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  Prologue


  


  25 years earlier


  


  She took her bow with the other dancers, tears pressing against her lids, but she couldn't let those tears slip down her cheeks. No one could know that this night was different from any other. Too many people were watching her.


  As the curtain came down one last time, she ran off the stage into the arms of her husband, her lover, the man with whom she would take the greatest risk of her life.


  He met the question in her eyes with a reassuring smile.


  She wanted to ask if it was all arranged, if the plan was in motion, but she knew it would be unwise to speak. She would end this evening as she had ended all those before it. She went into her dressing room and changed out of her costume. When she was dressed, she said good night to some of the other dancers as she walked toward the exit, careful to keep her voice casual, as if she had not a care in the world. When she and her husband got into their automobile, they remained silent, knowing that the car might be bugged.


  It was a short drive to their home. She would miss her house, the garden in the back, the bedroom where she'd made love to her husband, and the nursery, where she'd rocked...


  No. She couldn't think of that. It was too painful. She had to concentrate on the future when they could finally be free. Her house, her life, everything that she possessed came with strings that were tightening around her neck like a noose, suffocating her with each passing day. It wasn't herself she feared for the most, but her family, her husband, who even now was being forced to do unconscionable things. They could no longer live a life of secrets.


  Her husband took her hand as they walked up to the front door. He slipped his key into the lock and the door swung open. She heard a small click, and horror registered in her mind. She saw the shocked recognition in her husband's eyes, but it was too late. They were about to die, and they both knew it. Someone had betrayed them.


  She prayed for the safety of those she had left behind as an explosion of fire lit up the night, consuming all their dreams with one powerful roar.


  


  Chapter One


  


  Present Day...


  


  Julia DeMarco felt a shiver run down her spine as she stood high on a bluff overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge. It was a beautiful, sunny day in early September, and with the Pacific Ocean on one side of the bridge and the San Francisco Bay on the other, the view was breathtaking. She felt like she was on the verge of something exciting and wonderful, just the way every bride should feel. But as she took a deep breath of the fresh, somewhat salty air, her eyes began to water. She told herself the tears had more to do with the afternoon wind than the sadness she'd been wrestling with since her mother had passed away six months ago. This was supposed to be a happy time, a day for looking ahead, not behind. She just wished she felt confident instead of... uncertain.


  A pair of arms came around her waist, and she leaned back against the solid chest of her fiancé, Michael Graffino. It seemed as if she'd done nothing but lean on Michael the past year. Most men wouldn't have stuck around, but he had. Now it was time to give him what he wanted, a wedding date. She didn't know why she was hesitating, except that so many things were changing in her life. Since Michael had proposed to her a year ago, her mother had died, her stepfather had put the family home up for sale, and her younger sister had moved in with her. A part of her just wanted to stop, take a few breaths, and think for a while instead of rushing headlong into another life-changing event. But Michael was pushing for a date, and she was grateful to him for sticking by her, so how could she say no? And why would she want to?


  Michael was a good man. Her mother had adored him. Julia could still remember the night she'd told her mom about the engagement. Sarah DeMarco hadn't been out of bed in days, and she hadn't smiled in many weeks, but that night she'd beamed from ear to ear. The knowledge that her oldest daughter was settling down with the son of one of her best friends had made her last days so much easier.


  "We should go, Julia. It's time to meet the event coordinator."


  She turned to face him, thinking again what a nice-looking man he was with his light brown hair, brown eyes, and a warm, ready smile. The olive skin of his Italian heritage and the fact that he spent most of his days out on the water, running a charter boat service off Fisherman's Wharf, kept his skin a dark, sunburned red.


  "What's wrong?" he asked, a curious glint in his eye. "You're staring at me."


  "Was I? I'm sorry."


  "Don't be." He paused, then said, "It's been a while since you've really looked at me."


  "I don't think that's true. I look at you all the time. So do half the women in San Francisco," she added.


  "Yeah, right," he muttered. "Let's go."


  Julia cast one last look at the view, then followed Michael to the museum. The Palace of the Legion of Honor had been built as a replica of the Palais de la Legion d'Honneur in Paris. In the front courtyard, known as the Court of Honor, was one of Rodin's most famous sculptures, The Thinker. Julia would have liked to stop and ponder the statue as well as the rest of her life, but Michael was a man on a mission, and he urged her toward the front doors.


  As they entered the museum, her step faltered. In a few moments, they would sit down with Monica Harvey, the museum's event coordinator, and Julia would have to pick her wedding date. She shouldn't be nervous. It wasn't as if she were a young girl; she was twenty-eight years old. It was time to get married, have a family.


  "Liz was right. This place is cool," Michael said.


  Julia nodded in agreement. Her younger sister, Liz, had been the one to suggest the museum. It was a pricey location, but Julia had inherited some money from her mother that would pay for most of the wedding.


  "The offices are downstairs," Michael added. "Let's go."


  Julia drew in a deep breath as the moment of truth came rushing toward her. "I need to stop in the rest-room. Why don't you go ahead? I'll be right there."


  When Michael left, Julia walked over to get a drink of water from a nearby fountain. She was sweating and her heart was practically jumping out of her chest. What on earth was the matter with her? She'd never felt so panicky in her life.


  It was all the changes, she told herself again. Her emotions were too close to the surface. But she could do this. They were only picking a date. She wasn't going to say "I do" this afternoon. That would be months from now, when she was ready, really ready.


  Feeling better, she headed downstairs, passing by several intriguing exhibits along the way. Maybe they could stop and take a look on the way out.


  "Mrs. Harvey is finishing up another appointment," Michael told her as she joined him. "She'll be about ten minutes. I need to make a call. Can you hold down the fort?"


  "Sure." Julia sat down on the couch, wishing Michael hadn't left. She really needed a distraction from her nerves. As the minutes passed, she became aware of the faint sound of music coming from down the hall. The melody was lovely but sad, filled with unanswered dreams, regrets. It reminded her of a piece played on the balalaika in one of her music classes in college, and it called to her in a way she couldn't resist. Music had always been her passion. Just a quick peek, she told herself, as she got to her feet and moved into the corridor.


  The sounds of the strings grew louder as she entered the room at the end of the hall. It was a tape, she realized, playing in the background, intended no doubt to complement the equally haunting historic photographs on display. Within seconds she was caught up in a journey through time. She couldn't look away. And she didn't want to look away—especially when she came to the picture of the little girl.


  Captioned "The Coldest War of All," the black-and-white photograph showed a girl of no more than three or four years old, standing behind the gate of an orphanage in Moscow. The photo had been taken by someone named Charles Manning, the same man who appeared to have taken many of the pictures in the exhibit.


  Julia studied the picture in detail. She wasn't as interested in the Russian scene as she was in the girl. The child wore a heavy dark coat, pale thick stockings, and a black woolen cap over her curly blond hair. The expression in her eyes begged for someone—whoever was taking the picture, perhaps—to let her out, to set her free, to help her.


  An uneasy feeling crept down Julia's spine. The girl's features, the oval shape of her face, the tiny freckle at the corner of her eyebrow, the slope of her small, upturned nose, seemed familiar. She noticed how the child's pudgy fingers clung to the bars of the gate. It was odd, but she could almost feel that cold steel beneath her own fingers. Her breath quickened. She'd seen this picture before, but where? A vague memory danced just out of reach.


  Her gaze moved to the silver chain hanging around the girl's neck and the small charm dangling from it. It looked like a swan, a white swan, just like the one her mother had given to her when she was a little girl. Her heart thudded in her chest, and the panicky feeling she'd experienced earlier returned.


  "Julia?"


  She jumped at the sound of Michael's booming voice. She'd forgotten about him.


  "Mrs. Harvey is waiting for us," he said as he crossed the room. "What are you doing in here?"


  "Looking at the photos."


  "We don't have time for that. Come on."


  "Just a second." She pointed at the photograph. "Does this girl seem familiar to you?"


  Michael gave the photo a quick glance. "I don't think so. Why?"


  "I have a necklace just like the one that little girl is wearing," she added. "Isn't that odd?"


  "Why would it be odd? It doesn't look unusual to me.


  Of course it didn't. There were probably a million girls who had that same necklace. "You're right. Let's go." But as she turned to follow Michael out of the room, she couldn't help taking one last look at the picture. The girl's eyes called out to her—eyes that looked so much like her own. But that little girl in the photograph didn't have anything to do with her—did she?


