. sigh into the phone. “Because Lance Tucker is in Austin Memorial Hospital with two severely broken legs and second- and third-degree burns over half his body.”

Ali knew something about burn injuries. They were ugly and terrifically painful, and recovery was a long and difficult process. “That’s terrible,” she said. “How did it happen?”

“The local sheriff’s department has been investigating the incident,” B. replied. “At first it was assumed this was an inmate-on-inmate attack, and the facility was put on lockdown. Yesterday afternoon investigators released a report saying they’ve determined that Lance’s injuries were self-inflicted. They claim Lance sprayed himself with some kind of aerosol and then used a cigarette lighter to set himself on fire.”

“Why on earth would he do that?” Ali murmured.

“Why indeed?” B. replied. “What I’ve been told is they think he did it as a way of getting released early, but that makes no sense, none at all. His eighteenth birthday is less than a month away, at which time he would have been released automatically. I’ve met Lance. He’s a smart kid. I can’t imagine that he’d do something this stupid.”

“What are you saying?” Ali asked.

“I think someone inside the facility—either a fellow inmate, a visitor, or one of the guards—managed to set him on fire.”

“You think the sheriff’s department is involved in some kind of cover-up?”

“It’s possible,” B. said, “and since I was involved in helping put him behind bars, I’m feeling like what’s happened is all my fault and that maybe I should do something to fix it.”

“Wait a minute,” Ali said. “I remember High Noon was involved in finding the kid and in gathering some of the evidence used against him, but that doesn’t mean you’re in any way responsible for what happened.”

“I still feel responsible,” B. countered bleakly. “High Noon was part of the investigation. We’re the ones who helped track the intrusion back to Lance’s computer. I was even called to give evidence in the case. The problem is, it was a first offense and a one-time thing. There was no reason to go after the kid as though he were the second coming of Al Capone, but the school superintendent went absolutely ballistic and insisted on having Lance prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

“Was he the only one involved?” Ali asked.

“There were other people who made public objections to the tagging system, but Lance was the only one who was charged with disrupting the server. Shortly after Lance was convicted, his computer science teacher—a man who was also publicly opposed to the proposed tagging system—committed suicide.”

“Was the teacher ever charged?”

“As far as I know, the teacher, Everett Jackson, was never officially mentioned in any of the court proceedings, and his involvement was never proved one way or the other. If he was in on it, Lance never ratted him out. There were people who speculated that he must have been involved, because they didn’t think Lance was smart enough to do it on his own. I know better. The kid is brilliant.”

“A brilliant kid wouldn’t set his own pants on fire.”

“That’s my take on the situation.”

“What about the hospital bills?”

“I think that’s a big part of why the investigation came back as self-inflicted. This way, the facility dodges that liability, and the hospital bills—which will be huge—will be on the family’s nickel. In the meantime, someone else is getting away with assault, at least, and maybe with attempted murder.”

“Wait a minute,” Ali said. “This whole thing happened on the inside. Every juvenile detention facility I ever heard of has security cameras everywhere. Doesn’t this one?”

“It does,” B. agreed, “but it turns out the cameras in one whole section of the building, including the room where Lance was putting up Christmas decorations, went on the fritz the night before the incident took place. A work order was issued that morning, prior to the fire, requesting the facility’s security contractor to send technicians to either fix the malfunctioning system or replace it. The repair appointment was scheduled to take place the following day—the day after Lance was burned.”

“So what part of the system was offline?” Ali asked.

“The part that included the classrooms, the rec room, and the cafeteria. The rest of the system seems to be functioning properly.”

“That seems suspicious right there, doesn’t it?” Ali asked.

“It does as far as I’m concerned,” B. agreed. “That’s why I’m thinking there may be a lot more to this than meets the eye.”

Ali didn’t bother asking how B. knew about the malfunctioning security system or the request for service, all of which were things he could have gained access to only with help from Stuart Ramey, the guy manning a High Noon keyboard back home in Sedona. Since B. shouldn’t have known, in terms of plausible deniability, it was probably better that she not know too much about them, either.

“Let’s say the kid’s injuries weren’t self-inflicted,” Ali said. “What does that mean?”

