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Chapter One

 

His bed was on the sidewalk!

Ryan Hunter slammed the door of the cab, tossed a twenty-dollar bill at the driver, and ran across the busy Los Angeles intersection, dodging cars and honking horns. As he reached the sidewalk, two men emerged from his three-story apartment building with a bookcase.

"What the hell is going on here?" Ryan dropped his overnight bag on the ground, taking more care with his saxophone case and camera bag.

The moving men set the bookcase down on the sidewalk. The younger man, who wore white coveralls with the name Craig embroidered on the pocket, grinned. "Oh, hi, Mr. Hunter. Your lady's moving out. Third one in a row, isn't that right?"

"Yeah? Who's counting?" Ryan grumbled.

The older man, Walt, reached into his pocket and pulled out a bill. "I do believe you're our best account, Mr. Hunter. Shall we put this on your tab?"

Walt and Craig laughed in unison as they picked up the bookcase and set it in the truck.

Ryan surveyed the furniture strewn around the sidewalk and the steps leading up to his apartment building with a weary sigh. He had spent the past thirty-six hours on three different planes, traveling through three different time zones. All he wanted to do was sleep -- in his own bed. Only his own bed was now in a moving van.

The men loaded the easy chair next, the one perfect for stretching out with a beer. Behind the chair was the big-screen television.

"Not the TV." Ryan groaned. He gave it a loving pat as the men walked by him.

Craig laughed. "You don't have much left up there, Mr. Hunter, just that old sofa with the springs sticking out, a couple of crates, and a fan. Maybe instead of getting a new woman, you should buy yourself some furniture."

"Thanks for the tip, Mack."

"The name is Craig, and you're welcome."

Ryan stalked up the steps. He met Melanie on the landing just inside the front door. She wore her usual aerobics gear, a pair of hot pink Lycra shorts, a midriff tank top, and tennis shoes. Her blond hair bounced around her head in a ponytail. She was the perfect southern California woman, tan and fit -- great body, great in bed, and great furniture. Sometimes life sucked.

Melanie stopped abruptly, her bright pink lips curving downward in dismay.

"Oh, dear," she said. "I thought I'd be gone before you got home."

"Where are you going?" he demanded.

"I'm moving out, Ryan."

"That's obvious. Without saying good-bye, without offering a word of explanation?"

"Ryan, honey, you've been gone seven weeks."

"I was working."

"You're always working."

"Did you see my photographs from Israel?"

"Yes, they were on the cover of Time. Very impressive. Excuse me, but I have to go."

"Melanie, wait."

She shook her head. "Ryan, we've been living together for three months, and you've only spent ten nights in that apartment with me."

"It has to be more than that," Ryan said, truly surprised by the number.

"It's not. I should know. I had plenty of time to count." Melanie sighed wistfully. "You're a great guy when you're around, but you don't love me."

"I don't?"

"Seven weeks, Ryan." She poked her fingertip into his chest. "No phone calls, no letter, not even a postcard."

Melanie was right. She was a nice woman and fun to be with, but he didn't love her. He didn't love anyone. It was not an emotion that he wanted in his life. Love was too complicated, too messy.

Ryan touched Melanie's cheek, feeling genuinely sad at her departure. "I'm sorry. I hope I didn't hurt you."

"I'll live," she said with a regretful smile. "I just wish I knew what you were running from or running toward." She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the lips. "Whatever it is, I hope someday you find it."

Ryan watched her walk down the steps. The movers closed up the van, and within minutes a big part of his life disappeared -- again.

He retrieved his bags and saxophone case from the sidewalk and walked slowly up the stairs to his apartment.

The door stood halfway open. He walked inside and stared at the emptiness. His old sofa bed stood against one wall next to the lamp with the tilted, yellowed shade. The wooden crate with his antiquated record collection featuring jazz musicians Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong, as well as an eclectic mix of rock and roll artists like Bruce Springsteen, Mick Jagger, and the Grateful Dead, spilled out onto the beige carpet.

A card table had been opened up in one corner of the living room. On top of the table lay his mail, piles and piles of it. Ryan walked over to the table and spread the envelopes out so he could see what he had -- electric bills, telephone bills, and sales offers. Dismissing most of the mail as junk, Ryan's gaze came to rest on an ivory-colored oversize envelope with his name engraved on the top. The return address caught his attention. For twelve years he had hoped for a letter with that postmark. To get one now was unsettling.

His hand shook as he reached for the card. He told himself not to be a fool, to throw it away. But he couldn't. Sliding open the seal with his finger, he pulled out the card.

Serenity Springs invites you to attend its Centennial Celebration, February 20-23, a three-day festival of parties, games, and arts and crafts to celebrate 100 years of history. In tune with this theme, a special dinner will be held Thursday evening in honor of Serenity Springs' own Ryan Hunter, award-winning photojournalist.

What the hell!

Ryan picked up the accompanying letter. Ms. Kara Delaney, president of the Serenity Springs Chamber of Commerce, wanted him to be the guest of honor at their kickoff dinner. Because of his world-renowned photographs and reputation as a photojournalist, Serenity Springs considered him their hometown hero and hoped he would be able to participate in the festivities. Jesus! His father must be pissed. Either that or dead. Ryan couldn't imagine Jonas Hunter allowing the town, Jonas's town, to honor his youngest son. And his brother, Andrew, was probably beside himself with jealous rage.

Ryan shook his head as he read the letter again. There was no way he would go back to Serenity Springs, a small river town a hundred miles north of San Francisco. As a successful freelance photographer, he could choose his assignments. He didn't have to go anywhere he didn't want to go.

Ryan tossed the invitation in the trash basket and pushed the button on the answering machine. Message after message came across. Two magazines wanted to send him on assignment, one to New York, the other to Hong Kong. His dry cleaning had been ready for three weeks, and he had just been named a finalist in the Holiday Travel Sweepstakes. Yeah, right.

The last message was from Camilla Harper, a woman he had met on the plane from New York to L.A. She wanted to see him while she was in town.

He didn't feel like calling her back. He was tired of the dating game, tired of women moving in and out of his life. Tired of long airplane flights, no furniture, and fast food. Most of all Ryan was tired of feeling so damned tired.

He had a good life. He was thirty-three years old and had plenty of money, plenty of jobs, and plenty of hair. He smiled to himself as he ran a hand through his thick, dark brown hair. A few strands of gray maybe, but at least he wouldn't be going back to Serenity Springs as a balding, paunchy, overweight nothing. Not that he was going back.

Walking into the kitchen, he opened the refrigerator. Melanie had cleaned him out there, too. The only things left were a jar of pickle relish, a carton of milk, and a bottle of Gatorade.

Ryan closed the refrigerator door and returned to the living room. He sat down on the couch, wincing as one of the springs pinched his leg. He wanted to relax, soak up the silence. Only there wasn't silence. The couple next door had "Wheel of Fortune" blaring on the television set. The tenant upstairs was doing step aerobics, pounding the ceiling over his head with a relentless rhythm that matched the pounding in his head. And somewhere in the City of Angels a siren blared through the night.

He had been an ambulance chaser all his adult life, fleeing to every newsworthy event with his trusty Nikon, ready to record someone's bleakest or happiest moment. He had seen the bulls run through the streets of Pamplona, caught the last lap of the Indy 500, and watched the winning horse cross the finish line at the Kentucky Derby. But he had always been a spectator rather than a participant, traveling the world, trying to find his place in it.

In fact, he had no place, just an apartment that was little more than a stopover, sometimes furnished by the woman in his life -- sometimes not. Melanie thought he was running away. Maybe she was right. He had always felt the need to keep moving -- just like his mother.

Ryan's gaze returned to the garbage can. How could he go home? His father had told him to leave and never return. The last words Ryan had heard from his brother were "Good riddance."

So many angry words. So many bad memories. Yet the only family he had was in Serenity Springs. Ryan rolled his head around on his neck, feeling tense.

He was no longer a small-town guy. He liked the city with its traffic, malls, and twelve-theater cineplexes. He liked walking down a street full of strangers.

