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  Chapter One


  


  "What do you think she left you in her will?"


  "Excuse me?" Alex Carrigan turned to the teenage girl sitting on the white leather couch in the reception area. In baggy jean overalls, she looked painfully thin and painfully young to be holding a cigarette between two fingers. Her brown hair was parted in the middle and hung down past her shoulders. Her red cheeks clashed with the orange tint of her lipstick, and her dark eyes blazed with defiance, anger, and something vaguely familiar.


  "What do you think she left you?" the girl repeated. "That's why you're here, isn't it? To find out what Melanie Kane left you?"


  Alex felt suddenly uneasy. Why was this young girl sitting alone in the San Francisco offices of Monroe and Glass, attorneys-at-law, at three o'clock on a Friday afternoon? Why wasn't she with someone? And more important, why was she looking at him as if she knew a big secret?


  "Maybe Melanie left you a million dollars," the girl continued, tilting her head to one side as if considering the odds of that possibility. "Maybe she won the lottery. Melanie always said she was going to win the lottery." Her lips trembled slightly at the notion. "Or she might have left you her pink Porsche. You know, the one she got at the gas station that's as big as a cereal box. Melanie always said someday she'd get one she could drive. Course, nobody believed her. She was always dreaming a dream."


  "What's your name?" Alex demanded, as the hairs on the back of his neck began to tingle.


  "Don't you know?" The girl stared into his eyes for one long, breathless second. "I'm Jessie."


  Alex's stomach turned over. I'm going to name her Jessica if she's a girl.


  No, it couldn't be. He racked his brain trying to remember when that baby had been born. It had been summer when Melanie had gone into labor. In fact, Sacramento had been in the middle of a heat wave, the temperatures in the valley rising past one hundred degrees, even in the dark of the night.


  Their tiny studio apartment over the California Grill had turned into an oven by late afternoon, and they'd taken to sleeping on a thin mattress on the floor in front of a noisy fan. Alex hadn't cared that they were living below the poverty line and about to have a baby. At eighteen, life had seemed like one big adventure.


  "Melanie used to talk about you," Jessie continued. "She said you had incredible blue eyes."


  He blinked against the intensity of her gaze -- her brown eyes, eyes that reminded him of Melanie. But unlike Melanie, who never looked past the surface, Alex had the feeling Jessie could see right through him, into his past, into his heart.


  "What else did Melanie say?" Damn! Why had he asked that?


  "She said you had long dark brown hair, and once she made you wear it in a ponytail because she thought it was sexy."


  He cleared his throat and dug his hands into his pockets. He doubted Melanie would have recognized him today. His hair was shorter, just past his ears, and he no longer lived in torn blue jeans and tank tops, but rather business suits, starchy white shirts, and silk ties -- at least when he was working, which was most of the time. His business was his life.


  "She also said you were a great kisser," Jessie continued with a speculative smile.


  He felt even more uncomfortable. "I'm sorry about your mother. Melanie was your mother?"


  "Most of the time, except when a guy came around. Then we were sisters." Jessie tapped her unlit cigarette against her leg. "Got a light?"


  "Aren't you a little young to be smoking?"


  "Aren't you a little late to be playing dad?"


  Her words cut to the quick. He stiffened and immediately shook his head against the accusation in her eyes. "I'm -- I'm not your father. I don't know what Melanie told you, but I am definitely not your father."


  "How do you know?"


  His mind raced to answer the question. How did he know? Because Melanie had told him the truth the day after Jessie's birth. After he'd invested nine months of his life taking care of Melanie and the baby, after he'd gone to sleep listening to the baby's heartbeat, after he'd fallen in love with the infant he believed was his -- Melanie had told him he was not the father. Melanie had also told him she wanted to raise her child with the baby's real father, Eddie Saunders.


  He'd been furiously angry, but he'd never doubted Melanie's sincerity. Why would she lie? He'd been willing to take care of her. Hell, he had been taking care of her, working as a clerk at a local shoe store during the day and taking college classes at night.


  During their nine months together, he'd fallen in love with her and her baby, only to have his love shoved back in his face. It was the last time he'd let himself get that close to anyone.


  "I just know," he said to Jessie, then shifted his feet restlessly, wishing the receptionist would come back.


  He wanted someone to tell him why he'd been ordered to appear on this day, at this time, for the reading of a will of a woman he'd been married to for nine months, thirteen years earlier. It didn't make sense that Melanie would leave him anything after the way they'd parted. They hadn't spoken since the day she'd taken her baby and left him all alone.


  He checked his watch. It was ten minutes past three. He was tired, hungry, and irritated. He'd just finished a grueling ten-day business trip for his company, Top Flight Athletic Shoes, and he'd been hoping to get home early. Not that there wouldn't be problems waiting for him at home. According to his part-time housekeeper, his grandfather had arrived at his apartment the day before with a suitcase and a note from his doctor stating that his grandfather shouldn't live alone anymore.


  A sudden gust of wind rattled the windows, and Alex's uneasiness increased as he saw the tree branches blowing restlessly against the panes of the old Victorian house that now served as an office building in the Marina District of San Francisco. Maybe it was the wind -- or the Carrigan curse, which had brought him here today. He could still hear his grandfather's deep, booming voice...


  And the winds will curse your life until you return to where it began...


  His grandfather had told him about the curse in the dark of the night, the wind howling through the trees like a hungry werewolf. Alex had been eight years old at the time and his mother had just left his father -- because of the curse, his grandfather told him, because of something terrible his grandfather had done when he was a young man.


  Alex had wanted desperately to believe it was black magic that had torn his family apart, but in the morning his father had told him that his mother was in love with another man. So much for the curse.


  "Mr. Carrigan?"


  He turned his head as the receptionist finally returned to her desk. A smartly dressed woman in her mid-thirties, she welcomed him with a cool smile.


  "Mr. Monroe will be a few moments. He's on the phone."


  Alex had the sudden urge to flee. Listening to the wind and thinking about the curse had drawn goose bumps down his arms. "Look, I've been on a business trip for the past week, and frankly I have no interest in anything Melanie Kane may have left for me. So if Mr. Monroe will be longer than five minutes, I'm out of here."


  The receptionist frowned. "You really do need to wait, Mr. Carrigan. Can I get you some coffee? A soft drink?"


  "No."


  "Please, sit down."


  "Fine." He took a seat at the other end of the couch, trying to ignore Jessie's steady gaze. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed his office. His secretary picked up, sounding as efficient as always.


  "Hey, Theresa, it's me. Any messages?"


  "Of course. You're a popular guy these days. Did you see the spread in Entrepreneur Magazine? They picked us as one of the top five companies to watch."


  "I saw it," he replied, still feeling a surge of pleasure that his efforts were finally being rewarded. "What else is up?"


  "The ad guys want to know if you've signed Elijah James yet."


  "No," he said with annoyance. He'd been chasing the young basketball star for three months with absolutely no luck. "I have a meeting with him tomorrow at the Coliseum. I'm determined to bring him into the Top Flight family."


  "Well, you usually get your man -- or woman as the case may be. There are a few other messages, but they can wait until Monday. Oh, one last thing. Amy said to tell you she just signed that young tennis star from Argentina, Rita Seranno."


  "Way to go, Amy."


  "And she wanted to know if you mind her taking a few days off in Rio as a bonus."


  "What did you tell her?"


  "To get her ass back here."


  Alex laughed. "You're good, Theresa, very, very good."