  * * *


  "It cost me a fortune to get you out of jail," Joe Carmichael said.


  Alex Manning leaned back in his chair and kicked his booted feet up onto the edge of Joe's desk. Joe, a balding man in his late thirties, was one of his best friends, not to mention the West Coast editor of World News Magazine, a publication that bought eighty percent of Alex's photographs. They'd been working together for over ten years now. Some days Alex couldn't believe it had been more than a decade since he'd begun his work as a photojournalist right after graduating from Northwestern University. Other days—like today—it felt more like a hundred years.


  "You told me to get those pictures at any cost, and I did," Alex replied.


  "I didn't tell you to upset the local police while you were doing it. You look like shit, by the way. Who beat you up?"


  "They didn't give me their business cards. And it comes with the territory. You know that."


  "What I know is that the magazine wants me to rein you in."


  "If you don't want my photographs, I'll sell them somewhere else."


  Joe hastily put up his hands. "I didn't say that. But you're taking too many chances, Alex. You're going to end up dead or in some prison I can't get you out of."


  "You worry too much."


  "And you don't worry enough—which is what makes you good. It also makes you dangerous and expensive. Although I have to admit that this is some of your best work," Joe added somewhat reluctantly as he studied the pile of photographs on his desk.


  "Damn right it is."


  "Then it's a good time for a vacation. Why don't you take a break? You've been on the road the past six months. Slow down."


  Slowing down was not part of Alex's nature. Venturing into unknown territory, taking the photograph no one else could get, that was what he lived for. But Alex had to admit he was bone tired, exhausted from shooting photographs across South America for the past six weeks, and his little stint in jail had left him with a cracked rib and a black eye. It probably wouldn't hurt to take a few days off.


  "You know what your weakness is?" Joe continued.


  "I'm sure you're going to tell me."


  "You're reckless. You forget that a good photographer stays on the right side of the lens." Joe reached behind his desk and grabbed a newspaper. "This was on the front page of the Examiner last week."


  Alex winced at the picture of himself being hustled into a police car in Colombia. "Damn that Cameron. He's the one who took that photo. I thought I saw that slimy weasel slinking in the shadows."


  "He might be a weasel, but he was smart enough to stay out of jail. Seriously, what are you thinking these days? It's as if you're tempting fate."


  "I'm just doing my job. A job that sells a lot of your magazines."


  "Take a vacation, Alex, have some beer, watch a football game, get yourself a woman—think about something besides getting the next shot. By the way, the magazine is sponsoring a photography exhibit at the Legion of Honor. Your mother gave us permission to use the photographs taken by your father. You might want to stop by, take a look."


  Alex wasn't surprised to hear his mother had given permission. Despite the fact that she'd hated everything about his father's job while they were married, she had no problem living off his reputation now. In fact, she seemed to enjoy being the widow of the famous photojournalist who had died far too young. Alex was only surprised she hadn't pressed him to attend. That might have something to do with the fact that he hadn't returned any of her calls in the past month.


  "Why don't you check out the exhibit tonight?" Joe suggested. "The magazine is hosting a party with all the movers and shakers. I'm sure your mother will be there."


  "I'll pass," Alex said, getting to his feet. He needed to pick up his mail, air out his apartment, which was probably covered in six inches of dust, and take a long, hot shower. The last person he wanted to talk to tonight was his mother. He turned toward the door, then paused. "Is the photo of the Russian orphan girl part of the exhibit?"


  "It was one of your father's most famous shots. Of course it's there." Joe gave him a curious look. "Why?"


  Alex didn't answer. His father's words rang through Alex's head after twenty-five years of silence: Don't ever talk to anyone about that picture. It's important. Promise me.


  A day later Charles Manning was dead.


  * * *


  It didn't take Julia long to find the necklace tucked away in her jewelry box. As she held it in her hand, the white enamel swan sparkled in the sunlight coming through her bedroom window. The chain was short, made for a child. It would no longer fit around her neck. As she thought about how quickly time had passed, another wave of sadness ran through her, not just because of the fact that she'd grown up and couldn't wear the necklace, but because her mother, the one who had given it to her, was gone.


  "Julia?"


  She looked up at the sound of her younger sister's voice. Liz appeared in the doorway of the bedroom a moment later, the smell of fish clinging to her low-rise blue jeans and bright red tank top. A short, attractive brunette with dark hair and dark eyes, Liz spent most of her days working at the family restaurant, DeMarco's, a seafood cafe on Fisherman's Wharf. She'd dropped out of college a year ago to help take care of their mother and had yet to go back. She seemed content to waitress in the cafe and flirt with the good-looking male customers. Julia couldn't really blame Liz for her lack of ambition. The past year had been tough on both of them, and Liz found comfort working at the cafe, which was owned and run by numerous DeMarcos, including their father. Besides that, she was only twenty-two years old. She had plenty of time to figure out the rest of her life.


  "Did you set the date?" Liz asked, an eager light in her eyes.


  "Yes. They had a cancellation for December twenty-first."


  "Of this year? That's only a little over three months from now."


  Julia's stomach clenched at the reminder. "I know. It's really fast, but it was this December or a year from next March. Michael wanted December." And she hadn't been able to talk him out of it. Not that she'd tried. In fact, she'd been so distracted by the photograph she'd barely heard a word the wedding coordinator said.


  "A holiday wedding sounds romantic." Liz moved a pile of CDs so she could sit down on the bed. "More music, Julia? Your CD collection is taking on mammoth proportions."


  "I need them for work. I have to stay on top of the world music market. That's my job."


  "And your vice," Liz said with a knowing grin. "You can't walk by a music store without stopping in. You should have bought some wedding music. Have you thought about what song you want to use for your first dance?"


  "Not yet."


  "Well, start thinking. You have a lot to do in the next few months." She paused. "What's that in your hand?"


  Julia glanced down at the necklace. "I found this in my jewelry box. Mom gave it to me when I was a little girl."


  Liz got up from the bed to take a closer look. "I haven't seen this in years. What made you pull it out now?"


  Julia considered the question for a moment, wondering if she should confide in her sister.


  Before she could speak, Liz said, "You could wear that for your wedding—something old. Which reminds me..."


  "What?" Julia asked.


  "Wait here." Liz ran from the room, then returned a second later with three thick magazines in her hands. "I bought up all the bridal magazines. As soon as we get back from Aunt Lucia's birthday party, we can go through them. Doesn't that sound like fun?"


  It sounded like a nightmare, especially with Liz overseeing the procedure. Unlike Julia, Liz was a big believer in organization. She loved making files, labeling things, buying storage containers and baskets to keep their lives neat as a pin. Since taking up residence on the living room futon after their parents' house had sold, Liz had been driving Julia crazy. She always wanted to clean, decorate, paint, and pick out new curtains. What Liz really needed was a place of her own, but Julia hadn't had the heart to tell Liz to move out. Besides, it would be only a few more months; then Julia would be living with Michael.


  "Unless you want to start now," Liz said, as she checked her watch. "We don't have to leave for about an hour. Is Michael coming to the party?"


  "He'll be a little late. He had a sunset charter to run."


  "I bet he's excited that you finally set the date," Liz said with a smile. "He'd been dying to do that for months." Liz tossed two of the magazines on the desk, then began to leaf through the one in her hand. "Oh, look at this dress, the satin, the lace. It's heavenly."


  Julia couldn't bear to look. She didn't want to plan her wedding right this second. Wasn't it enough that she'd booked the date? Couldn't she have twenty-four hours to think about it? Julia didn't suppose that sounded very bridal-like, but it was the way she felt, and she needed to get away from Liz before her sister noticed she was not as enthusiastic as she should be. "I have to run an errand before the party," she said, giving in to a reckless impulse.


  "When will you be back?"


  "I'm not sure how long it will take. I'll meet you at the restaurant."


  "All right. I'll pick out the perfect dress for you while you're gone."


  "Great." When Liz left the room, Julia walked over to her bed and picked up the catalogue from the photography exhibit. On page thirty-two was the photograph of the orphan girl. She'd already looked at it a half-dozen times since she'd come home, unable to shake the idea that the photo, the child, the necklace were important to her in some way.


  She wanted to talk to someone about the picture, and it occurred to her that maybe she should try to find the photographer. After researching Charles Manning on the Internet earlier that day, she'd discovered that he was deceased, but his son, Alex Manning, was also a photojournalist and had a San Francisco number and address listed in the phone book. She'd tried the number but gotten a message machine. There was really nothing more to do at the moment, unless...


