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Prologue

Matt Starr, CEO of Digitech, entered the lush corporate offices like a whirlwind. While the offices were state-of-the-art, Matt himself looked like a vagabond. He flopped down on his ergonomic chair and propped his feet on the glass-topped desk that was virtually bare of all ornamentation. He removed his baseball cap that said Lulu’s Bait Shack on the brim and turned it around. Now he was ready. For what he didn’t know.

He eyed the hole in the knee of his jeans. It looked to be the same size as the hole in the toe of his right sneaker. The thought pleased him. He swiveled his chair around so he could look at the long line of pictures on the shelf behind him. Lily sitting on a swing, Lily hanging a Christmas ornament on her tree, Lily and Buzz mugging for the camera, Lily sitting at his side on a park bench. Lily, Lily, Lily. His very own charming Lily. He smiled when he looked at the date on his computer screen. In a little less than three weeks they would be man and wife. His smile stretched into a wide grin. Married. Kids. Dogs. Cats. Maybe a bird. A house. A yard and a lawn mower. The whole damn ball of wax.

The media called him a legend in his own time. Wall Street loved him and his company. Investors loved him because they trusted him. He’d made them all rich. And now he was ready to move on so that all the buttoned-up MBAs and high-tech computer geniuses he’d recruited over the years could run the company.

He was thirty-seven, and he’d done it all. He’d done the Himalaya thing, climbed Everest, chatted with the Dalai Lama, almost got married once, kissed Mother Teresa on the cheek, shot the most dangerous rapids in the world, gone big-game hunting in Africa, almost got married once, graduated at the top of his class at Harvard, almost got married once, was a billionaire several times over. According to the press, he had it all, but they were wrong. He wouldn’t have it all until the day he married Lily. But that was no one’s business but his and Lily’s.

Lily. Sweet, charming Lily. The girl he’d left standing at the altar ten years ago because he was afraid of commitment. At the time he thought it was a fair trade-off as he walked away—actually rode away on his Harley—and started up Digitech on a shoestring. It had been a hollow ride to the top. What good was success and victory if you didn’t have someone to share it with? He’d searched for her for years with no success. The detectives he’d hired said she dropped off the face of the earth. They also told him he was wasting his money continuing the search. And then, by chance, he found her. It had been Marcus’s idea to plan an Extreme Vacation package for the high-level executives at Digitech. He’d signed on himself at the eleventh hour. It was the best thing he’d ever done in his entire life.

He closed his eyes to relive the moment as his index finger worked at the hole in his jeans. He’d followed his employees out to the center of the campground prior to trekking off into the wilderness. Gear was to be checked, pockets emptied. Nothing was to be left to chance. He was on his knees, unzipping his backpack for inspection by the survival guide when he looked up to see a pair of long, suntanned legs wearing Timberline boots. And then he looked upward again to see the face he’d dreamed of for ten long years. Speechless, he could only stare, and mutter, “I’ve been looking for you.”

It wasn’t the Lily he remembered. This was a new breed of cat. She was lean, mean, and hard as nails. She’d only laughed once during the twenty-one-day trip from hell, and that was when he developed a raging case of poison sumac. She’d warned him not to touch the plant, but he hadn’t listened. From that point on, she’d worked him like a pack mule and didn’t give an inch during the entire twenty-one days. He did her bidding as he itched, scratched, and cursed. He refused to buckle or cave in no matter how miserable he was. Alone at night in his sleeping bag he marveled at the change in her, marveled that not by word or deed did she acknowledge that she’d ever known him, much less slept with him, that she had waited at the altar for him. When he slipped, because he wasn’t paying attention to her instructions, and rolled down the side of the mountain, she’d peered over the ridge, and said, “You have exactly fifteen minutes to get your ass back up here or we’re leaving without you. Rules are to be obeyed.” He’d never moved so fast in his life, but she was as good as her word; they’d left without him. It took him another hour to catch up. She’d called him a prairie flower, a wuss, and a few other choice names. Later he realized it was her M.O. as well as the other guides’ M.O.

Matt laughed. The whole crew had been a bunch of wusses, but at the end of the twenty-one days, every single man and woman on the trek had hugged Lily and promised to stay in touch when they returned to civilization. Everyone but him. He’d wanted to bawl right then and there when she turned away from him.

He’d waited that night until the camp fell asleep before making his way to her cabin. There was no way he was leaving Ozzie Conklin’s Survival Camp until he told her what he wanted to say. He heard the rush of wind, smelled the fragrant evergreens, and then he was flat on his back staring up at the stars, the big dog standing guard. He muttered a ripe curse. The big dog growled as he planted a huge paw on his neck. “Awwk,” was all he could manage by way of sound.

“It’s three o’clock in the morning, Mr. Starr, and you don’t belong in this part of the camp. I suggest you get up and go back where you belong. If you don’t, I’ll fire this gun smack-dab in your gluteus maximus. And if you’re facing me, you’ll get it where it will do the most damage. Buzz, come.”

Matt rolled over and managed to get to his knees. “Okay, okay. I’m going, but before I go you’re going to listen to me even if I have to wake up this whole damn camp. What’s it gonna be, Lily?”

“I’ll give you ten minutes. I have to be up at five to take out a new group. Make it quick, Mister Starr.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I know those are just words, but they’re true. I tried so many times to tell you I wasn’t ready to get married, but you didn’t listen. I was young, and I wanted my chance at the brass ring. I got the ring, but I lost you. A day hasn’t gone by that I didn’t think of you. I even hired detectives to find you. I tried, Lily. For years. I never stopped loving you. Not for one single minute. I wish I could say if I had it to do all over again, I would do things differently, but it would be a lie. I’d do the same thing. I wasn’t ready to get married, it’s that damn simple. I wasn’t ready for it. We would have ended up hating each other. I didn’t want to work for your father the way you wanted. I tried to tell you that, too. Jesus, Lily, you never listened to anything I said. You were so hopped up to get married, and that’s all you wanted. You didn’t look ahead to the future. I wasn’t ready for kids and diapers and bills out the wazoo. Yeah, I walked away, but you weren’t blameless. You changed. You aren’t the Lily I remember.”

“I loved you so much. I couldn’t imagine my life without you. Maybe you’re right, and I didn’t listen. You should have told me. You took the coward’s way out. You literally left me standing at the altar in a wedding dress. My parents spent a lot of money on that wedding. We all looked like fools. The pity was the worst of all. That’s all in the past. Now that we cleared that all up, I think it’s time for you to head back to bed. The camp bus will be here at seven to pick you up. I leave here at six, so we should say good-bye now. By the way, you did pretty good out there.”

“You were magnificent!” He heard her suck in her breath. “I’m really sorry, Lily. Can we be friends?”

“Why don’t we just leave things the way they are. You have your life, and I have mine. Our lives are so totally opposite we have nothing in common. I’ll send you a Christmas card. Have a safe trip home. Come on, Buzz, time for bed.”

“I want more than a Christmas card, Lily. Now that I found you, I’m not going to lose you again.”

“Good night, Matt.”

 


 



Matt’s feet thumped to the floor. Hands jammed into the back pockets of his jeans, he stared out at the New York skyline. That year was the toughest of his life as he pursued her with a vengeance. He was relentless and finally, during the Christmas holidays, he’d asked her to marry him. She agreed and said if they still felt the same about each other a year from now, the wedding would go forward. Now that year was up. Three weeks from now he would be married. He knew in his heart and in his gut that he and Lily would live happily ever after. He was turning in his high-tech world for a world of domestic bliss. He could hardly wait.

He watched a light snow begin to fall. His thoughts turned to Christmas and what he was going to get Lily for a present. He was so caught up in his thoughts he didn’t hear Marcus come in until he felt his hand on his shoulder.

“Matt, I’m calling it a day. I promised my wife I’d try to make it home early for a change. Don’t forget the reporter and photographer will be here first thing in the morning. High-Tech Man of the Year three years running. Now, that’s something to be proud of. You gonna wear a suit and tie?”

“Nah. I hate that shit, Marcus. Been there, done that. Isn’t it time they picked someone else? You should apply for the job,” Matt said carefully, his gaze still locked on the skyline.

Marcus shrugged. Long years of familiarity allowed him to say what he thought and when he thought it. He and Dennis Wagner had been on the right and left of Matt from the beginning and knew the workings of Digitech almost as well as their boss did. “Matt, what are you going to do about...”

