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For Kathy, 
my heart, my life





What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson




1

When it came to leaving, Joanna always had to work her way through alternating layers of anxiety and fear and an ever-present hungry itch, one that whispered in her ear that it was time to go back out into the world again and prove she was a survivor. In the past fourteen years, her house overlooking Lake Pend Oreille had become not just a home but a safe haven. She’d never felt comfortable on display in Hollywood. She’d always looked upon her life there as a necessary evil.

Sandpoint was a town of some seven thousand people, situated at the tip of the Idaho Panhandle, just fifty miles from the Canadian border. When Joanna had first come here after the trial, it had seemed like the middle of nowhere, and that’s just where she wanted to be.

Even before the trial, Joanna had been looking to get out of L.A. She hated the phoniness, the professional promises so easily made and broken, the casual lies, and the ignorant arrogance that came with power and privilege. Every morning she’d wake in her home in Bel Air with the same sense that something was breaking inside her. She was surrounded by friends, fans, business associates, and an adoring public, and yet she was hugely—cavernously—lonely.

For a time, she toyed with the idea of moving back to the Twin
Cities, back to her hometown of St. Paul, but that felt too much like failure. She wasn’t the young, eager, innocent Jo Carlson any longer—theater major at the U of M, aspiring actress, starry-eyed wannabe. She was Joanna Kasimir, an internationally known film star with dozens of movie credits—and an Academy Award and two Golden Globes resting on her mantel. She could still remember the dreams she’d had as a young woman. She’d lived on little else for years. How could she have known what the flip side of those dreams would be? When she finally left L.A., she knew without a doubt that she was running for her life.

But life had a habit of never traveling in straight lines. It turned out that she wasn’t running away so much as she was running toward something better. She’d found her mountain hideaway near Sandpoint two months after leaving L.A., bought it on the spot. She was as much seduced by the cathedral feeling of the big log house as by the tall timbers surrounding it, the view of the lake below, the fresh air, and the sense of peace all around her. She could make a stand here. She would dig in and see what life was really about. Amazing as it seemed, she’d come to love this place with the same passion she felt for acting. She’d never felt lonely here, not even for a day.

Afternoon sunlight flooded the living room as Joanna turned from the deck and walked back inside. She stroked her blond hair behind her ears, glancing down at her grubby jeans and T-shirt. She’d have to get used to wearing presentable clothing again while she was in Minnesota. The limo was scheduled for ten tomorrow morning. It would take her to the airfield where she’d board a private jet. She was pretty much packed, although she wanted to look through her closet one more time.

Heading up to her bedroom, she cringed when she saw the four extralarge suitcases spread open on her bed. Joanna Kasimir, the actress, adored beautiful clothing. It was all part of the split personality thing Joanna had been living with ever since she’d moved to Sandpoint. She was part small-town resident and general recluse, and part actress, a woman who could still command an audience and who still had the fire in her gut to act.

Cordelia Thorn, an old friend and the current creative director at
the Allen Grimby Repertory Theater in St. Paul, had offered her a part she’d been wanting to play for years—Martha in Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? The AGRT was one of the finest regional theaters in the nation, so it was an honor to be asked to join the company for a limited engagement. Joanna relished the challenge of bringing something new and definitive to the role. If nothing else, shrews were fabulous characters to play. At forty-seven, Joanna had long ago faced the fact that the film scripts she was being offered were, to put it bluntly, crap. The legitimate stage had become the refuge of the aging actress.

As she started to close the suitcases, the phone rang. Stepping over to the nightstand, she picked up the receiver. “Hello?” she said, standing with a hand on her hip.

“Joanna? It’s Diego Veras.”

Diego was her brother’s boyfriend. She hadn’t heard from either of them in more than a year. She felt a pang of guilt for not keeping in better touch but pushed it away. “Hi,” she said. Her first instinct was to assume that something was wrong, but she felt it was best to go with a neutral question. “How are you?”

“Fine. Well, not so fine, actually.” Diego had a heavy Spanish accent. He and his family had moved to California from Buenos Aires when Diego was fifteen. Diego and Joanna’s brother, David, had met when David was in L.A. visiting her—must have been back in the early eighties. Diego was Joanna’s age, a few years older than David, already an established architect at the time. “What’s going on?”

“Have you heard from David?”

“No. Why? Is he okay?”

“To be honest, Joanna, I don’t know. He … well, he left me. I thought he’d go off for a few days, think about it, and come back. He’s done it before. But he’s been gone a long time and I’m worried.”

“How long?”

“Almost a month.”

Joanna sat down on the edge of the bed. “Are you saying you have no idea where he is?”

“Yeah. No idea.”


“Was he angry when he left?”

“Not exactly. I was. I told him things had to change or …” His voice trailed off.

“Or what? Tell me!”

“Or I was leaving him. Look, I blame myself, okay? I shouldn’t have lost it like I did, but you don’t know what it’s been like living with him this last year. You haven’t exactly been the world’s greatest sister, Jo, so I don’t think you’re entitled to a lecture.”

If he wanted to make her feel like a total shit, he’d succeeded. “He didn’t say anything about where he was headed?”

“After I left for work one morning, he just took off. When I got home that night, his car was gone, and so were a bunch of his clothes. He took maybe five thousand from the wall safe. I had a guy run a check of his credit cards. He’s not using them. He obviously doesn’t want me to know where he is. I’ve talked to our friends all over the country, but nobody’s seen him. I’m scared, Joanna. In the shape he was in, anything could’ve happened.”

“What’s that mean?”

“He’s not well. Don’t ask me what’s wrong, because I don’t know. I’m not even sure David knows.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Welcome to my life.”

She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes. “Call the police, Diego.”

“I did. He’s officially listed as a missing person, but so what? It’s not like they go looking for him.”

“Then hire someone private.”

He sighed. “I thought about that. But I keep hoping he’ll come back.”

“If you don’t hire someone—and I mean today—I will.”

“Okay, okay. You’re right. But I wanted to check with you first, just in case he headed your way. I didn’t really think he had.”

Score another point for Joanna. She was a lousy sister.

“Can you think of anyone he might contact?” asked Diego. “I’ve called all our friends. Nobody’s seen or heard from him.”


Downstairs, the doorbell rang.

Joanna put her hand over the mouthpiece and shouted, “Annie, will you get that?” Annie Thompson was her live-in housekeeper and cook. Returning to Diego, she said, “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“Well, think fast, okay? I’m going crazy here. If you hear from him, you’ll call me, yes?”

“Of course I will. You do the same.” She explained that she was leaving for Minneapolis in the morning. She gave him the phone number of the loft where she would be staying. He already had her cell.

As she hung up, Annie sailed through the bedroom door carrying a large package wrapped in bright pink paper.

“Flowers, Joanna. I can smell them right through the wrapping.” Annie was an energetic, sentimental, soft-bodied woman. Her mother was from Mexico, an illegal until her father, a rancher from Utah, had married her. She set the package on the dresser and stood back, waiting for Joanna to open it.

Joanna’s stomach still contracted with dread at the sight of a flower delivery.

Ripping off the paper, her breath caught in her throat. It wasn’t precisely like the flowers Gordon used to send, but it was close enough.

“Something wrong?” asked Annie. “Here, you should read the card.” She removed a small pink envelope from the center of the arrangement.

With shaking hands, Joanna opened it and read:



Roses are the flowers of love. 
Can’t wait to see you! 
Did you miss me?



There was no signature, but then, it wasn’t necessary.

“Who brought these?” demanded Joanna.

Annie seemed startled. “A delivery guy.”