  Tapping her fingers against the top of her desk, she debated for another thirty seconds. She should be planning her wedding, not searching out the origin of an old photo, but as she straightened, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Instead of seeing her own reflection, she saw the face of that little girl begging her to help.


  Julia picked up her purse and headed out the door. Maybe Alex Manning could tell her what she needed to know about the girl in the photograph. Then Julia could forget about her.


  * * *


  Twenty minutes later, Julia pulled up in front of a three-story apartment building in the Haight, a neighborhood that had been the centerpiece of San Francisco's infamous "Summer of Love" in the sixties. The area was now an interesting mix of funky shops, clothing boutiques, tattoo parlors, restaurants, and coffeehouses. The streets were busy. It was Friday night, and everyone wanted to get started on the weekend. Julia hoped Alex Manning would be home, although since he hadn't answered his phone, it was probably a long shot. But she had to do something.


  She climbed the stairs to his apartment, took a deep breath, and rang the bell, all the while wondering what on earth she would say to him if he were home. A moment later, the door opened to a string of curses. A tall, dark-haired man appeared in the doorway, bare chested and wearing a pair of faded blue jeans that rode low on his hips. His dark brown hair was a mess, his cheeks unshaven. His right eye was swollen, the skin around it purple and black. There were bruises all over his muscled chest, and a long, thin scar not far from his heart. She instinctively took a step back, feeling as if she'd just woken the beast.


  "Who are you and what are you selling?" he asked harshly.


  "I'm not selling anything. I'm looking for Alex Manning. Are you him?"


  "That depends on what you want."


  "No, that depends on who you are," she stated, holding her ground.


  "Is this conversation going to end if I tell you I'm not Alex Manning?"


  "Not if you're lying."


  He stared at her, squinting through his one good eye. His expression changed. His green eyes sharpened, as if he were trying to place her face. "Who are you?"


  "My name is Julia DeMarco. And if you're Alex Manning, I want to ask you about a photograph I saw at the Legion of Honor today. It was taken by your father—a little girl standing behind the gates of an orphanage. Do you know the one I'm talking about?"


  He didn't reply, but she saw the pulse jump in his throat and a light flicker in his eyes.


  "I want to know who the little girl is—her name—what happened to her," she continued.


  "Why?" he bit out sharply.


  It was a simple question. She wished she had a simple answer. How could she tell him that she couldn't stop thinking about that girl, that she felt compelled to learn more about her? She settled for, "The child in the picture is wearing a necklace just like this one." She pulled the chain out of her purse and showed it to him. "I thought it was odd that I had the same one."


  He stared at the swan, then gazed back into her eyes. "No," he muttered with a confused shake of his head. "It's not possible."


  "What's not possible?"


  "You. You can't be her."


  "I didn't say I was her." Julia's heart began to race. "I just said I have the same necklace."


  "This is a dream, isn't it? I'm so tired I'm hallucinating. If I close the door, you'll go away."


  Julia opened her mouth to tell him she wasn't going anywhere, but the door slammed in her face. "I'm not her," she said loudly. "I was born and raised in San Francisco. I've never been out of the country. I'm not her," she repeated, feeling suddenly desperate. "Am I?"


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Alex could hear the woman talking on the other side of the door, which didn't bode well for his theory that he was dreaming. That blond hair, those blue eyes, the upturned nose—he'd seen her features a million times in his mind. And now she was here, and she wanted to know about the girl in the photo. What the hell was he supposed to say to her?


  Don't ever talk to anyone about the photo or the girl.


  His father's words returned to his head. Words that were twenty-five years old. What would it matter now if he broke his promise? Who would care? For that matter, why would anyone have cared?


  He'd never understood the frantic fear in his father's eyes the day the photo had been published in the magazine. All Alex knew for sure was that he'd made a promise in the last conversation he'd had with his father, and up until this moment he'd never considered breaking it.


  His doorbell rang again. She was definitely persistent.


  Alex opened the door just as she was about to knock. Her hand dropped to her side.


  "Why did you say I was her?" she demanded.


  "Take a look in the mirror."


  "She's a little girl. I'm an adult. I don't think we look at all alike."


  He studied her for a moment, his photographer's eye seeing the details, the slight widow's peak on her forehead, the tiny freckle by one eyebrow, the oval shape of her face, the thick, blond hair that curled around her shoulders. She was a beautiful woman, and dressed in a short tan linen skirt that showed off her long, slender legs, and a sleeveless cream-colored top, she looked like a typical California girl. He felt a restless surge of attraction that he immediately tried to squash. Blondes had always been his downfall, especially blue-eyed blondes.


  "Did your father know the little girl's name or anything about her?" she persisted.


  "He never said," Alex replied. "Can I see that necklace again?"


  She opened her hand. He stared down at the white swan. It was exactly the same as the one in the photograph. Still, what did it mean? It wasn't a rare diamond, just a simple charm. Although the fact that this woman looked like the orphan girl and had the necklace in her possession seemed like a strong coincidence. "What did you say your name was?"


  "Julia DeMarco."


  "DeMarco? A blond Italian, huh?"


  "I'm not Italian. I was adopted by my stepfather. My mother said my biological father was Irish. And she is—was—Irish as well. She died a few months ago." Julia slipped the necklace back into her large brown handbag.


  Adopted. The word stuck in his head after all the rest. "You didn't know your biological father?"


  "He left before I was born."


  "And where were you born?"


  "In Berkeley." Her lips tightened. "I've never been out of the country. I don't even have a passport. So that girl in the photo is not me."


  "Just out of curiosity, how old were you when you were adopted?"


  "I was four," she replied.


  And the girl in the photograph couldn't have been more than three.


  He gazed into her eyes and knew she was thinking the same thing.


  "I was adopted by my stepfather when he married my mom," she explained. "And she wasn't Russian. She never traveled. She was a stay-at-home PTA mom. She did snacks for soccer games. Very all-American. There is no way I'm that girl. I know exactly who I am."


  She seemed to be trying damn hard to convince herself of that fact. But the more she talked, the more Alex wondered.


  "You know, this isn't your problem," she said with a wave of her hand. "And I obviously woke you up." Her cheeks flushed as she cleared her throat and looked away from him.


  Alex crossed his arms in front of his bare chest, not bothering to find himself a shirt. "I just got off a plane from South America."


  "Were you taking photographs down there?"


  "Yes."


  "How did you get hurt? Not that it's any of my business."


  "You're right. It's none of your business."


  She stiffened at his harsh tone. "Well, you don't have to be rude about it."


  Maybe he did, because he didn't like the way his body was reacting to her. The sooner she left the better. He was smart enough to avoid women who wanted more than sex, and this woman had "more than sex" written all over her.


  "Are you sure there's nothing else you can tell me about the photo?" she asked.


  He sighed. Obviously, he hadn't been rude enough. "Look, you're not the first person to wonder who that girl was. There was quite a hunt for her when the photograph was first published. Everyone wanted to adopt her."


  "Really? What happened?"


  "She couldn't be found. Our governments weren't cooperating at that time. International adoptions were not happening. It was the Cold War. In fact, no one was willing to admit there even were orphans in Moscow." It wasn't the whole story, but as much as he was willing to tell her. "Besides the fact that you have blond hair and blue eyes, and you have the same necklace, what makes you wonder about that photo? Don't you have family you can ask about where you were born? Don't you have pictures of yourself in Berkeley when you were two or three years old? What makes you doubt who you are?" Once the questions started, they kept coming.


  "I don't have family I can ask," Julia replied. "My mother was estranged from her parents. They washed their hands of her when she got pregnant with me. And there aren't any photos, not of her or of me, until she married my stepfather. She said they got lost in the move from Berkeley to San Francisco."


  "That's not much of a move. Just over the Bay Bridge."


  Her lips tightened. "I never had any reason to believe otherwise."


  "Until now," he pointed out.


  She frowned. "Damn. I can't believe I'm doubting my own mother just because of a photograph in a museum. I must be losing my mind."