  "I'll remind you of that come bonus time. Oh, and call home if you're not there already. Your housekeeper left me a hysterical message about your grandfather. I didn't even know you had a grandfather."


  "Unfortunately, I do. I'll see you Monday."


  He hung up and dialed his home number.


  "Hello? Hello? Senor Carrigan's residence."


  He smiled at the sound of his housekeeper's heavily accented response. Gloria Delgado had arrived from Nicaragua six years earlier, but still didn't feel comfortable with the language. She also tended to get upset easily.


  "It's Alex, Gloria."


  "Oh, Senor Alex, I am so sorry."


  His muscles once again tensed. "What are you sorry about?" He hoped she'd simply broken something or missed a dirty spot on the floor.


  "I have lost your grandfather," she said dramatically.


  It wasn't the response he was hoping for. "What do you mean, you lost him?"


  "You asked me to watch him, but he doesn't like my coffee, so he go."


  He winced as a torrent of Spanish followed. When Gloria finally paused for air, he said, "It's okay. I'll find him. He can't have gone far. Did he say anything before he left?"


  "The wind. He say the wind is bad. There are evil spirits dancing. Me, I think I don't understand so good."


  "Oh, you probably understood just fine."


  "He also say he want cake. Yesterday he want cake. Today he want cake. Every day he want cake."


  "Right. I think I have an idea where he may have gone."


  "I can't wait, Senor Alex. My niece is sick, and my friend has no car, and--"


  "That's okay. I'll be home shortly. Thanks, Gloria."


  The door to one of the offices opened, and Alex slipped his cell phone back in his pocket. An older man stepped through the doorway. His hair was pepper gray, the expression on his long, narrow face as somber as his navy blue pinstriped suit.


  "Mr. Carrigan?" He extended his hand. "I'm Harrison Monroe, Melanie Kane's attorney."


  Alex stood up and shook the man's hand, feeling tense.


  "Please come in," Harrison said.


  He walked into the inner office, not realizing until he was inside that Jessie had followed him. "This is a private meeting," he told her.


  "Actually, Jessica is involved." Mr. Monroe gave his tie a nervous tug. "Won't you both sit down?" He waved his hand toward the leather armchairs in front of his desk.


  Jessica didn't move. Alex didn't either. The ground beneath his feet suddenly felt like quicksand. "What do you mean Jessica is involved?"


  "It's complicated."


  "No it's not," Jessie interrupted, putting her hands on her hips. She looked Alex straight in the eye. "Don't you get it yet? I'm your inheritance."


  "That's impossible." He looked to Mr. Monroe for reassurance, but he found none. "I'm not her father."


  "Your name is on her birth certificate," Mr. Monroe said evenly.


  "It is?" he was surprised Melanie hadn't put Eddie's name there. "Even so, I'm not Jessie's father."


  "You were married to Ms. Kane at the time of Jessica's birth. Isn't that correct?"


  "Yes, but I'm not her father."


  "And you were married for a total of..." Harrison Monroe walked over to his desk and checked a piece of paper. "Nine months and fourteen days."


  "I don't remember exactly how long it was, but that sounds about right. I'm not her biological father, though. That honor belongs to a guy named Eddie Saunders."


  Harrison opened the file folder on his desk and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Did you write this note, Mr. Carrigan?"


  Alex had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. The paper was old and faded with crease marks, as if it had been tucked away in someone's jewelry box for thirteen years.


  He could still remember sitting down at his student desk, staring at the loose-leaf paper in his notebook, wondering how he could possibly be a father when he'd only just finished high school. But he couldn't let Melanie do it alone. He knew what it was like to grow up without two parents. So he'd picked up a pen and written Melanie a note.


  "Take it," Harrison urged.


  Alex took the paper from the lawyer's hand and slowly unfolded it.


  


  Dear Melanie,


  I want to marry you. I want to be a father to my baby. Please call me. I can't stand not knowing what you're going to do.


  Love, Alex


  


  "That is your writing, is it not?" Harrison asked.


  "It's mine." He folded the note and handed it back to Harrison. "At the time, I believed I was Jessie's father. Later Melanie told me the truth. She left me to go back to Jessie's real father, Eddie Saunders. We got a divorce. Eddie should be responsible for Jessie, not me."


  "I'm sorry, but Ms. Kane didn't mention anyone by that name to me."


  "She married him."


  "No." Harrison shook his head. "The only marriage she participated in was the one with you."


  "She told me she was going to marry him."


  "She didn't. And it was her wish that you take Jessica in the event of her death."


  He stared at the attorney in shock, then looked at Jessie's defiant face. He couldn't take this kid. He couldn't parent this smart-ass girl. He wouldn't know what to do -- what to say.


  "This is not going to happen," Alex said wildly. "I -- I refuse."


  Jessica walked around the desk and sat down in Mr. Monroe's oversized chair. She leaned back and kicked her feet up on the desk. "I told you he wouldn't take me."


  "Yes, well." Mr. Monroe looked from Jessie to Alex. "If you refuse, then I suppose I'll have to call Social Services and have them find her a foster home."


  "Great, maybe I can get a smoke there," Jessie said. "I don't need you anyway. You're probably -- probably a big -- a big jerk." Jessie's mouth trembled, and she sniffed back a sob. "Mom said you were a good guy, but you're just like the rest. I'm glad you're not my dad."


  He sucked in a deep breath of air as her words cut him deeply. He'd wanted to be her dad once. But Jessie wasn't his. She wasn't his. The words rang through his head like a mantra. But as he looked at Jessie, he wondered if he could really turn his back on her.


  "Mr. Carrigan, may I speak to you alone?" Harrison didn't wait for an answer. He pulled Alex into the hall and shut the door so Jessica couldn't overhear them.


  "Mr. Carrigan. Putting aside the fact that you don't believe you're Jessica's father--"


  "I'm not."


  "As I said, putting that aside for now, I must tell you that Ms. Kane wanted you to take Jessie. She told me you were the only person in the world who could give Jessie the kind of home she deserved. Won't you please reconsider?"


  "I can't."


  "San Francisco is filled with homeless children. The foster care system is stretched to the limit. Jessica just lost her mother. She's terribly alone right now, and I know she hasn't made the best impression, but underneath all that sass, she's a scared child."


  He knew that. But she wasn't his child. And he wouldn't take care of her -- not again.


  "Jessica needs you, Mr. Carrigan."


  Alex stared at him for a long moment. "You never said -- how did Melanie die?"


  "She had ovarian cancer. She didn't find out until the very end. She was only in the hospital a week before she died. I met with her at the request of a social worker. Melanie was very concerned for Jessie's future. I did try to find you, but Melanie thought you might be in Sacramento."


  "That's where we lived together. I spent my senior year in high school there while my dad did a photo spread of the state legislature in action." Alex didn't know why he was explaining, except that it helped to prolong what he knew was coming.


  "Yes, well, it took me a while to find you. By then it was too late for Melanie to ask you herself."


  "There was a time when I would have gladly been that child's father. Thirteen years ago to be exact. But now I'm building a business -- Top Flight Athletic Shoes. I travel a lot. I have commitments on my time. Jessica should go to someone who can give her a home."


  "I'm well aware of your situation, Mr. Carrigan. I did a background check on you."


  "What the hell for?"


  "I told Ms. Kane I wouldn't feel comfortable sending Jessica to a man, even if he was the father, who hadn't bothered to pay child support or maintain contact with Jessica over the years."