So what if he was a little lonely now and then? It was by choice, his choice.

With a sigh he reached over and took his saxophone out of the case. He blew into the instrument with passion, frustration, and restlessness. He didn't need written music or even a song, because he played by ear, by touch, by emotion, knowing instinctively the right notes to play. The music filled the empty spots in his soul, giving him an outlet for emotions that could not be expressed with words.

When he left Serenity Springs twelve years ago, he had taken nothing more than a couple of pairs of jeans, his camera, and the saxophone handed down from his grandfather, to his mother, to him. At the time, he hadn't needed anything more. Now -- now he wasn't so sure.

Ryan set the instrument down on the floor and looked around the empty apartment. Maybe it was time to go back if only to reassure himself that he had made the right decision to leave. Just a couple of days, he thought. In and out like the breeze. No big deal.

Ryan got up and took the invitation out of the trash. His gaze dropped to the signature line, Kara Delaney. He wondered who she was and how she had the guts to call him back to a place where so many people hated him.

Ryan reached for the phone, suddenly curious to know the answer.

* * *

Kara Delaney struggled to hit the right keys on the piano, stretching her fingers as she had been taught, searching desperately for the rhythm that escaped her. The last two keys went down together, a screeching sound that echoed through her living room, finally ending in total silence. Kara stared down at the keys, afraid to turn her head, certain she did not want to see the face of her instructor, Hans Grubner.

Hans was in his early seventies, retired from a celebrated career as a concert pianist. Originally hailing from Germany, he had married a beautiful young American and spent forty years traveling through Europe. When a car accident crushed the fingers of his left hand, Hans and his wife, Gillian, retired to Serenity Springs, the town where Gillian had been born and raised. For the past ten years Hans had taught piano to almost every child in town, still hoping to one day find a protégée who could play the music that he longed to hear.

Unfortunately that protégée did not appear to be her. Slowly Kara turned to face her instructor.

Hans looked grim, his small black eyes haunting his long, pale face. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He waved his arms. Finally the words came out.

"You are killing me, Mrs. Delaney. You are torturing the piano. Your fingers are like clumsy elephants. The birds in the forest cover their ears when you play."

"I thought I was a little better," Kara said with a hopeful smile.

Hans threw up his hands in frustration. "Three-year- old children play better than you. Please, you must give this up. You are simply -- how do you say it -- no good."

Kara's shoulders stiffened at his turn of phrase. It was too familiar. "I'll practice more."

"All the practice in the world will not help. You can't do it."

"I can do it. I will do it. I want to play the piano for my guests in the evenings. My aunt Josephine always played the piano here. The Gatehouse is known for its nightly entertainment."

"Perhaps your aunt could play for you."

"The arthritis in her hands is too painful now."

"Then I suggest you buy a CD player."

Kara frowned as she looked down at her hands. Her fingers were long and slender. She should be able to master a simple instrument like a piano. "I'm not giving up," she said. "I've given up too many times in my life. No more."

Hans sighed as he reached for his hat. "I can no longer teach you. It pains me to hear you play."

"I'll pay you double."

"It is not the money."

"Please," Kara said. She looked into his eyes, willing him to understand. "I want to do this. I need to do this."

"Why? There are other instruments besides the piano. Perhaps the flute would sing for you."

"No. I want to play the piano." Kara ran her fingers lightly along the keys. "My fondest memories are of my aunt playing this piano every night before bedtime. My mother and father cuddled in the love seat. I sat on the floor at their feet. Everything good in my life happened right here, with this piano. I want to feel that joy again. I want to bring it back for my daughter, for my guests."

Hans's face tightened with his own remembered pain. "Some things cannot be recaptured, not for any amount of wishing."

"I can't give up now. I'm so close."

Hans gave her a pitiful look. "It is difficult to say no to someone with so much passion, misplaced though it may be. I will give you another month. Now I must go."

Kara walked Hans to the front door. "Say hello to Mrs. Grubner for me," Kara said. "I can't wait to hear her sing at the centennial. You two must have been really something. Your music, her voice."

"A perfect duet for forty-eight years now."

"Forty-eight years? What's your secret?"

"Apple strudel," he said.

"Excuse me?"

"Gillian hates to cook, but I love apple strudel."

"I don't understand."

"Some day you will." He tipped his hat. "Good afternoon, Mrs. Delaney."

"Good afternoon." Kara leaned against the door as Hans walked down the front steps of the old Victorian, along the cobblestone path that bordered the green lawn and the carefully tended vegetable and herb garden. She had spent the past six months refurbishing the Gatehouse and revitalizing the gardens, investing every cent of the small inheritance she had received from her mother. She was now ready to turn the Gatehouse into a profitable inn that combined the warmth of home and the seclusion of a romantic getaway along with the amenities of a five-star hotel.

She just hoped she could pull it off. As Kara closed the front door, she admitted to herself that romance and realism rarely went together, except perhaps in the Grubners' case. Forty-eight years of marriage. She couldn't even imagine such a thing.

Her own marriage had lasted ten years, a lifetime by some standards, but not by her own. She had wanted to live the happily-ever-after life. Unfortunately her husband, Michael, had not cooperated. They had separated a year ago, and six months after that separation Kara had returned to the place of her birth, determined to make a home for herself and her daughter, Angel, in the small town, away from the pressures of the city, away from the lying smiles of her ex-husband.

Kara walked down the hall, taking pride in the shine of the hardwood floors, the scent of freshly picked flowers, the proud gleam of the grandfather clock that chimed out the hours with relentless predictability. Looking around, she knew she could count on this house, on the things she had surrounded herself with. She could be happy here.

Kara passed by the living room, the formal dining room where she served breakfast in the morning and dinner in the evening, the alcove where she set up cocktails at dusk, and the carefully carved staircase that wound up to the second and third floors, a pattern of diamonds and hearts decorating the railing.

At the back of the house was a large country kitchen with an adjoining breakfast room on one side and a sun porch on the other. The kitchen, with its oak cabinets, large center island, and decorative brass pots, was where she spent most of her time, filling the house with the scents of ginger and cinnamon.

Kara had just entered the kitchen when she heard the front door open then slam shut, characteristic of her eleven-year-old daughter. But it wasn't Angel who called out to her.

"Kara?" A man's voice rang through the house.

"I'm in the kitch--”

Andrew Hunter threw open the kitchen door before she finished speaking. A tall man in his mid-thirties, Andrew was attractive in a clean-cut way with short brown hair, matching brown eyes, a smoothly shaved face, and neatly pressed clothes.

Andrew was a nine-to-five kind of man, one who would never take an extra minute for lunch, never call long distance on a company phone, and never kiss a woman unless he asked first. Kara found that trait comforting, as safe and warm as the house and the town she had come to cherish.

But Andrew also seemed to be a man who thought too much and said too little. Kara suspected that one day the words would burst out of him and his emotions would spill forth like the river after a nasty rain. She just hadn't anticipated being the target.

"I can't believe it," Andrew said. "I can't believe you asked my brother to come to the centennial. Are you out of your mind?"

Andrew ran a hand through his hair in frustration. His eyes reflected anger and uncertainty. He looked like a man who had just found out a murderer was being released in his hometown.

Kara took a step back from him and placed her hands on the cool brown-and-white tiles of her kitchen counter. She had expected Andrew to be upset, but she hadn't expected to see such a look of betrayal in his eyes.

"Andrew, calm down," she said. "This isn't personal. It's business. I think Ryan can help us."

Andrew looked at her in amazement. "My God, Kara, you don't know what you've done." Andrew sat down at the oak table in the breakfast room. He rested his head on his hands, no longer angry but defeated.

The other members of the centennial committee had warned Kara that Ryan Hunter could be a problem, but the advantages of inviting him to participate had seemed to outweigh the disadvantages. At least until now.

She knew Andrew and Ryan had been mixed up with some woman years ago. Rumors of the old love triangle still made their way around town in between the daily gossip about Loretta and her fatherless baby, Aunt Josephine's true hair color, and who had spiked the punch at the high school dance.