  If she was, then he was losing his mind right along with her, because everything she said raised his suspicions another notch. A familiar jolt of adrenaline rushed through his bloodstream. Was it possible this woman was that girl? And if she was, what did that mean? How had she gotten from Moscow to the U.S.? And why didn't she know who she was? Was she the reason his father had told him to never speak about that photo? Was she part of something bigger, something secret? Had his father found himself in the middle of a conspiracy all those years ago? Alex knew better than anyone that photographers could get into places no one else could.


  "I wish I could talk to my mother about this," Julia continued. "Now that she's gone, I have no one to ask."


  "What about your stepfather?"


  "I suppose," she murmured, "but he's had a rough year. My mom was sick for a long time, and he doesn't like to talk about her."


  "There must be someone."


  "Obviously there isn't, or I wouldn't have come looking for you," she snapped.


  "What was your mother's name before she became a DeMarco?"


  "It was Sarah Gregory. Why?"


  "Just wondered." He filed that fact away for future use.


  She suddenly started, glancing at the clock on the wall. "I have to go. I have a family birthday party at DeMarco's."


  "DeMarco's on the Wharf?" he asked, putting her name together with the seafood cafe on Fisherman's Wharf.


  "That's the one. Gino DeMarco is my stepfather. It's my aunt Lucia's birthday. Everyone in the immediate family, all thirty-seven of us, will be there."


  "Big family," he commented.


  "It's a lot of fun."


  "Then why go looking for trouble?"


  Her jaw dropped at his question. "I'm not doing that," she said defensively.


  "Aren't you? You think you're the girl in the picture."


  "You're the one who thinks that. I just want more information about her."


  "Same thing."


  "It's not the same thing. It's completely different. And I'm done with it. Forget I was ever here."


  Julia left with a toss of her head. Alex smiled to himself. She wasn't the first blonde to walk out on him, but she was probably one of the few he wouldn't forget. She might be done with the matter, but he was just getting started. Unlike Julia, he did have someone else he could talk to—his mother. Maybe it was time to return her calls.


  * * *


  Kate Manning loved parties, and she especially enjoyed being the center of attention as she was tonight. Actually, the party was in honor of her late husband, Charles Manning, whose photographs were on display, but that was beside the point. She was here, and he wasn't. She'd had twenty-five years to come to terms with that fact, and there was nothing to do but keep moving on. Maybe that seemed cold to some, but she was a practical woman, and as far as she was concerned, the love she'd had for her husband had been buried right along with him.


  She was now sixty-two years old, and after two failed marriages in the last twenty years, she'd resumed using the Manning name. This exhibit in honor of Charles's work had put her back on the society A-list, and she was determined to stay there. She'd been dropped from most invitation lists three years ago when her then husband, a popular city councilman, had slept with an underage girl, causing a huge scandal. He'd been booted out of office, and she had been shunned by her supposed friends. But now she was back, and if she had to play the tragic widow of a brilliant photographer, then that's exactly what she would do.


  It had also occurred to her in recent weeks that she might be able to augment her income by selling Charles's photographs to a book publisher. While she wasn't poor by any standards, she was acutely aware that her lifestyle required a steady income, and if there was still interest in Charles's work, then who was she to deny the public the opportunity to buy a book of his photographs? She just needed to convince Alex to go along with it. But he was a lot like his father—stubborn, secretive, and always leaving to go somewhere. It was no wonder he wasn't married. He couldn't commit, couldn't settle, couldn't put a woman before his work—just like Charles.


  "Kate, there you are."


  She put the bitter thoughts out of her mind as Stan Harding came up to her. Stan had been one of Charles's closest friends and the best man at their wedding. He was also one of the many photo editors Charles had worked with over the years. Stan was semiretired from World News Magazine as of last year, working only on special projects, like putting together the photographs for this exhibit.


  A handsome man, just a few years older than herself, with stark white hair, a long, lean frame, and a strong, square jaw, Stan was one of the most intelligent and interesting men she'd ever known. He'd been married briefly years ago, but his wife had died of cancer the year she and Charles had split up. For a brief moment back then, she'd toyed with the idea of getting together with Stan. But his loyalty to Charles, even after Charles had passed away, had always been too high a hurdle to clear. She'd had to settle for his friendship.


  "Hello," she said, accepting his kiss on the cheek with a pleased smile.


  "Are you having a good time, Kate?"


  "Better now that you're here."


  "You always say the right thing," he said with a smile.


  She certainly tried. "We've gotten a wonderful response to the exhibit. I can't believe how many people have come tonight." The room was literally overflowing with men in formal suits and women in beautiful cocktail dresses. Waiters moved through the crowd offering champagne and gourmet appetizers prepared by one of San Francisco's best chefs. She felt a little thrill run through her as she complimented herself on her efforts. She hadn't thrown the party by herself, but she'd done a lion's share of the work, and it was turning out perfectly.


  "You did a fine job," Stan said, as he gazed around the room. "Charles would be proud."


  She wasn't so sure about that. Charles had hated her need to socialize and host parties, and he'd never been one to brag about his work or take the credit he deserved. He'd even asked the magazine to print his pictures without a byline on occasion. She'd never understood his reasoning.


  "I thought Alex might be here," Stan continued. "Joe said he got back into town today."


  And he hadn't called her. She didn't know why she felt hurt. It wasn't as if they were close, even though he was her only child. The rift had started years ago. Alex had blamed her for the breakup of his family. Then Charles had died, and Alex had hated her ever since. He didn't act that way on the surface, and they certainly never spoke about anything as personal as Alex's feelings, but she knew the truth.


  "The photos Alex took in South America were amazing," Stan added. "You must be very proud of your boy."


  "I am, of course." She grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and took a sip. "I spoke to Joe earlier about doing an article on Alex and Charles, a side-by-side look at the father and son," she added. "It would sell a lot of magazines."


  Stan nodded, a twinkle in his eye. "I'm sure it would. I understand Alex is quite popular with the ladies."


  Kate didn't doubt that. Alex had his father's roguish good looks, thick dark brown hair, light green eyes, and strong, muscular build, with not an ounce of fat on him, probably because he kept too busy to eat. He was always on the run, always looking for the next great shot. She sometimes wondered if he bothered to sleep. She certainly couldn't see herself in him anywhere—he was the spitting image of his father. She suddenly realized that spitting image was walking straight toward her. She threw back her shoulders, feeling a sudden pang of nervousness.


  "Mother," he said with a cool smile.


  "Alex. What on earth are you wearing?" She couldn't believe he'd come to the party in blue jeans and a black leather jacket. He frowned at her question, and she mentally chided herself for getting his back up so fast. But, dammit, couldn't he think about propriety once in a while?


  "It's nice to see you, too, Mother." His smile warmed as he nodded to Stan. "What's up?"


  "Not much. Glad to see you made it safely back," Stan said. He stepped forward and gave Alex a brief hug, much as a father would a son. Over the years Stan had tried to fill the gaps in Alex's life by showing up at his ball games or school graduations. It made Kate feel a bit sad and a little angry to realize that Alex could hug Stan but not give her even a light pat on the shoulder.


  "You should have called me, Alex," she said abruptly. "I was worried sick after I saw that photograph in the newspaper of you being dragged off to jail." She pursed her lips as she studied the purple swelling around his eye, and some latent maternal instinct made her say, "That must hurt. Did you see a doctor?"


  "I'll live. Don't worry about it."


  "You have to stop taking so many chances. You're not superhuman. I don't understand why you're willing to risk your life on perfect strangers."


  "I'm just doing my job. But I didn't come here to talk about my job."


  "Why did you come?" she asked sharply. She didn't like the intense look in her son's eyes. When he wanted something, he tended to go after it with all that he had. Maybe that was the one trait he got from her.


  Alex motioned them toward a quiet corner. "It's about one of Dad's photographs—the orphan girl at the gates. Did Dad ever talk to either one of you about that picture or the girl?"


  "He didn't talk to me about any of his photos," Kate replied, still feeling the pain of Charles's distance even after all these years. "Especially the ones he took on that last trip to Moscow. Now if you'll excuse me, I have some people to greet. Stop by the house tomorrow, Alex, and we can talk more." By tomorrow, she'd have her wits about her. She'd be ready to deal with Alex's questions then. Tonight she just wanted to enjoy the party.


  Alex watched his mother walk away, not surprised that she'd given him such a sharp answer. After twenty-five years she was still pissed off at his father. That would probably never change. She looked good, though. Her hair was a dark copper red, and she had the face and the figure of a woman at least ten years younger. He knew she cared about her appearance. He didn't know what else she cared about. He never had.