Matt threw his hands in the air. “I don’t know. With all the safeguards we have in place, I can’t figure out how he could have done it, and all we have are suspicions at this point. Maybe I just don’t want to believe it. He’s my best friend. We played together in our sandboxes from the age of three on. The guy’s been with us forever. We pay him five times what the others would pay him. I need to know why.”

“Big lump sum right up front. Piracy goes on all the time. It’s the name of the game. Our security is top-of-the-line. No one said he did anything. Yet. He’s being watched. Ten million, possibly more, in some bank in the Caymans would be my answer,” Marcus said smoothly.

I don’t like this guy, Matt thought.

“If this gets out, and he’s innocent, the man’s life is ruined,” Matt said. “No one will touch him. He’s got his whole life ahead of him. He doesn’t need the money. He’s got all those stock options. I’m having a hard time with this, Marcus. On top of that, he’s a friend. Now if it was you, I could almost understand, with that high-maintenance wife of yours.”

“You’re treading on my personal life, Matt. Don’t go down that road. I see the wheels turning. What’s your plan?”

“It’s not a plan. I’ve got three weeks till the wedding. Things are running smoothly here. I’m going to hit the road and see what I can find out. I’ll be discreet. Sometimes those detective agencies are so eager to get results they forget they’re dealing with human beings. I forgot that once. When you want to know what’s in a man’s future, you have to go back to his past to see where he’s been. I, better than anyone, know that. The new software is safe. You can go home now, Marcus. I’m going to phone Lily and call it a day myself. Give my regards to your family.” He listened to his own voice and wondered if Marcus was picking up on his tone.

Marcus clapped Matt on the shoulder. “Happiness becomes you, old buddy. It’s hard to believe in just a few weeks you’re going to be an old married man like the rest of us. By the way, when are the Christmas bonuses going out. Aren’t you late this year? Need any help on that?”

“I’ve got some catching up to do, but I’m up to it. Married life that is. I haven’t decided on the bonuses yet. Do you need yours?”

“I can always use money. Christmas is an expensive time of year. Betsy saw some diamond earrings she wants. It’s not a problem. I still can’t believe you’re not going to be here when we unveil the new software after the first of the year.”

“I’ll be honeymooning. C’mon, are you telling me you and Dennis aren’t up to this?”

“This is your company, Matt. How’s it going to look with us standing there instead of you?”

“It’s going to look great because you’re going to be wearing a suit and tie. I, on the other hand, would appear as I am now. Go on, get out of here. Tomorrow is another day. I’ll be leaving right after the Man of the Year thing. I’ll call. Have a great holiday, Marcus, and I’ll see you at the wedding.”

The buddy-buddy crap bothered Matt. He felt his eyes narrow as he stared at Marcus Collins’s back. No, he did not like the man, and he despised his artificial-looking wife. He offered up a small prayer that Lily would never turn into a Betsy Collins. Matt looked down at the hole in his sneaker. It looked like the hole was bigger than it was a little while ago. He wiggled his big toe until it worked free of the canvas. He beamed at his accomplishment. He turned his baseball cap around, adjusted it before he turned off the lights in his office. He’d call Lily on his cell phone. It would make the ride home less boring. God how he loved that girl!




Chapter One

“I should have heard from Matt by now, Sadie. I am going to be so embarrassed if he doesn’t show up at the rehearsal dinner. How’s that going to look? Just tell me how that’s going to look? Are you sure he didn’t call? Damn, I hate voice mail. I liked the machine with the little blinking red light.”

“It’s going to look like . . . he’s on the way and is late. It’s a long drive, Lily. Don’t forget, he has to stop and walk his dog, buy coffee, get off the Interstate, and get back on. It’s called delays. Think of it as just another dinner. Ten people, twelve counting you and me, all business associates of Matt’s. There’s no reason for you to be embarrassed if he doesn’t make it on time. Things like this happen all the time in this high-tech world we now live in.”

Lily stared at her friend Sadie and smiled. She always knew the right thing to say at just the right time to make her feel better. Sadie was her best friend in the whole world, going way back to grammar school and then college and finally Ozzie Conklin’s Survival Camp, where they both worked as survival specialists. Sadie wasn’t movie-star beautiful but she was pretty with gorgeous blue eyes, a light dusting of freckles across her nose, and incredible dimples. Her silky, curly hair had been the envy of every female at Ozzie’s camp. Sadie hated the curls, said it made her look like Orphan Annie.

Lily hugged her. “You always say just the right thing. We should get going. Won’t it be great, Sadie, if Madeline, the ghost at King’s Tavern acts up for our guests this evening? That would certainly be a memory for them to take home. Matt is positive it’s going to happen.” She loved the stories of the documented ghostly apparitions of King’s Tavern, the oldest building in Natchez. On rare occasions, Yvonne Scott permitted a disbeliever to inhabit the room on the third floor for a night, and always with the same result. Guests checked in but didn’t check out, preferring to leave in the middle of the night. “You know what, I’m not going to miss this apartment at all, nice as it is. I can’t wait to move into that great old house you sold me.”

“I hope you’re still saying that a year from now when you see all those ghosts at the foot of your bed. I swear, sometimes I think every old building in this town is haunted. Did you change your mind about living here all year round? Maybe you should start thinking about Natchez as a home base, so you and Matt can put down roots. If you go from one of his houses to another to another, you’ll be transient, and that’s no way to start a new married life. This would be the best place, Lily. Natchez is a small town, the people are wonderful and friendly, and it’s a great place to bring up kids. Eventually you’ll get to know practically everyone in town. The first thing you have to do is join the Pilgrimage Garden Club. Betty Lou Hicks will take you under her wing. We met her last year around Christmastime, remember? She told us to call her Blue. She’s one of the Hicks Chicks. There was something in the paper a few days ago about the club. Just give me a minute, and I can tell you what it was. They have 615 active members. You would make 616. They have,” Sadie said, squeezing her eyes shut as she tried to recall what she’d read, “55 emeriti, 18 associates, 39 honorary, and 212 out-of-town-members. And, they own a bunch of plantations: Stanton Hall, Longwood, and they lease King’s Tavern to Yvonne Scott. How’s that for total recall? What’s wrong? I can tell by your expression something is bothering you. It’s just a dinner, Lily. Don’t go down that old road, my friend. That was then, this is now.”

“I guess I was thinking about the last time Matt left me at the altar. And before you can say it, I’m aware of my part in that fiasco. You’re wrong, though, Sadie. It’s more than a dinner. I had to call off the rehearsal. The minister said we’d just enter from the chancery and take it from there. A phone call would have been nice. Did you check the messages when we came in? This just isn’t like Matt. I know he’s been on the road for a month, and we’ve been playing telephone tag for so long I’m starting to forget what he looks like. Even though I accepted it, I’m still smarting over the fact that he didn’t show up for Christmas. Calling and talking for hours is not the same thing. Christmas is special. I was really looking forward to opening all these wedding gifts with Matt this evening,” Lily said, pointing to the mountain-high pile of exquisitely wrapped packages in the dining room. “I’m ready, let’s go. You drive. I’m too jittery. It’s been raining for two solid days. I hope it isn’t an omen of some kind. Are there any messages?” Lily asked hopefully.

Sadie grinned. “Listen for yourself.”

Lily brought the receiver to her ear to listen to her voice mail. She smiled at Sadie. “He’s on his way, but he’s going to be too late to make the rehearsal and dinner. There was a big pileup on the Interstate and he lost two hours, and then there was a detour somewhere, and he lost more time. I feel so much better. Actually, I feel a whole lot better. Wonderful in fact. Absolutely wonderful!”

Fifteen minutes later they were headed down Jefferson Street on their way to King’s Tavern. “Look at that shepherd those people have. Matt has a dog like that,” Lily said, turning to crane her neck so she could see out the back window. “She’s so cute and lovable. Kind of like Buzz. I sure hope they get along once we move in together. There’s always one who wants to be top dog.”

“Okay, Lily, we’re here. Put a smile on your face and don’t act concerned because Matt isn’t here. Prospective brides are supposed to be all smiles. So, smile, Lily. That’s a damn order.”

Lily worked a smile onto her face as she climbed out of the car. “Sadie.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t really like those Digitech people. They look right through you. It’s very hard to hold a conversation with any of them. They make me uncomfortable. I especially don’t like Marcus or his wife. I always feel like both of them are trying to take my measure, and I’m coming up short. Dennis is nice, but he’s shy. He’s sort of like Matt in a lot of ways. If you see me floundering, step in, okay?”

“You got it. Just be yourself. It’s one night, Lily. You can handle it. By this time tomorrow they’ll all be gone.”