But Ryan had left town twelve years ago. There had been a lot of water under Tucker's Bridge since then.

After a moment Kara joined Andrew at the table. "Think about it," she said, putting a hand over his. "Ryan is a celebrity. He's just the draw we need to sell tickets for the centennial dinner."

Andrew lifted his head and looked her straight in the eye. "Ryan is a troublemaker. You should have told me, Kara. I thought we were friends -- more than friends."

Andrew's gaze challenged her to reply, to admit the feelings they had yet to discuss. But that was the problem. They didn't talk about their feelings, about what mattered to them. Maybe that's why she was holding back on an intimate relationship. She wanted to be with a man who would tell her everything.

Kara reminded herself that Andrew was a good man. As a single father he knew the challenges she faced in raising a daughter on her own. Plus, Andrew was content to live in a small town, to work on the newspaper with his father. He might not be the most passionate man, but she knew she could count on him.

"We are more than friends," Kara said slowly. "I didn't tell you about Ryan, because I knew what you would say."

"If you knew what I'd say, why did you do it?"

Because her desire to restore Serenity Springs to its former glory had superseded Andrew's feelings. Saving Serenity Springs had become synonymous with saving herself. If she could make the centennial a success, if she could revive the town, then she'd be that much closer to having the home she had always wanted.

Kara lifted her chin, knowing that even though she disliked confrontation, she could no longer avoid this particular showdown. "I'm president of the chamber of commerce, Andrew. It's my job to create interest in Serenity Springs. Harrison Winslow, the developer I told you about, is interested in building an expensive resort in the north woods. If we can show him a nearby town with the charm of the old country and the sophistication of a big city, he'll be completely won over. Think about what that would mean for all of us -- our town featured in premier travel magazines, touted as a popular destination for world-weary travelers."

"I'm sure it would mean business for the Gatehouse."

"That's right, it would. And if I don't get more business, I can't stay here, Andrew. Don't you see what's at stake? It's not just me and my home that's in jeopardy. Your newspaper needs news to stay afloat."

"What does any of this have to do with Ryan?"

"Ryan is news, Andrew. Some of the people in town have been threatening to boycott the centennial, afraid that we're trying to turn Serenity Springs into New York City. But I think if Ryan comes to the party, they'll be more interested in seeing him than in causing trouble."

"They won't have to cause trouble; Ryan will."

"There's another reason, too." Kara paused, hating to rub Ryan's success in Andrew's face, but she didn't seem to have any other choice. "Ryan is a terrific photographer. His work is seen all over the world. If he takes photos of the centennial and sends them off to a national magazine, everyone will see how special this part of the country is. The bottom line is that this celebration, and hopefully Ryan's attendance, will mean more business for everyone, for Aunt Josephine's antiques shop, for Ike's barbershop, for Loretta's bar."

"Progress could ruin this town."

"It could also help it. I don't want our kids to grow up and leave. I want them to grow up here and stay, because there are opportunities."

"Opportunities to destroy what makes this town special -- its smallness."

Sometimes Andrew could be so damned stubborn. "I don't think this is about progress; it's about your brother. I know there are bad feelings between you and Ryan, but surely after all this time..."

"You don't know anything about me and my brother."

"Then tell me."

"No."

Kara sat back in her seat, taken aback by his blunt answer. "How can you expect me to understand if you won't talk to me?"

"I guess I can't. It's not just me though. A lot of people in this town don't like Ryan. He was always breaking things, always screwing up, always causing trouble."

"Maybe Ryan has changed."

"I doubt it. Who else knew about this?"

"The centennial committee, Loretta, Aunt Josephine, Hannah Davies, Mayor Hewitt, Will Hodgkins, and myself."

"Loretta's probably still pining after him. Your aunt Josephine would do anything you say, and Mayor Hewitt's new in town." Andrew shook his head. "Old Hannah loves Ryan's photos, practically has a shrine set up at the library, so she wouldn't say no. But I don't understand why Will didn't put a stop to this. He's my friend."

"Will only had one vote."

Silence fell between them. "Ryan won't come," Andrew said finally. "He didn't come back when my son was born. Not even when my wife sent him a note. I told Becky Lee not to bother. But she just -- just couldn't forget him."

"You can't forget him either, can you?"

"I was doing just fine until you sent that invitation. Some things are better left dead and buried."

"But Ryan isn't dead."

"He is to me."

The phone rang. Kara stood up, suddenly tense. "That's probably Angel." Andrew didn't move. The phone rang again. She picked up the receiver. "The Gatehouse. May I help you?"

"Is Kara Delaney there?"

The man asking the question had a deep, melodious voice that went down as smoothly as a cup of French roast coffee. Kara swallowed hard. She knew who it was. Deep down in her gut, she knew. "This is Kara Delaney."

"Ryan Hunter."

"Mr. Hunter. Hello." Kara turned away from Andrew.

"I just got your letter. I accept your invitation."

"You do? I mean, that's great." Kara twisted the phone cord between her fingers. Never had she imagined that he would actually attend. Now she didn't know if she should be relieved or worried.

The kitchen door slammed so hard a picture fell off the wall. She turned her head. Andrew had left. Problem number one. They were off and running. She turned her attention back to the phone.

"So you'll come?" she repeated.

"Don't make me say it twice. When do you want me?"

Kara cleared her throat. "The banquet is Thursday night, February twentieth. If you can get here the day before, we can go over the schedule."

"Fine."

"Do you need accommodations? Or will you be staying with -- friends?" Silence greeted her question. "Mr. Hunter?"

"I'll need a room."

"You can stay here. At the Gatehouse."

"Crazy Josephine's place?"

"Mrs. Parker -- actually it's Mrs. Kelly now -- is my aunt."

"Your aunt? Kara Cox?" Ryan let out a long, curious whistle. "I haven't thought of you in years."

Kara stiffened. "Why should you? You couldn't possibly remember me. I was only seven years old when I last lived here. And you were at least..."

"Nine. But I do remember you. We have something in common, don't we, Kara?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Are you telling me you don't know?"

"Know what, Mr. Hunter?"

Ryan didn't answer for a long moment. "It's not important. Mrs. Delaney, is my father still alive?"

"What a strange question. Of course he's alive."

"Then hell must have frozen over."





Chapter Two

 

Kara thought about Ryan's parting words as she hung up the phone. Her mother had used that phrase every time Kara had asked about her father. "He'll be back when hell freezes over," Jane Ann Cox would say. Her mother would put her hands on her hips when she said those words and glare at Kara as if it were her fault that the man they both loved had up and gone.

For a long time Kara believed it was her fault. A part of her still did, because she didn't know why her parents had split up. One day they were living happily at the Gatehouse in Serenity Springs. The next day the river flooded its banks, and a week later her mother filed for divorce. She hadn't seen her father again for fifteen years.

Kara stared at the phone. What had Ryan Hunter meant -- we have something in common? They had nothing in common, except that they had both been born in Serenity Springs.

The grandfather clock in the hall began to ring six long, melodious, penetrating bells that counted off the hours, reminding Kara that Angel was late -- again.

A gust of air blew the wind chimes on the back deck into a sudden frenzy. Kara walked over to the back door and stepped outside, drawing her arms around her body to ward off the chill of winter.

Normally she loved the view from the back deck, enjoying the impressive redwood trees that led down to the Snake River a few hundred yards from the house. Like the serpent it was named after, the Snake River wound its way through several small towns in Sonoma County, moving relentlessly in its downward trek toward the Pacific Ocean some sixty miles away.

The river had played a major role in the birth of Serenity Springs, giving the early loggers an opportunity to move the massive logs downstream, and creating a beautiful setting where loggers and their families could make a home for themselves. The river had also drawn tourists and vacationers from San Francisco, thus giving the town a chance to survive once the forest had been stripped bare.

The trees had finally grown back, some protected in a redwood grove ten miles south, the others protected by the people who had come to respect and cherish the land, not profit from it.