  "This is unbelievable." Alex shook his head in amazement that the conversation continued despite his innocence. "I didn't pay child support because I wasn't the father. How many times do I have to tell you that?"


  "Ms. Kane did say that she hadn't wanted you to support her," Mr. Monroe conceded.


  "Thank God for that. So what did you find out about me?"


  The attorney sent him a steady look. "Your athletic footwear business is very successful. You employ over three hundred people in San Francisco and throughout the country. You mingle with sports celebrities on a frequent basis. You are considered to be a very eligible bachelor, although you aren't known for long-term romantic relationships. You don't appear to smoke or do drugs, and you run several miles a day, probably to balance the enormous amount of junk food you put into your system."


  "Very good. Did you find out what brand of toothpaste I use?"


  "I didn't consider it necessary."


  "You only considered it necessary to invade my privacy."


  "For the child's sake, yes. Let me give you the bottom line, Mr. Carrigan. In the eyes of the law, unless proven otherwise, you are Jessica's father and thereby required to support her. Now, if you wish to put her up for adoption, I must tell you that twelve-year-old girls are not very adoptable. Jessica will more than likely end up in the foster care system until she's eighteen. Then she'll be on her own. Of course, she may run away before then. She's not unfamiliar with life on the street. She and her mother were homeless most of this past year."


  Homeless? Melanie with the beautiful brown eyes and the big dreams had ended up living on the streets with her baby? He felt a sudden thrust of guilt. But Melanie had made her choice. She'd picked a life without him.


  "I'm not her father," he said one last time, knowing even as he said the words that it was futile to protest. "I'll take a DNA test to prove that."


  "DNA tests take time, but that's certainly your prerogative. In the meantime, you may wish to pursue Eddie Saunders. If he is in fact Jessica's father, perhaps he'll want her. In fact, I can recommend an excellent private investigator."


  "I'll bet."


  "Until then Jessica needs a home."


  He thought for a long moment. Once again, Melanie wanted him to care for her baby until the real father showed up.


  How could he do that again?


  How could he not?


  "Fine. I'll take Jessie, until we find her real father." It would be okay. He'd get Gloria to come more often, and his grandfather would be there, too, he thought dismally, suddenly realizing how crowded his simple life had become.


  "Good." Mr. Monroe opened the door to his office. "Jessie? Mr. Carrigan has agreed to take care of you."


  Jessie shrugged. "Whatever." She got up from the chair and sauntered over to Alex. "Can I have five bucks?"


  "Why?"


  "So, I can buy a lighter."


  He plucked the cigarette out of her hand. "I live in a nonsmoking apartment."


  "Oh, shit."


  "And non-swearing."


  "Where do you live? A fucking church?"


  He stared at her defiant face in amazement. "Did your mother let you talk like that?"


  "All the time."


  "Okay, well off you go," Mr. Monroe said, ushering them out of his office before Alex could change his mind. "I'll have my investigator call you, Mr. Carrigan."


  "You better," he grumbled as he walked out of the office with Jessie. The hall was empty. He pushed the elevator button and crossed his arms in front of his chest. Jessie did the same, her expression of disinterest as deliberate as his own.


  "If you're not cool, I'll just leave," Jessie said, her gaze fixed on the wall.


  "And go where?"


  "Wherever. I don't need you. I don't need anybody."


  Her words rang through to his heart. They were his words, and he'd said them over and over again, growing up in his own shattered family.


  "Why don't we just try to get along, Jessie? It will make it easier on all of us. By the way, where are your things?"


  She pointed to her worn backpack, still avoiding his eyes. "Right here."


  "Is that it?"


  "I travel light."


  He had liked to travel light, too. Only, now he was acquiring baggage by the minute.


  The elevator doors opened, and they stepped inside, riding down to the first floor in silence. They crossed through the lobby, and Alex opened the front door for Jessie. A gust of wind blew her hair up in an arch, and Alex was suddenly blinded by a swirl of dust.


  "It sure is windy," Jessie proclaimed.


  "It sure is," he muttered.


  And the winds will curse your life until you return to where it began...


  


  Chapter Two


  


  "My grandson wants to lock me up in a home for the crazy." Julian Carrigan rested his elbows on the small round table in front of him, the long, worn sleeves of his coat creeping up over his plump forearms. He stared down at his cafe mocha as if he were searching for an answer in the dark chocolate.


  "Are you sure?" Faith Christopher walked around the bakery counter and slid into the chair across from him. It was almost closing time at Faith's Fancies, a small French bakery/cafe in downtown San Francisco, and Faith was ready for a break.


  "I'm sure," Julian replied, casting a wistful glance around the cafe, which was now devoid of customers. "I'll miss this place."


  Faith smiled as he looked around the room. She'd worked hard to make the bakery cozy and inviting with dark wood paneling, warm orange-red curtains and inviting photographs of pastries on the walls. There were bud vases with fresh flowers on each of the four small tables and a complimentary rack of magazines and newspapers in the corner. She invited people to linger, to relax, to enjoy. And this old man had done just that, yesterday afternoon and today. She'd wondered if he was going to be a regular customer, now she wasn't so sure.


  The one thing she was sure about is that the elderly man was in dire need of a friend, not to mention an iron. His suit had obviously once been an expensive purchase, but it was now old and worn, as wrinkled as the faded white shirt he wore underneath.


  Julian stared at her through weary blue eyes. His white hair stood up in short, straight tufts on his head. His face was lined, his hands aged, his shoulders slumped. He seemed to be carrying the weight of the world on his back.


  "My grandson says he doesn't have room for me, but he lives in one of those fancy apartments up on the hill. It's got three bedrooms." Julian took a sip of his coffee and shook his head. "It's all gone bad, you know. My whole life, one thing after another."


  "There must have been some good times in your life," Faith ventured.


  "There were some -- a long time ago. Before the curse."


  "The curse?" She couldn't help but sit forward in her seat. Although she considered herself firmly grounded in reality, she was intrigued by the idea of magic.


  "I was cursed more than fifty years ago to live without love. Not just me but everyone in my family. I didn't believe in the curse at first. But it came true. I wish I could set things right. Sometimes I think it might be worth trying, but I couldn't do it alone."


  "What about your grandson?"


  The old man snorted. "It would be a cold day in hell before he'd help me."


  "Other family?"


  "No. My son is a bigger SOB than my grandson. Guess they take after me." He paused. "My friends are all dead. I soon will be, too, I suppose."


  "Don't say that." Faith was touched by the deep sadness in his eyes. She understood loneliness. She'd been alone since the beginning, abandoned in a church pew with nothing but a worn blanket and a St. Christopher's medal around her neck. From foster home to foster home, the loneliness had only grown, not because people didn't care about her, but because she didn't belong to anyone, to anyplace. She had no blood ties in the world, at least none that she knew about.


  It wasn't until she'd met Gary Porter that she'd finally felt as if she belonged to someone. Her stomach twisted into a knot of sadness. Gary had left her too, not willingly, but he was gone all the same, her friend, her lover, her protector.


  "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you." Julian's gaze was concerned as it settled on her face.


  Faith forced a smile and pushed the memories of her doomed love affair to the back of her mind where they belonged. "You didn't."


  "Then why aren't you smiling anymore?"


  "I'm angry with your grandson."


  "Alex?" Julian raised an eyebrow. "You don't even know him."


  "He sounds like a monster."


  "Most women love him. He's very dashing."


  "Dashing, huh?"


  "Handsome, attractive, a -- a hunk as they say nowadays."