“It means that someone inside the facility—someone with access to the security camera system—is involved in what happened.”

“A guard?” Ali asked.

“Or maybe a guard and an inmate, two people working in conjunction. One to take out the security system and the other one to set the fire.”

“So the real question is, why would Lance be targeted? Is it due to something that was going on inside the facility, or does it have something to do with why he got sent there in the first place?”

“What got him sent there,” B. replied, “is something that could have been treated as a kid’s prank and wasn’t. I keep thinking about the stunts that I pulled when I was his age. The thing is, I got away with them. Lance didn’t.”

That was when Ali finally tumbled. B. was taking this personally because he was seeing his own history reflected in what was going on with Lance Tucker. As a child, B. had been teased unmercifully by the other kids for his name—Bart Simpson. When other kids were out playing Little League and Pop Warner football, an outcast B., who had already shed his given name, had taken refuge in technology. Hidden away in the family garage, he had cut his computer science teeth by taking old computers apart and putting them back together. By the time he was in junior high, he had taught himself how to write code.

A high school dropout without a trace of a college degree, B. had moved to Seattle in his late teens and made both a name for himself and a fortune in the computer game industry. Because he was a natural at computer hacking, he was also a natural at designing computer security measures. And that was the business B. was in now. His company, High Noon Enterprises, based in Sedona, counted among its clients a collection of Fortune 500 companies from all over the world. Even so, Ali knew that the guy she loved was still a rogue hacker at heart.

“When did all this happen?” Ali asked. “And how did you hear about it in the first place?”

“The incident occurred over a week ago. Since computer security breaches are my bread and butter, I subscribe to Internet Security News. ISN is a news aggregator that’s been following the story from the beginning. Once the burn victim’s name was leaked to the media, someone made the connection back to the school district hacking job. That’s how the story made it into one of today’s ISN postings. As soon as I read it, I felt sick to my stomach. I feel as though I ought to do something about it, but I don’t know what.”

“You have meetings scheduled in the morning?” Ali asked.

“Of course,” B. said. “All-day meetings, starting at eight A.M. That’s my life for the next three days.”

“I’m going to have plenty of spare time while Leland is dealing with his relatives,” Ali offered. “Why don’t I do some digging so that by the time you’re on your way home, you’ll have a better idea of what the situation is there?”

“I’d like that, but there’s a small problem,” B. said.

“What kind of problem?”

“This needs to be very discreet,” he said. “I can’t go into all the details right now, but let’s just say no one can find out that we’re involved with helping Lance Tucker.” He waited while Ali filled in the blanks.

“In other words,” she said, “no searches that could be traced back to High Noon.”

“Exactly,” B. agreed. There was a slight pause before he added, “Your mom just sent me a photo. She wanted me to see it, and you should see it, too. I’ll forward it to you. In the meantime, I’d better try to hit the hay. I’m going to be a wreck in the morning.”

“Good night,” she said. “I love you.”

It took Ali a few minutes to get her computer out of her bag and hooked up to the hotel’s Wi-Fi system. By the time she did so, B.’s e-mail with her mother’s forwarded photo was already in her mailbox. Except Ali knew from the address that the e-mail had nothing to do with her mother. The address, elarson@highnoon.com, was a decoy mailbox that B. and Stu Ramey used to exchange encrypted messages that they didn’t want to surface in the light of day.

When she opened the e-mail, there was a photo of Colin and Colleen, standing side by side with Ali’s lush English garden blooming in the background. She sent an immediate reply to B: “Great photo. What cute kids. No wonder Mom likes it. Thanks. Good night.”

After responding, she pulled a tiny thumb drive out of the bottom of her purse, inserted it into her computer, and logged on using a complex nine-digit code. The next time she opened the e-mail, she used her steganographic program. The photo disappeared, leaving behind a long list of files. Hunkering down on the bed, Ali began to read the collection of articles and reports Stu Ramey had encrypted into the pixels.

In her previous life, before her curtailed career as a news anchor, Ali had worked as a journalist. She knew how to pull a story together. So did Stuart Ramey. It was just that much of what he’d included contained information that no legitimate reporter would have been able to touch. She started with the most recent, a dry-as-dust public information officer briefing from the San Leandro County Sheriff’s Department.