“What did he look like?”

“Tall, I think. Yes, tall. White. Middle-aged.”


“Was it a delivery truck or a private car?”

“I didn’t notice.”

Joanna rushed to a window overlooking the front of the house. In the distance, she could see an SUV kicking up dust as it sped away down the hill.

“Did I do something wrong, Joanna? Please tell me! Are you upset?”

Panicked was more like it. Joanna grabbed the cordless phone off the bed and punched in the number of her lawyer in L.A. She was amazed to realize she still knew it by heart.

When the secretary answered, Joanna announced who she was and demanded to talk to Gershen Blumenthal.

“He’s in a meeting. If you give me your number—”

“Get him out of the goddamn meeting! This is an emergency!”

While she waited, she glanced at the flowers. “I’m okay, Annie. But get those out of here. Dump them in the garbage.”

“But—”

“Do what I tell you!”

A moment later, Blumenthal came on the line, his voice as booming and hardy as ever. “Joanna, what a nice surprise—”

She cut him off. “You’ve got to do something!”

“I do?”

“It’s happening again.”

“Joanna, if you’d just calm down and—”

“For God’s sake, don’t patronize me, Gersh! You’ve got to help me. I can’t take this again!”

The lawyer was silent. Then, “What are you saying? Be specific.”

“Gordon.” She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “He’s back.”
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Jane Lawless stood in her tiny upstairs office/dressing room at the Xanadu Club, gazing at a full-length mirror on the wall, straightening her black bow tie.

Back in the days when the club had been a movie theater, her office had been the projection room. She’d asked the architect who’d redesigned the interior to enlarge the projection window so that she could view the dining room and the dance floor. He’d not only enlarged it but also turned the small square window into a four-foot-wide circle. Viewed from the floor, it looked like part of a large starburst design. From the office, Jane could look down on a glittering subterranean world. The only public area she couldn’t see was the long bar at the front of the house.

Jane had been a restaurateur in the Twin Cities for almost eighteen years. Her second venture, the Xanadu Club, had been open for just seven months, but already it had become Uptown’s premiere nightclub. For the six months prior to its opening, Jane had been putting in nine-thousand-hour workweeks. She’d spent only a few hours a week at the Lyme House, her other restaurant. With so much to do, she could easily have gone tilt without the occasional afternoon off. If she’d had a brain in her head, she probably would have gone home
and slept, but she’d been nursing two compelling new interests that could easily have captured all her attention if she hadn’t kept a tight rein on herself.

Jane’s father, who was a semiretired criminal defense attorney in St. Paul, had surprised the entire family last fall by going out and buying a Cessna Turbo Skylane. Years ago, he’d owned a Piper Archer, which he used mainly for business. But at the urging of his girlfriend, Marilyn, he’d sold it in 1989. Jane’s dad had gone on to marry Marilyn, but when they’d divorced last summer, her father couldn’t wait to get inside his own plane again. On Jane’s forty-fourth birthday, he’d driven her out to Flying Cloud field, ushered her into one of the hangars, and showed her the plane. As she sat inside the cockpit with him, he’d presented her with the gift of flying lessons.

Jane was both stunned and thrilled. This was a windfall she’d never expected but one she saw the benefits of immediately. A year or so ago, she’d begun dating a woman who taught cultural anthropology at Chadwick State College in Chadwick, Nebraska. Long-distance romances sucked big-time. Jane and Kenzie lived too far apart to get together very often. But with the introduction of a small plane, the distance problem was no longer such a huge issue. Jane could fly down in a couple of hours, even come home the same day. That is, if she ever got enough time off. She was starting to see the light of day at the new club. The worst kinks had been worked out. She planned to take a much-needed vacation in the next couple of weeks, and part, if not all, of that time would be spent with Kenzie.

Jane had finished ground school last October and begun flight training in November. During the winter and early spring, she’d managed to log sixty-seven hours in the air and had earned her private license in June. Right now she was in the process of getting her instrument pilot rating. She had access to the plane whenever her father wasn’t using it.

And then there was that second new interest that kept tugging at her.

About a year and a half ago, Jane had met a retired cop who’d become a friend. A. J. Nolan owned a private investigation company in the Twin Cities, which he ran out of his house. Nolan didn’t do it entirely
for the money, which meant that, most of the time, he took only cases that interested him. He’d helped Jane out once during a very intense time in her life.

Nolan kept insisting that Jane was a natural at investigation. Every time they got together for dinner or coffee, which was fairly often, he’d press his point home. He told her that her restaurants were great, but if she didn’t agree to work with him, train under him, her true calling in life would pass her by. If she’d been less busy she might have taken him up on it.

Jane stood for a moment longer in front of the mirror, checking the look of her chestnut hair pulled back into a French braid, her diamond stud earrings, the blush lipstick, the hint of eye shadow, and then she left her office and walked down the curving art deco stairs to the dining room. It was just after nine and the house was jumping. All around her she could feel the pulse of the restaurant—strong, deep, rhythmic. Her own heart beat to the same rhythm.

The live Xanadu orchestra played only one thing—twenties- and thirties-era jazz. To enter the club, patrons had to be dressed formally, either in clothes they owned themselves, or by renting inexpensive formal wear from a shop next door. Everything from top hats and canes to twenties- and thirties-era gowns and shoes was available. The crowd dancing the fox-trot on the dance floor looked astonishingly authentic. The dress code had been the major risk Jane and her partner, Judah Johanson, had taken. Minnesotans liked casual, virtually demanded it. But the risk had paid off. People seemed to relish dressing up for a night out on the town.

Drifting through the crowd in her white tux jacket, Jane felt like Humphrey Bogart at Rick’s Café in the movie Casablanca. Both her white and black tuxes had been hand-fitted by a downtown shop specializing in handmade men’s clothing. The jackets were specially contoured to highlight her slim figure. She was in the best shape of her life and didn’t mind showing it off.

As she was about to run down to the kitchen, the head waiter caught her eye and motioned her over to one of the wait stations. “What’s up?”


“There’s a guy in the bar that’s been asking about you. Last I looked, he was still there, sitting by himself nursing a beer. He seems kind of lost.”

“Did you get a name?”

“Sorry.”

“Okay. I’ll take care of it.”

Jane greeted a couple of returning customers, then headed for the front of the house. Pausing at the entrance to the bar, she scanned the long, narrow room to see if she recognized anyone. A man was seated at the far end, his back to her. He was wearing jeans and a dirty-looking yellow T-shirt. An empty beer glass rested next to his hand. His hair was short, sandy-blond, and uncombed. Since the back of him didn’t ring any bells, she decided to see if the front did.

Snaking her way through the crowd, Jane approached the bar. She stepped up next to him and said, “I understand you were asking about me.”

The man swiveled around. He glanced at the tux, then looked up at her face.

Jane’s pulse quickened. “David?”

“Jane? God, you look fabulous!”

She wished she could say the same about him. “What are you doing here?”

“I—” He ran a hand over his mouth, then over the stubble on his cheeks. “I needed to get away from Atlanta for a while. Thought a road trip might be just what the doctor ordered.”

He stood up a bit awkwardly, rubbed the flat of his hands against his thighs. They stared at each other for a couple seconds, then, spontaneously, they both broke out in silly grins.

David threw his arms around her.

“I don’t believe it,” she said, hugging him tight.

Lifting her off the floor, David spun her around. They were both laughing when he set her back down and looked her square in the eyes. “Janey, I don’t know how’s it’s possible, but you’re even more beautiful than you were in college.”