  Faith laughed. "He must take after his grandfather."


  "Perhaps in my day," he said with a touch of arrogance that Faith sensed had once been a bigger part of his personality. "I've been married five times, you know."


  "Five? Wow. And where are all your ex-wives?"


  "I don't know." He shrugged. "I didn't treat them all that well, I'm afraid. I did so many things wrong, Miss Faith. May I call you that?"


  "Of course. We all make mistakes."


  "I made more than my share. And now my grandson is paying."


  Faith wrinkled her nose in confusion. "I don't understand. I thought you said he was putting you in a home. It sounds like you're the one who's paying."


  "I'm the one who brought the curse upon the family. The old Indian warned me about what would happen. The winds will curse your life until you return to where it began..." Julian looked out the window. "It's windy today."


  "It's always windy in late March," Faith said, trying to lighten the dark mood that had settled over his features. "One of my foster moms used to say that the wind was just God's way of doing some spring cleaning."


  Julian's somber expression didn't change with her whimsical explanation. "The wind brings with it disaster, change, evil. The monster roars... and the monster kills."


  She shivered in spite of the fact that the bakery was quite warm. Despite her foster mom's reassuring explanation, the wind had always scared her, too. Faith had grown up in Southern California where the Santa Ana winds would blow up unexpectedly, lighting the nearby hillsides on fire. One of her foster homes had been on just such a hillside.


  She had vivid memories of the day the fire had come down the hill into the backyard. Her foster father had stood on the roof, hosing down the shingles. Her foster mother had hustled her and the other children into a van just minutes before the fire breached the back fence. They'd lost everything. Faith had moved on to a new home, a new family, but she'd never forgotten the hot smothering smell of the fire on the wind. Evil? Yes, she could believe it came with the wind.


  "If only I could make it right." Julian drew her attention back to the conversation at hand. "Then I could die with peace in my heart, knowing that my family would no longer be cursed."


  "Maybe I could help," Faith said impulsively. "What would you have to do to get rid of this curse?"


  Julian hesitated. He looked around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear them, then he dropped his voice down to a whisper. "Find Suzannah."


  "Who is Suzannah?" Faith asked in the same hushed voice.


  "The love of my life."


  "One of your wives?"


  He shook his head. "No."


  Faith waited for him to elaborate, but he didn't say another word. Finally she asked, "When did you last see her?"


  "Fifty-six years ago."


  Faith's jaw dropped open. "That's a long time. She might be..."


  "Yes, I know. But I can't get rid of the curse unless I find her. She has something that I need. Do you think you could help me?"


  She hesitated. She saw her assistant and almost mother-in-law, Nancy Porter, watching her from behind the counter. Nancy had a worried expression on her round face, and Faith could tell from the set of her jaw that she didn't particularly like Julian Carrigan. But then, Nancy had become very protective of Faith since Gary's death two years earlier. In many ways, Nancy had taken over Faith's life where Gary had left off.


  After her oldest son's death, Nancy had volunteered to help in the bakery that Faith and Gary had started together. Nancy had also insisted that even though Gary had died before their wedding, Faith was still a part of the Porter family, and as a member of their family, she would receive all of their love and all of their attention.


  Sometimes too much attention, but Faith would never tell Nancy that. Faith owed everything she had to Gary and his family. She wouldn't have had the bakery or her apartment or the family dinners without the Porters -- Nancy and her husband, Chuck, and their younger son, Ben, and their daughter, Kim.


  "It's too much to ask," Julian said abruptly, patting her hand. "Please forgive me. You're a young woman with a life of your own, a business to tend. I don't know what I was thinking. It's just that this damn curse has not only destroyed me but also my son, and now, I fear, my grandson as well. It will never end unless I make it right."


  "I want to help you. But some things cannot be changed. I learned that a long time ago."


  "Faith?" Nancy called to her from behind the counter. "May I speak to you for a moment? In the back?"


  "You go on," Julian said. "I've already taken up too much of your time."


  "I'll be back in a minute."


  Faith got up and went into the kitchen. Since her assistant baker, Leslie, left by noon each day, Faith and Nancy were alone. Nancy leaned against the large, marble-topped table set in the center of the kitchen, her arms crossed in front of her chest. A small woman, barely five foot two, Nancy had blond hair, hazel eyes, and a rosy- cheeked complexion. Her round arms were made for hugging, and she usually had a ready smile, unless, of course, she was worried about one of her kids or Faith -- which appeared to be the case at this moment.


  "You shouldn't be offering to help that man, Faith. He's a stranger."


  "He's a lonely old man." Faith picked up a mixing bowl and carried it over to the sink to be washed. She wasn't sure she liked the fact that Nancy had taken it upon herself to listen to their conversation.


  "He could be a con artist. He was here yesterday, too."


  "Because he has no one to talk to. He told me his grandson is putting him in a home. I feel sorry for him." Faith took a sponge and wiped down a splash of chocolate on the counter by the sink. She didn't want to snap at Nancy, even though her questions were progressively more irritating. Sometimes Nancy acted as if Faith didn't have a smart thought in her head.


  "You're such a soft touch, Faith, and so impulsive."


  Faith silently counted to ten. "The only thing he's tried to con me out of is a chocolate eclair." She rinsed the sponge in water and set it on the edge of the sink.


  "So far. He's trying to get your confidence. That's why they call it a con game." Nancy walked over to the sink. "When you least suspect it, he'll steal something from you. I saw a case just like this on one of those talk shows."


  Faith smiled and patted Nancy on the shoulder. "Steal what? We don't keep enough cash on site to make anyone happy. And I can always make more pastry."


  "He might try to talk you into investing in something."


  "I promise you I won't give him any money."


  "I hope not. Anyway, I wanted to ask you if you're coming to dinner tonight. Ben will be there. He told me you two went sailing last weekend."


  "Yes. We had a lot of fun."


  "You and Ben get along so well."


  "He's a wonderful guy." Faith's smile tightened somewhat as she remembered their good-bye. After two years of solid friendship, Ben had kissed her good night. For a second she'd thought she was kissing Gary. Maybe that was why she'd responded. But she should have told Ben right then that she wasn't interested in being anything more than friends. Although she had to admit it had been a nice kiss, comforting, caring, warm, and she'd missed being with a man.


  "Faith?"


  She started, feeling a rush of color warm her face. "What?"


  "I don't think Gary would mind."


  "Mind what?" Good heavens. Had Ben told his mother about their kiss?


  Nancy shook her head. "Nothing. I shouldn't have said anything. You are coming for dinner, right? It's Friday night."


  Faith nodded. Friday night dinner and Sunday morning brunch at the Porters' were a tradition, and she knew she couldn't disappoint Nancy by saying no. Besides, Ben had called earlier and asked her to come, and she'd already promised. "I'm looking forward to it."


  "Good. I'll go then, as soon as I send that man on his way." Nancy headed back to the front of the bakery.


  Faith followed her, determined not to let Nancy hurt the old man's feelings. But Faith didn't have a chance to say a word to Nancy, because when they entered the front room, Julian was arguing with another man.


  "What's going on?" Faith asked sharply.


  The younger man turned to her with blazing blue eyes. Faith took a step back out of self-defense. His blue eyes were exactly the same as Julian's. His face had the same square shape, the same stubborn jaw, but where Julian's hair was white, this man's hair was dark and thick, his skin tan and unlined, his build strong and intimidating.