An exhaustive investigation by detectives from the San Leandro Sheriff’s Department has concluded that last week’s incident, in which an inmate of the San Leandro Juvenile Detention Center was severely burned, was either accidentally or intentionally self-inflicted.

The unnamed juvenile was working alone in a recreation area when his clothing caught fire. Examination of physical evidence found at the scene revealed the presence of no one else at the scene.

DNA and fingerprint evidence on both the aerosol spray and on the cigarette lighter used to ignite the fire have been found to belong to the victim himself.

The victim, whose name is being withheld because he is a juvenile, is currently being treated at Austin Memorial Hospital for second- and third-degree burns over much of his body. He also suffered several broken bones in a fall from a ladder that happened in conjunction with the fire. He is currently in critical condition.

This individual, who was sentenced to a six-month confinement, was serving time on a computer hacking charge. He was due to be released in less than a month, upon attaining his eighteenth birthday. As of this morning, the county prosecuting attorney has forwarded a formal request to the governor’s office asking that his sentence be commuted to time served.

Ali leaned back and stared at her computer screen. Commuting Lance’s sentence to time served was almost as convenient as having the pertinent cameras out of working order when the incident happened. If and when his condition improved, there would be no need to post any kind of guard outside Lance’s hospital room. In his current condition, the kid was an unlikely flight risk, and since the party line was that he had done this to himself, there was no reason for the authorities to consider him in any additional danger.

Ali didn’t have to read further to realize that both B. and Stuart were convinced otherwise. This was not an accident. Lance hadn’t done this to himself in a misguided attempt to gain access to a health-related get-out-of-jail-free card. No, someone had tried to murder Lance Tucker. Since they hadn’t succeeded the first time, what were the chances that they would try again?

Ali chose another file and opened it. This one came with an admonition, printed in bright red letters: PROPERTY OF AUSTIN MEMORIAL HOSPITAL. CONTAINS CONFIDENTIAL DATA. NOT FOR TRANSMISSION TO UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL.

And that would be me, Ali told herself, but that didn’t keep her from reading. Ali’s first husband had lost his battle with glioblastoma decades earlier, but during the time she spent at his hospital bedside, she had learned to navigate the complex narratives doctors and nurses wrote in the charts and had taught herself to read through the bland words to unlock the much darker meanings hidden underneath. She did the same thing here.

Yes, the burns were serious, but the last notation on the chart indicated that his primary doctor was seriously concerned that wounds to Lance’s legs, caused by compound fractures to both tibias, were showing signs of serious infection. If the infection couldn’t be controlled in a hurry, there was a chance that the patient would lose one leg, both legs, or even, perhaps, his life.

Ali leaned back on the pillow and thought about that. No doubt this was the part of Stuart’s report that had left B. sick at heart and sleepless in Tokyo. It wasn’t just that B.’s company and testimony had played a part in sending the kid to prison; his very life was on the line, and so was at least one of his legs.

Ali was sitting there thinking about it when jet lag made its presence known and sleep overtook her. She dozed off with the computer open on her lap. She was startled awake sometime later by a faint knock on her door. She looked up from her computer and was shocked to see that it was almost six-thirty. When she went to the door, Leland Brooks, looking rested and well turned out for their upcoming dinner, stood waiting in the hallway. “Just wanted to let you know that I’m on my way to the lobby,” he said.

“Great,” she told him. “I’ll be right down.”

Removing the thumb drive, she hid it away in her purse and then closed both the file and the computer. Her hair was slightly damp from the shower, but there was no time for a blow dry. Quickly she pulled her blond hair into a French twist and fastened it in place with a silver and jade hair comb that B. had brought back from one of his many trips to China. After hurriedly applying makeup, she slipped into the little black dress she had brought for upscale dining. Standing in front of the room’s full-length mirror, she pulled on the jade silk brocade jacket, another gift from B. After pronouncing herself ready, she headed downstairs.

A bare ten minutes after Leland’s discreet wake-up knock, Ali hurried out of the elevator and into the spacious lobby. She found Leland standing by the concierge’s counter, chatting away. “Ready?” she said.