If there was a man on this earth whom Jane had ever truly loved, it was David Carlson. They’d become friends in high school, when they were both juniors. Years later, when Jane began developing the Lyme House, her first restaurant, she’d asked David to design the interior. It was a tricky look. The two-story log structure sat on the southern edge of Lake Harriet. Jane wanted the interior to be both rustic and elegant. David had done an amazing job, so good that it had led to other jobs in the Twin Cities. His business was starting to pick up when, on a trip out to L.A. to visit his sister in the early eighties, he met Diego Veras, the man who would become his life partner. The next year, David and Diego moved to Atlanta, where they’d been living ever since.

Back in high school, they both knew they were gay, but since they spent so much time together, people figured they were a couple. They didn’t see any reason to disabuse their friends of that notion because it worked for them. Cordelia, Jane’s best friend, was the only one who knew the truth. They’d been each other’s dates to their junior and senior proms. David had been her “steady” at sorority events in college. The fact was, David was a flat-out great guy. He was smart and funny, and a fabulous dancer. Any chance Jane got to dance with him, she took. On a deeper level, it was the truth about their lives, their shared concern for what their futures might hold, that had brought them together and kept them close.

“Where are you staying?” asked Jane.

“Well,” he said, looking a little sheepish, “that’s the thing. I was hoping I could bunk with you for a few days. You still have that great house in Linden Hills?”

“Sure.”

“Mind if I sleep on your couch?”

“David, there are four bedrooms in that place. I think I can offer you a bed, unless you prefer couches.”

“No. A bed would be good.”

She couldn’t believe he was here. “We’ve got so much to talk about, to catch up on.”


“I know.” The silly grin returned.

“Let me run up to my office and change out of these clothes. Have another beer on the house. I’ll be back in a flash.”

“I’ll be here,” said David, his smile disappearing as he sat back down on the stool and turned away from her.
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Jane was getting some lemonade out of the refrigerator when David entered the kitchen. He’d stowed his duffel bag in one of the upstairs bedrooms and had returned downstairs after cleaning up in the bathroom. Mouse, Jane’s chocolate Lab, sniffed his clothes thoroughly, ending with his nose pressed against the back of David’s right hand.

“Boy, this dog loves the way I smell.”

“He likes men’s cologne. What are you wearing?”

“Royal Copenhagen.”

“Well,” said Jane, getting down two glasses from the cupboard, “what can I say? He’s got good taste.” As she poured the lemonade into one of the glasses, she glanced at David. He looked better, cleaner, but his eyes seemed glazed, off center. “How’s Diego?”

He gave her a tight smile but didn’t answer. “Hey, Janey, instead of that lemonade, I don’t suppose you’ve got an extra beer around here.”

“Sure,” she said. She wondered if he really wanted the beer, or if he just wanted to change the subject. “Diego still thinking about building you guys that dream house in the country?” As she uncapped the bottle, she noticed David’s jaw clench. She had a feeling that what he said next wouldn’t be the full story.


“Yeah. He’s still tinkering with the plans.” He sat down on one of the kitchen chairs.

“How’s his blood pressure? I know he was having some problems with it.”

“It’s good. Well, as good as possible under the circumstances. You know that old saying? Don’t let your babies grow up to be architects.”

Jane half smiled, half laughed.

“We’re both busy—too busy. But I suppose I shouldn’t complain.” He tipped the bottle back and took several hefty swallows.

Jane sat down at the table across from him. She was tired but still so excited by his sudden appearance that she didn’t want to let him go for fear he’d disappear on her. She had no idea why she felt that way, she just did.

David typically looked a good ten years younger than his actual age. He just had one of those faces. Dick Clark. Leonardo DiCaprio. Dorian Gray. He also played tennis regularly, which kept him fit, and he watched his diet. Tonight, however, he appeared much older than his forty-four years. His sandy blond hair was as gorgeous and thick as ever, but the stubble on his face didn’t look trendy, just unkempt. Jane had never noticed any wrinkles around his eyes before, but tonight they were not only there, they were deep. He seemed physically exhausted and emotionally down. She hoped that he’d get around to telling her what was really going on sooner rather than later.

Holding the cold bottle to his cheek, David sighed. “I’m beat. I drove twelve hours today.”

“You can sleep in tomorrow morning. I have to spend a few hours at the Lyme House, so I’ll be out of here by eight. Cordelia and I are driving to Flying Cloud airport to pick up Joanna around three.”

His head snapped up. “Joanna? My sister, Joanna? She’s coming here?”

“Sure. You mean you didn’t know?”

He shook his head slowly.

“Cordelia talked her into doing a play at the Allen Grimby. She’ll be in town until the end of January.”


He groaned. “My timing, as usual, is impeccable.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Joanna and I haven’t spoken in the past year. We seem to have a problem with snits. We’re in the middle of one right now. She drives me crazy sometimes.” He took another swig of beer. “I’d explain it to you, but my brain’s fried. Besides, it’s all stupid, like it usually is.”

“How long do you plan to stay?”

“Haven’t thought about it. But long enough so that we get a chance to talk. Where’s Joanna staying?”

“At Linden Lofts, where Cordelia lives. Believe it or not, Cordelia is the current president of the tenants’ association. One of the other tenants is in Europe right now. She’s been looking to sublet her loft. Cordelia thought it would be great to have Joanna under the same roof, so she arranged everything.”

He scratched the stubble on his cheek. “Look, Janey, if Joanna’s coming, there’s a chance she may insist I bunk with her. It’s not that she’d want me to, it’s just that she’d feel obliged. I’d rather stay with you.”

“Not a problem. You can stay here as long as you like.”

He smiled, took hold of her hand. “Do you believe in reincarnation?”

“No. Do you?”

He shook his head. “But if it’s true, maybe in an earlier life we were straight and you and me, we were married. Even after all these years, our connection’s still there, strong as ever. Kind of amazing, don’t you think?”

“I do,” she said, squeezing his hand.

“We’ll talk more tomorrow. I’ll tell you why I came.”

“Deal,” she said.

As they both stood, David pulled her into his arms. “Promise me that you’ll listen—that you won’t judge.”

“Of course.”

“It won’t be easy, Jane. In some important ways, I’m not the man I used to be.”

She backed up and took his head in her hands. “I don’t know what’s wrong, David. But together, you and me, we’ll figure a way through it.”


He scrutinized her face for a long moment, then smiled. “Okay. I knew coming here was the right thing to do.”

 


During the night, Jane heard David get up and pass her bedroom door on his way downstairs. The radio burst on in the kitchen. Mouse growled at the clamor of pots and pans mixed with rock music. Jane was a little surprised that David didn’t try harder to keep it down, but she told Mouse that everything was fine. David was probably hungry. She should have thought to offer him some food with that beer. She fell back asleep to the smell of frying bacon.

 


The next morning, Jane showered and dressed while David slept. It was supposed to be a cool fall day, so she slipped into a pair of jeans, a red flannel shirt, and the cowboy boots Kenzie had bought for her the first time Jane had gone down to Nebraska for a visit. After rummaging through her jewelry case, she settled on a pair of gold hoop earrings. She wound her long hair into a bun.

Mouse was itching to get outside, so she trotted down the stairs with him, telling him what he was about to have for breakfast. Even before she reached the bottom step, she saw that something was wrong. The slate floor in the foyer was covered by a thin film of water.

“Lord,” she said, glancing to her right and seeing that the wood floor in the living room was also wet. Following the sound of a running faucet, she entered the kitchen. Not only was the sink overflowing, but it looked like a bomb had gone off. Most of the cupboards and drawers were open. The counter was covered with flour, eggshells, dirty bowls, and soiled towels. The stove was covered with dirty frying pans. It looked like David had made himself pancakes, eggs, and bacon, but in the process he’d trashed not only her kitchen but her entire house.