  Dashing, she thought, remembering Julian's description. Or at least he would be if he were smiling, if his stance weren't filled with aggression, if he didn't look like he wanted to hit someone.


  "Who are you?" the man asked.


  "Faith Christopher. I own this bakery."


  "Faith, do you want me to call the police?" Nancy asked, hovering by the phone on the counter.


  "I don't think that will be necessary. Will it?" she asked the man. Faith might have been a soft touch, but she hadn't lived in six different foster homes without learning how to stare down an intimidating glare.


  "No. My grandfather and I are leaving."


  "So you're the obnoxious grandson."


  Julian laughed, then coughed to cover it up.


  Alex turned to the old man. "What did you tell her?"


  Julian shrugged. "You're not interested in anything I have to say. Why start now?"


  "Because obviously you've been telling this woman a pack of lies."


  "Judging by your behavior just now, I doubt that," Faith said, supremely irritated by the way Alex treated his grandfather. If she'd had a grandfather, she would have treated him with respect and love and patience for his years.


  "We're leaving." Alex put his hand on Julian's arm.


  "Ow," Julian said with a dramatic wince. "Please, please don't hurt me."


  "Now, you stop that right now, you big bully," Faith said, storming forward.


  "Oh, dear," Nancy muttered.


  Faith took Alex's arm and pulled him toward the door, her fingers twisting the material of his suit coat into a knot.


  "What the hell are you doing?" Alex demanded, shaking himself free of her determined grasp.


  "Showing you the door. This is my bakery, and your grandfather is welcome to stay here as long as he likes. I certainly will not allow you to abuse this dear old man in front of me. I have half a mind to call the police and have you arrested."


  Alex's jaw dropped open. "What? I'm not abusing him. I'm taking care of him."


  "Oh, sure, by putting him in a home where he'll be strapped to a bed for hours on end."


  "I'm not doing that." He turned to Julian. "What did you tell her?"


  "I told her the truth."


  "You wouldn't know the truth if you fell over it."


  "And you'll never know it either unless you open your eyes and see, and open your ears and hear." Julian stood up with dignity and pride. "It's all right, Miss Faith. I'll go now. I don't want to cause you any trouble. You've been more than kind."


  Alex clapped his hands. "Very nice performance, Grandfather. Did you also tell Miss Faith that you're an actor? That you've acted on and off Broadway for the past thirty years? Did you tell her that you spend each day of your life playing out another character, and today it happens to be the old, abused, and neglected grandfather? Which, by the way, could use some work."


  "You wound me, Alex. So eager you are to play me for the fool."


  "And I should be happy you're blackening my name all over town?"


  The door to the bakery opened and a little girl walked through the door, a petulant expression on her heavily made-up face. "What's taking so long, Alex?"


  "I told you to wait in the car, Jessie."


  "Who is this child?" Julian demanded.


  The girl crossed her arms in front of her chest and sent Julian a defiant look. "I'm his kid, Jessie. What's it to you?"


  Faith wasn't sure who looked more surprised by the declaration, Julian or his grandson. But if this child was any example of Alex Carrigan's commitment to his family, he was sadly lacking. The makeup on Jessie's face barely disguised the dirt on her neck and around her ears. And she was far too young to be wearing so many cosmetics.


  "She's not my kid," Alex growled, sending Jessie a stern look. "Stop saying that."


  "Then what are you doing with her?" Julian asked.


  "Watching her temporarily, until her real father is found."


  "He's ashamed to admit he's my dad," Jessie said, her attitude suddenly changing as her gaze traveled over to the bakery trays filled with desserts. She gave a heartfelt, dramatic sigh, much like the one Julian had just uttered. "I don't blame him for not wanting me. I haven't had a bath in a long time. I haven't eaten in a long time, either."


  "Oh, for heaven's sake. Let me get you something," Faith said.


  "I'll do it," Nancy offered, stepping up to take Jessie's order.


  "I want one of those, and one of those, and one of those," Jessie said, pointing to several different trays.


  "Oh, my, you are hungry," Nancy said, as she bustled to fill the girl's order.


  "I just got her twenty minutes ago," Alex said defensively, looking from Nancy to Faith. "I haven't had a chance to feed her or throw her into the bath. Because I've been looking for you," he added, turning to Julian. "You were supposed to stay put."


  "The wind." Julian's eyes lit up with understanding. "She came with the wind, didn't she?"


  "No, she came with a letter and a lawyer."


  "It's the curse."


  "It's not the damn curse." Alex threw up his hands. "I wish you'd stop blaming everything on some ridiculous story."


  "Then how do you explain this child's sudden appearance in your life?''


  "The untimely death of her mother. Now that you've told your sob story and had your cake, can we go?"


  "I just got my food," Jessie said, taking the bag from Nancy.


  "You can eat in the car." Alex took out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to Nancy, who gave him change without a word or a smile. "Actually, you can hold it until we get home," Alex said.


  "But I'm starving."


  "Oh, let the girl eat," Julian said.


  "I just got my car washed."


  Faith shook her head in disgust. The man cared more about his car than his daughter.


  Alex caught her accusing look. "Fine, she can eat in the car."


  As Jessie skipped out of the bakery, Julian picked up Faith's hand and kissed the back of it. "Good day, my dear. I apologize for bringing my troubles to you. But I thank you for listening to an old man."


  "It was no bother." She sent Alex a sharp look, then dropped her voice. "If you need anything at all, please call me. My last name is Christopher. Faith Christopher. I'm in the phone book."


  "You are too kind. Thank you." Julian squared his shoulders and tossed his chin in the air. "We can go now, Alex."


  Julian walked out of the bakery with his head held high. Alex paused at the door.


  "You really are naive," he said to Faith. "You actually believed his act?"


  She bristled at the all-too-familiar accusation. She wasn't naive. How could anyone with her background be naive? Maybe she just liked to believe in the goodness of people. Was that a crime?


  "Your grandfather was right about one thing," she said. "You're a jerk. And if anyone deserves to be cursed, it's you."


  He laughed. "Oh, the curse. Right. I think I'd rather be a jerk than a sucker."


  She pushed him out the door, and slammed it on his mocking laughter. "Idiot. Arrogant, obnoxious son of a bitch," she said more loudly, wishing he could hear her, but he was gone.


  "Good heavens, Faith. I've never seen you so worked up," Nancy said.


  "That man!" Faith shook her head. "I'm sorry. But I pity his grandfather and that little girl, whoever she is. I have half a mind to call Social Services and--"


  "Faith, they're not your business. Don't get involved. Besides, you heard that man tell you his grandfather is an actor. You can't believe a word he said."


  "Maybe he wasn't acting."


  "You always look for the best in people. I admire that, I do. But sometimes it gets you into trouble."


  She gave up, knowing she wouldn't find an ally in Nancy, not on this subject. She took off her apron and hung it on a hook behind the counter. It was past closing time, and she was more than ready to call it a day.


  As she systematically removed the trays from the display counter and set them in the large refrigerator in back, Faith couldn't help but go over the earlier scene. She had to admit that Julian's tale of woe and his ramblings about an evil curse had caught her imagination. She'd always believed that some things in life couldn't be explained with logic.


  Then again, if Julian was an actor, he could have been having fun at her expense. That was what his grandson thought, his obnoxious, fantastic-looking grandson, Alex Carrigan. She could still see his piercing blue eyes, hear the sexy timbre of his voice, feel the muscles packed beneath his business suit. Oh, Lord, if that man had gotten to her, she definitely needed to get out more.