Although, Kara guiltily admitted, she did want to profit from the river. She wanted to share some of the beauty of this town so that she could make enough money to stay here, to live here.

Kara shivered again as a brisk breeze blew through her thick red hair, drawing goose bumps down her arms. Tonight the early-evening atmosphere was almost spooky. Dark clouds gathered to the west, promising more rain in the not-too-distant future.

Maybe it was the phone call from Ryan or the confrontation with Andrew, or maybe it was just nerves over the upcoming centennial, but Kara felt uneasy, as if something bad was about to happen.

She glanced down at her watch, her worry increasing as she wondered about Angel.

Not that Angel wasn't often late -- she was. Her daughter had a tendency to get caught up in imaginary games. Since her parents' divorce, those imaginary games had turned into long, involved flights of fancy.

Kara told herself there was nothing to worry about. At eleven, Angel was vulnerable, and she was probably just acting out her fears about the divorce, about their future. At least Kara hoped that's all it was. Sometimes Angel looked at her in the strangest way, as if she knew something that Kara didn't.

But that was impossible. Kara had protected Angel from most of her marital fights, always putting on a happy face, pretending that they were a normal family. And when they'd finally split up, she had simply told Angel that she and Michael would always be friends, but they couldn't live together anymore. It was only a half-truth, but the full truth was too ugly for a child to hear about her father.

A sudden crack of distant thunder rattled the house, bringing another shiver to her chilled body. Kara hated storms, the feeling of being out of control, at the mercy of something so much bigger than herself.

Kara hugged her body tightly as the wind whistled through the trees. There were shadows everywhere, in front of her, behind her, next to her. Andrew had told her that by bringing Ryan home she was raising the dead. Tonight she could almost agree.

* * *

"At night the lady rises out of the river like a ghost. She wears a long, white lace dress, and a veil covers her eyes. Her hair is black as night and floats down to her waist, with streaks of gray that shine like silver in the moonlight." Angel Delaney dropped her voice to a whisper as her fellow sixth graders looked nervously at the brown, muddy river. She had them going now. She dropped her voice another notch. "If you listen very, very carefully you can hear her voice in the wind. It starts out soft like a whisper, then gets louder until it pierces the night like a scream. Ah- ooh," Angel wailed. "Ah-ooh."

"Stop it, Angel. You're scaring me." Melissa Johnson slid closer to Billy Hunter.

"Listen." Angel turned her attention to the river. The current moved fast with the breeze. Storm clouds blew in from the coast. "I think I can hear her."

"You can't hear anything," Billy said. "You're making it up. I've lived here my whole life, and I've never heard that story."

"It's true. And the best time to see her is when the river is rising, like today."

"My mother doesn't think I should play with you anymore," Melissa said. "She says you tell lies."

Angel ignored Melissa, concentrating instead on Billy's rapt expression. "The lady is very sad about something. When she cries, her tears fill the river."

A shrill cry pierced the night, and Melissa buried her head in her arms.

"How did you do that?" Billy demanded.

Angel shook her head. "I didn't do anything."

The sound came again, a long, lonely wail. All three children jumped to their feet. Thunder rocked the sky.

Melissa clutched Angel's sleeve. Billy had a hand on the belt loop of her jeans. Angel wasn't afraid of the storm. She liked it when the wind blew hard and the trees rattled the windowpanes on her house. It felt like God was sweeping the world clean, blowing out the cobwebs and all the other nasty stuff.

"It's okay, it's just the wind," Angel said calmly.

"Right," Billy said.

"Maybe we'll see the lady." Angel pointed to a faraway spot on the river where the clouds were so low they almost touched the water. "There she is. I see her. Look. Look," she cried. Actually she did see a shape, and it looked like a woman, but Angel told herself it was just her imagination making her own story even better.

"I don't want to look," Melissa yelled as she scrambled up the riverbank. Billy ran after her.

Angel smiled to herself. Scaredy-cats, she thought. Then a heavy hand came down on her shoulder and it was her turn to scream.

"What are you doing out here?" The man's voice sounded rough. His hand slid from her shoulder to the back of her neck. She could feel the calluses on his fingers as he spun her around to face him.

Angel swallowed hard. As tall as a redwood tree and thick around the middle, the man wore an old fishing hat on his head that barely covered his straggly black and gray hair. He had a thick beard, and his dark eyes blasted right through her.

Jonas Hunter, Billy's grandfather, and the meanest man in town. Aunt Josephine said Jonas Hunter was a lonely, bitter man. Billy said his grandfather was a grumpy bear. Angel thought he looked like Bigfoot, at least the monster she imagined in her mind.

Still, her mother had always told her to be nice to old people, so she supposed she should give him a chance. Maybe she would be grumpy, too, if she looked as ugly as he did.

"I said, what are you doing here?" His voice shook her more than the thunder.

"I, uh. I..." Angel looked around. Billy and Melissa were long gone. "I got lost."

"Lost? You're that kid, aren't you? That Delaney woman's kid, the one who tells all the stories."

"Angel. My name is Angel." Angel offered him her brightest, most winning smile and stuck out her hand. When he didn't respond, she stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans. "I came down to the river to write an essay for school on the sound the water makes when it rushes downstream. Does it sound like a roller coaster or a jet plane? What do you think?" It wasn't much of a tale, not up to her usual standards, but it was all she could think of at the moment.

"Why are you out here all alone?"

"She's not alone. I'm here, too." Billy walked slowly out of the trees. He was shaking so bad Angel thought he might fall over.

"Billy? Is that you, boy?" Jonas roared. "Why, I should tan your hide for coming down to the river on a night like this. You got sawdust in your brains, or what?"

"Well, sir." Billy's voice shook and he started to stutter.

"Speak up now. I can't hear you." Jonas put his hands on his waist when Billy tried to get out a word, but it was completely unintelligible. "What the hell's the matter with you, boy?"

"You're scaring him," Angel said, running over to Billy's side. "How come you're so mean?"

Jonas squinted at her. "What did you say?"

"We're just kids, you know," Angel said defiantly, hating to see her best friend so upset. "We can come to the river if we want to. It's a free country."

"You got a tongue on you, just like your mother," Jonas said. "She ought to wash your mouth out with soap."

"And you ought to be nicer to Billy. He's your grandson," Angel replied.

"Angel, stop," Billy muttered. "You're making him mad."

"I used to wish I had grandparents. But mine are all dead," Angel said. "Maybe that's good if all grandparents are as mean as you. No wonder your own son left town and never came back." Angel stopped abruptly at the look of rage that crossed Jonas Hunter's face.

"You fixin' to see your next birthday, kid?"

"She didn't mean it," Billy said, finally getting some words through his stiff lips.

"Oh, I think she did."

Angel nervously licked her lips. So much for being nice to old people. "I'm sorry."

"Get out of here, both of you, before I tan your hides myself."

Billy grabbed Angel's hand and dragged her away from the river. "You shouldn't have mentioned Uncle Ryan," Billy said as they made their way back to town. "Nobody is supposed to talk about him, not ever."

"How come?"

"Because he's a liar and a thief."

"What did he lie about?"

Billy shrugged. "Don't know."

"Well, what did he steal then?"

"My dad wouldn't say."

"Then maybe none of it's true," Angel said.

Billy looked shocked that she would even question him. But then Billy believed most of what she told him, too.

"Of course it's true," Billy said. "My dad wouldn't lie to me."

Angel looked away, feeling terribly sad. "Sometimes dads are the worst liars of all," she whispered, but Billy didn't hear her. Maybe it was better that way.

* * *

Andrew Hunter set his beer glass down on the bar and sighed. Three beers and he didn't feel drunk, just nauseated. He never could hold his liquor. Just another thing his little brother did better than him.

"Refill, hon?"

His brain said no. His mouth said yes.

Loretta Swanson took his empty glass and filled it from the tap behind the bar. Her movements were graceful and efficient for a woman nine months pregnant. He couldn't help admiring the slender curve of her neck where her blond hair was swept up into a ponytail, or the long thin legs that came out from under her oversize sweater.