Lily looked around. “I guess I’m feeling inferior this evening. They’re all so wealthy. They’re going to think this is all very tacky. I love King’s Tavern, and so does Matt. Yvonne said we could spend our wedding night in the third-floor suite. I can’t tell you how excited Matt was with her offer. And, it was his idea to have our dinner here. I’m angry with myself for feeling this way. It’s almost as though I have to justify myself to these people. Why am I doing this, Sadie?”

“We said we weren’t going down that road. We’re going to go inside, we’re going to sit down, we’re going to smile and smile until our faces start to hurt. The tavern is known for its prime rib, and we are going to gorge ourselves. The wines you chose are excellent. Trust me, no one will be able to find fault with the dinner. Let’s go now. By the way, you look stunning. Blue is definitely your color. Just remember to smile and look happy.”

“Thanks, Sadie. This is Matt’s favorite dress.”

The restaurant was small, cozy and intimate with bright red tablecloths that complemented the Christmas tree and the poinsettias nestled along the wall and in the corners. A fragrant garland decorated with red-velvet bows curled around the white staircase leading to the third floor. A cheery fire crackled in the fireplace. Waiters hovered but were in no way intrusive. Yvonne stood to the side, her eyes sharp and alert for any and all mistakes on the part of her staff.

“Hi, everyone. Matt sends his apologies. He got held up on the Interstate because of a bad accident and a detour, so he won’t be joining us this evening,” Lily said as she took her seat at the head of the table, Sadie on her left.

“It’s so nice to see all of you here in Natchez. I hope you had some time today to do a little sight-seeing. I know Matt is going to give you all a quiz later on.” The soft murmurings around the table unnerved Lily. She honed in on Dennis. Dennis was Matt’s best friend, and now a friend of hers. He looked befuddled. No help there. She turned her attention to Marcus Collins. “How do you like our city, Marcus?”

“For some reason I thought Natchez would be larger. It’s quaint.”

Quaint. Lily could feel the fine hairs on the back of her neck move. Her backbone stiffened. “I’d hardly call it quaint. It’s a lovely city. The buildings are beautiful. The people smile at you and say good morning. I’m taking umbrage here, Marcus.” Matt doesn’t like you, you stuffed shirt, and that means I don’t like you either.

“You asked for my opinion, Lily. I prefer New York City, as does my wife. I guess it’s all in what you get used to. Are we having a toast?”

“Of course. Matt ordered the champagne himself. I hope you don’t find fault with it, Marcus.”

“Matt’s wine choices are about the same as his choice of clothing, terrible,” Marcus said as he watched the waiter pour the bubbly into his glass.

“I’ll be sure to tell him you said that,” Dennis said.

Lily’s eyeballs snapped to attention. What have we here? she wondered. A minute later, Dennis was on his feet, his glass poised high in the air. “To Matt, the best friend a guy could have, and to Lily, the lady of his choice. Mine, too, now that I’ve had a chance to get to know her. May all your days be filled with wondrous things.”

Lily smiled as she sipped the champagne.

Small talk continued throughout the rest of the dinner, mostly talk of Natchez, the climate, the mansions, and, finally, a description of Lily’s wedding gown. She was ready to jump out of her skin by the time dessert and coffee were served.

It was hard not to notice that the elegant, lacquered Betsy Collins barely touched her food. Lily looked pointedly at her plate, and said, “The prime rib here is the best in the state. Didn’t you care for it, Betsy?”

“I’m a vegetarian,” Betsy responded curtly. Her husband looked surprised at her announcement. Lily shrugged as she poured cream into her coffee.

Lily looked up and down the long table. “Did you all enjoy your dinner? Matt will want to know.”

Again, soft murmurings of agreement rushed up and down the table. The atmosphere was so chilly, Lily longed for her coat. She knew in her heart the dinner would have been more festive if Matt were there. Were the others intimidated by Dennis and Marcus? Possibly Marcus, but not Dennis, she decided. She wished she knew what was going on. There were undercurrents here that she didn’t like. She hoped Matt would be able to explain it to her.

Lily sighed with relief when the waiters arrived to take away the dessert plates. The others looked at her. She knew they were wondering if they should get up to leave. Suddenly her backbone stiffened for the second time. “This is not a wake. It’s supposed to be my rehearsal dinner. That means we’re all supposed to be happy and smiling. The only people smiling here are Sadie and me, and my face is starting to hurt with the effort. I’m sorry if this was such a chore for all of you. As I said earlier, this dinner was Matt’s idea, and I agreed with him because I viewed it as a happy event. There has been nothing happy about this evening at all. And, by the way, I am just as concerned about Matt’s absence as you are. Things happen. Unfortunately, this is one of those times when he has no control over the situation. Having said that, why don’t we just finish our coffee and go our respective ways. I’ll leave it up to all of you to explain your attitude to your boss tomorrow.” She winced at Sadie’s hard kick to her ankles.

Marcus stopped stirring his coffee and placed the spoon on the saucer. “I apologize, Lily. Dennis and I are concerned about Matt’s absence. You’re absolutely right about this evening. Our manners are deplorable. If it’s all the same to you, I think Betsy and I will head back to the hotel and make some phone calls to the State Police to see what the road conditions are. If I find out anything, I’ll give you a call. I’m sorry, Lily.”

Lily nodded miserably. It didn’t help at all that Marcus’s wife looked at her with such pity she cringed. Dennis’s date, on the other hand, looked everywhere but at her. She did mumble something, but Lily couldn’t make out the words.

“Don’t say it, Sadie,” Lily said, tossing her napkin on the table. “I know exactly what you’re thinking, but please don’t voice those thoughts. I’m going to pay the bill, then we’re going home.”

“That sounds like a plan, Lily. I say we sit around in our pajamas and have ourselves a rip-snorting girls’ night.”

“Yeah, a plan,” Lily said, handing over her credit card to the waiter.

The ride back to Lily’s apartment was made in virtual silence.

“Deep in my heart, I have this fear that Matt is not going to show up for the wedding,” Lily said, a catch in her voice.

“Of course he’s going to show up. Stop thinking like that. He called and said he was delayed. Delayed, Lily, does not mean he won’t show up. This is New Year’s Eve. I guess his people would rather be home with their families. I can’t fault them for that; nor should you.”

“I was on my last nerve back there at the restaurant. No one really ate. It wasn’t just Betsy. Did you notice that?”

“I ate everything on my plate, Lily.”

Tears rolled down Lily’s cheeks. “I have this awful sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. This whole thing is a charade. I’m just fooling myself.”

“I don’t want to hear that kind of talk,” Sadie said fiercely. “Matt Starr loves you. I see the way he looks at you. Don’t even think such a thing. Okay, we’re here.”

“What would I do without you, Sadie? God, I’m going to miss you.”

“We aren’t going to talk about that either. For now we’re going to open a bottle of wine and talk about old times. If need be, we’ll open two bottles. Okay?”

“Okay.”

 


 



The organist looked questioningly at the minister, who merely nodded. Her signal to keep playing.

The groom was an hour late.

“I’m sorry, Reverend,” Lily said in a choked voice.

“My dear, I have all day. Perhaps something unexpected came up. We can wait a while longer.”

“No. He’s not coming. I’m . . . I’m going to . . . leave. Would you mind telling the guests. . . . I can’t . . . I’ll fall apart. I need to leave here with whatever dignity I can muster. Even if it is by the back door.”

“Lily . . .”

“How could he do this to me, Sadie? How could I have been so blind? I knew. Dammit, I knew, and I still put myself through this. I can’t bear to face those people. Reverend, is there a back door?”

The minister led the way to the back door and held it open. “What do you want me to tell the young man if he shows up?”

Lily squared her shoulders. “Reverend, you truly do not want to tell him what I’m thinking. Don’t worry, he won’t show up. I guarantee it.”

“My dear, is there anything I can do?”

“Yes. Tell that organist to stop playing. Thank you.”

Lily started to sob the moment she got into the truck. “Do I look like a fool to you, Sadie?” she asked.

“Of course not. If I ever get my hands on that guy, I’ll choke the living life out of him.”

“Oh God, oh God, he did it to me again. Twice, Sadie!”

“Lily, I have to go to Dunleith Plantation to cancel the reception. I don’t think anyone will show up after the minister makes his announcement, but you never know. Will you be all right? I won’t be long. It’s the right thing to do in case some of the guests do show up. Sometimes people don’t go to the church and go straight to the reception. Your guests won’t know what to do.”

“I didn’t think about that. Go ahead. I’ll be okay. You don’t need to stand around and watch me bawl my eyes out. I hate him for doing this to me. Do you hear me, Sadie? I hate him. I will never, ever, forgive him for this. Never!”