  "I'm finished," Nancy said, returning to the kitchen, purse in hand. "Do you need anything else?"


  "No. I'll see you later."


  "Come about seven. And feel free to change clothes if you like."


  She looked down at her simple floral sundress. "Change? I didn't realize we were going formal tonight."


  Nancy laughed somewhat nervously. "I just thought you might want to get out of your work clothes. Why don't you wear that pretty blue knit dress that Gary gave you? I know Ben loves it. You know, speaking of Ben, he told me the other day he wants to settle down and have a family."


  "Were you telling him how much you want grandchildren at the time?"


  "Maybe. You still want children, don't you, Faith?"


  "More than just about anything," Faith replied, feeling the familiar ache in her gut that always accompanied the thought of a baby. If Gary had lived, they would have had a child by now, and she would have finally had someone tied to her by blood. But he hadn't lived, and her womb was empty, so empty. She put a hand to her abdomen and rubbed it.


  Nancy's gaze followed her motion and Faith instinctively pulled her hand away.


  "You don't have to pretend with me, Faith. I know how much you wanted a baby. Gary told me that you were going to start trying right away."


  Faith blinked back an unexpected tear. She thought she'd finished crying ages ago, but sometimes her loss overwhelmed her.


  "I know Gary wouldn't have wanted you to live alone the rest of your life."


  "Is that a nice way of telling me it's time to move on?"


  "I want you to be happy, Faith. I want all of my kids to be happy. If only they would cooperate."


  Faith gave Nancy an impulsive hug. "You're the best."


  "I try." Nancy walked toward the door, then paused. "Faith, I want you to know that -- well, I approve."


  "Approve of what?" Faith asked, but Nancy was gone.


  * * *


  Benjamin Porter hadn't known engagement rings came in so many sizes and shapes. He'd foolishly believed they were all the same, a simple diamond on a band of gold. The tray in front of him held diamond clusters, sharp blue sapphires, fiery rubies, and colorful opals. They sparkled as the late afternoon sunshine drifted through the window of the jewelry store, reminding him that it was time to make a decision.


  "This is the one you wanted to see, isn't it?" the clerk asked, as she selected a ring from the tray and held it out for his inspection.


  "Yes." He took the ring from her hand and gazed at the diamond solitaire. The square diamond was perfectly cut, a beautiful gem, one a woman could wear proudly for years to come and perhaps hand down to her daughter or granddaughter or great-granddaughter. That was what life was all about, family, children. Nothing else mattered -- at least to his parents.


  Since his brother, Gary, had died, the family name was left to him to carry on. His younger sister, Kim, could have all the children she wanted, but none would bear the Porter name, and that meant more to his father than anything.


  "Do you like it?" the clerk asked. She was a pretty young girl with dreamy eyes, and the nametag on her chest read "Mandy."


  "It's nice." He knew the word was inadequate to describe the ring in his hand, but he felt uncomfortable, awkward. He'd never bought a ring for a woman before, especially not a ring with as much meaning as this one.


  "I think it's gorgeous. If my boyfriend surprised me with a ring like that, I'd make him very, very happy."


  Ben smiled at the seductive purr in her voice. He had a feeling Mandy made her boyfriend very, very happy quite often. "I'm just wondering if I shouldn't let her pick out her own ring."


  "It's incredibly romantic for a man to buy an engagement ring for the woman. He's picking out something special just for her. Call me old-fashioned, but I think it's a nice tradition."


  Tradition. It was a word Ben had grown up with. You've got to play baseball, son, it's a tradition. All the Porter men cut the turkey at Thanksgiving, it's tradition. All the Porter men surprise their wives with an engagement ring, it's tradition.


  Gary had known instinctively how to stay in line with the Porter family traditions. He'd never screwed up the way Ben had. No, Gary had played varsity baseball and won a scholarship to Stanford. He'd majored in business and founded his own investment firm just as his father had wanted. And Gary had gotten engaged to a beautiful, loving woman just as his father had wanted. The only thing Gary had done wrong was die.


  God, he missed his big brother. He hadn't realized how much he'd depended on Gary to run interference with the family until he was no longer there to do it. Now it was just him against them. Although they would gasp in horror if they knew he felt that way.


  Since Gary's death, his parents had gone from bragging about Gary to bragging about Ben. Whereas before Ben was the second son, the middle child, now he was the only son. And all their dreams, all their desires, were focused on him. They no longer deplored his job at the art gallery as low paying and on the road to nowhere. He was suddenly their brilliant son working with priceless paintings. And his studio apartment in the Haight district was no longer a former hippy slum, but a cozy artist's loft.


  Gary's death had certainly raised Ben's worth. He had to admit, he liked being their favorite son. It felt good to see pride in their eyes, to feel their love. It made him feel high, and he'd fast become an addict for their praise.


  "If you want to make a deposit, we could hold the ring for you while you think about it," Mandy said, obviously sensing he wasn't convinced to buy.


  Ben hesitated, seeing an out. He could make a deposit. He could think about it. He could change his mind. He could forget this crazy idea. No, he was being a coward at far too many things in his life. It was time for him to take this step. His position in the family would be solidified forever with this move. He would marry and have children. It was tradition.


  "I'll take it."


  "I'm sure she'll like it," Mandy replied. "Shall I wrap it up for you?"


  "That would be great."


  Mandy took the ring from his hand. "You must love her a lot."


  He smiled as he remembered their kiss. He could do this. He could make her happy -- make everyone happy.


  "Do you think she'll be surprised?" Mandy asked.


  He offered her a wry smile. "I think she'll be shocked. I just hope she says yes." The rest of his life depended on her answer. Without this marriage, without the children they would have together, he would be nothing.


  "This ring ought to convince her that you're the man," Mandy said cheerfully.


  "That's what I'm counting on."


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Faith. The name should have described someone saintly looking, not a gorgeous redhead with flashing green eyes, long legs, and great breasts. Alex had to admit Faith Christopher had caught his eye. Of course, she had a temper to match her hair and an idealistic streak to match her name, which meant she was definitely not his kind of woman. In fact, he didn't know why he was thinking about her. He certainly had plenty of other people to worry about, such as his Grandfather and Jessie.


  With a sigh, Alex pulled off his tie, tossed it over the kitchen chair, and set to work opening the cartons from Mei Ling's Chinese Restaurant.


  Jessie wandered into the kitchen. "Can I have a drink?"


  "Sure, help yourself." Alex tipped his head toward the refrigerator. "I hope you like Chinese food. I got a little of everything so you can have your pick."


  "Whatever."


  Jessie grabbed a can out of the refrigerator and sat down at the kitchen table. It wasn't until she'd taken a few sips and burped in appreciation that Alex noticed she was not drinking a soft drink but instead had a beer in her hand.


  "Hey, give me that." He grabbed the can out of her hand. "What do you think you're doing?"


  "Having a drink."


  "You're twelve, Jessie. Way under the limit."


  "I'll be thirteen in three weeks."


  "Great. Then you'll be legal to be a teenager. Drinking beer is still a few years off."


  "You're no fun." Jessie settled back in her chair with a scowl.


  "Yeah, well, you're not exactly a barrel of laughs yourself. By the way, you're in my chair."


  "I don't see your name engraved on it. Why can't you sit over there?"


  "Because this seat has the best view of the television."


  "Cool," Jessie said, reaching for the remote control.


  "Oh, no, you don't. I always watch ESPN." Alex grabbed the remote out of her hand, feeling like his life was spinning out of control.