Loretta Swanson had always been the prettiest girl in town as well as the fastest. She was the Serenity Springs bad girl. She had been in Ryan's class, and for a while she and Ryan had been a pair.

Rumor had it that Loretta had laid every man in town. And even if that was an exaggeration, judging by the current state of affairs she'd slept with at least one. According to the town grapevine, she wasn't saying who the father was. People speculated that she didn't even know who the father was, and since she'd turned up knocked up most of the men took care to avoid her.

Of course, Andrew had never been with her. His father would have kicked his butt out of the house if he had ever messed with a girl like Loretta. It was bad enough when he got involved with Becky Lee …

"Must be woman problems," Loretta said, offering him a warm, commiserating smile.

"Not this time." Andrew drained his glass of beer in one long draft. His stomach turned over, and his vision blurred slightly. "Hit me again," he said.

Loretta shook her head. "You're not a drinker, Andrew Joseph. So what are you doing here in my bar, shoving down beers like a thirsty man in the desert?"

It was her warm brown eyes that did it. No wonder so many men wanted her. She had a way of talking and looking that made everything seem personal. Course, he didn't approve of her life-style. He wanted a woman with morals, someone like Kara.

He tried to smile at the thought of Kara. She was just as pretty as Loretta in a different sort of way. Kara had beautiful red hair and big blue eyes, the kind of skin that burned under a winter sun, and a womanly figure that was pleasing to a man. Unfortunately she also had a stubborn streak, a tendency to laugh at the worst jokes, and a bit of a temper. Not to mention her ideas for Serenity Springs, which was why he was here in the first place.

"Cat caught your tongue, Andrew Joseph?"

"Don't call me that," he growled. "Makes me feel like I'm in the third grade again. If you really want to know the problem, it's Ryan. He's coming home."

Loretta stared at him in shock. "I knew Kara invited him, but I never thought he'd come." She put a hand to her mouth in amazement, then self-consciously began to tuck her loose hair into her ponytail, as if Ryan might walk in any minute and catch her not looking her best.

"I don't think your hair will be the first thing Ryan notices," Andrew said, tipping his head toward her stomach.

Loretta blushed. He couldn't believe it. Her cheeks actually turned red.

"That was a mean thing to say," she said.

"You are pregnant."

"Believe me, if anyone knows that, I do. I'm the one with the backaches and this whale of a body that barely lets me get through the door. You don't have to remind me." Her eyes blurred with tears.

Andrew stared at her in amazement. "I'm sorry. But if things are so tough, maybe you should get the father of that kid of yours to help you out."

"Aw, shove off, Andrew Joseph. Go drown your sorrows somewhere else. I'm closing up."

Andrew glanced around the empty bar. Aside from old Hank Marley and Lou Osborne playing checkers in the corner, the place was dead. Still, there were glasses to wash and tables to scrub down, and Loretta already looked ready to drop. "You need any help?"

"No. I can do it alone. I can do everything alone."

"Fine." Andrew stood up abruptly, then wished he hadn't when his head began to spin.

"You got yourself a buzz, don't you?" Loretta said knowingly. "You want a cup of coffee before you go home?"

"I thought you were closing."

Loretta shrugged her shoulders. "I guess I have time. It's not like I got anywhere to go. What about Billy? He expecting you?"

"Mrs. Murray will stay till I get back," Andrew said, referring to his longtime neighbor and baby-sitter. She had been taking care of him and Billy for more than ten years now.

Loretta set a cup of black coffee in front of him. A bit of it sloshed over the rim of the cup, and they both reached for a napkin. His hand came down on top of hers, and the touch set off a charge down his spine.

When he lifted his head, he was staring straight into her eyes. Goddammit. He didn't need this, not now. He got to his feet. "I gotta go," he mumbled.

Loretta didn't smile, just nodded her head. "Running away again. You been making a habit of that, haven't you?"

"I am not running away. I have never run away. I stayed here in Serenity Springs to help my father run the newspaper, to raise my child. Ryan's the one who left."

"Sometimes running away just means turning your back, Andrew Joseph, and I've seen a lot of your back."

Andrew walked out of the bar and slammed the door behind him. The last thing he needed was pop psychology from Loretta Swanson. As he ran to his car, the rain came down on his head, sobering him up, reminding him that even after a night of drowning his sorrows, he could still remember that Ryan was coming home.





Chapter Three

 

A week later, Ryan turned off the main highway and headed toward Serenity Springs. The winding two-lane road took him farther away from what he considered civilization -- fast-food restaurants, video stores, and ATM machines.

Now, instead of traffic lights and billboards, he saw redwood and pine trees; thick grassy meadows and rain-filled ponds; apple orchards and Christmas tree farms; small-time restaurants with names like Joe's or Mary's; fresh-fruit stands that were nothing more than a truck, a dilapidated shack, and crates of apples, oranges, and grapes.

Ryan could feel the pace of life getting slower with each mile. Even the cars moved at a more leisurely pace. When the truck in front of him stopped to let a trio of horseback riders cross, Ryan knew there was no point in honking his horn. They would move when they moved.

Eventually the traffic thinned out until there was nothing to see in either direction but a long ribbon of asphalt leading to his final destination, Serenity Springs.

Ryan turned on the radio, hoping for a snappy tune to take his mind off his doubts. The first station had Bruce Springsteen singing "Born to Run."

Jesus! How appropriate. He had been born to run, and he was still running. Only now he was going backward instead of forward. Ryan changed the station, hoping to find some jazz or maybe some blues. That would certainly fit his mood.

As he drove over a narrow bridge, his attention turned toward the river. His first sight of the water brought back memories. He remembered the big flood twenty-five years earlier and the damage left in its wake. He had been nine years old when the river broke over its banks. The rush of water had been tremendous. The friendly creek had become a monster that could not be defeated. He had been afraid of it ever since.

His father never understood his aversion to the water, his fear of getting too far from shore or caught up in a sudden torrent. But then Jonas had no time for weakness in any form. Just another one of his father's wonderful traits.

Today, with the clouds and scattered sunshine, the river did not look threatening, although it did appear higher than Ryan remembered. Of course, it had rained last week, and according to the weather service, there was more rain on the way. He just hoped it would hold off till Sunday.

Ryan's breathing relaxed as he drove off the bridge and the road moved away from the river. It was easier to look at the far-off mountains and the empty road than the powerful and swift Snake River.

His father loved the river, respected it, feared it, and wanted to live by it all the days of his life. Ryan wondered if Andrew felt the same as Jonas. Andrew must, or he would have left Serenity Springs years ago.

Ryan smiled to himself as a freshly painted billboard greeted his eyes.

Two miles to Serenity Springs, home of the world's oldest teacup collection. Visit nearby Snake River for the best fishing, canoeing, and camping Mother Nature can provide. Exit at Main Street.

So old Josephine had finally found a place to boast about her teacups. Ryan couldn't help but be amused. He had to admit he was feeling curious about his hometown.

He pushed his foot down on the gas pedal of the red Ferrari. The car wasn't his. He had rented it for the trip. After all, Serenity Springs had invited the celebrity home, not the man. They wanted him for flash and excitement. He might as well live up to his reputation.

The car burst forward under his hands, and the sense of speed was exhilarating. Then a flash of light in the rearview mirror caught his eye. He looked up and swore. Damn. A cop car was chasing his dust.

Ryan slowed down and pulled over to the edge of the highway, tapping his fingers restlessly on the steering wheel as he waited for the policeman to approach.

The officer moved with the speed of a lumbering cow. He opened his door, put one foot out, looked at something on the seat next to him, put the other foot out, and finally stood up. There was something familiar about him, but he wore a hat and dark glasses, making it impossible for Ryan to see his face.

When the officer got to his car, Ryan rolled down the window and took off his sunglasses. The cop put his hand on the roof of the car and looked at him. "Okay, city boy, let's see your -- God almighty. Ryan Hunter, is that you?"

Ryan nodded his head, squinting to get a better look at the man. "That's me. And you are..."