She turned off the faucet and stood looking at the mess, trying to absorb the shock. Mouse started to whine. “It’s okay, boy,” she said, absently patting his head. Except, it wasn’t okay. What the hell had David been thinking?

Walking back out to the dining room, she bent down to examine
the Oriental rug. It was soaked through. And the wood flooring was swelling at the edges. She didn’t know the exact amount, but she guessed it would take thousands to repair the damage. As she stood up, trying to figure out what to do next, David trotted down the stairs, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

“Morning, Janey,” he said, stepping into the water in his stocking feet. “Eeewh,” he said, his face puckering. “What the hell happened?”

Jane’s hands rose to her hips. “You left the faucet running.”

He stared at her. “I what?”

“When you came down in the middle of the night to fix yourself something to eat.”

His eyes opened wide. Pushing past her into the kitchen, he gasped when he saw the mess. “Oh, my God,” he said, sucking in his breath.

Jane felt instantly sorry for him. He’d been so tired last night. If she’d just asked him if he was hungry, none of this would have happened.

“It was an accident, David. It’s partly my fault.”

“How do you figure that?” He looked at her with twitchy, embarrassed eyes. “I … I don’t know what to say. God, Jane, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I did this. I’ll pay to have it cleaned up. It won’t cost you a penny. Don’t worry about that for a second.” He looked around him. “I shouldn’t have come. I should never—”

“David, stop it.” She put her hands on his shoulders, forced him to look at her. “It was an accident. It could have happened to anyone.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. He moved away from her, looking like a man trying to fight his way out of a thick fog. “Let me take care of it. I know what needs to be done. I’ll handle it all, okay? Let me do that much.”

“David—”

“No arguments. This was my fault. You go to work and I’ll stay here. Except—” He turned to face her. “The problem is, the flooring will need to be torn up, taken out before they can lay a new one. Maybe even the subfloor. That will take some time, and I doubt you’ll want to stay here while it’s happening.” He stepped past her into the dining room, then walked into the living room. “Your Orientals
should be fine, but I need to get someone in here right away to remove them. If any of the furniture is water damaged, I’ll have it replaced.”

“I’ve got insurance, David.”

“No. I did this, I’ll pay for it. And I’ll oversee the whole thing. It may take a while, but I’ll make sure your house comes out of this as good as new. Better than new.”

She still felt a little stunned, but mostly she felt awful for David.

“You’ll have to move to a hotel, though. You can’t stay here while the work is being done. I’ll take care of that, too. Anywhere you want to go, it’s on me.”

“I can stay at the Lyme House. You designed my office. You know it’s a great home away from home.”

He sat down on the edge of the couch.

“Where will you stay?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about that.”

“I’ve done nothing but worry about you since you walked into the bar last night.”

“I don’t suppose we could agree that we’ll probably laugh about this one day.”

They turned at the sound of licking. Mouse was in the corner lapping up the water.

David shook his head. “That’s what we need. Another ten dogs like him. The water would be gone in no time.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

His smile evaporated. “You know, Jane, you might be right.”




4

Cordelia carried Hattie, her three-and-a-half-year-old niece, on her shoulders as she sauntered down the hallway to the loft where Joanna would be living during her stay in Minnesota. Since it was a sublet, and Cordelia had brokered the arrangement, she’d already been in the space and knew it was comfortable and clean, although the way Tammi Bonifay had it decorated was enough to make her gag. It was the same general space as her loft—sixty by eighty feet, with fourteen-foot-high ceilings, exposed brick, and floor-to-ceiling windows on one entire wall overlooking downtown Minneapolis.

Cordelia had kept her loft space open, with tall screens dividing off separate sections. Thus, she could change it at her whim. And Cordelia had lots of whims. She had a tendency to borrow pieces of old sets from the theater’s storage garage. Since she was the creative director, nobody objected. Creative types were supposed to be eccentric, and on that score, it was Cordelia’s mission in life never to disappoint.

But her visits to the storage garage had ended when IKEA came to town. All her gay boyfriends told her she simply had to go—if she didn’t, they’d revoke her gay credentials. She was intrigued but not sold. At the time, she was in the midst of a languid, Deep South
period. Thanks to many of the props and furnishings from the Allen Grimby’s brilliant production of Tennessee Williams’s Summer and Smoke last spring, so was her loft. With fake Spanish moss dripping from the screens, frayed Orientals covering the hardwood floors, old-fashioned couches and overstuffed chairs with frilly white doilies pinned to the backs and arms, and with the scent of magnolia potpourri in the air, the loft was a study in genteel disintegration. Cordelia had even ordered a bunch of potted palms from Bachman’s. She was a bit annoyed to find that one of them was dying. But then it occurred to her that rotting vegetation was an essential part of Southern ambience. She nursed it along in its slow death and then allowed it a place of honor near the window when if finally bit the dust.

But all that changed the moment she entered IKEA. She was dazed. Mesmerized. So was Hattie. She loved playing in the children’s area while Cordelia went hunting. Cordelia honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so surprised. Not only was the furniture cheap, but it was generally well designed—if you liked Swedish modern. Which she didn’t.

But it grew on her. She was seduced by the weird names: The Hensvik bookcase, the Akurum/Lin/Jar kitchen island, the Fagelbo corner sofa, the Kvadrant panel curtain. Anno, Knopp, Lesvik, Ek-torp, Hustad, Borgholm—presumably these were the designers, unless someone had an odd sense of humor. It sounded to Cordelia like a page out of the Minneapolis phone book, only on steroids. If you wanted Scandinavia in all its functionally boring glory—and who didn’t like mass-produced sweet rolls, meatballs and gravy with lingonberry sauce, and cod?—it was right here in Bloomington, right across the street from that dreadful shrine to modern consumption, the Mall of America. Such a deal! Cordelia hated the Mall of America, but then she had to admit that she consumed, so she could hardly throw stones.

Thus Cordelia’s Deep South period ended. When she found out she had to assemble all the new furnishings herself, she had a moment of misgiving. Not only did Cordelia Thorn not haul, she did not assemble.
That’s when she got the brilliant idea to invite all the guys who’d recommended IKEA to her over to her loft for dinner. After the pizza and pinot grigio were consumed, she told them to get busy. They did. In a matter of a few hours, Cordelia was swimming in a completely new ethos.

Thus began her IKEA period.

The loft Joanna would live in, one floor down from Cordelia’s, was filled with both French provincial furnishings and tacky—though expensive—rustic country stuff. Captain’s chairs. Velvet couches. Plaid upholstered chairs. Carved wooden trout on the walls. Hutches loaded with garish country-themed plates, all faceout. Lots of pictures of Jesus were scattered around, and knicknacks to the point of psychosis. There was even a Martin Luther bobblehead, but there were no blank spaces, not even in the bathrooms. Unlike her loft, with all its new, clean lines, this one was so covered in crap that Cordelia couldn’t imagine finding another loft like it this side of the “country section” of lower hell—or east Texas.

The loft—again, unlike Cordelia’s—was divided into rooms. Two bathrooms. Three bedrooms. A large living room. A large study. Big kitchen and formal dining room. Joanna was only one person and she wouldn’t be spending that much time here. Cordelia liked the idea of having her under the same roof. It would make everything so much easier. And who knew? Maybe Joanna liked bucolic bric-a-brac, religious gewgaws, and quasi-patriotic plaster objets d’art. The only thing Joanna had seemed concerned with was the loft’s security system. Cordelia had been president of the tenants’ board for the past ten months, so she could attest to the fact that it was as good as, if not better than, any other downtown loft.