 


 



It was ten minutes past eight on the cold, rainy evening of his rehearsal dinner when Matt Starr swung his Jaguar off Highway 20 at Vicksburg and headed south on Highway 61. He whistled as he drove, knowing he was going to see Lily soon. He continued to whistle as Gracie, his dog, laid her head on his lap. He drove through the small community of Washington on his way to Natchez. He pulled to a stop at the first intersection and waited for the light to change. He could see the truck scales where Highways 61, 84, and 98 merged. He was almost into town when he noticed the AmSouth Bank’s ATM machine in Magnolia Mall. “See, Gracie, everything is working out and coming together. We were in such a rush this morning, I forgot to hit the ATM. A bridegroom needs some money in his pocket. This is just perfect.”

Matt stopped the car, left the engine running, and climbed out. He walked the ten feet to the machine, looking back once to see Gracie watching him. A chill washed over him. The place was deserted. The ten-foot walk to the ATM machine set his nerves twanging. He looked at the lush shrubbery surrounding the bank, knowing he couldn’t be seen from the street. Of course it was deserted, it was New Year’s Eve. The thought made him feel better.

He stood for a moment, shivering in the light rain that was still falling. The temperature had dropped, too. He could feel the wind through his flannel sweatshirt and light windbreaker. His big toe felt cold, too.

Lily was going to be so happy to see him. Sometimes things just worked out right. He’d finished up all his work and at the last second decided to drive instead of flying, so he wouldn’t have to put Gracie in the cargo hold. Besides, he loved driving with the big dog sitting next to him. He could see it now. After the tumultuous greeting, Buzz and Gracie would romp about Lily’s apartment while he snuggled on the couch with his soon-to-be bride. And then they would toast in the New Year. He couldn’t be happier. His thoughts soured when he thought about how disappointed Lily probably was when she played his message saying he was going to miss the rehearsal and the rehearsal dinner because he made the decision at the last minute to drive instead of flying. He crossed his fingers and made a wish that she would welcome him with open arms.

He looked back at the car to see Gracie watching him through the window. Sweet Gracie, so full of love and devotion. She was in fine fettle tonight. She’d been to the groomer the day before and now sported a pink polka-dotted neckerchief. He smiled at the picture she presented. He remembered how he’d laughed aloud when he’d fastened her leash and she’d pranced around, knowing she looked good. Just like a woman. He didn’t know who he loved more, Lily or Gracie.

Matt slid his card into the slot, punched in his code, and waited until the bills slid out. He marveled as he always did at how crisp and clean the new twenty-dollar bills looked. The only problem with new money was it stuck together and he had to spit on his finger to separate the bills. There was a lot to be said for dirty, wrinkled money.

He felt the man’s breath on his neck, but before he could turn around strong hands cupped his neck in a vise. “Behave yourself, Mister, and you won’t get hurt. I just want your money. Now, pretend I’m your best friend and shove that card through the slot again. Do what I tell you.”

Matt half turned but felt a light, warning squeeze to his neck. He could hear Gracie barking inside the car. Anxious but obedient, Matt did as he was told. It was only money, and he had plenty of that. Out of the corner of his eye he saw two more men appear from the back of the bank to stand alongside his car. One of them was antagonizing Gracie. His blood started to boil. “Keep getting money until the machine won’t give you any more. How much money you got in that account, Mister?”

“A couple of thousand,” Matt answered truthfully as he stared at the man’s hands under the ATM light. No need to tell him how many thousand. Squared-off nails. Clean hands. Paper-pusher hands. Not the hands of a thug.

“Hey you guys, come here. You’re never going to guess who this guy is.”

The two men stepped out of the shadows and came closer to peer at the ATM card Clean Hands was holding out for their inspection. None of the three looked like they had ever been within walking distance of a computer, so how could his name impress them? He smelled tobacco, an ever-so-faint scent of aftershave, garlic breath, and something else he couldn’t define. As far as dress went, they looked better than he did. He started to shiver again but not with fear. He suddenly felt icy cold. He’d read hundreds of stories about people being at the wrong place at the wrong time. He was being mugged. Under a bright light at an ATM machine in a deserted shopping mall on New Year’s Eve. This end of town was not where the action was tonight. Let them take all his money and the car, too.

“Hand over your wallet, and we’ll take the Rolex, too.” The ATM machine had notified him he had reached the one-day limit on withdrawals.

Matt peeled off his watch and tossed his wallet to the man standing closest to him. He told himself again that it was only money and a hunk of steel sitting near the curb. He’d stopped at this machine on four different occasions on his trips to Natchez and all four times there had been people going in and out of the bank, shoppers going to the big Super Walmart. Tonight the area was empty of cars and the lone security guard. Once he’d actually seen a patrol car. Ten o’clock wasn’t that late. The law of averages said there should be at least one person out and about. The rain was light and didn’t pose a problem. A chill ran up his spine and then down his arms. He cursed the fact that he’d refused the services of his security team. His competitors all walked around with a bevy of pistol-packing security guards and drove in bulletproof limousines. In his opinion, all they did was call more attention to themselves. He preferred to keep a low profile and blend in with the crowds. Maybe he’d made a serious mistake. If he could just get to the car and his cell phone. It didn’t look like that was going to happen. Gracie was barking furiously.

“Headlights approaching,” one of the men hissed.

“Shut that damn dog up and take him out of the car. Don’t do something you’ll regret, Mr. Starr.”

Matt opened the car door. Gracie lunged against him. Her huge body trembled. He called her to his side and hooked his thumb and forefinger inside her collar. “Shhh, don’t make a sound, Gracie,” he said softly. The big dog pressed against his thigh as four young people whizzed by in a pickup truck giggling and laughing, their arms waving in the air. They looked like they were having the time of their lives. They also looked like they were more than a little inebriated. They were probably on their way to a New Year’s Eve party. He took that moment to look down at the sidewalk and noticed the shoes on the men’s feet. One of them wore expensive Cole Haan shoes. He recognized them because he owned a pair. The second man, who had yet to speak, wore Brooks Brothers wing tips. He recognized those, too, since he’d worn Brooks Brothers shoes since his college days. The third man wore pricey, high-end sneakers. He himself wore Converse high-tops. With a huge hole in the right toe. His eyes narrowed. Maybe this wasn’t just your run-of-the-mill ATM hit. Maybe this was something else.

Matt started to jiggle, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as he tried to keep warm. The wind was kicking up, and the rain was starting to blow in all directions. “Get in the car. I’ll drive,” Clean Hands said.

“Take the damn car. You have my wallet, ATM card, and my watch. You don’t need me. My dog is sick, I’d like to get her home. I won’t call the police if that’s what’s worrying you,” Matt said.

“I-don’t-think-so. Get in the car and keep that dog quiet.”

Matt climbed into the backseat and sat down. “Carjacking and kidnapping are serious offenses. You could go to jail for a very long time,” he said tightly.

“So’s murder. Now shut up.”

“Tell me what you want. This isn’t about taking twenty-dollar bills out of my account. It isn’t about stealing a Jaguar either. Let’s save us both a lot of trouble. Tell me what you want and let me get the hell out of here.”

“This is the last time I’m going to tell you to shut up[image: e9780821770191_img_8218.gif]” the high-end sneakers man muttered as he steered the car onto Business 61. He made a left turn at the light, drove a half mile on Wilson Road before he hit Highway 555, the Old Pine Ridge Road, then made another right that would take him north to Anna’s Bottom.

It didn’t look like he was going to make his cozy evening with Lily after all. Matt felt his insides start to shrivel when he pictured Lily making explanations at the rehearsal dinner. The vision of her waiting for him a second time at the altar made him sick to his stomach. Why hadn’t he waited till morning to hit the ATM machine? He could have done it at anytime tomorrow. Oh, no, he had to do it tonight. Now look what happened, you sorry son of a bitch.

Where was the damn cell phone? On the front seat? No, Gracie had been sitting on the passenger side. He would have seen it if it was there. It wasn’t in the console either. It must either be on the floor or somewhere on the backseat. Shit, maybe he was sitting on it. Gracie whimpered next to him. He patted her head just as something pricked his arm. At first he thought it was a twitching nerve in his arm, then the world turned black.

“Now what?”

The driver turned to look over his shoulder. “You tell me. That guy is one of the richest software giants in the country. Yeah, he looks like a bum, but maybe he’s just eccentric. I’ve seen pictures of him plastered all over the place. He always dresses like this.”