  Alex glanced over at Stan, seeing a thoughtful look on the older man's face. "What about you?" he asked.


  "What do you really want to know? Cut to the chase, Alex."


  Alex hesitated, then said, "I want to know if there's a chance that the Russian orphan girl is alive and well and living in the United States."


  Stan's eyes narrowed. "Why would you ask that question?"


  "Because I think she came to my apartment today." Alex was a pro at reading people's expressions; he'd had plenty of practice behind his camera. Even though Stan tried to cover his reaction with a bland smile, Alex could tell that he was surprised, maybe even shocked. His face paled and his eyes glittered with an odd light. Stan knew something, but what?


  "That's impossible," Stan replied.


  "Why is it impossible? Do you know what happened to that girl?"


  "What I know is that the photo was not supposed to be published. I can't tell you any more."


  "Can't or won't? My father has been dead for twenty-five years. Surely there are no secrets left to protect."


  Stan stared at him for a long moment, then drew him farther into the corner of the room so that there was no chance they could be overheard. "Like you, your father sometimes got involved in things he should have left alone."


  "What does that mean?"


  "It means butt out, Alex. Do what your father asked. Don't talk about any of it. If the woman comes back, tell her she's crazy. Tell her that girl in the photograph died a few weeks after that picture was taken. End of story."


  "But she's not dead, is she?"


  "In all the ways that matter, she is. Forget about her, Alex. Trust me. You do not want to reopen the past."


  Alex suddenly wanted nothing more.


  * * *


  DeMarco family birthday parties were always big, loud affairs. Tonight the cafe was filled to the brim with Italians of all ages, shapes, and sizes. The small tables were dressed in red-checkered tablecloths, candles gleaming in each floral centerpiece. The food was plentiful, the wine flowed, and laughter filled the room like music. This was her family, Julia reminded herself. It didn't matter that she was the only blonde in a sea of brunettes. It didn't matter that she wasn't a DeMarco by blood. They loved her. They treated her as if she were one of their own. She just wished she had more in common with her family, that she didn't feel so out of step with her father and her sister. Not that they ever tried to make her feel that way. She just did.


  "Julia, you're not eating." Her aunt Lucia, a short, plump woman with pepper gray hair, paused by the table, her face disapproving. She pointed to Julia's untouched lobster ravioli. "Is it too spicy? Shall I get you another plate?"


  "It's perfect. I'm just full."


  "How could you be full? You ate nothing."


  "Hey, she has to fit into a wedding dress in a couple of months. Don't fatten her up yet," Liz interrupted, joining Julia at the table. "But since I hate to see food go to waste..." She pulled Julia's plate across the table and picked up her fork. She took a bite and nodded approvingly. "Excellent."


  Lucia beamed her approval. "You I don't worry about. But Julia..." She gazed at Julia again. "Since your sweet mother died, you just don't seem yourself."


  "I'm all right," Julia said. "I'm just not hungry."


  Lucia sighed, but held her tongue as Michael joined them at the table.


  Michael kissed her aunt on the cheek, then smiled at Julia. "Have you told them?"


  "Liz did. She got here before me. You know what a big mouth she has."


  "I couldn't keep it to myself," Liz said with a laugh. "I'm so excited. It seems like I've been waiting forever for this wedding."


  "I feel the same way," Michael said with a laugh.


  "We're very happy for you," Lucia said. "Now, you must be starving. I'll fix you a plate of food."


  "That would be great."


  "And I'll get you a beer," Liz added, following Lucia over to the bar.


  Michael sat down at the table. "Big party."


  "Like always," Julia replied. "How did your charter go?"


  "Fine. Sorry I'm late. I got hung up talking to my father about our advertising. I want to make changes. He doesn't. Same old argument. What did you do this afternoon?" he asked, reaching across the table to take her hand in his, his thumb playing with the engagement ring on her finger. "Did you go shopping for a wedding dress?"


  She shook her head. "No. I'm sure Liz wants to do that with me."


  "Just make sure you get something sexy and low cut."


  She smiled as she knew she was meant to, but it must have looked halfhearted to Michael, because the light disappeared from his eyes. "What's wrong, Julia? You've been acting strange since we left the museum."


  "You'll think I'm crazy if I tell you."


  "I could never think that. If something is bothering you, I want you to share it with me. I'm going to be your husband."


  She gazed down at their intertwined hands and knew she had to be honest with him. "I'm feeling rushed."


  "Because of the December wedding date?"


  She glanced back up at him and nodded. "It's fast, Michael. Only a little over three months."


  "We've been engaged for a year."


  "But not a normal year. Not a year of just being together without my mom being sick and endless trips to the hospital."


  "I understand that you're still sad, Julia, but it will get better. And it will get better faster if we're together. I can't wait to get on with the rest of our lives. I have so many plans for us. I promise to do everything I can to make you happy. And I honestly believe that once you get into the wedding planning, you'll feel more confident that this marriage is absolutely right. She thought about his words. He might be right. Maybe she just needed to be settled. But how could she settle down when there were so many questions running through her mind? "There's more," she said slowly. "I've been thinking about my past, about my real father and who my mother was before she married Gino."


  Michael looked at her in confusion. "Why would you be thinking about all that now?"


  "That girl in the photograph at the museum. She looked just like me, and she was wearing the same necklace that my mother gave me when I was a little girl."


  "I don't understand. You're saying you're... Russian?"


  She winced at the incredulous note in his voice. It did sound ridiculous coming from his mouth. "I'm saying I don't know who I am," she amended. "I don't have anything from before my mom married Gino. Nothing—no pictures of anything or anyone. It's like I didn't exist before I became a DeMarco."


  "Didn't you ever ask your mother about your real father?"


  "Of course I did, hundreds of times. She wouldn't talk about him. She said he left us and what did it matter?"


  "It doesn't matter, Julia," he said, squeezing her hand. "You don't need him. You don't need anyone but me, and I don't care about your bloodline."


  But she did need something besides him—she needed the truth. "I have to find out who I am, where I come from. It's important to me."


  "Before the wedding?"


  She nodded, seeing a flicker of annoyance cross his face. "Yes."


  "And this is all because of some photograph?"


  "That was the trigger, but to be honest, if it wasn't that, it would have been something else."


  His eyes narrowed at that comment. "Because you want to postpone the wedding? Is that what you're trying to tell me?"


  She wasn't quite sure how to answer that question. "It's just so fast."


  "Yeah, that's what you said." He sat back, releasing her hand. "Look, Julia, just let things ride for a few days, see if you feel the same way in a week or two, before we change the date. If we don't take December, we'll have to wait another year. I know how much you love history, and I think the museum would be the perfect setting for you."


  "I know." God, she felt so guilty. Michael had been so happy earlier. Now his face was pinched and tight, his eyes filled with disappointment.


  "Here's your beer." Liz set the bottle down on the table, glancing from Michael to Julia, then back at Michael again. "Who just died?"


  "Julia wants to postpone the wedding," Michael said glumly.


  Julia sighed, wishing Michael had not shared that piece of information just yet.


  "Are you out of your mind?" Liz asked in astonishment. "Why would you want to wait? You have the best place in the world to get married and the perfect guy. What's wrong with you, Julia?"


  "Good question," Michael said, standing up. "Maybe you can talk some sense into your sister, Lizzie. I'm going to find some food."


  Liz quickly took his seat. "Tell me what the problem is," she said as Michael left.


  "I just need more time. I don't want to rush into marriage."


  "Rush? If you go any slower, you'll be moving backwards."


  Julia looked away from her sister's determined face, wondering if she could make a quick exit through the front door. But a tall, dark-haired man with light green eyes blocked that door. Her breath caught in her chest. Alex Manning? He'd cleaned up, shaved, showered, and put on more clothes, but it was definitely him. What did he want? Did he know something? Did she want to know what he knew?


  Oh, God! She suddenly felt terrified that she was about to go down a path from which there would be no turning back.


  "Who's that?" Liz asked, following her gaze.


  Julia looked at her sister. "What?"


  "Is that man the reason you want to postpone your wedding?"


  "Maybe."


  "Julia! How could you?"


  "It's not what you think, but I do have to talk to him." She jumped to her feet and crossed the room, intercepting Alex before one of her aunts could shower him in cheek kisses, plates of ravioli, and cake. "What are you doing here?" she asked.


  "I wanted to see your face again."