"Will. Will Hodgkins." The man removed his sunglasses. "Don't you remember me?"

"Sure, of course." Ryan nodded his head. Will had been in Andrew's class, one of his better friends, in fact. Ryan wondered if Will and his brother were still close.

If so, he had a feeling this ticket was getting more expensive by the minute.

"I can't believe it's you." Will shook his head. "I never thought you'd come back."

"Yeah, well, someone sent me an invitation."

"Kara Delaney. She's stirring up all kinds of trouble."

"Sounds like my kind of woman."

"Right." Will frowned. "I wasn't in favor of the town inviting you, just so you know up front. I thought it was a slap in Andrew's face. But I was outvoted."

"I see."

Will straightened up. "But that was that, and this is this. You were speeding, Ryan, and I'm a sheriff now, so I have to give you a ticket. Can't do otherwise. Wouldn't be right."

"I understand. What happened to Dirk Anders? Did he retire?"

"Not yet. He's still my boss. But he's getting on in years, same as Jonas." Will paused. "Quite a car you got here. Those pictures you take must be worth a lot of money."

"They are to some people."

"Hannah Davies has a whole shelf of your work at the library. She's going to be happier than a flea on a dog when she sees you. Where are you staying?"

"Not with Andrew. I'm sure my brother wouldn't have me in his house, and I doubt Becky Lee would either."

Will stared at him for a long moment. "Becky Lee's dead, Ryan. Gone eleven years now."

The words took Ryan by complete surprise. Dead? Becky Lee was dead? A sudden burst of pain ripped through him as he remembered his high school sweetheart.

"No. No." He shook his head in bewilderment. "That's not possible. She's our age."

"I'm sorry. I thought you knew."

"How? She was so young. My God, it must have happened..."

"Before their first anniversary," Will finished. He scratched his head, clearly puzzled. "I can't believe you don't know."

"Know what?"

"She was leaving Andrew. Packed up the car and the baby and left town with a note saying she was going to find you, Ryan. Got hit by a drunk driver ten miles out of town. The baby made it. She didn't."

"Goddammit." Ryan looked into Will's face. "I didn't ask her to come."

Will stared back at him without saying a word.

"Does Andrew know that?" Ryan asked. "Does he blame me for her death?"

"What do you think?"

Ryan thought his brother had one more reason to hate his guts. "The only thing I got from Becky Lee was a baby announcement. I figured she and Andrew must be happy together if they were having kids so soon. Guess they just couldn't wait to start a family."

Will sent him another curious look, then shook his head and began to write out a ticket. "How long will you be staying?"

"A few days. I'm not sure." Ryan slid his sunglasses over his eyes, still reeling from the news of Becky Lee's death. He couldn't imagine her body still and lifeless. In his mind he could see her on the sidelines at the high school football game, cheering him on in her short red skirt with her colorful pom-poms. He could still remember her wicked smile, her teasing manner, her love of adventure.

They had necked under the grandstands, smoked cigarettes in the supply closet at the high school, and sneaked sloe gin into their 7-Up cans at the school dance. A woman more full of life he could not imagine.

Becky Lee. Goddammit.

Ryan hit his fist against the steering wheel.

Will handed him the ticket. Ryan tossed it onto the passenger seat.

"I really thought you knew," Will said.

Ryan shook his head, his mouth and jaw so tight with emotion he couldn't get a word out.

"I guess you would have found out sooner or later. Take it a little slower into town. Okay?"

Ryan nodded.

Will patted the hood of the car. "Nice wheels. They suit you."

Ryan let out a breath as Will walked away. Through his rearview mirror, he watched him get into the patrol car. Will Hodgkins, once voted class clown, was now a sheriff, and Becky Lee, the most vibrant girl in school, was dead. He couldn't believe it. And she had died on her way out of town. She had never had a chance to see the big city, never danced in a smoky nightclub the way she had dreamed about, never seen London or Paris or any of the places he had come to take for granted.

What a waste. What an incredible waste.

Will drove away long before Ryan had enough courage to turn the key in the ignition. Finally he started the car, feeling a mix of emotions. He wanted to go forward. At the same time he wanted to go back to where he had been before the damned invitation arrived, before he had learned about Becky Lee, before he had had to think about his father and brother again.

But he couldn't walk away now. He only had part of the picture, a glimpse of the past. He needed to know the rest.

* * *

Ryan pulled the car onto the highway. A half mile outside of town, he saw the graveyard behind the church. He didn't intend to stop, but at the last moment he turned the wheel and pulled into the parking lot, bringing the Ferrari to a stop in front of the sign announcing the time of the next mass.

Without allowing himself to think too long about his actions, he got out of the car and walked down the path next to the church, the one that led to the cemetery in back.

His grandparents were buried in the cemetery along with his great-grandparents, an aunt, and a cousin. He had been to the cemetery many times with his mother, who always felt it important to place fresh flowers on the graves. In fact, he could remember many a time when they had come to this place and talked about God and heaven and angels.

Isabelle had believed in all those things. She had told him once that she was afraid to go to bed angry, because she always worried her harsh words might be the last she had a chance to utter.

Ryan had thought about that more than a few times over the years, especially after she had left him without a word of explanation. How could she make sure she didn't go to bed angry, yet leave her two boys without saying good-bye?

As he walked into the yard, Ryan slowed his pace, reading the headstones with nostalgia. He remembered Mrs. Mclntyre, his first-grade teacher, the one who gave out red jawbreakers on Valentine's Day. He remembered Mr. Woolsley, the janitor at the high school, who helped him clean up the glass from a science experiment gone awry.

For the first time in a long time, it occurred to Ryan that he had left some friends behind in this town. Only he had been too full of himself and his problems to see that.

He leaned down and brushed a cigarette butt off Mr. Woolsley's grave. The man had hated cigarettes with a passion, probably because he had to clean up smoke-filled rest rooms at the high school.

As Ryan straightened, he realized that the rest of the yard was in good condition with neatly trimmed grass and flowers on some of the graves. The birds sang in harmony with the nearby river, bringing a sense of peace to this spot. But it didn't suit Becky Lee at all.

Ryan searched the headstones until he found her. Then he dropped down on one knee and looked at her grave.

"I'm sorry," he whispered. He traced the name on the headstone with his finger. Becky Lee Woodrich Hunter.

She had married his brother.

Ryan squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't want to remember, didn't want to care again. All these years he had thought Becky Lee and Andrew were married and happy, raising their son. And all these years she was gone. Andrew must have been devastated. And the boy, Billy, growing up without a mother. Ryan knew firsthand how hard that could be.

"Damn you, Becky Lee. Your timing never was right," he muttered as he opened his eyes.

Ryan thought back to those last few weeks before he had left town. He had graduated from the nearby college with a bachelor's degree in journalism and an intense desire to get on with his life someplace far away from Serenity Springs. Becky Lee had wanted to go with him. She had wanted to get married. He had put her off, needing to be on his own for a while. She had paid him back by marrying Andrew. Ryan had left before the wedding.

Ryan got to his feet and took several deep breaths, forcing the emotion out of his body. Becky Lee had died a long time ago. And he hadn't really thought of her in years. It was this town, this damned town. He hadn't even driven down Main Street, and he already felt bad. What the hell was he doing here?

It was too late to turn back. Will knew he was here, and by now probably everyone else did, too.

Ryan left the graveyard and walked to the front of the church. His parents had married in the small chapel. And marriages in Serenity Springs were supposed to last forever. But not his parents' marriage. And not Andrew's marriage.

"God," he said aloud in frustration, anger, and sadness.

"He's right inside if you want to speak to him," a voice said from behind him.

Ryan turned around and stared into the face of a short gray-haired man wearing the traditional black collar of a Catholic priest. The man smiled at him, his blue eyes filled with a wisdom that came either from his faith or his age. Ryan wasn't sure which.

 

"Excuse me?" Ryan asked.

"God. I heard you call his name."

"Oh." Ryan tipped his head apologetically. "I -- uh, I just, well, you know."