The Linden Building had originally been built as a two-story livery in the warehouse district of downtown Minneapolis. It had been constructed in the late eighteen hundreds and had housed horses and delivery wagons, which entered and left through oversized arched doorways. Cordelia thought the huge doorways were cool and should have been left the way they were. Because she herself was larger than
life—in every way—she was drawn to anything that was grand, dramatic, or excessive. But sometime in the early nineteen hundreds the doors had been bricked up and made smaller, and four more stories were added. Today, the six-story building was home to Athena’s Garden, a Greek restaurant, on the first floor; a printing company on the next two levels; with the final three floors turned into lofts with glorious views of the city or the Mississippi River, depending on which side of the building you were on.

Cordelia bounced Hattie on her shoulders as she continued down the hallway to Joanna’s loft. As she was about to slip the key in the lock, Hattie pointed to the door on the other side of the hall. “Yook,” she said, growing excited.

Cordelia turned, squinting her disgust at Faye O’Halleron. Faye was the retired owner of a hair salon in Fort Dodge, Iowa. She’d grown up there, married and divorced there, and worked at the hair salon until she’d sold it and moved to Minneapolis six years ago. She’d been living at Linden Lofts for only about a year, but already she’d weaseled her way into Cordelia’s infamous poker night. Faye was in her mid-seventies now, still a spunky old broad—a tall, flat-chested woman with short, dyed red hair and a face that looked like a road map of deep wrinkles. Faye liked to give advice, something she’d no doubt honed over decades of conversations with clients. Cordelia thought she was a hoot, but at the moment, she found her more frustrating than amusing. “Close the door, Faye. Joanna isn’t here yet.”

Faye took a drag off her cigarette. “Just checking.” She had a deep, whiskey voice, a voice that a Mafia don would have envied.

“Yeah, well, Joanna needs some privacy. Remember? We had that little chat about leaving her alone, at least for the first few days.”

“I’m not gonna bother her,” muttered Faye, stepping farther out into the hall, a pissed-off look on her face. “Jeez, you must think everyone in this building is some pathetic star fucker. I’ve met my share of celebrities in my time, you know. I know how to act. Did I ever tell you about the time I gave Debra Winger a haircut?”


“Yes,” said Cordelia, trying to sound patient. “Look, I just don’t want people descending on Joanna as soon as she walks in the door. Who she chooses to make friends with is up to her. I’ll be happy to introduce you, but give her a little space, okay? We clear on that?”

“I was just looking. A gal can look, can’t she?”

“Hi, Faye,” said Hattie with a shy little wave.

“Hi yourself,” replied Faye. Her grin was lopsided. “You’re as cute as a bug, you know that?”

Hattie’s face puckered. “I’m not a bug!”

“It’s an expression, Hatts,” said Cordelia, patting her leg. “It just means you’re sweet.” She glanced at Faye. Out of the side of her mouth she whispered, “She’s into a very literal idiom at the moment.”

Hattie gave a big nod. “Yup. Sweet. Yike strawberries.” Like all true Thorns, she wasn’t plagued by self-doubt.

“Remember what I said. You ever need a babysitter—”

Cordelia held up a jewel-encrusted hand. “I’ve got you on the list. Between Hattie’s live-in nanny and me, we can usually cover everything, but I’ll keep you in mind.”

“I love little girls. Don’t forget.” Faye fixed her eyes on the floor for a second, blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth, then turned her back to Cordelia. “Yeah. Well. Gotta go. The Price Is Right is on.” She slipped back inside and shut the door.

Lifting Hattie off her shoulders, Cordelia entered the loft. She wanted to give the place one final look-see just to make sure everything was in order. Fresh linens. Fresh towels. Cordelia had already stocked the kitchen with the bare necessities—fresh-roasted coffee beans from Dunn Bros, a slice of double-cream Brie from Surdyk’s, a loaf of Asiago pepper bread and two baguettes from Turtle Bakery, a dozen organic eggs and a large lump of brown sugar–smoked salmon from the Wedge, a quart of fresh OJ from Lunds, a pint of red pepper mascarpone and an antipasto salad from Broders, and for a treat, a dense, fudgy Finlandia Torte from Taste of Scandinavia. Cordelia figured these, and a few other essentials, were enough to tide Joanna over until morning.


“What is this pyace?” Hattie asked reverently. Today, Hattie was dressed in a long black velvet dress and bright pink slippers. At three-and-a-half, she was already a budding Goth—but with a few unresolved color issues.

“This is where Auntie Joanna is staying,” said Cordelia.

“I yuv this pyace!” exclaimed Hattie, turbocharging over to a rack of cheap colored glass water goblets.

“No touching, okay?”

Before she could begin checking out the loft, the phone rang. Rushing into the kitchen, she picked up the receiver. It was a delivery guy downstairs wanting to come up with some flowers. Cordelia buzzed him in. At the same time, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hattie climb up on one of the dining room chairs, pull her bubble gum out of her mouth, and plop it down on the wood tabletop.

“Hatts! Stop!” The interior wasn’t exactly child-friendly.

Sprinting across the room, she reached the table just as Hattie squished the gum flat with the palm of her hand. “What did I tell you about gum? It belongs in your mouth.”

“Or in my hair,” added Hattie knowingly.

As Cordelia finished peeling the gum off, the doorbell rang.

“Coming,” she called, depositing the sticky wad in a wastebasket.

When she opened the door, the delivery guy asked her to sign for the package. “You Joanna Kasimir?” he asked, cocking an eye at her.

“Yes,” said Cordelia, scribbling her name.

“The actress?”

“What do you think?” she snarled.

“I think I’m leaving,” he said, turning and walking away.

Cordelia glanced at the gray-and-orange paper the flowers came wrapped in and decided it was a tasteless florist. She looked around the room for someplace to set it. Hattie was now under the dining room table.

“It’s beau-ti-ful down here!” She motioned for Cordelia to climb under with her.


“Hattie, do the math. Auntie Cordelia won’t fit under there. Now come out this minute. I’m counting.” She set the package on an end table, then changed her mind and moved it to the floor behind one of the hideous chain-saw sculptures.
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“You goin’ out?” called Hillary Schinn’s dad. Fred Schinn was a retired stonemason, a man with cottony white hair, a red face, and rough hands. And he was diabetic. He was lying on the couch in the living room of his Richfield home, cup of coffee resting on his stomach, his swollen legs propped up on a pillow.

Hillary was standing by the entrance to the kitchen, looking at herself in a full-length mirror that was hung on the back of the door. “Yeah,” she said, standing sideways and pressing a hand to her stomach. She’d been on a diet for the past three weeks, ever since she found out that Joanna Kasimir was coming to town, but she hadn’t lost more than two pounds. It was depressing beyond belief. Her boyfriend always said she looked great, but guys lied to get laid. It was a simple fact. She was a good thirty pounds over the number on the weight chart at her doctor’s office, and that meant she was a frumpy butterball, one who still lived with her dad. How pathetic was that?

During her twenties, Hillary simply assumed that by the time she was thirty, she’d have kids, a great job, a reasonably handsome husband, a home, a yard, and a fat bank account—not a fat body. Nothing had worked out the way she’d planned. She’d gone to the U of M,
got her degree in journalism, but the year she graduated the job market was in the toilet. Maybe she didn’t always interview well. She was often immobilized by a bad case of nerves—just like right now. Her hands were clammy and her stomach was in knots.