  "I hate sports."


  He silently counted to ten. "Fine. We won't watch anything." He walked over to the cupboard and pulled out three plates and set them on the table. Then he opened the silverware drawer, grabbed some forks and knives, and handed them to Jessie. "Why don't you set the table?"


  Jessie sent him a blank look. "What do you mean?"


  "Put the forks and knives out."


  "Oh, you mean like in a restaurant."


  "Yeah."


  Jessie bit down on her lip as she studied the silverware, and it suddenly occurred to Alex that she had no idea where to put them but was too proud to ask.


  "You know, on second thought, why don't we just leave everything stacked, like a buffet?"


  "Whatever." She sat back in her seat with a sigh of relief.


  "I say, is supper ready?" Julian asked, as he paused in the doorway. "I'm famished, and it's been simply ages since I had a proper supper."


  "Why is he talking like that?" Jessica asked.


  "My grandfather is now playing a British royal."


  "You mean he's pretending?"


  "You catch on quick, kid." Alex handed his grandfather a plate. "The servants have all been thrown into the dungeon. You'll have to help yourself."


  Julian frowned. "You were never much fun as a child either."


  He sighed. Jessie had proclaimed him a bore, and now his grandfather had seconded the opinion. It was easy for them to be foolish. They didn't have responsibilities, people depending on them.


  Julian sat down at the table next to Jessica and helped himself to some rice and stir-fry beef. Alex took the chair across from them, hoping they could have some semblance of peace for at least a few moments.


  "About the curse," Julian began.


  "What curse?" Jessie asked, waving her fork in the air as she stared wide-eyed at Julian.


  "I don't think we should talk about that right now." Alex sent his grandfather a stern look. Julian, as usual, ignored him.


  "It began a long time ago, my dear, in the holy grounds of the ancient ones, the Anasazi."


  "Who?"


  "Grandfather, please not now. We're eating."


  "The Anasazi are believed by some to be the first human beings to walk the earth. They lived in the Southwest in a place called the Four Corners where Utah, Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico meet. I spent a summer in northern Arizona, traveling through the desert, visiting the various ruins, the national monuments to a time gone by."


  His voice faltered for a moment, then he continued. "We explored many canyons that summer, all the famous ruins, but one day I ventured off the main trails and found myself in a place that seemed untouched by man. The air was so quiet that afternoon." He paused for a long moment, letting the tension build. "I wandered for hours until I saw this incredible rock formation. It appeared as if two butterflies were dancing. I stopped and stared, completely captivated. I had to get closer, to figure out how the sandstone rocks could have taken on such an unusual shape. I had to climb up the side of a canyon wall to get to the butterflies, and I was almost there when I saw an opening under a ledge, a small cave that couldn't be seen from the ground. I stopped, wondering... I decided to peer inside, almost afraid of what I would find. But the cave seemed empty. I walked in a little further and there it was."


  "What?" Jessie breathed.


  "A beautiful, perfect pot, black on white, standing where it must have stood for centuries. I couldn't quite believe it. Even fifty years ago, most of the ruins had been discovered, picked over, and yet I'd found something remarkable. And I took it."


  Alex cleared his throat, not liking his own intense reaction to the story that never failed to draw goose bumps down his spine. "Grandfather, do you really need to tell this story again?"


  "Yes. If Jessie is your daughter, then it is imperative she know about the curse upon our family."


  "Jessie's not my daughter, and there is no curse on our family. We just have bad luck, that's it."


  "I said the same thing for many years. I told myself it was only bad fortune that caused me to lose jobs, to marry so many women, to wander aimlessly around this earth."


  "You just have a short attention span, that's all." The food in Alex's stomach twisted into a knot.


  "No, I brought the curse of the gods down upon my family. I must set it right before I die." Julian looked from Jessie to Alex. "I don't wish to scare the child, but I may not have long to live."


  Alex took in a deep breath. The words hurt, more than they should have. His grandfather had never spent much time with him. Julian had been a wanderer all his life. In fact, Julian had only spent time with Alex when he needed an audience. Which was probably why he'd come to visit now.


  Still, Alex had to admit Julian's skin looked pale, almost translucent, and his hands shook slightly as he raised the fork to his lips. He knew the old man had already had two heart attacks, both supposedly mild, but Julian was seventy-four years old, he might not have that much time left.


  "What did the doctor say?" Alex asked.


  "He said I should make my peace now before it's too late."


  "Did you talk to my father?"


  "Your father is in Africa, shooting bathing-suit models in the wild kingdom."


  That sounded like Brett Carrigan. Another wanderer, just like Julian.


  Was he the same? Destined to travel from one location to the next, one woman to the next, never setting down roots, never feeling connected to anyone? Was that truly the curse of the Carrigans or just a weak family gene? He certainly hadn't had much success finding true love. After his disastrous marriage to Melanie, he had shied away from anything serious, devoting himself to his business. It had seemed enough -- until today. Until Jessie had reminded him of the child he had once longed to have.


  Not that this smart-ass girl was his vision of the perfect child. Not by a long shot. Although he had to admit Jessie had Julian's flare for the dramatic. Was it possible she really was a Carrigan? Where had the lies begun and ended? It all seemed so blurry now.


  "What did you do with the pot?" Jessie asked, impatient to hear the rest of the story.


  Julian's mouth tightened in a grim line. "I took it back to show Suzannah."


  "Suzannah?"


  "More rice?" Alex interrupted, disliking the intensity in his grandfather's eyes. The old man looked like he'd forgotten they were even there.


  Jessie frowned at him. "Shush. I want to hear the rest of the story. Go on," she urged Julian.


  "What? Oh." Julian took a deep breath. "When I took the pot to Suzannah, she touched it and became angry, hysterical, almost panicked. She said it was wrong to take it, that it might have come from a burial site. She begged me to return it. I told her it was a long trip, and I wasn't sure I could even find the cave again. She insisted that I leave at once, that afternoon." Julian paused. "I became angry. I couldn't believe she wanted me to take the pot back. I told her she could take it back if she wished. That's when Suzannah reached for the pot and..."


  "And what?" Jessie demanded.


  "It broke. It split into two perfectly symmetrical pieces."


  "Oh, no."


  "Oh, yes."


  When his grandfather didn't elaborate, Alex leaned forward in his seat. He'd forgotten the power of the story until now. "Tell her what happened next," he said, impatient to hear the end.


  "The wind came down through the canyons, howling and screaming in pain. We were standing in a trailer, and it shook as if there were an earthquake. For a moment, I thought an angry God had decided to pick us up and heave us across the land. I remember everything falling off the shelves, and Suzannah hanging on to the counter with one hand, the other clutching her half of the pot. She screamed at me that..."


  "That what?" Jessie asked.


  Julian shook his head. "I can't remember what she said. I just knew that I had to get help. I took my half of the pot and went into the town to talk to one of the Indian guides we had met earlier that summer. He was an older man, and he'd seen many a burial site. When he saw the pot, his eyes lit up with a fury almost as spectacular as the wind. He told me that I had unleashed a powerful curse. I begged him to tell me how I could fix what I had done. And he told me that--"


  "The winds will curse your life until you return to where it began..." Alex finished.


  Julian met his gaze. "Exactly."


  "So why didn't you take it back then?" Alex demanded, even though he'd asked the question a dozen times before.