“If he’s that rich and that famous, someone is going to come looking for him. He was right, carjacking and kidnapping are serious business. Why don’t we clean out his account and let him go? The most we planned on getting tonight was a few hundred each. You have his PIN number. I wouldn’t do well in prison,” the man sitting on Matt’s right side said.

“Look, do you want a few paltry hundred or do you want thousands? People like him have more than one account. I say we stash him somewhere and clean out as much as we can. Let’s take a vote.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

“So where are we going to stash him?”

“There’s an abandoned shack at Anna’s Bottom. I know how to get in and out. I’m banking on this guy having a line of credit. We’ll just tap into it.”

“I read something about him in the Wall Street Journal the other day. I read the headline at the newsstand while I was waiting in line. Damn, I can’t remember what it was. Yeah, yeah, he’s getting married on New Year’s Day. It said something about one of the world’s richest men was tying the knot and there was no prenup. They made a big deal out of the prenup. The chick lives here in Natchez. I think he’ll cooperate.”

“Looks like he’s going to miss his wedding. We’re probably doing the dumb schmuck a favor. What about the dog?”

“We dump the dog first chance we get. That gives us two bargaining chips, the girl and the dog, Sneakers said. ”He’ll play ball.”

“How long is that shot going to last him?”

“Six hours, maybe a little more. I have one more on me, and that’s it.”

“We’ll worry about that later. I’m going to pull over. Put the dog out on the side of the road. Don’t hurt the animal. I like animals.”

“Settle back, gentlemen, we have a long ride ahead of us. And you guys said this little enterprise wouldn’t work. Who in their right mind would think three highly respected brothers with their own business would be out robbing ATM customers in the middle of the night? If we play our cards right, we might be able to kiss that business of ours good-bye and head to the islands and lead the good life. You gotta admit, this is better than insider trading. The SEC always catches up with those guys. I don’t see anyone catching up with us. Once we get his money, we let him go and split. It’ll take him weeks to find his way back. We’ll be long gone before he manages to get to the authorities. We’re not talking murder here. We feed him, too, let him do a little exercising. All we want is his money. Do we all agree?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

 


 



He woke with a hammering headache, then opened his eyes to total darkness. Where was he? Gingerly he felt his arms and legs. One leg and one arm wouldn’t move. It took a full minute to realize he was tied to something. “Gracie, where are you?” he whispered. When there was no response from the shepherd, he started to struggle until he realized it was an exercise in futility.

It must be night. How had he gotten here? Where was here? He remembered the prick to his arm. Drugged. Son of a bitch! “Gracie!” he called, but this time his voice was louder. “If you bastards hurt my dog, I’ll kill you. I’ll track you to the ends of the earth.” The silence told him he was alone.

He closed his eyes because there was nothing else to do.

 


 



They woke him by poking a stick at his chest. “Where’s my dog?” he demanded.

“You hear that? He’s more interested in his dog than he is about what’s happening to him. Commendable. We’re going to untie your foot so you can sit up. “Your dog got away when we stopped for gas.”

“Lying bastard. My dog would never leave me. Tell me what you want.”

“We want your money. That’s it, your money. Pure and simple.”

“How do you propose to do that? A letter isn’t going to do it. My bankers aren’t stupid. It won’t work. My accounts have safeguards in place, fingerprint I.D., stuff like that. What that means is I have to offer up my fingerprint to withdraw any sum over five hundred dollars at any one time. It’s not the same at every bank or branch. In some instances, it’s an eye identification or voice I.D. They are new safeguards we put into place last year for just this reason. I’m not doing it, so forget about it. I want my dog.”

“Oh, you’ll do it, Mr. Starr. If you don’t, we’ll pay the little lady you’re supposed to marry later today a visit. Do you want to change your mind? We aren’t talking about going into a bank. We’re talking about wire transfers, and don’t even think about telling me it can’t be done.”

“You bastards. Lily has nothing to do with this. You touch one hair . . .”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Like you’re really going to do something. Look around, Mister Starr. What do you see? Four walls, a sturdy door, no windows, and that board you’re sleeping on. It’s four-thirty in the morning in case you’re interested. I think what we’re going to do is clean you up and drive you to New Orleans so we can go shopping for money. One wrong move, and you get dumped in one of the bayous. You’ll be dead in an hour. Now, what’s it going to be?”

“If I do all this and you get your money, what happens to me?”

“We stash you someplace. When we get to where we want to go we’ll call the police, and they’ll come get you. We’re not murderers. Let me put it to you another way, you don’t have any options. Get him up, tie his hands behind his back. Let him take a leak first.”

Matt gritted his teeth. “Where’s my dog?”

“I told you, he hopped out of the car when we stopped for gas. The dog was alive. I like dogs. That’s the truth. Come on, move.”

“The dog is a she, not a he.”

“Whatever.”

He was right, there were no options.

It was just turning light when Matt was shoved into the backseat. He felt something hard nudge his thigh when he landed against the back door. The cell phone? It felt like it. One of the men climbed in next to him. “Wake me up when we get there,” he snarled.

Matt worked his bound hands around the hard square he was half-sitting on.

“What the hell are you doing back there, Mr. Starr?”

“Trying to get comfortable. Can’t you just tie one of my hands to the door handle or something?”

“No.”

It was the cell phone. Now the problem was, how to get it into his hip pocket, and he had to do it before it became full light. He sat quietly, his mind racing. Without stopping to think, he brought up his knees, one leg outstretched. He shoved the leg into the driver’s neck, knowing he was going to get clobbered for doing it, but it gave him precious seconds to jam the cell phone into his hip pocket. The Jaguar careened to the right and then the left as the driver struggled to control the powerful car.

“Try a stunt like that again, and you’re dead meat. Get on the damn floor and don’t move. Keep your foot on his neck and don’t go to sleep.”

Matt felt himself being shoved to the floor. His leg swung out again and clipped his seat companion smack on the mouth. He felt something warm splatter on his face. Blood.

The Jaguar came to a screeching halt. Strong hands yanked him from the car. He inhaled deeply of the crispy pine-scented air and wished he had a cup of Starbucks coffee to welcome the new day.

“Put him in the damn trunk!”

“No. We want him alive and well. The trip’s too long. Find something to tie his ankles with and give him another shot of that stuff. Do it now, you idiot. He’ll sleep the rest of the way. Am I the only one with any brains around here?”

A moment later, Matt’s ankles were tied. For the second time in under an hour he was shoved into the car. He thanked God for the hip-length windbreaker that covered his hip pockets. The needle stung, then his world went dark.




Chapter Two

The mirror said she looked like a beautiful bride, but it was all a big lie. In order to be a beautiful bride, one had to go through a wedding ceremony, preferably with a groom in attendance. The stunning Demetrios original with matching veil and the requisite blue garter just wasn’t cutting it. Especially since the groom had been a no-show.

Lily Harper gritted her teeth. By God she wouldn’t cry. She absolutely would not cry. Dumped at the proverbial altar on her wedding day for the second time. Not just any day. Oh, no, he had to do it on New Year’s Day. Jilted twice and by the same man both times. What kind of fool was she? A lovesick fool who believed a man’s lies. She remembered now how bad it had hurt that first time. How devastated she was. So devastated, she trashed the gown and veil and ran as far and as fast as she could. She’d ended up in Wyoming and signed on as an outdoor survival guide with a company that planned Extreme Vacations for wealthy businessmen. With her degree in forestry, she’d aced the rigorous training program and managed to hide out until Matt Starr came back into her life. Sweet-talking Matt Starr and his dog Gracie. Oh yeah.

Her face burned now when she remembered how eager she’d been to swallow the lies he’d fed her. With no family to fall back on to guide her, she’d had to rely on her friend Sadie, who thought Matt Starr was the neatest thing since sliced bread. Sadie was a bigger fool than she was.

Lily looked around the sunny apartment. Her home away from Ozzie Conklin’s survival camp for the rich and famous. Right now she couldn’t bear to think about her first real estate venture, the white elephant she’d purchased from Sadie last April at Ozzie’s insistence. You need to put down roots, he’d said. And, he’d gone on to say, owning a house is a tax write-off. Since that time the project had grown legs. The house was supposed to be her wedding present to Matt. For the past year she’d racked up huge telephone bills talking daily to the contractors, who specialized in restoring antebellum mansions. While she wasn’t a native of Natchez, having grown up in Florida, along with Sadie, she’d been coming here for years for visits with Sadie. Four years ago she’d leased an apartment in the Bienville complex on South Commerce Street, returning every winter with Sadie when Ozzie closed down the camp for three months. She preferred the laid-back life of Natchez to life in Fort Lauderdale, but coming here to soak in the milder temperatures during December, January, and February when Ozzie closed down had never really made her happy. Maybe that was because she was incapable of being happy. Maybe it all had something to do with Matt Starr and the fact that she’d signed the lease on the apartment, along with Sadie, after she’d finally given up hope of ever seeing him again.