He nodded.

“Let’s go find ourselves a cab.”
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It was cold outside, but snow was no longer falling as they stepped into the waiting cab. The address on the doorman’s handwritten note was a ten-minute cab ride away, in Brompton Square. From the Langham, that would have been within easy walking distance, but not in this weather.

“That’ll be Harrods,” the cabbie said helpfully, pointing at the easily recognizable facade, brightly lit with Christmas decorations. “In case you Yanks would fancy a bit of shopping.”

Ali glanced in Leland’s direction, wondering if he would be offended by being referred to as a Yank. He appeared to be too busy taking in the sights to pay any attention. When the cab stopped in front of the building, Leland stepped outside and waited as Ali finished paying; then he handed her out onto the sidewalk, looking up at the Edwardian building before them as he did so. “It’s a bit grander than I would have expected,” he observed.

“Well then,” Ali said, smiling and taking his arm, “let’s see about making a good impression.”

Nothing in Jeffrey’s manner during their ride from the airport had indicated that his and Charlie’s place would be in any way exceptional. Ali revised that idea the moment they stepped into the polished wood lobby. They rode up to the sixth-floor penthouse in an elevator that was smooth and utterly silent. A beaming Jeffrey was waiting outside the elevator when the doors slid open. “Welcome, welcome,” he said. “Do come inside.”

He ushered them into a room that could have been taken straight from the pages of House Beautiful. A gas log fireplace, complete with a massive marble mantel and hearth, burned cheerily in front of a seating area made up of two immense chintz couches large enough to hold four people each. Shaded lamps on end tables and occasional tables bathed the room in a golden light that barely illuminated the subtle floral pattern that overlaid the striped wallpaper. In front of the wall of windows stood a beautifully decorated Christmas tree whose freshly cut scent filled the room. At the end of the room was a formal dining area where a linen-covered table was laid for four. A low red and white chrysanthemum centerpiece punctuated with lit taper candles set the scene for an intimate dinner. From behind a swinging door came the complex aroma of some kind of sophisticated cooking.

“Charlie’s out in the kitchen,” Jeffrey explained, leading them to the couches and directing them to take a seat. “He’s in heaven. You’d think with three restaurants to run that he’d be sick to death of cooking at the end of the day. He’s not. This is the kind of entertaining he loves to do, but I’ll let you in on a secret. He borrowed one of the sous chefs and a server from the catering company to come over and help out for the day. That way he could dodge some of the prep work, all the serving, and a lot of the cleanup. Now, what can I get you to drink?” Jeffrey went to a small and almost invisible wet bar that was tucked into an alcove by the dining room.

“Scotch,” Leland said at once.

“Single-malt or blended?”

“Definitely single-malt. Neat.”

“And you?” Jeffrey asked, turning to Ali.

“I’ll have mine blended,” she said, “and if you’ll excuse the impropriety, I prefer lots of rocks.”

He smiled at her. “Very well,” he said. “I have some Famous Grouse 18 that should be just the ticket. I understand it’s Prince Philip’s favorite, you know, and I’ll join Uncle Leland here in a dram of Glenmorangie.” Once the drinks were poured into cut crystal Waterford glasses, he brought them back to the sofas and settled down opposite his guests, raising his glass in a toast. “Welcome.”

“Glad to be here,” Ali said.

Jeffrey beamed at his great-uncle. “And I’m so proud to be the instrument that has brought you back to us.”

“How exactly did that happen?” Ali asked.

“I found one of my Great-grandmother Adele’s letters among my father’s papers after he died. In it she said something to the effect that she had already lost one son, and she would not lose another. That piqued my curiosity, because I didn’t remember anyone mentioning that my grandfather had any other brother besides Lawrence. No one ever spoke about the existence of a third brother. I asked Aunt Maisie about it. She won’t let anyone call her Great-aunt Maisie because she says being called great anything makes her feel ancient. She’s the one who told me that the missing brother’s name was Leland and that he had run off to join the Royal Marines.