  "Because I needed the other half. You know that. When I returned to the trailer, Suzannah was gone. I looked all over for her, but she had vanished. The next day I called her home in California. Her great-aunt had no idea where Suzannah was." Julian's eyes darkened. "It was then I realized Suzannah had run away to meet me in Arizona."


  "Her aunt told me that Suzannah was a bad girl and as far as she was concerned, Suzannah was dead. Three months later I finally got up the courage to go to her aunt's house. I thought that surely Suzannah would have returned by then. As far as I knew, she had little money. A man answered the door. He said he'd just moved into the house a week earlier and had no idea what had happened to the former owners. I didn't know what else to do. I didn't believe in the curse at first, but as the days turned to weeks, then months, then years, I realized I had lost the love of my life, and I would never know true love again and neither would anyone in my family."


  "Wow," Jessie breathed.


  "I must find her," Julian declared. He rose to his feet. "I must find Suzannah before I die. I must obtain the other half of the pot. For this curse shall not be broken until the pottery is returned to the land, until the gods are appeased. With my last breath I will fight to protect my family from the evil that I created. I shall no longer ask what they can do for me but what I can do for my family. I have a dream..."


  "Who is he now?" Jessie asked Alex as Julian launched into a speech.


  Alex sighed. "Martin Luther King and maybe a little John F. Kennedy."


  "Who?"


  "Never mind." Alex clapped his hands. "Take a bow, Grandfather. Act One is over. Now, does anyone want dessert?"


  * * *


  "Would you like some dessert, Faith?" Nancy asked as she cleared away the dinner plates.


  "No, thanks, I'm full." Faith sat back in her chair and smiled at the Porters gathered around the dining room table. Kim, Gary's younger sister, was a twenty-five-year-old law student. A slender brunette, she had an easy laugh, a stubborn nature, and an independent spirit. She loved to argue, thrived on conflict, and reminded Faith a bit of Gary in the way she went after what she wanted.


  Ben, on the other hand, was more reflective, more introverted, than his siblings. Ben loved books and music and art. He loved to sail and paint. His spirit was free, although sometimes a bit lonely, Faith thought. Before Gary's death, she'd noticed that Ben was often on the outside of the circle, as much a spectator at the family gatherings as Faith.


  Even tonight he seemed out of it. "Are you all right, Ben?" Faith whispered as Nancy and Kim cleared the table, and Chuck stood up to pour another glass of wine from the bottle on the credenza.


  Ben leaned forward, looking into her eyes. "We're good together, don't you think?"


  She stared at him uncertainly, not sure what he was asking. "What do you mean?"


  "I mean, we get along. We never fight. We like the same movies. We both want kids. We even like the same food -- most of the time, except you like it a bit spicier than I do. And, uh..."


  "Ben, what are you talking about?" Faith asked, cutting him off in mid ramble. Her stomach began to turn, the muscles in her neck tensing with his every word.


  "I'm talking about you and me. About..."


  Faith didn't hear the rest of the sentence, because Gary's voice rang through her head.


  "I'm talking about you and me," Gary said with a laugh. "We should get married, don't you think?"


  "Just like that -- you want to marry me?"


  "I love you. You love me. It's perfect."


  Faith took in a deep breath and let it out, disturbed by the flash of memory.


  "Faith, did you hear me?" Ben asked.


  She didn't know if she'd heard him or not. Was there a question she was supposed to answer? Ben seemed to be waiting for something.


  "So, Faith, Nancy tells me you had quite a scene at the bakery today," Chuck Porter interrupted, as he sat down at the table, a glass of red wine in his hand.


  Faith looked over at Gary's father, relieved to have him back in the conversation. She didn't like the way Ben was looking at her. It reminded her of Gary. She picked up her water glass and took a long sip, trying to calm the butterflies in her stomach.


  "Tell me what happened," Chuck ordered, and Faith didn't dare refuse. Chuck was a large man, well over six feet, with a girth to match his advancing years. He was a good man, very protective of his family, although rather stern at times. But he'd always treated Faith like a daughter, which seemed to give him the right to criticize and to give orders.


  "It was nothing, really," Faith began. "We just got in the middle of a family dispute."


  "Maybe I should come down to the bakery tomorrow afternoon in case that man comes back and gives you any trouble."


  "He's an elderly man. He's not dangerous."


  "His grandson could be," Nancy said, scooting back into the conversation as she and Kim returned to the table. "He had a nasty temper."


  "I didn't know the bakery business was so exciting," Kim interjected. "And apparently overflowing with men. Maybe I should stop by more often."


  "Julian Carrigan is in his mid-seventies, Kim, and his grandson is, I don't know, early thirties, I'd guess." Faith couldn't help the sudden catch in her voice when she thought of Alex. In fact, she'd been thinking of him all evening. He had gotten under her skin, and she didn't know why. He was too good-looking to be anything but trouble.


  "Maybe Ben could stop by," Nancy suggested. "He could handle that young man for you."


  Actually, Faith didn't think Ben's light, wiry frame would match up all that well with Alex's athletic build.


  "No one has to handle Alex," Faith muttered. If she didn't put a stop to this now, Nancy would have Ben and Chuck standing guard in her bakery every afternoon.


  Nancy raised an eyebrow. "Alex? You remember his name?"


  Actually, Faith remembered everything, the curve of his lips, the breadth of his shoulders, the slight indentation in his chin... She took in a breath. "His grandfather called him Alex."


  "Was this Alex guy cute?" Kim asked.


  "Honestly, Kim, you have a one-track mind," Nancy replied before Faith could answer. "As if Faith would be interested enough to notice."


  "You didn't notice?" Kim asked.


  Faith shrugged. "He was nice-looking."


  "Ben, I think you should definitely come down to the bakery tomorrow," Nancy said. "Just in case that man returns and tries to make trouble for Faith."


  "He's not going to do that," Faith said. "Good heavens. You're all making a big deal out of nothing."


  Nancy sat back in her seat, looking somewhat hurt. "We care about you, Faith. That's all."


  Oh, damn. Now she'd done it -- insulted the only family who'd ever really wanted her to be a part of them.


  "I'm sorry. I'm not used to people worrying about me."


  "We love you," Nancy said. "We have from the first minute Gary brought you home."


  "She's right, Faith. You're like a daughter to us," Chuck added.


  "And a sister," Kim said with a cheerful smile.


  "Ben, don't you have anything to say?" Nancy asked. "About how much Faith means to you, to all of us."


  Ben cleared his throat. He looked from his mother to Faith. "Actually, I do. I have an announcement. Well, it's not really an announcement, but more of a question -- a question for Faith."


  "About what?" Faith asked, noting the red flush creeping up from his neck.


  "Uh, well." He cleared his throat again, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. "This is for you."


  Faith stared at the beautifully wrapped package, no bigger than a ring box. Oh, Lord!


  "It's not my birthday," she said warily.


  "I know. Please, open it."


  Faith took the box from his hand. She slowly loosened the silver ribbon and lifted the lid to reveal a velvet ring box. Her heart began to race. Her breath came short and fast as she remembered the last time a man had given her a ring box. Gary had asked her to marry him at a family picnic. She had hated being the center of attention then and she hated it now.


  And what -- what was Ben thinking? She looked into his face and saw her friend, her supporter, but not -- not her lover. Never her lover. Although that kiss... Oh, man, that kiss. He must have thought...


  Ben reached across the table and opened the velvet box. The diamond sparkled accusingly.


  "Oh, Ben," she whispered.


  "Will you marry me, Faith? Say yes."
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