  Julia fidgeted under his sharp, piercing gaze. "And?"


  "I talked to someone about the photograph."


  Julia pulled him out the front door of the cafe and onto the deserted pier, where darkness and shadows surrounded them. "What did you find out?"


  "I was told to tell you that the girl died a few weeks after the photograph was taken. I was also told to butt out and mind my own business. That's not my style."


  She wasn't sure how to read the gleam in his eyes. "What is your style?"


  "To find the truth. Are you up for it?" he challenged.


  Goose bumps raced down her arms. She should be focusing on her relationship with Michael and her wedding—she had a million things to worry about, things that were far more important than that old photograph. But something inside of her wouldn't let it go. All the questions about herself that she'd never had answered suddenly demanded attention. Maybe once she knew those answers, she'd feel more confident about moving on with the rest of her life.


  "Yes," she said. "I want to find out who that girl is."


  "Whatever it takes? Because there's no turning back once we get started."


  She bristled at his controlling tone. "Look, I'll turn back whenever I want. So—"


  "Then I won't help you."


  He started to leave. He was actually going to walk away from her? In fact, he was six feet away before she said, "Wait. Why are you acting like this?"


  He hesitated for so long she wasn't sure he would answer. Then he said, "The only reason I'm here is because you bear a striking resemblance to that girl. The necklace and the fact that you have no concrete evidence of where you lived before the age of four are also intriguing. But I promised not to talk to anyone about that photo. I won't break that promise with you unless I know you're committed to finding out the truth about that child."


  "Who would have asked you to promise such a thing?"


  "Are you in or are you out? Because I tell you nothing unless we have a deal."


  She could see the resolve in his eyes. If she said she was out, she'd never see him again, and she'd never know if that picture had anything to do with her. She could research it on her own, but she wouldn't know where to start. Alex would have more contacts, more information. Oh, what the hell. It wasn't like she was selling her soul. She drew in a breath, praying she wouldn't regret her decision. "I'm in. Tell me what you know."


  He met her gaze head-on. "My father didn't take that picture. I did."


  


  Chapter Three


  


  "What do you mean, you took that photograph?" Julia asked, shocked by his statement.


  "Just what I said. I was with my father on that trip to Moscow."


  "But you're young. You must have been a little boy then."


  "I was nine."


  "I don't understand." Julia sat down on one of the wooden benches outside the cafe. She could hear the laughter and the music from inside the restaurant, but they sounded like a million miles away.


  Alex sat down next to her. "I went to Moscow with my father," he explained. "It was the first and only time he took me with him on one of his assignments. My father was photographing a cultural exchange—an American theater group performing in Moscow. It was 1980. The Cold War was beginning to thaw, and both sides were eager to show that East and West could come together. My father got me a small part in the play so that I could go with him. It's a long story, but bottom line—my parents had separated that year, and this was the only opportunity my dad and I had to spend together. A few days after we arrived, he had a meeting one afternoon in Red Square. I got bored, and I picked up his camera. I wandered away, pretended I was shooting pictures the way I'd seen my father do. That's when I saw the girl at the gates." He paused, his eyes distant, as if he were recalling that moment. "She looked like she was in prison. I moved closer and said something to her, but she answered too softly for me to hear. She was... terrified. So I took her picture."


  "I can't believe it. You were actually there? You saw her? You talked to her?" Julia searched his face, wondering if there was any possible way she'd ever seen him before. But she had no memories of her early childhood. She never had. Other people said they could remember events when they were two or three. Why couldn't she?


  "After I took her picture," Alex continued, "I heard my father call my name and I ran back to him. I never told him I took the shot. My dad sent his film back to the magazine to be published. It wasn't until the magazine came out a few weeks later with that photo in print that he realized what I'd done. I'd never seen him so furious."


  "Why? What did it matter? It turned out to be a famous shot."


  Alex's lips tightened and a hard light came into his eyes. "I don't know why he was so upset about it. He wouldn't say, but he made me promise never to tell anyone I took the photo or that I saw the girl. He told me to forget she ever existed. There was fear in his eyes. I don't know if I realized that at the time, but in retrospect I believe he knew something I didn't."


  "Like what?" she asked with a bewildered shake of her head. "How could a photo make someone afraid? I don't understand."


  "All I can think is that the girl or the background of the picture revealed something that no one was supposed to see."


  Julia thought about that for a moment. "Didn't you say there was a public reaction after the publication, that people were searching for that girl, but no one could find her?"


  Alex nodded. "Yes. I have to admit I wasn't paying much attention at the time. My father died the day after that picture was published. That conversation we had about it was the last one we ever had, which is why it stuck in my mind."


  "What?" Julia stared at him in shock. His voice was matter-of-fact, but his words were horrifying. "Your father died the day after the photo was published in the magazine? What happened to him?"


  "Car accident," Alex said shortly, as if he couldn't bear to go into more detail. "My dad managed to travel all over the world without a scratch, but he lost his life a few miles from here on the Pacific Coast Highway." He looked off into the darkness, his profile hard and unforgiving.


  Julia wanted to ask more questions, but there was so much pain in his voice, she couldn't bring herself to break the silence.


  Finally, Alex turned back to her. "At any rate," he said, "I want to take another look at the photo. I think there's a good possibility the negative might still be in my mother's possession. The magazine gave her all of my father's work after he died. In the meantime, you should try to find some concrete evidence of your life before the age of four, especially when you lived in Berkeley. Your mother must have had friends, neighbors, someone who would remember seeing you as a baby. If you find them, your questions will be answered."


  "But yours won't be." She realized his interest had more to do with the promise he'd made to his father than with her. She had just been the catalyst. Her quest had suddenly become his quest. He was taking over, and she didn't like it. What if he found out something about the photo that reflected poorly on his father? Would he share it with her? What if she was that girl and his father had covered something up about her? "I want to look at the photo with you," she said. "Especially if you have the original negative."


  "I'll let you know what I find," he said as he stood up.


  "That's not good enough. I told you I was in for the long haul. Commitment works both ways. Together means together, Alex."


  "You don't sound like you trust me, Julia," he said with a little smile that made her trust him even less.


  "I don't. I'm sorry if that hurts your feelings."


  He laughed at that. "Don't worry about it. I don't have feelings to hurt. By the way, there's some guy staring out the window at us, and he looks pissed off. Do you know him?"


  Julia turned her head to see Michael standing by the cafe window. "Yes, I know him," she said with a sigh. "He's my fiancé."


  "You're engaged?"


  She nodded, wondering how she would explain Alex to Michael.


  "He's going to be a problem, isn't he?" Alex asked.


  "I think he might be."


  * * *


  "Why don't you just go out there?" Liz asked, wishing Julia would return to the cafe sooner rather than later. Michael had been staring out the window for a good five minutes, and while Liz would have liked to take a look herself, she'd managed to refrain. She thought if she sat at a nearby table, sipping her red wine and acting unconcerned, Michael would feel the same way, too. So far it wasn't working.


  "Who is he?" Michael bit out. "I've never seen him before."


  "I'm sure he's no one important."


  "Then why is she talking to him out there?" Michael asked, turning to face her. "Why not invite him inside? Why all the secrecy?"


  Liz shrugged. "It's quieter outside. Why don't you sit down and have a drink with me?"


  "Julia has been acting funny all day—at the museum and here tonight. I don't know what's going on with her. I thought we were finally moving on. I thought I'd given her enough time. I know I can make her happy if she'll give me a chance. Don't you think so?"


  "Of course, Michael."


  He let out a heavy breath and turned back toward the window. Julia was acting oddly, Liz thought, booking a wedding date today, and then telling Michael tonight that she wanted to postpone the ceremony. It didn't make sense. Michael was such a great guy. He had his own business. He was successful, good-looking, kind, and a family man. He'd been supportive during their mom's illness and the funeral. She didn't think they could have made it through their mother's death without him. She couldn't understand why Julia was hesitating for even a second.


  If she had been the one Michael wanted, she'd have married him the day after he asked. Not that he'd ever noticed her in that way. She was just the kid sister, the short brunette, the flaky one, who served up shrimp cocktails and clam chowder in bread bowls all day long. Julia was prettier and far more interesting with her passion for music and her job at the radio station. There was no way Liz could compete with her. Although she did have bigger breasts. It was a small distinction, but one she was happy to make.