He turned his attention to Leland. “When I heard that, my first thought was that you had died in the war, but Aunt Maisie insisted that you had returned unharmed from wherever you were posted. That bit of information is what sent me searching through the Mathison family papers in the library in Cheltenham. That’s where I saw the letters you wrote home to Great-grandmother Adele from Korea. Armed with that, including the fact that you were with the Royal Marines, I then used their veterans’ organization to track you down, and here you are.”

“Yes, we are,” Leland agreed, looking around the beautifully appointed room and deftly changing the subject. “You have a lovely place.”

Jeffrey nodded and smiled. “It’s lovely now,” he agreed, “but you’re seeing it after the construction project. I didn’t think it was ever going to end. It’s been nonstop for the better part of two years. We bought two flats, you see, this one and the one directly below us, both in desperate need of refurbishing. We kept this one as our primary living space so we’d be able to take full advantage of the view. When it isn’t the dead of winter, we have a fabulous view of the park. Putting in the staircase was a nightmare, but we’ve converted the flat downstairs into what we like to call our bedroom wing. That way, if we have wild parties—which Charlie and I have been known to do on occasion—there’s no one directly below us to be bothered.”

Looking back toward the entryway, Ali realized that she had been so focused on the rest of the room that she had failed to see the polished wood banister leading to the lower unit. Prior to the trip, she had spent a little time cruising the pricey world of London real estate, so she had some idea of the going rate for single units in the area. The fact that Jeffrey and Charlie had purchased two units—fixer-uppers or not—left Ali duly impressed. In view of her hosts’ upscale circumstances, Ali was glad she had insisted that she and Leland stay at the Langham. She didn’t want anyone looking down their proper British noses at Leland as some kind of poor relation.

The door from what was evidently the kitchen swung open into the dining room. A dark-haired man several years younger than Jeffrey hurried into the room, smiling as he came. He was of Asian ancestry, with handsome good looks that were at odds with the studied plainness of Jeffrey, who was still dressed in a suit and tie. There was an intensity about Charles that wasn’t softened by the colorful Hawaiian shirt he wore. Several inches shorter than Jeffrey, he moved with a peculiar catlike grace.

So maybe opposites do attract, Ali thought, taking Charlie’s proffered hand.

“I think it’s all under control now,” Charles Chan said. “You must be Ali. I’m Charlie.” Once the introductions were complete, Charlie sat down on the other couch while Jeffrey hurried back to the bar, then returned with a glass of white wine that he handed over to Charlie. “What have I missed?” the new arrival asked. When Charlie spoke, Ali thought she detected a hint of an accent that wasn’t British, although it wasn’t one she was immediately able to identify.

“Not much,” Jeffrey answered with a laugh. “I was just giving them a blow-by-blow description of our two-year construction war.”

“Oh, that,” Charlie said, taking a small sip. “It’s not over a moment too soon. They’ve only just finished painting the nursery, and the baby’s due in less than a month.”

Leland blinked at that bit of news. He took a quick sip of his drink, leaving Ali to field the ball Charlie had casually whacked into the air. “You’re having a baby?” she asked. Looking around that elegant room, she wondered how the gorgeous furniture and the exquisite wallpaper would survive assaults from an active toddler, but neither Jeffrey nor Charlie seemed dismayed in the slightest by the prospect of raising a kid who might turn out to be your basic human wrecking ball.

“Not us, of course,” Jeffrey interjected. “We’re using a surrogate. It’s a boy. We’re naming him Jonah, after your father,” he added in Leland’s direction. “We haven’t broken the news to all the relatives yet, especially the aunties. We’re planning to unveil him officially at the family reunion in Cheltenham next summer.”

“The aunties?” Ali asked.

“That would be Leland’s cousins, the twins—Maisie and Daisy, Adele’s sister’s daughters. You’ve yet to meet them,” Charlie said to Ali. “They’re the family’s self-appointed resident busybodies. Rather than telling them about Jonah in advance and letting them get all hot and bothered about it, we decided we’d spring him on them as a fait accompli this summer and count on the baby to provide enough charm to win them over.”

“The twins,” Leland repeated, shaking his head. “I had almost managed to forget about those two. Whatever became of them?”

Jeffrey turned to Ali. “Are you familiar with the family tree?” he asked.