Lily kicked off her satin heels and watched them fly across the room as she burst into tears. “Damn you! Damn you to hell, Matt Starr.” She hooked her thumbs into the delicious V of the Demetrios gown and felt the material give way. Thousands of tiny seed pearls created a blizzard as they sailed about the room. She continued to rip and gouge until the elegant gown was nothing but shreds. When she realized she was still wearing the matching veil, she ripped it from her head and stuck her foot through the fine netting. Breathing like a racehorse, she hiked up her strapless bra and peeled off the lacy blue garter. She made a slingshot of it and watched it ricochet across the room to land near one of the white-satin shoes.

She sat down on the colorful green-and-yellow sofa and cried because she didn’t know what else to do.

Sadie Lincoln opened the door and cautiously entered the living room.

“Go away, Sadie. I don’t want to talk. There’s nothing to say. Please don’t try to cheer me up.”

“I wouldn’t think of it. I came up to commiserate with you. Everyone’s gone except Matt’s best man. I think it’s safe to say it was one pissed-off crowd. The Digitech crowd that is. You know, they missed the New Year’s Eve bash back in New York for your rehearsal dinner, then the wedding that didn’t come off on New Year’s Day. As Marcus put it succinctly, the wedding from hell that didn’t come off. Dennis is waiting downstairs. Why, I don’t know. My blood is boiling, Lily. I thought Matt Starr was one in a million. It looks like we were both wrong. I need to know what you’re going to do, Lily. I can’t go off to Australia tomorrow knowing I’m leaving you like this.”

“Don’t worry about me. I survived the first time, and I’ll survive this time, too. The worst part of all this is I knew. I knew, Sadie. Something in my gut, my heart, my head, whatever, told me this was going to happen. When he called to say he wouldn’t make the rehearsal and the dinner last night, I knew. Even though he said he was probably going to be late and might not make it at all, something told me he was going to make a fool of me again. I played that stupid game of pretend, the way I used to do. I ignored what my heart was telling me even though I knew better. Ozzie taught us always to heed any warning, no matter how slight. Did I heed his warning? No, I did not. The fact that I haven’t seen Matt for a month should have been my first clue. Spending Christmas alone should have been my second clue. Why didn’t I think that was important? A smattering of phone calls in one month should have been my third clue. Not only am I dumb, I’m stupid as well. Look, don’t worry about me. Go to Australia. Meet Tom’s parents, enjoy your two-month leave. I’m a survivor. I’ll be okay.”

Sadie hiked up the hunter green gown and sat down cross-legged in front of Lily. “Are you going to go back to camp?”

“No. Even I know you can’t go back. I need to wallow in my misery for a little while before I make any decisions. I think I’m going to sell my parents’ condo. I never liked it. That’s a concrete decision. I won’t have to pay the maintenance if I sell it. I’ll save three thousand a year if I get rid of it, not to mention the utilities. I hate going back there. There are just too many memories attached to that condo. With that in mind, the logical thing for me to do is stay in Natchez and make my life here. Thanks for being my friend, Sadie. I’m going to miss you.”

Lily stared at her friend’s earnest face. Sadie was the kind of friend everyone deserved. She was honest, loving, caring, and fiercely loyal. Right now, her piercing blue eyes pleaded with Lily.

“I need to know you’re going to be okay, Lily. This is going to be the first time since we were six years old that we’re going to be separated. Do you think it will work for you, staying here?”

“I suppose it’s all ... doable. Right now I can’t think straight. Maybe I should just move on. Go somewhere new, different, start a new life. What in the hell will I do alone in Natchez, Mississippi?”

“Finish restoring the house. In another few weeks it will be done, and you can move in. Or you can sell it if you want to. You can teach school. Besides your degree in forestry, you also have a degree in education. Use it. Get over this rough patch. Get grounded, then make decisions. Living here year-round, you could very well come to love Natchez. Just because it isn’t for me doesn’t mean it won’t be right for you. In time you’ll adjust to the brutal humidity. We can talk it to death over dinner.”

Lily’s head whirled. “If . . . if I decide to stay in Natchez, that isn’t like running away, is it, Sadie? That’s what I did the first time. I don’t want to live like that again.”

“No, Lily. It’s called moving on and getting on with your life. You’re thirty years old. This is supposed to be the best time of your life. It can be, too, if you open up and embrace it. You’re tough, kiddo. Ozzie made us tough. We’re survivors. That means emotional as well as physical. Listen, the guy was a dumb shit to do this to you. It’s his loss. You would have made him a hell of a wife. Now, I have to go downstairs and tell his best man something. Does anything come to mind?”

Lily peeled off her thigh-highs and headed for the bathroom. “Tell him to go back to wherever it was he came from. Don’t tell him anything else. I’m going to get dressed and drive over to the Emerys to pick up Buzz. If you like, we can get a bite to eat or we can sit here and you can watch me bawl my eyes out. Your choice.”

Sadie stared at her friend’s retreating back. Pick up Buzz, get a bite to eat. The girl had just been left standing at the altar in front of fifty of Matt Starr’s associates, and she wanted to get a bite to eat. She blinked. “That sounds like a plan. I’ll run downstairs and tell what’s-his-name to . . . to do whatever he wants. I’ll be right back.” She waited for a response and when there was none she wasn’t surprised. She let herself out and walked down the steps to the first floor.

It was like all apartment lobbies—slate floor, a mirrored wall, rattan furniture with artificial flower arrangements on the tables. Even with the sunlight filtering through the bamboo blinds it was depressing. This whole place was so unlike either one of them. They’d moved there because she’d told Lily she would learn to love the town and the people. She was usually right about most things. What she hadn’t figured on was Matt Starr leaving Lily standing at the altar a second time.

“Dennis, can I talk to you for a minute?” Sadie said, sitting down across from him. Her first thought was he was handsome in a nerdy kind of way. He had beautiful eyes and an even more beautiful smile. Her second thought was he probably looked better in tweeds or jeans than he did in his tux.

He was on his feet in an instant, his face a mask of worry. “I don’t know what to say. Matt wouldn’t . . . I know about the last time but . . . The last time I talked to him was two weeks ago, and everything was a go. I thought it was strange when there was no one to pick me up at the airport. I think something happened to him. How is Lily? Jesus, this must be like a scene in a horror movie for her. Twice and by the same guy. Dammit, this is not something Matt Starr would do. You should understand, Sadie. You and Lily have been friends since you were little children. You know everything there is to know about each other. That’s the way it is with Matt and me. I know I sound like a broken record, but Matt simply would not do this. Something must have happened to him.”

“Something happened all right. Your buddy got cold feet like he did the first time. Don’t try to defend him. This is unconscionable. How much time does it take to make a phone call? Seconds. If your buddy didn’t have the guts to talk to Lily, he could have put a note under the door. I think the guy is gutless is what I think. I really don’t care to hear anything else about him. As to how Lily is, she’s . . . she’s none of your damn business. You can tell that to your buddy, too. She’ll do just fine because she’s a . . . fine person, unlike some people I would rather not mention. This whole thing was so humiliating. I was only in the wedding party, and I was humiliated. Who does that man think he is? Because he’s rich and the media has him snapping at Bill Gates’s heels doesn’t give him the right to do this to my friend. It’s beyond cruel. You tell him that for me,” Sadie said angrily. “Wherever you’re going, have a safe trip.”

“Why are you yelling at me? This isn’t my fault. Sadie, listen to me. I’m telling you, something must have happened. Matt isn’t anything like what you said. He loves Lily. All he wants to do is talk about her, day and night. In my opinion, he’s never been happier. He told me all about their plans, their hopes and dreams. I’m telling you, something happened to him. Why don’t you believe that? I think I’m going to file a police report,” he said, jerking at the bow tie at his neck.

“You do that! You have to wait forty-eight hours before the police will even talk to you. If you do file one, don’t bother either of us with the results. Read my lips, we don’t want to know anything about Matt Starr. Not now, not ever. I don’t want you calling Lily and upsetting her any more than she is already. Are we clear on that?”

Sadie stomped off to the elevator. She didn’t look back.

Sadie opened the door in time to see Lily stuffing her wedding apparel into large trash bags. She looked grim and brittle. She stepped aside as Lily drop-kicked the trash bag in the general direction of the door.