  A loud clatter made her turn her head just in time to see her father, a tall, normally nimble man, stumble into a table and chairs. Her aunt Rita pushed him down into the chair and told him she'd bring him some coffee. Liz frowned. He was drinking so much lately. He'd always loved his red wine, but now it was vodka and scotch and lots of it.


  Gino rested his head in his hands. He'd developed prominent streaks of gray in his black hair in the past year. His cheeks were pale and he was far too thin. Liz got up and walked over to him. "Daddy, are you okay?'


  "I'm fine," he said, lifting his head. He offered her a dazed, drunken smile. "You're a good girl, Lizzie."


  "You should eat something. Have you had any food?"


  "I'm not hungry. I think we need another toast. To my daughter and her fiancé." He looked around. "Where's Julia?"


  "She's outside talking to a friend. You can toast her later."


  "Lucia, we must have champagne," Gino yelled across the room. "We must drink to Michael and Julia."


  "Dad, please. Just have some coffee." Liz sent Aunt Rita a grateful look when she brought over a mug of hot coffee. "Here you go."


  He waved a hand in disgust. "I don't want coffee. I want champagne. This is a party."


  "You're embarrassing your daughter," Rita said sharply. "Drink the coffee, Gino."


  He pushed it away, got to his feet, and staggered across the room to the bar. Liz knew she should probably go after him, but dammit, she was tired of chasing him. It was Julia's turn. She glanced across the room and saw that Michael was still staring out the window.


  Maybe she couldn't set her father straight, but she could do something about Michael and Julia. She walked over to him and said, "If you're not going to get her, I will."


  Michael grabbed her arm as she moved toward the door. "Stay out of it, Lizzie."


  "Excuse me?"


  "I want her to come in on her own."


  "I don't care how she comes in. My dad is drinking himself to death over at the bar, and she needs to help me get him out of here."


  "Your uncle is taking care of Gino," Michael said, tipping his head toward the far side of the room. Gino was now sitting down in a booth with her uncle and a pot of coffee.


  She felt marginally better seeing them together. "He's really got me worried," she confessed. "He's like a lost soul right now, completely adrift. My mom took care of him. She did everything, the cooking, the cleaning, the housework. She paid the bills. She even did the books here at the restaurant. I don't know how he gets through the days without her. Actually, he's barely getting through the days." She shook her head, feeling helpless.


  "You worry too much about your family," Michael said, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "But I understand. I'm the same way."


  Liz nodded. It was nice to have someone who understood. "Let's sit down. Yesterday you said you had something to tell me, and I still haven't heard what that something is."


  "That's right," Michael muttered, as he pulled out a chair, joining her at the table. "Now I think I may have jumped the gun."


  "About what?" she asked.


  He hesitated for a long moment, then offered her a sheepish smile. "I bought a house."


  "You did what?" She couldn't have heard him right. He hadn't just said he'd bought a house, had he?


  "I bought a house. It's down the street from Carol's home," he added, referring to his younger sister. "She knew the seller. I was able to make an offer before the owner put it on the market. It's small and needs a lot of work, but it's perfect. It's near the Marina, on Waterside. It has a small garden in the yard, and it's close to the rec center where I play basketball."


  "Has Julia seen it?"


  "No, I want to surprise her. What do you think?"


  What did she think? She thought he was crazy. But it was certainly a romantic gesture. She had to give him that.


  "Say something, Lizzie. You're making me nervous."


  "It's just that a house is such a big thing to do on your own, Michael." Liz had a feeling Julia would not be happy to have been left out of the decision making. "Why didn't you show it to Julia before you bought it?"


  "Because she would have put me off, told me to wait until we got married, and this was too good a deal to pass up. I want us to have our own home, Liz. No more apartment living. I want to own something, put down roots, start a family. I want to give Julia back some of what she lost when your mother died." He gave her an earnest smile. "It's a two bedroom, so we'll have plenty of room for a baby. With my sister down the street, we'll have family nearby. I was so afraid we wouldn't be able to afford a place in the city that I knew I had to grab this one."


  "That makes sense," she said slowly. "When are you going to tell Julia?"


  "I want to fix it up first. It needs a lot of paint, some landscaping. I'm going to start work on it tomorrow. The escrow doesn't close for another two weeks, but the owner has already moved out and said I could do whatever I wanted."


  "Wow." She didn't know what else to say.


  "You can't tell Julia about it until I'm ready. Promise me, Lizzie."


  "I promise. This is your secret to tell."


  "I will make her happy," he said with determination. "I just want her to give me a chance to do it. I thought I'd pinned her down today; then tonight she got the jitters again." He paused. "Did she tell you about a photograph she saw at the museum that she thinks is her?"


  "No. What are you talking about?"


  "She saw some picture of a little girl standing in front of an orphanage in Russia twenty-something years ago, and for some bizarre reason, she thinks it could be her."


  "What?" Liz's jaw dropped in amazement. "That's crazy. She's not Russian, and she was never an orphan."


  "Yeah, well, she suddenly doesn't know who she is."


  "She's a DeMarco. She's my big sister, that's who she is," Liz said, with a burst of anger. It was one thing for Julia to question getting married, but why on earth would she start thinking she was someone she wasn't?


  "You should remind her of that."


  As Michael finished speaking, the door opened, and Julia entered the restaurant alone. She sat down next to Liz, her cheeks flushed, a guilty look in her eyes. Liz felt a shiver of uncertainty race down her spine. What was Julia feeling guilty about? That man? Or was it something else? Something that would throw their lives into chaos again? The past year had been horrible. They were finally getting back to an almost normal state where she didn't feel like crying every day. She didn't want to deal with any more problems. Which meant she didn't want to ask Julia what she'd been up to outside the restaurant.


  Apparently Michael didn't feel the same way. "Who was that?" he asked, an edge to his voice.


  Julia hesitated for a moment, then said, "A photographer."


  Liz felt a wave of relief. "Of course, a wedding photographer. I told you it was nothing," she said to Michael.


  The tension on his face eased as well. "You were talking to a wedding photographer? I thought you weren't sure about planning the wedding yet?"


  "I'm not, but—"


  Before Julia could finish, they were interrupted by Lucia, who held a digital camera in her hand. "Come, come," Lucia said. "We're going to take a family picture for my birthday present. Now, before your father falls down."


  "Dad is drinking again?" Julia asked Liz.


  "I don't think he's stopped in the past six months," Liz replied, wondering why Julia hadn't noticed. "We're going to have to do something."


  "He'll be all right," Lucia interrupted with a wave of her hand. "He's grieving. It's understandable. Now, it's picture time. And smiles all around. You, too," she said to Michael. "You're practically family."


  "Am I?" Michael asked, looking at Julia. "Am I practically family?"


  "Of course you are," Liz said when her sister couldn't seem to get the words out. She grabbed both their hands and pulled them to their feet. A moment later they were swept up in the DeMarco crowd, and Liz breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe if they could just survive this night, Julia would get over whatever was bothering her and return to being her reliable older sister who was about to marry the man of her dreams. But as Liz took her place in the group portrait, she couldn't help glancing toward the door, wondering if the man in the black leather jacket and blue jeans had really been a wedding photographer. He'd had a doozy of a black eye. She hadn't met many wedding photographers who looked like they'd just gotten out of a bar fight. But if he wasn't a wedding photographer, who was he?


  * * *


  Julia spent most of Saturday morning going through the storage unit that was filled with the remnants of her mother's life. After the funeral, her father had made a sudden decision to sell their home, saying he couldn't bear to live in it without his beloved wife.


  Julia had suggested he wait, but he would have none of it, and within three months the house was gone, Gino now lived in a two-bedroom apartment a few blocks from the wharf, Liz had moved in with Julia, and what they hadn't had time to go through had been put in this storage locker.


  Looking through her mother's things was unbelievably depressing. Julia wished she didn't have to do it alone, but she couldn't ask Liz to help. She couldn't talk to anyone about the picture—except Alex Manning. In the cold light of day she'd had to question why she'd agreed to work with a man who'd been beaten up, thrown in jail, and kicked out of Colombia. And that was just last week. She'd found that information in a recent article in the Examiner. Further research on the Internet had unveiled the fact that his reputation for being a brilliant photographer was only surpassed by his reputation for getting into trouble. The last thing she needed was more trouble.


  But she'd made her deal with him and she'd stick to it—at least as long as it made sense. Or until she had proof that she was not that girl.