"It's nice to see you again, Ryan."

Ryan's eyes widened. "You know me?"

"I'm Father Miles. Jonathan Miles."

Ryan gave him a closer look, the familiarity of his name ringing a distant bell. "Father Miles, of course. I remember. You heard my first confession."

"That's when I got my first gray hair."

Ryan reluctantly smiled. "It got worse after that."

"Maybe you should have come back." He waved his hand toward the front door. "Would you like to come inside?"

Ryan immediately shook his head. He never went into a church unless there was a purpose, like a wedding he had to photograph or a funeral or a coronation. He never went in to pray. He didn't have a clue how to do that. Besides, he didn't hold much faith in prayers. A long, long time ago he had prayed every night before bed, squeezed his eyes shut, clasped his hands together, and tried so hard to make God hear him. But there had never been an answer, not even a whisper of one, just silence, just the sound of the river mocking him.

"Ryan?"

"What?" He turned his attention to the priest.

"I'm glad you've come home."

"Not home -- just back." Ryan shoved his hands into his pockets. "Maybe it's not a good idea after all."

"Second thoughts?"

"Oh, yeah."

"Afraid of what you will find, or what you won't find?"

"Both."

"I always liked you, Ryan."

Ryan sent him a skeptical look. "I distinctly remember having to say something like one hundred and fifty Hail Mary's after my first confession, and I was only nine at the time."

"You had some catching up to do. And penance is good for the soul. I always wondered what made you so angry. Is the anger finally gone? Is that why you've come home?"

Ryan thought about his question for a long time. He didn't think of himself as angry, but something certainly drove him to the farthest corners of the world. "I came back to say good-bye."

"But you just got here."

"I never looked back when I left before. I guess there's a part of me that wants to take one last look."

"That's a start." Father Miles patted Ryan's shoulder and walked into the church.

"A start to what?" Ryan muttered. He wasn't starting anything. Not here. Not now. Not in this town.

The church door opened again, and Father Miles hurried out with a large wicker basket in his hand. "I'm glad I caught you. Could you give this to Kara Delaney for me? She'll know what to do."

"What is it? Food or something?"

Father Miles pulled back the blanket, revealing three puppies waking up from a nap. They were starting to stretch and blink their eyes open.

Ryan took a step backward in dismay. "Uh, Father, I'm not very good with animals."

"They're not for you. They're for Kara. She told me she wanted a big family. You're staying at the Gatehouse, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"Then you can save me a trip. They're orphans, poor things. Their mama died, and their owner -- well, she's an older woman and she just can't handle them. They're small now, but they're golden retrievers."

"Oh, my."

"Yes, indeed." Father Miles smiled as he handed the basket to Ryan. "Go on, take them."

Ryan reluctantly took the basket. One of the puppies tried to scramble over the side, and he pushed it down with his other hand. Almost immediately the other two puppies tumbled into one another.

"Better get them in the car fast," Father Miles advised.

"Oh, Jes --," Ryan stopped himself as he tried to maintain control of the basket and the puppies. "I don't know how to take care of puppies or anything for that matter. Just myself, you know. I just take care of myself."

Father Miles nodded as he opened the door to Ryan's car. "They can't take care of themselves, Ryan. They need you. And Kara, of course."

Kara. Right. Ryan was beginning to dislike her already. Not only had she sent him the damn invitation, but now he had to take care of her puppies. He set the basket down on the floor in front of the passenger seat. It was a tight fit, but he managed to close the door.

"God be with you," Father Miles called.

Ryan looked up at the sky. He had the distinct feeling that God had a sense of humor.





Chapter Four

 

Ryan glanced at the wicker basket. The puppies stared back at him, big brown eyes filled with the wonder of life. He now knew where the expression "puppy dog eyes" came from. It would be difficult to deny these little doggies anything.

"Just stay right there," he warned, "or you'll be in big trouble." One of the puppies barked in obvious delight. Maybe talking to them wasn't a good idea. He didn't want them to think he actually liked them, although they were kind of cute. Nothing like Max, the German shepherd his father had raised from a pup. That dog had scared him to death. Max had not been the kind of dog you could pull on your lap or snuggle up to on a cold winter night. He had been an outdoor dog, a hunting companion for his father.

Ryan turned the key in the ignition and backed out of the parking lot. Fifty yards down the highway, one of the puppies crawled out of the basket and onto the passenger seat. Ryan tried to push the dog back into the basket, but the puppy playfully licked his hand. Ryan winced at the moisture. "Come on, little doggy. There you go."

One dog in, another dog out. Then the third. Suddenly all three puppies were crawling on the front seat, over the console, onto his lap.

"Oh, shit." Ryan tried to drive with one hand as he grabbed for the puppies. As if in reply, one of the dogs peed on his pant leg. Ryan groaned. "I'm going to kill you," he said to the puppy. "Right after I kill Kara Delaney."

The puppy put his head down on Ryan's leg with a woebegone expression. "All right, maybe I won't kill you."

Ryan took the turnoff onto Main Street. There was a new stop sign at the corner; still not much traffic, but it looked as if someone was hoping. He drove farther down the street, under the faded white arches that read Serenity Springs, past Ike's Barber Shop, Miller's Grocery, Nellie's Diner, and Swanson's Bar.

The buildings on Main Street were rundown, some in desperate need of a paint job. A few of the storefronts were boarded up. The five-and-dime was gone. The bicycle shop was gone. But there was a new yogurt shop, and some construction was going on at the corner of Main Street and Jordan Road.

Down one of the side streets he could see the banner for his father's newspaper, The Sentinel. Down another street he saw the post office and the bank, a movie theater still showing one of the Rocky movies, and the recreation center.

He got mixed feelings from the town. Some streets seemed deserted. Others looked on their way to restoration, as if the town was divided into two factions, people who wanted to move on and people who didn't.

At the end of Main Street, Ryan turned left. He drove down familiar residential streets. He remembered playing kick ball, trick-or-treating on Halloween, playing hide-and-seek on late summer evenings, and catching butterflies in the springtime.

The carefree days of his childhood had become less enchanted after his mother left. By the time he reached his teens, the small town had become too small for him, like a prison, barring him from his dreams.

Thank God he had gotten out.

While Ryan was reminiscing, one of the puppies started to bark, then uttered a coughing, choking sound, and finally threw up on the passenger seat.

"Great, just great." Ryan rolled down a window. This trip was already a disaster. Why on earth had he agreed to come?

He took the last couple of blocks at a faster speed, relieved to finally turn toward the river onto Laurel Lane. There were only a few big houses on this road, two-and three-story monuments to a river town gone downhill. One of them looked empty; another struggled to stay upright. At the end of the road was the Gatehouse, a proud old Victorian home with fanciful turrets and gables.

As he came to a stop in the parking lot, he noticed that the house had been repainted a light beige. The garden was bursting with color even in the middle of winter, and the old white gazebo in the side yard sported patches of new wood that still needed paint.

On the large porch that wound around the house were white wicker chairs, hanging plants, and a love-seat swing. Next to the house, an old tire still hung from the oak tree. It blew slightly in the wind, reminding him of long-ago summer days when he had sat in that very swing and wanted nothing more than a hot, lazy day. Things had been so easy then.

Ryan shut off the engine. He opened the car door and the three puppies jumped onto the ground, each going in a different direction. "Hey, wait. Come back here."

He grabbed one puppy and pulled its squirming body into his arms. The second one escaped him. He saw the third playing with the end of a garden hose on the lawn.

As Ryan jogged up the grass to get the third puppy, the first puppy tumbled out of his arms. The garden hose snapped up and a small stream of water caught him in the face. He pulled back abruptly. The puppy stopped and looked at him in surprise.

"Okay, that's it. Now I'm angry," he declared. "You are puppy chow."

"What's going on?" a voice demanded.

Ryan looked up as a woman stepped out onto the porch. Her hair was a glorious shade of red, drifting down past her shoulders in thick waves that glistened in the late-afternoon sunshine. Her body was slender and supple in a pair of navy blue leggings and a soft, clingy white sweater.