To get by, Hillary had worked various dead-end jobs over the years—Burger King, the Nicollet Car Wash, the Town Talk Cleaners, and Blockbuster video. She’d finally taken a position at a local hospital. For the past two years she’d been selling flowers and balloons to the families of the sick and dying. It was too depressing for words, which only made it seem even more important that she find a job as a freelance journalist. All she needed was one measly break. If things worked out as she hoped, Joanna Kasimir would be that break.

“Where you goin’?” asked her dad, flipping channels on the TV.

“Out.”

“Out where?”

“Don’t pressure me, okay? I feel like my brain is about to explode.”

He sighed loudly. “Always so dramatic. You got that from your mom. Hey, will you make me a sandwich before you go? My legs are really bad today.”

The deal was that Hillary could live at home free of charge as long as she helped her dad with the upkeep of the house and also did the cooking and grocery shopping. Sure, her dad was ill, but he also used his illness as an excuse to get out of doing his part. “Can’t you make yourself a peanut butter sandwich or something?”

“That’s what I had for dinner last night—and the night before.”

“Well, I’m crazed, can’t you see that? I can’t deal with anything else.” She charged up the stairs to her room. She saw now that the dress she’d picked was all wrong. She needed a more professional look. Her closet was crammed with clothes—all the way from size ten up to size sixteen. She was a fourteen at the moment. And that thought made her remember the dark blue suit she’d bought last fall for a funeral.

“Here,” she whispered, pulling it free. She shimmied out of the dress, dug through a drawer until she found a white silk blouse that wasn’t too wrinkled, then slipped it on. Next came the pants. They were a little tight, which was just about the last straw, but she was
able to get them zipped. The suit coat fit her perfectly. This, finally, was the right image. Professional but approachable. Friendly. Young. Hungry but definitely not desperate.

On the way to the airport, Hillary experienced everything from dry mouth to vertigo to shakes to nausea. She was a mess—both exhilarated and scared to death. She’d never met a celebrity before. Every off-ramp she passed was an opportunity to turn back, but she refused to look at them. She had to keep going. The alternative was just too horrible to contemplate.

Hillary had been lucky, which was another reason she thought this meeting with Joanna Kasimir was meant to be. She knew a guy—Noel Dearborn—who was an intern at the Allen Grimby Repertory Theater. He’d been itching to date her forever. She kept putting him off but never totally shut him down. The day he overheard the top brass at the theater talking about Joanna’s plane coming in on September 24, three-ten P.M. at Flying Cloud, he called Hillary and told her the news. That was three weeks ago. Noel knew that Joanna Kasimir was Hillary’s film idol. Hillary talked about her all the time. Hillary asked him once if he thought she looked like Joanna Kasimir. He said yeah, definitely. Which just confirmed what she’d already believed.

Forty-five minutes after she’d left her dad’s house, Hillary parked her white Toyota Tercel next to a gray minivan. She’d never been to Flying Cloud airport before. The MapQuest directions had confused her, but amazingly, she’d made good time. So good, in fact, that she had almost an hour to wait until the plane landed. In an effort to get her mind off her anxiety, she decided to make a mental list of the things she wanted to say.

Except, instead of concentrating on the task at hand, Hillary was immediately overwhelmed by all the negative voices in her head—the ones that told her she was a failure; a rotten writer. A liar. A sham. She had no business thinking she could be a professional journalist. She was just setting herself up for a fall. Joanna Kasimir wouldn’t give her the time of day because she’d see Hillary for the fraud she really was. The smart thing to do would be to leave right now, not waste everyone’s time. But if she did leave, if this didn’t work out, Hillary
wasn’t sure what she’d have left. If her life didn’t change, she was beginning to think it wasn’t worth living.

Leaning her forehead against the steering wheel, Hillary felt the weight of her own negativity squeeze the air out of her lungs. She’d been so upbeat, so thrilled when she’d first learned Joanna would be coming. She and Joanna were kindred spirits. They’d both suffered and survived. They were destined to be not just friends but sisters of the heart. Confidantes. Family. Joanna would take Hillary’s hand in hers and smile that wonderful smile. “Sure,” she’d say. “I’ll give you an exclusive interview.” And then she’d promise that they’d get together soon.

It had to work out that way. It just had to.
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“Ah, the toxic smell of ozone,” said Cordelia, stopping for a moment and taking a deep breath. “I love airports.” She adjusted her sunglasses, then resumed her pacing.

Jane figured they’d have some time to wait before the plane came in, so she’d saved her big news until now. Besides, she always felt apprehensive in Cordelia’s Hummer, as if it might launch a missile at any moment. “You’ll never guess who walked into the bar at the Xanadu Club last night.” She leaned against the front of the truck, the runway directly in front of her. It was a beautiful autumn afternoon, cool and breezy. In Jane’s opinion, the ozone didn’t add much.

Cordelia stopped again. She was the only one Jane knew who could pace in three-inch heels over cracked pavement and not break both her ankles. “Who?”

“David Carlson.”

She deadpanned. “You’re kidding me.”

“Odd synergy, wouldn’t you say?”

“You mean … are you saying he didn’t know his sister was coming to town?”


“Had no idea.”

“Freaky.”

Today, Cordelia wore a bright red, yellow, and blue sundress. She looked like a human beach ball. This was one of Cordelia’s more restrained outfits. While on their way to the airport, she’d said she wanted to tone herself down so that Joanna could take the spotlight. Jane complimented her on her sensitivity.

“Why’s he here?”

“I’m not sure,” said Jane, looking up at the thin, wispy clouds spreading across the sky.

“He didn’t say?”

“He said he needed a break, thought a road trip would be fun.”

“Sounds like you don’t believe him.” She leaned back against the hood next to Jane.

“I’m not sure what to think. But something’s not right.”

“And you know this how?”

“He looks terrible—like he hasn’t slept in weeks.”

“You think he’s ill?”

“I hope not.”

“Maybe there’s trouble in paradise.”

“You mean Diego? He didn’t mention that. On the other hand, he did kind of skirt the subject when Diego’s name came up.” Jane pushed her hands deep into the pockets of her pants. “I’m worried about him, Cordelia.”

“Where’s he staying?”

“Well, he was going to stay with me, but, see—”

Cordelia pushed off the hood and pointed at an approaching blip in the distance. Checking her watch, she shouted, “That’s Joanna!” She began to wave frantically with both arms.

Jane wondered what Cordelia must look like to the pilot as the plane approached the runway. “Follow the bouncing ball,” she whispered.

“What?” said Cordelia.

“Nothing.”


As the small jet slowed and then taxied to the gate, Jane said, “We can’t get past security without a ticket, so I guess we wait here. I figured there would be a swarm of reporters.”

“No paparazzi,” said Cordelia. “All information about Joanna has been stamped strictly Top Secret.”

A moment later the hatch opened. The stairs came down and Joanna descended. She had on dark glasses and was wearing beige linen slacks and a matching long, belted cardigan. Her blond hair was tied back in a ponytail. She looked glamorous, tanned, and healthy—but years older than the last time Jane had seen her. Jane tried to remember when that had been and decided it was probably close to eight years ago, when Joanna had invited Cordelia and Jane to Sandpoint for the big Fourth of July celebration. They’d stayed for a long weekend.

For the moment, all they could do was cool their heels. A few minutes later, Joanna came out of the doorway, followed by a man pulling a luggage cart. Cordelia charged up to her and gave her the official “Thorn bear hug.” Jane followed with one that was equally welcoming though less bone crushing. Joanna seemed happy to see them, but distracted. As they walked to the Hummer, she kept looking around, like she expected someone to leap out at her.