“I’m sorry about the expense of your gown and all, Sadie. I’ll pay you back.”

“You will not. I’m taking this gown to Australia with me. I’m sure at some point there will be a dinner party I can wear it to. Give me ten minutes to change, and we can be on our way. I know this is a stupid question, but are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay. I feel like someone ripped out my guts. My head feels like cotton candy, and my heart is beating way too fast. I just want to get my dog and curl up with him so I can bawl my eyes out and have him lick my face. I need to do that, Sadie. You know, get it out of the way. Damn, the house was supposed to be this big surprise! I know Matt would have loved your old house as much as I do. It was going to be our getaway place or maybe our home base. I’m just now beginning to realize I didn’t know Matt Starr. How can that be, Sadie? I was going to marry a man I know nothing about. Let’s go to Pearl Street Pasta before we pick up Buzz. I’m not saying I’m going to eat. I just want to get out of here so I can breathe.”

Forty minutes later they were seated at a cozy table in back of the bar area perusing the menu. It was warm and comfortable, the lighting dim. As the hour wore on, Sadie watched in horror as Lily downed one drink after another. She didn’t try to stop her.

“Dennis said he’s going to file a missing person’s report. He said he thinks something happened to Matt. Do you want to hear this, Lily?”

“No. You have to wait forty-eight hours before filing a missing person’s report. You know that as well as I do. I don’t care what he does. Tell me something you haven’t already told me about your old house. Just talk to me. I don’t care what you say, just talk. Oh, Sadie, I hope you like what I did to your grandmother’s house. When you come to visit, it won’t look anything like you remember it. The outside is the same, but the inside is all open and airy. The kitchen is so modern, state-of-the-art, the bathrooms are elegant with sunken tubs and big gorgeous garden windows. The architect is worth every cent I’m paying him.”

“I think staying in Natchez is going to be the best thing for you. Take as much time as you need to get squared away. Soak up the town, take pictures, go for walks, visit the library, and read everything you can. Ask for a tour of the grade school if you think you might want to teach. Hire a housekeeper. That’s going to be a mission in itself. You know you can’t cook, and you’re no great shakes at keeping house. You’ll need to check out the vet in case Buzz needs shots or something. Staying here a few months out of the year never gave us time to do the ordinary things other people do. We were here, we were in Fort Lauderdale, then we’d go to New York, and then Wyoming. It wasn’t like either one of us actually lived in Natchez. I imagine you’ll be busy for a few weeks. Whatever you do, don’t go playing sad songs on the stereo and don’t read any sad novels either. Deal with the here and now.”

“It was supposed to be for us. Not just me,” Lily said, peering across the table at her friend. “There is no us now.”

“You’re going to do this because it’s the thing to do, and it’s just you and Buzz. You can handle it, Lily. Later you can do whatever you want. You have to get through this period of time the best way you can. You can’t go back to Ozzie and the camp because you need to go forward. To go back would be courting disaster. Who knows, old Matt might come to his senses and start looking for you. Some guys get off on crap like that. You’re way too vulnerable now.”

Lily didn’t speak for a long time. When she looked up at her friend, there were tears in her eyes.

“Do you think something happened to Matt, Sadie?”

“No, I don’t. I think he’s still afraid of commitment.”

“Then do you think that million dollars he put in my bank account was a payoff? Do you think he did that knowing he was going to dump me a second time? Was that his way of easing his conscience? And what about all those stock options he gave me? I guess he wanted to be sure I didn’t starve. Actually he made me a multimillionaire. The last time I looked, Digitech was around $160 a share. He just kissed me off in the blink of an eye, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what he did. Oh, Lily, I’m so sorry this happened. I wish there was something I could do to wipe away that horrible look on your face.”

Lily swallowed her glass of wine in two long gulps and held it out for a refill. “What is this?” she asked, pointing to her plate.

“Chicken something or other. It’s what you ordered. It’s good. Try eating something, Lily. Listen, I think I’m going to delay my trip a few days and stay here in Natchez with you. I don’t feel right leaving you.”

“No, no, no. I walked into this with my eyes wide-open. I have no one to blame but myself. I’ll be okay. When you stop to think about it, a million-dollar kiss-off plus stock options isn’t so hard to take. I’m going to enjoy spending every single penny of Matt Starr’s money,” Lily said, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Lily, don’t cry.”

Lily gulped more wine as she stared at the busy waiters rushing about “He’s not worth my tears is he? How much did I pay you for your house? My brain is numb. I can’t seem to think or remember anything. I don’t think I’m going to sell the condo. I’ll just close it up. I’m not in any condition to make decisions that involve large sums of money right now.”

“Good thinking, Lily. There’s no hurry to sell. Consider it a sanctuary in case you ever feel the need of one. Eighty thousand, and I robbed you. It’s costing you five times that amount to fix it up. That monstrosity Mom willed to me was just sitting empty for twenty-five years. I’m glad to be rid of it and the taxes that go with it. I’ll remind you of that tomorrow when you’re sober. You said you were using all your inheritance to refurbish it. That’s not counting your kiss-off money and all those stock options,” Sadie said sourly.

Lily nodded as she poured more wine into her glass. “You don’t think he’s lying dead somewhere, do you, Sadie?”

“No, I don’t think he’s lying dead somewhere. Eat something, Lily.”

“What did you do with the food from the reception?”

“I told Rene Adams to take it to the nearest homeless shelter or soup kitchen. She wanted to know what she should do with the flowers. I told her to send them to a nursing home. I hope that was okay, Lily.”

“That was nice of you. People say their hearts break all the time. I always thought that was impossible, but it’s true. My heart feels like it was shattered. How am I going to get over this?”

“One day at a time, Lily. The same way you did it before.”

 


 



Lily wrapped her arms around Sadie one last time. I’ll miss you, Sadie. I don’t know how to thank you for everything. This is the second time you’ve . . .”

“Shhh,” Sadie said, placing her index finger on Lily’s lips. “We’re friends. I’ll call every chance I get. I’m going to miss you so much, Lily. You should leave before we both start to cry. Buzz is waiting for you in the car. If you need me, all you have to do is call, and I’ll be on the next plane back here. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“They’re calling you to board. Call, okay?” Lily said in a choked voice.

“Yeah, you, too. Oh, God, I almost forgot. I’ve been meaning to give you this forever. I kept forgetting. It came with the house. It’s probably just a trinket of some kind. I found it wedged in the back of one of the closets. It always helps to have something from an old house. You know, an antique or something to let you know someone real lived there before you. It’s called a Wish Keeper. I remember hearing my mom talk about it one time. Don’t ask me what that means. Dip it in that silver cleaner stuff or just carry it in your pocket. I think it’s a good-luck charm. For you, Charming Lily. Remember now, I’m just a phone call away.”

“Don’t worry about me, Sadie. I’ll be okay. I’m going to be busy for the next day or so returning all the wedding presents. Maybe I’ll just hire that wedding place to do it for me.” She looked down at the tarnished silver chain and pendant before she closed her hand into a fist. It felt warm and comfortable. She stuck it in her pocket and a moment later forgot about it.

“Sounds good. Bye, Lily. I love you.”

Lily bit down on her lower lip. She didn’t trust herself to speak. She turned to leave, tears burning her eyes.

The sudden urge to run after Sadie was so strong, Lily found herself running through the concourse to the escalator that would take her to the parking lot outside. To Buzz. Buzz was all she had left now.

Inside the Range Rover, Matt’s birthday gift to her, she reached for the golden Lab and held on to him so fiercely the gentle giant yelped in pain. When Lily relaxed her hold on the dog, he snuggled down next to her, his big head in her lap. Hot tears dripped onto his head.

“You know what I think, Buzz. I think we should go home, put all our stuff in this fine vehicle, and head for our new house. We can stay in the little cottage. There really is nothing to keep us at the apartment except convenience, so there’s no point in hanging around. As Sadie would say, it’s a plan. I just want to get out of there. Oh, God, Buzz, how could I have been such a fool? Why didn’t I see this coming? Not only was I dumb and stupid, I was blind in the bargain.”

Buzz whimpered as he pawed at her legs. Lily sniffed, blew her nose, rolled down the window, and backed out of the parking space. She tossed the wadded-up tissue over her shoulder onto the backseat as she headed for the exit sign that would take her away from the Baton Rouge airport and back to Natchez.

 


 



It was five-thirty when Lily stacked the last of the wedding presents on the dining-room table along with a list of instructions. She’d called down to the management offices earlier and was assured everything would be taken care of in her absence.