  So far she had no proof of anything. As her mother had told her, there were absolutely no photos of either of them before the wedding pictures taken when her mother had married Gino. It was as if they'd come into existence at that moment. But her mother had had a life before Gino, thirty-three years of life. She'd had parents and grandparents, and she'd grown up somewhere. But where?


  Her mother had told her she was from Buffalo, New York. That was the only information she'd ever shared. She said if her parents didn't want her, she didn't want them. Julia had often wondered about her grandparents, but loyalty to her mother had kept her from asking questions or requesting to see anyone. After all, they hadn't wanted her, either. Now she had a feeling she would have to find them if only to prove the truth about her birth.


  Sitting back on her heels, she considered again how best to do that. How did one find a needle in a haystack? For that matter she couldn't even find the haystack. She had nothing to trace, not one little clue.


  "Julia?"


  She looked up as her sister appeared in the doorway. Liz was dressed in running shorts and a tank top, her brown hair swept up in a ponytail. She looked like she'd just come from a jog. Liz was one of those people who liked to run and work out. Julia's favorite form of exercise was a long walk to Starbucks followed by a latte. "What are you doing here?" she asked.


  "Looking for you. I stopped by Dad's place. He told me he gave you the key. What are you looking for?"


  "I'm not sure."


  "Michael told me that you think there's some mystery about who you are," she said with a quizzical look in her eyes.


  "I have some questions," Julia admitted.


  "How can you have questions now?" Liz demanded, her expression filled with hurt. "Our mother just died. Our father is drinking himself into oblivion every night, in case you haven't noticed. And your fiancé is upset that you want to postpone your wedding. Don't you have enough on your plate? Do you really need to find your birth father now? After all these years?"


  Liz made some good points. The timing wasn't right. Then again, it had never been right. Which was how Julia had reached the age of twenty-eight without knowing who her biological father was. But he wasn't really the issue. "I'm not trying to find my father," she said. "I just want to know who I am, where I was born. I saw a picture at the museum. It was the spitting image of me. And the little girl had on a necklace just like mine."


  "The one with the swan? That's why you were looking at it?"


  "Yes."


  "Michael said the girl in the picture lived in Russia. How can you think it's you? You were never in Russia."


  It sounded worse coming from Liz's mouth. "I know it seems crazy. But that photo started me thinking about how I don't have any pictures of me or Mom before she married Gino. Isn't that odd? I thought if I came here, I might be able to find something that would prove I was living in the United States when I was three years old."


  Liz stared at her like she was out of her mind. "Are you having some sort of breakdown, Julia? You're acting like a mad person."


  "No, I'm acting like a person who doesn't know where she came from. It's different for you, Lizzie. You know who both your parents are. I only know about my mother. I don't know about my real father or my grandparents on my mother's side. And I can't remember anything from when I was little, which is also driving me crazy. Why don't I have any memories from that time in my life?"


  "A lot of people don't remember when they're really young. I don't remember much."


  "You don't have to remember, because I can tell you everything," Julia replied. "I was there from the minute you were born. No one that I know besides my mother was there from the minute I was born. And she's gone."


  "All right, fine." Liz perched on the edge of an old trunk. "Did you ask Dad about it?"


  "Not yet. He had a big headache and a hangover. I didn't want to bring it up if I could find something some other way."


  "And that man you were with last night? Is he involved in this search?"


  "He's the son of the photographer who took the picture." Julia didn't explain that Alex was the one who had taken the picture.


  "And he thinks it's you, too?"


  "He thinks it's worth looking into."


  "You're both nuts," Liz said flatly.


  Julia sighed. Liz tended to have a closed mind and could be very judgmental. She was always the last one to try anything new, and she often refused to look at problems in her life. She hadn't been able to accept their mother was going to die until she'd actually died. Up until then, Liz had insisted that their mother would get well, that life would return to normal. Maybe it was her age. She was six years younger than Julia, and she still wanted and needed to be protected. Julia usually tried to do just that, but not this time.


  "Don't you have to work this afternoon?" Julia asked, deciding to change the subject.


  "Not for a while yet. I think you're taking a risk, Julia. You could lose Michael over this ridiculous search that will probably turn up nothing in the long run. Do you want to take that chance?"


  A few months ago, make that a week ago, Julia would have said no, that she was happy with the way things were, but the photograph in the museum had opened up her eyes to the fact that the status quo had changed when her mother died. There was nothing to hold her back now. She could finally ask the questions and find the answers that she needed to fill out the missing part of her life. Michael should be able to understand that and so should Liz. "I'd rather look now than later," she said. "When I get married, I want to do it knowing everything I need to know about myself. If Michael can't give me a few days to figure that out, then he should be the one you're talking to, not me."


  "Are you sure it will take only a few days?"


  "I'm not sure about anything. I'm taking it one step at a time. And while I know you hate it when people don't do exactly what you want, you're going to have to let me do this, Liz, because I'm not willing to stop until I get some answers."


  "Have you considered the fact that you might be better off not knowing, that maybe Mom had a good reason for never telling you about your past?"


  She had considered that, more than once. "That might be true, but I think the not knowing is worse."


  "I hope you're right about that."


  "So do I."


  "Have you found anything yet?" Liz looked around at the mess Julia had made. "You've certainly been thorough. I still can't believe this is all we have left of Mom's life. It doesn't seem like much."


  "I know. I keep thinking there must be more. Although I haven't come across any paperwork, birth certificates, that kind of thing, so maybe there is more. I remember putting a lot of boxes in Dad's spare bedroom when he moved."


  Liz frowned. "I can't believe he's happier living in an apartment. He should have stayed in the house. Mom loved that house. And I'm still pissed off at him for selling it."


  "The house had too many memories. He couldn't stand it."


  "It's going to be strange this Christmas. No tree in the corner of the living room, no Christmas dinner around the big table. It won't be the same at Aunt Lucia's house."


  "No, it won't." Julia could see how much Liz hated that thought. "But we'll still make it a good holiday. We have each other. That's what matters."


  "I guess. Are you done here?"


  "Almost. I have one more box to go through."


  Liz kneeled down next to Julia as she opened the last large box. Instead of their mother's clothes, they found children's clothes.


  "I remember this outfit," Liz said, pulling out a pink jumper. "I used to love it."


  "And I used to wear this sweater all the time," Julia added, pulling out a blue sweater with embroidered flowers on the front. "I wonder why Mom kept these clothes. She was always doing spring-cleaning. I rescued a few things from the garbage on more than one occasion."


  "That's true, but these were our favorites." Liz dug farther into the pile. "I guess she had a sentimental soft spot after all. Who knew?"


  "There's a lot we don't know about her, Liz. I spent all night thinking about what I don't know about her, like where she grew up and where she spent her summer vacations. Where she went to school, who her friends were, her first boyfriend. She never talked about herself, and we never asked. Why didn't we ask?"


  "I guess I wasn't that interested," Liz admitted, the smile quickly disappearing from her face. "I thought we'd have more time."


  "Me, too." Julia touched her sister's hand to comfort. She was still the big sister, and she'd promised her mother she'd always watch out for Liz. "Even though we knew the diagnosis, we couldn't stop hoping. And Mom never wanted to say good-bye. She never wanted to talk about the end, even though we all knew it was coming."


  "You're right. She asked me two days before she died to take her out into the garden so she could decide what to plant in the fall." Liz blinked back a tear, then reached back into the box. "I see something. Hey, what's this?"


  She pulled out a hand-painted wooden doll about ten inches tall. The artwork on the doll was intricate and detailed. A woman's face was painted on the round head, a wreath of white flowers on her dark hair. The larger, cylinder-like body of the doll showed the woman's costume, a white dress with three feathered tiers and a floral pattern that mixed red flowers and green leaves. Along the base of the doll was a circle of swans that glistened in the lacquer finish. Julia's heart skipped a beat. The swans matched the one on her necklace. And she knew this doll. She'd held it in her hands before. "It's stunning," she murmured.


  "I don't remember seeing it before," Liz said.


  Julia took it out of Liz's hand. She opened the top and found another doll inside, then another one, and another. "It's a nesting doll," she said. "It's called a matryoshka doll."


  "What? How do you know that?"


  "I don't know how I know that." Julia looked from the doll to her sister, feeling like she was about to fall over the edge of a cliff. "But I know what it is. It's a Russian doll. And it's mine."
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