“There’re no paparazzi,” said Cordelia, reassuring her. “You can relax. Only a few people at the theater know your schedule.”

“How was the flight?” asked Jane.

“Is that what you’re driving these days?” Joanna asked as they approached the Hummer. She lifted up her dark glasses to get a better look.

“Sure is.” Cordelia beamed and patted the rear end. “Ain’t she a beaut?”

“What’s it get? Twenty feet to the gallon?”

“How come everyone wants to slam my car?”

“Ever think about the larger ramifications of the gas crisis, Cordelia? Our dependency on foreign oil?”

“I drive a Mini,” said Jane. “I figure that evens things out.”


The burly guy pulling the cart loaded the luggage into the back of the Hummer.

As they were about to get in, something fluttered at them from between the parked cars.

They all turned as a woman rushed up to the right rear bumper. “Hi,” she said, her eyes cast down. She seemed out of breath. “Can I talk to you for a second, Ms. Kasimir?”

Jane stepped in front of Joanna. “Can I ask what this is about?”

“I, ah … I was hoping that I could, you know … like … like, see, I’m a freelance journalist.”

“You want to interview me?” asked Joanna.

The woman smiled shyly, finally lifting her eyes. “I’m such a huge fan of yours. Maybe even your biggest fan. I realize I’m nobody in the scheme of things, and you’re, like, this amazingly successful celebrity. I’m sure you get asked for interviews all the time by really important people. Maybe this seems ridiculous to you. I wouldn’t blame you if it did. But if you could just give me, like, even fifteen minutes, it would be such an incredible honor.”

“Do you write for a particular paper or magazine?” asked Joanna.

“Well, like I said, I’m freelance.” She tucked one side of her chin-length brown hair behind her ear. “But I’ve had pieces in The Rake. Minnesota Monthly. City Pages. I don’t make a living at it yet, but it’s my dream that someday I will. Everyone should have a dream, don’t you think?”

Jane noticed Joanna’s eyes flicker. Something the woman said had touched her.

“Yes, actually, I do.”

“I’m a good writer. A really good writer, but sometimes I don’t come across well in, like, interviews. I mean, like, sometimes I seem too aggressive, and at other times I’m not aggressive enough. I never get it right. But I know I could produce a piece on you we’d both be proud of. I don’t want to bother you. I mean, just tell me to go away and I will. I’m used to being turned down.”

“What’s your name?” asked Joanna.


“Hillary. Hillary Schinn. I live in Richfield with my dad. He’s ill and I help take care of him. And then I also have a job. But I’ve got plenty of time to write. I wouldn’t disappoint you, I promise.”

She was so eager, so earnest, thought Jane. She was attractive enough but didn’t seem like she had much confidence.

“Do you have a card?” asked Joanna.

“No, but I wrote my information down for you.” Hillary opened her purse and took out a folded piece of paper. “It’s my home number. I have a cell phone, too, which I included. Look, I know I’m asking a lot—that you’re very busy. But if you’ve got a few minutes someday and you want to get together, well, I mean, I’d be so blown away. If you want, I could send you some of my articles.”

“Let me think about it.” Joanna took the paper and slipped it into the pocket of her cardigan.

“Okay, sure. Gee, it was so great to meet you. I hope you have a wonderful time here. Thanks. I guess … I mean, I suppose I should get going.” She backed away, smiling, her eyes locked on Joanna. “Thanks again. Really, this was so cool. Like, just meeting you, talking to you.” She disappeared behind a dark maroon minivan.

“Uff,” said Cordelia after she’d gone. “The price of fame, I guess. The weird ones are always out there waiting to pounce. I wonder how she knew when your plane would land.”

Jane thought it was a good question, but Joanna didn’t say anything. She gazed after the young woman for a long moment, then climbed into the backseat of the Hummer.

On the way back to Minneapolis, Cordelia brought up the subject of David. “He’s in town, you know.”

Joanna leaned forward, put her hand on the front seat. “You’ve actually seen him?”

“I have,” said Jane. “He came to my restaurant last night.”

“God, you don’t know how glad I am to hear that. I’ve got to call Diego right away.”

“Why?” asked Cordelia, glancing at Jane with one eyebrow discreetly raised.

“Because David’s been missing for weeks. Diego is out of his mind
with worry.” Joanna explained everything she knew, which confirmed Jane’s initial impression that something was terribly wrong.

“Where’s he staying?” asked Joanna.

“Well, he was planning to stay with me,” said Jane. “But there was an accident in the middle of the night. David went down to make himself something to eat. He must have left the faucet on in the kitchen because when I got up this morning, there was water all over the house. It caused some significant damage. David said he’d take care of it. He was really embarrassed. Said I would probably need to move out for a few weeks while the work is being done.”

“Where will you stay?” asked Joanna.

“At the Lyme House. My office has a big couch and a bathroom.”

“No you won’t,” said Cordelia indignantly. “I won’t hear of it. You’ll move in with me.”

“No, really—”

“The matter is settled. If you stay at the restaurant you’ll be working twenty-four/seven.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

She held up her hand. “The issue is closed. Hattie and I will take good care of you and Mouse until you can return home.”

“And David can stay with me,” said Joanna.

Jane closed her eyes. She recalled what David had said. She was glad Joanna was in the backseat and couldn’t see her expression.

“Actually,” continued Joanna, “this couldn’t come at a better time. To be honest, I could use the company.”

“Any particular reason?” asked Cordelia. Her nose twitched the way it always did when she sensed a secret.

Joanna was silent for a few seconds. Glancing out the side window, she finally said, “Something happened before I left Sandpoint. I almost called you and canceled the trip.”

“What?” Cordelia nearly drove off the road.

“I didn’t, so don’t have a coronary. Look, I really don’t want to get into it right now, but it … unsettled me.”

“But,” said Cordelia, staring at the road ahead, “you will talk about it eventually, right?”


Joanna turned to look at her. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you.”

“Prurient to the core,” said Jane.

A slow grin broke over Cordelia’s face. “I’m one of life’s immovable objects, dearhearts. I am the sphinx. Always there, waiting and watching.”
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If Joanna had learned anything in her many years in Hollywood, it was that physical beauty existed in a very small pond, but that ugliness was an ocean. She had to admit to a certain shallowness when it came to the opposite sex. She liked male beauty. She’d been married twice since she arrived in Hollywood in the fall of 1981. Both marriages had been lust at first sight. Marriage number one had slowly given way to disinterest and finally outright disgust. Marriage number two never even got off the ground.

The famous director Freddy Kasimir had been the first to catch Joanna’s eye. She must have caught his, too, because it wasn’t long before they were a hot item in the tabloids, then engaged to be married. Somewhere along the way she was cast as the ingenue in his next movie. The marriage had given her the professional break she’d been praying for. Once the door was open, she walked through and never looked back. She hated to think that Freddy was simply a means to an end, but in the final analysis—in the biography somebody was bound to write one day—that’s the way it would look. Freddy had been a clever man. When the sex got boring, as it always did, he was capable of decent conversation. Maybe she should have hung on to him. At the very least, he made her laugh, and that was saying something with the caliber of narcissistic bad boys she was currently dating. To a man, they’d all fallen in love
with their beauty and had a hard time wresting their attention away from the mirror.