“Not really.”

“Maisie and Daisy Jordan,” Leland explained. “My mother, Adele Mathison Brooks, and theirs, Beatrice Mathison Jordan, were sisters. The twins were about ten when I left home. Their family was somewhat better off than ours. Whatever became of them?”

“They both married,” Jeffrey said, picking up the thread of the story. “Maisie is Maisie Longmoor now, and Daisy’s married name is Phipps. Their younger brother, Billy, was never quite right in the head. He was a late-in-life baby with Down syndrome. He lived at home with his parents his whole life and died of pneumonia in his twenties.”

“I didn’t know there was a brother,” Leland said.

Jeffrey nodded. “It was a tragedy. He was never able to look after himself, and taking care of him was a terrible burden on his parents. They died just a few years after he did, in their late sixties, and within a few months of each other. When their parents died, both twins happened to be at loose ends. Maisie had recently divorced her husband, and Daisy was widowed. When they inherited their folks’ place in Bournemouth, they decided to pool their resources. They changed the place into a B and B—using the term loosely—and call it Jordan’s-by-the-Sea. Guests stay in the main house, while the two sisters live in the carriage house out back and oversee the running of the place.”

“What a shame,” Leland said. “I believe we’re booked into the Highcliff up on the bluff. If we’d known about this, we could have stayed there.”

Charlie laughed aloud. “Don’t give that idea a moment’s thought,” he said. “To hear the aunties tell it, Jordan’s is everything in luxury, but don’t be fooled. It’s not. I’ve read some of the online reviews. Dreadful is more like it. That’s one of the reasons we’re having next summer’s family reunion in Cheltenham, home to the Mathisons, rather than in Bournemouth. We didn’t want having to stick visiting guests in Jordan’s-by-the-Sea.”

“And we didn’t want to have to explain to the aunties why no one wanted to stay there,” Jeffrey added.

Charlie looked down at his watch. “It’s probably about time,” he said. “I’ll go check on things in the kitchen while you open some wine.”

“White or red?” Jeffrey asked.

“Let’s live dangerously,” Charlie told him. “Open a bottle of each.”

The wine they served was divine, and dinner was nothing short of delectable. It was impeccably served by a dark-haired young woman who brought dishes in and out, poured wine, and then cleared the table, all without saying a word to anyone. Although silverware was available, so were chopsticks, which Ali and Leland managed to maneuver properly without embarrassing themselves. The centerpiece of the meal was Peking duck, but there were any number of side dishes—spicy noodles topped with grilled shrimp; saffron fried rice flecked with bits of chicken and pork; tangy barbecued ribs; and a batch of spicy bits of beef that would have been welcome at any Mexican food joint on the planet.

Conversation was easy. When Jeffrey and Charlie questioned Leland about what he did for a living, Ali jumped into the breach, explaining that he was the property manager for both her home and her fiancé’s. That took them off into a discussion about B.’s business and into a discussion about B. and Ali’s upcoming wedding. For a dress, Jeffrey recommended the name of a small but exclusive shop on the main square in Bournemouth, Anne’s Fine Apparel. “Bournemouth’s not the best place for world-class shopping, but Anne’s the wife of an old school chum of mine, and her place might just fill the bill.”

It was during the following brief pause when Ali asked Jeffrey how long he and Charlie had been together. The question was casual, the kind of thing strangers ask strangers when they’re trying to get the lay of the land. As a pall fell over the table, silencing what had previously been a carefree conversation, Ali would have done anything to take it back.

“Not quite ten years,” Jeffrey said quietly. This time there was no hint of a smile in his voice or in his face. “We met in Thailand. In Ao Nang on the day of the tsunami.”

While Ali sat wishing to disappear under the highly polished parquet floor, Jeffrey continued, his voice flat and his eyes etched with pain. “We were both there with other people,” he said. “Other partners. We didn’t know each other then, but it happened that we were all four staying on the sixth floor of a beachfront hotel. Charlie and Michael had flown in the day before after visiting Charlie’s grandmother in Hong Kong. I was there with Philip; we’d been together ten years. We had already been there for the better part of a week, and we were due to come home the following day.
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