She eyed the pile of suitcases in the small foyer. She was going to need a dolly to get them all to the parking area and into the truck. Buzz at her side, she took the steps to the ground level where she rummaged for a dolly in the storage area. She smiled when Buzz hopped on top for his ride up in the elevator.

The Rover’s clock said it was 5:47 when she peeled out of the parking area to South Commerce and crossed State before making a right on Main and a left one block later onto North Union and her new house. She didn’t look back once. She hadn’t fed Buzz yet, so she needed to stop to pick up something for his dinner and some coffee for herself. She turned around in the middle of the road in front of her house and headed for the Pig Out Inn, where she picked up some shredded beef on a roll for the Lab. Until tomorrow, it was the best she could do.

Lily sat behind the wheel, coffee cup in hand. She realized suddenly that she was tired. She’d had so little sleep the past few days she knew she was going on pure adrenaline. She watched as a travel-weary family walked across the road toward their car. They, too, must have traveled all night to be with their family for New Year’s and now they were heading home. A husband and wife and three small children. A family. She craned her neck for a better look and saw the wife bend down to pick up a fluffy brown-and-white dog. Picture complete. A towhead dressed in a denim romper waved to her. She waved back. A perfect little family. Would she ever be blessed with a family of her own? She shook her head to clear the cobwebs. She emptied the coffee in the cup. She felt like her eyeballs were snapping to attention.

“You know what, Buzz. I don’t feel like going anywhere right now. Let’s go for a ride. I need to roll my windows down and let some air blow over me. Let’s take a spin across the Mississippi River Bridge. Oops, they don’t really call it that anymore. They call it the Natchez Vidalia Bridge. You know, like the onions. Sadie told me that.”

Lily drove across the bridge, then turned around and did it again. She had no idea why. There was nothing appealing about Old Muddy at this time of day. It was just something to do. On her return she made a right on South Canal Street. She barely glanced at the Visitor’s Reception Center as she looked for landmarks to guide her to her house. Following South Canal, she crossed Washington Street, the prettiest street in all of Natchez when the crepe myrtles were in bloom. She craned her neck, struggling to see the street signs. When South Canal turned into North Canal she kept her eye peeled for the railroad tracks and then made a right on Madison, a left on Union, and drove until she came to the house she’d purchased from Sadie. She did love the chinaberry trees in her yard, she thought as she cut the engine and stared up at her first real estate venture. Her new home! She glanced down at her watch: 6:45. She was paying heavily for a second shift of workers. She’d contracted for the second shift to work inside so that the house would be finished when she and Matt returned from their honeymoon. She could hear the construction workers banging away inside. Well, she wasn’t going to disturb them. She’d head for the cottage in the back and sack out till morning. Then, with a good night’s sleep under her belt, she’d walk around and admire the house and grounds. But not now. If she did it now, she’d burst into tears. This was the moment she had longed for, the moment when Matt would stop the car and she’d shout, “It’s all ours, honey! I want us to raise a family here, to grow old together in this big old house. I want you to hang a swing on one of the live oaks for the kids. We’ll get a dog run for Buzz and Gracie. We’ll picnic under the trees with the kids, play ball in the yard. I’ll plant flowers and bring them indoors. Every day we’ll have fresh flowers on the dinner table. I did it all for you, Matt, because I know how you like old houses and trees and backyards. We could even build a brick barbecue so we can have weenie roasts with the kids.” Now you’re never going to know what you missed, you . . . you . . . bastard. Buzz and I are going to do all those things. Me and Buzz. So who needs you, Mr. Software Giant! Not me.

“Let’s go, big guy,” Lily said opening the truck door for the dog. The golden Lab waited patiently, unsure where he was supposed to go in this strange new place. Lily led the way up the drive and around to the back of the house and down a path to a small cottage. It wasn’t pretty or outstanding in any way, but it would be someday. For now it was just a white-clapboard building with a white stoop and two steps. Inside there was a bed, two chairs and a huge fireplace. There was a working kitchen, but the appliances were ancient and rusty and in need of replacement. The bathroom was a disgrace but usable. She could survive there for a long time, provided she ate out.

She knew exactly how she was going to decorate the little house. In the small kitchen she was going to use wallpaper with big clusters of strawberries. The appliances would be a soft white and would match the white table and chairs. If she was lucky, she might be able to match the place mats and curtains to the wallpaper. The heart-of-pine floors would be sanded and then varnished. Perhaps a small rug here or there but nothing large to mar the beauty of the old floors. Maybe she could do it all herself. Why not? She had nothing better to do. How hard could it be to scrape paint, sand, and wallpaper? It could be her own private little nest. A cozy room like the one she had at Ozzie Conklin’s Survival Camp. A small private place to lick her wounds.

Lily reached into her pocket for a tissue, knowing she was going to cry any second. Her fingers touched the pendant Sadie had given her. She pulled it out and looked at it. A warm, delicious feeling washed over her as she fastened it around her neck. Her own good-luck charm. There was nothing wrong with a little luck along the way.

She flopped down on the old bed and was asleep in an instant. Buzz, ever watchful, stretched out in the open doorway, his eyes on the main door. He knew his job was to guard his mistress. His big head dropped to his paws. Only when he heard Lily’s light, even breathing did he relax.

The dream, when it came, was so beautiful, Lily sighed in her sleep. She was back in Wyoming with Matt at her side.

“All right everyone, open up your backpacks and let’s see what we have to throw away. Oh, Mrs. Larkin, no, no, no. You know the rules. No candy, no gum, and no cigarettes. The forest is too dry. No tobacco of any kind. I’m going to pat you down so don’t even think about stuffing your pockets. We eat what we bring with us and live off the land for the rest. Mr. Sebastian, did your instructions say you could bring a cell phone? No, they did not. Put it on the pile. You’ll get it back when we return. No firearms of any kind. I don’t care, Mr. Oliver, if you are a homicide cop or not. The gun stays behind. Did any of you read the instructions?” she demanded, as the pile of objectionable material mounted.

“I’m not keen on having a female guide,” a voice in the back chirped. Matt grimaced as he watched Lily for her reaction. “We leave in five minutes. Make up your mind. You can, of course, stay behind and eat all this junk, make calls on this cell phone, and shoot at the trees. There’s no way you can get off this mountain for the next twenty-one days. You better make up your mind real quick. It’s starting to rain.”

“We’re going in the rain?” a frizzy redhead whined.

Lily laughed at her designer outfit. “Yep. Single file. Step lively, or you’ll be drenched before we hit the woods. Hiking in wet clothes is very uncomfortable.”

Lily gave two short blasts on the whistle hanging around her neck. She waited just long enough to see a young man rush out with a basket to pick up all the loot on the ground.

“Move out!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Matt said smartly. “I have this sudden urge to kiss you. Do you think we could lag behind so I can hold you in my arms and kiss you till your teeth rattle?”

“Unfortunately, no. I’ll be happy to give you a rain check, though. Better yet, we could zip our sleeping bags together tonight. These people don’t need to know we aren’t married.”

Matt grinned. “I love you forever and ever and even then.”

“Move! We’re supposed to be setting an example for these prairie flowers.”

“I still can’t believe you do this for a living. What do you do if someone gets sick?”

“You mean really sick? Or do you mean pretend sick to get out of it?”

“Both I guess.”

“It’s a judgment call. I have a radio. We don’t take chances, Matt. I thought you knew that.”

“I don’t know the half of it. That’s why I’m here. I want to know every single thing about you. I want to see you every minute of the day. Our future is something we can’t see right now. I’m sure it’s going to be wonderful and happy. I want the picture complete. In order to do that, I need to know all that came before. I’m putting my life in your hands, Lily. I’m as green as the others. I trust you.”

“I’ll be trusting my life to you when we get married. I think that says something about both of us. Like you said, I will love you forever and ever and even then. Now, hustle your ass, Mr. Starr, you are lagging. The rain is going to slow us down, and we can’t stop until we get to the ridge.”

“I love it when you talk tough,” Matt grinned.

Lily burst out laughing. “Oh, Matt, I hope you still love me when we get back to camp.”

Matt grimaced. “I hope I don’t disappoint you, Lily. I don’t know one tree from another and don’t know how well I’m going to do foraging for food, but I’m game to try because this is your world. I don’t expect you to cut me any slack. If I’m not measuring up, tell me.”

“You could never disappoint me, Matt. When you love someone, you love them for who they are, not what they can and cannot do. I think you’re going to do just fine.”

Matt crossed his fingers as he shouldered his backpack and fell into line.
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