Joanna’s second husband, Cyril Connor, the Irish actor, had been another golden boy, but one who’d checked his brains at his cocaine dealer’s front door. That marriage had lasted less than fifteen minutes. They were both paging their divorce lawyers when the limo hit the Pasadena freeway, five miles from the church. It was probably some sort of record. Joanna was deeply embarrassed, but she was capable of learning. After the second disaster, she nixed the marriage license thing and just slept with the Adonises.

And so, on this ordinary spring morning as she awoke from her usual fitful night’s sleep, Joanna would have been surprised to learn that her life was about to take a major right turn onto a dead-end street. Living in Hollywood, Bel Air to be exact, was like a carboholic living in a bakery. The most beautiful people on earth swarmed to Hollywood like sugar ants to sweet poison. They were everywhere. Waiters. Mechanics. Department store clerks. As hard as she tried, Joanna found it impossible to maintain a “hands-off” policy. With her career in high gear, she could have just about anyone she wanted. Her sexual appetites didn’t rise to the level of obsession, but clearly they weren’t healthy. She knew, deep in her unanalyzed soul, that her lifestyle probably spoke loudly about spiritual emptiness. But how could her life be empty when she’d attained everything she’d ever wanted? That wasn’t the way the American dream was supposed to work.

Today was a Thursday, eight days before her birthday. She had appointments in the afternoon but nothing pressing until then. Her brother, David, and his partner, Diego, had arrived earlier in the week with bags of opulently wrapped birthday gifts they’d brought for her from their home in Atlanta. They planned to stay for two weeks. They both liked to vacation in L.A. because, like Joanna, they enjoyed the view. But unlike her, David and Diego were monogamous. They seemed to be truly in love.

Joanna was happy for her brother, but seeing him with Diego always left her feeling vaguely on edge. Another red flag she scrupulously ignored. She did wonder why true love had somehow escaped her. She lived in a cocoon of constant affirmation and praise. She knew the mirror that everyone was so quick to hold up in front of her face lied, but she didn’t think she was fundamentally
flawed. “Redemption” was a word that occasionally flitted through her mind, though she never gave it any serious thought.

David and Diego were staying in the small bungalow next to the cabana. It was private and yet it had most of the comforts of the main house. Joanna had picked this place after looking at only six houses. It was everything she’d ever dreamed of times twelve. It was actually way too much for one person, so because of her working-class guilt, she adopted four cats in an effort to justify her existence. It made no sense, of course. Her reality—the manicured lawns and mansions, the movie industry filled with manicured people—was surrounded by another, darker reality: a teaming, chaotic mix of L.A. ethnicity, a pot that simply refused to melt. Joanna wasn’t blind. She knew there was something deeply wrong with the excess she was surrounded by, and yet she dismissed her need to examine it. Plato be damned. The excess, as some called it, was her freakin’ life! The problem was, when she ignored something fundamental, it had a tendency to scream at her until she turned and faced it. And that’s why, in the end, she became a sitting duck, just waiting for the right hunter to come along and pick her off.

David entered the kitchen as Joanna was making herself a pot of coffee. He looked tousled and still rosy from sleep. He had the same sapphire eyes as she did, the same sandy blond hair. His was cropped short, while hers flowed down past her shoulders and was dyed platinum.

“It’s official,” said David, getting two mugs from the cupboard. He was dressed in a rumpled gray T-shirt and white running shorts. “I’m staying here. Never leaving. I’m hiring myself on as your pool boy.”

“And what will Diego do?”

“He’ll sit by the pool with a cold beer and build an amazing house of cards.”

“Always the architect.”

David hopped up on the counter, waiting as Joanna poured coffee into his mug. “That’s smells fabulous. What are you up to today?”

Before answering, she stepped up to the window overlooking the side garden. The old gardener, a middle-aged Japanese man, had recently been replaced by a new fellow. She hadn’t really taken much notice of him, but with his shirt off and his muscles gleaming with sweat in the bright morning sunlight, she noticed him now.


“Earth to Joanna?”

“Hmm?”

“What are you looking at?”

“Flowers.”

“No, you’re not.” He jumped down off the counter and moved up behind her, gazing over her shoulder. “Nice. Who is he?”

“I think his name is Gordon. He’s the new man the service sent out.”

“What happened to the old one?”

Joanna turned, grinned, and poked him in the stomach. “You ask too many questions, bro. How should I know?” She picked up her mug and sauntered toward the door.

“And where would you be going?”

She threw him an innocent smile. “It’s impolite not to personally welcome a new member of the staff. Don’t leave, Davey. I’ll be back in five.”

He snorted. “Like hell you will.”

 


Joanna hid behind a large chamise bush and watched the new gardener clean out weeds growing between the flagstones that ran along the north side of the yard. She was five foot five in her stocking feet and this guy wasn’t more than a few inches taller. But he was built. His body looked like it had been chiseled from a block of cedar. His blond hair was wiry, waving slightly at the nape of his neck and falling in heavy coils over his forehead. He had a square head and a prominent cleft in his chin. Joanna wondered what he’d look like naked.

“I was curious what you’d think about my putting in some creeping thyme as ground cover between the flagstones.”

His deep voice startled her. She had no idea he’d seen her standing there. Now she was embarrassed. Stepping out from behind the bush, she said, “That sounds like it might be nice.”

“It’s very fragrant. I love fragrance, don’t you? ’Course, nothing beats a rose, in my opinion, but if you’d like, I could show you some landscaping ideas I have for this place. There’s lots of ways to go, depending on what your personal preferences are.” He’d been crouching, but now he stood. A shaft of sunlight caught the glistening sweat on his pecs.

Joanna found herself staring at the light feathering of hair just above his waist. “What did you say?”


“Well, I mean, do you enjoy butterflies? Birds? Or, like I said, we can do plantings for fragrance. Every garden should be special, should reflect the owner’s tastes. But like I said, we can talk about it.”

“Okay.”

He smiled at her. “You’re Joanna Kasimir?”

“That’s me.”

“I wasn’t positive it was you. I mean, I knew this was your house and all, but I thought maybe you were a relative. You look better without all the makeup.”

She wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or a slam. “Thanks.”

“Well, better get back to work. I wouldn’t want my boss to think I was malingering.”

She realized she was grinning. “Nothing to worry about there.” She didn’t want to leave just yet. “Are you from around here?”

“Me, no.” He wiped the sweat off his forehead with his forearm. “From the Midwest.”

“Me too,” said Joanna. “How come you ended up in California?”

He gazed up at the sky. “I don’t know. Wanderlust, maybe. I got my degree in forestry a few years back. I was offered a good job, but I wanted to travel.”

“You mean you’re not trying to break into acting?”

“Hello, no,” he said, his smile fading. “That’s the last thing on earth I’d want to get mixed up in.”

“Not a moviegoer?”

“Nope. I like to read. And I like the outdoors. Movies and TV never interested me. Too fake.”

Joanna should have been insulted, but instead she felt her pulse quicken. This guy was for real, not some Mel Gibson wannabe. Not only was he gorgeous, but he seemed entirely content with and absorbed by his work. She could tell by his demeanor that he wasn’t the least bit impressed that she was a famous actress.

Joanna didn’t realize it, but she was already hooked. “I’d like to hear your landscaping ideas. What time do you usually finish up?”

“Five, or thereabouts.”

“Come up to the house when you’re done. Maybe we can sit on the terrace above the pool and talk. I’ll open a bottle of wine.”


He scratched his head, then stuck his hand in the back pocket of his jeans. “I, ah … I don’t drink. But a Coke would be great. Or water.”

“I think I can manage a Coke,” said Joanna. She wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into, but the train had already left the station. She’d just have to wait and see where it took her.
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