For a brief moment he felt as if he were looking at her through the hazy glass of an old mirror or the fuzzy lens of a camera. She fit the setting perfectly, the old house, the big porch, the sense of past and present connected. A modern woman in an old-fashioned setting. Instinctively he reached for the camera that usually hung around his neck. Today it was missing, and he felt almost naked without it.

Ryan scrambled to his feet, suddenly realizing he was kneeling in the middle of this woman's lawn with his face dripping from a garden hose and his pants smelling to high heaven. This was not how he had pictured his arrival home.

Kara jogged down the steps of her porch as one of the puppies dug furiously in the dirt near her rosebushes.

"Excuse me, but your dog is digging up my garden," she said.

Ryan stared at her in astonishment. "That is not my dog."

"Oh yeah? Well, he's not my dog." Kara picked the puppy up. As she did so, the other two puppies came charging around the corner. "What on earth? How many are there?" she demanded.

Ryan managed to grab one of the puppies as it scooted by. The third remained free, barking in delight. "Three," he ground out. "And they're all yours."

"I'm sorry, but I don't allow dogs in the Gatehouse. I just redid the rugs. You know how puppies are."

Ryan sent her a wry smile and pointed to the wet spot on his slacks. "Oh, yeah, I know how puppies are."

Kara took a step closer, really looking at him for the first time. "Oh, my. You're -- you're Ryan Hunter."

He nodded, taking his own time looking at her. She wasn't as pretty as the models he worked with, but he found her looks more appealing. Her clear blue eyes conveyed a sense of tranquility. The laugh lines around her eyes indicated a sense of humor, and her wide, generous mouth was just perfect for... Ryan cleared his throat. If there was ever a time not to think about kissing someone, this was it. Besides, she was probably married.

"You're early," she said. "I -- I wasn't expecting you until tonight. And I thought you'd be alone."

"That was my intention. The dogs aren't mine. I'm just delivering them to you from Father Miles. He said you'd know what to do."

Kara gave him a blank stare. "Know what to do? With puppies? I've never had a dog in my life."

"You've got three now."

"You must have misunderstood Father Miles."

"You are Kara Delaney?"

"Yes, but--”

"Father Miles said you wanted a big family."

"I wasn't talking about puppies. I was talking about -- well, it doesn't matter what I was talking about. You'll have to take them back."

"I'm not taking them anywhere. They're all yours."

"Then I'll take them back."

"You do that." Ryan handed her another puppy. "By the way, one of them gets carsick. I can't remember which one."

"Carsick," Kara said faintly, trying to hold the two puppies in her arms. Oh, Lord, she didn't know what to do with animals. Most dogs didn't even like her. And she never heard cats meow. They usually gave her some sort of a hissing sound and a swipe of their paw. She just wasn't an animal person. There was no way she could keep three puppies. What on earth had Father Miles been thinking?

Ryan captured the last puppy and walked down to his car. He retrieved the wicker basket and set it on the porch steps. "Here you go," he said.

Kara looked at him in dismay. Before she could say a word, Angel came running around the side of the house, her long brown hair blowing in the wind, her feet bare, jeans dirty. She stopped abruptly at the sight of her mother holding two puppies.

"Mom. You got me a dog?" Angel asked in wonder. Her big brown eyes got even bigger. The look on her face turned into pure joy.

Kara groaned. Now she was in trouble.

"You said we couldn't have a dog. But you got me one anyway." Angel threw her arms around her mother and the puppies. "I love you. I love you. I love you. You're the best mother in the whole wide world." The puppies started to bark, and Angel laughed with delight as she pulled one into her arms. "They are so adorable. And you got me two, I can't believe it."

"Actually she got you three," Ryan said, holding up the third puppy.

"Wow."

Kara shot Ryan a dirty look. "They are not staying."

Angel's face fell. "They're not?"

"No."

"Oh."

Kara weakened at the sight of her daughter's face. For a moment Angel's face had filled with light, the way it used to. Now her expression was dull, pained. Kara hated that look, and she had seen it a lot lately.

Silently Angel held out the puppy to her mother.

Kara glanced over at Ryan. He was studying her thoughtfully, and she didn't care for the look of judgment in his eyes. "I'm busy," she said. "I don't have time for puppies."

Ryan shrugged. "Hey, it's no skin off my back what you do with them."

Kara sighed, feeling like the wicked stepmother. "All right. We'll keep one, just one."

"I think they're a package deal," Ryan interjected.

"Would you be quiet?"

"Just trying to help."

Kara shook her head. "Everyone said you'd bring trouble with you. I should have listened to them."

"You probably should have," Ryan agreed, his tone and expression carefully neutral.

"Well, right now we need to find a place for the puppies. Maybe the sun porch. We can close it off and cover it with newspapers for the time being."

Kara put the puppies in the basket, and with Ryan's help they got them into the sun porch without any further mishaps. Leaving Angel to play with the dogs, Kara led Ryan into the kitchen. She handed him a dry towel and watched as he wet it down with water and tried to wipe off his tan-colored slacks.

His casual clothes were wrinkled from the trip, the sleeves on his navy blue shirt pushed up above his elbows. But despite his somewhat tired look, he was a handsome man. He didn't have the chiseled look of a movie star, but rather the square, rugged face of a man who liked to get dirty, the kind you'd see on a rugby or a soccer field, the kind who wouldn't walk away from a fight.

His dark brown hair and olive skin were set off by a pair of light green eyes. His well-defined jawline implied stubbornness, his windblown hair suggested a spirit of adventure, and his confident movements made it clear that this man was used to being in charge, which was probably why he was frowning at the stain on his pants.

Kara smiled in spite of herself. He'd looked ridiculous chasing after those puppies, not like the wild, angry young man she had heard so much about, or the jet-setting playboy photographer for that matter. He had just looked like a man -- human, vulnerable, strong, sexy...

Kara shook her head, dismayed at the direction her thoughts were taking.

Ryan looked up and smiled. His crooked grin put her on edge. He didn't look vulnerable anymore. He looked dangerous, mischievous, and far too knowing. This was a man who knew his power over women, and that was the last thing Kara wanted in a man. Never again would she be the one to love the most. Never again would she put herself in the position of waiting for a man to come home, and wondering if he ever would.

"Why don't you sit down? Would you like some iced tea?" she asked pleasantly, deliberately putting on her innkeeper hat, at least figuratively speaking.

"Sure." Ryan slid into a chair at the breakfast room table and cast a curious glance around the kitchen. "You've done wonders with this place. Last time I saw it, the house was falling apart."

"My aunt went through some hard times with the death of her third husband," Kara said as she took a pitcher of iced tea out of the refrigerator. "She remarried last year -- Ike Kelly, you might remember him."

Ryan's jaw dropped open. "Ike Kelly, ex-marine barber who talks like a sailor and drinks whiskey for breakfast -- that Ike Kelly?"

Kara smiled. "Opposites attract, I guess."

"I guess."

Ryan's gaze drifted down her body, and Kara instinctively moved the pitcher in front of her breasts. This man could flirt without saying a word.

Moving over to the counter, she took two glasses out of the cabinet and filled them both with tea. "Do you take lemon or sugar?"

"Plain is fine."

Kara took the glasses over to the table and sat down across from him, reminded that only a week earlier she had sat here with Andrew and argued about Ryan. The two brothers certainly were different, one quiet and somewhat plain, the other outgoing and attractive.

"Does your aunt still live here?" Ryan asked.

"No. When she remarried she considered selling the Gatehouse, but I decided to come back and take it over."

"What did your husband say?"

By force of habit, Kara looked down at her now-empty ring finger. The tan line stood out in stark evidence.

Ryan followed her gaze." No husband?"

"Not anymore."

"He didn't want to leave the big city?"

"You could say that."

"What on earth do you see in this godforsaken town?" Ryan leaned forward. His voice took on a harsh tone. His eyes darkened, and his face tightened with tension.

"I like it here," she said quietly.

"But there's nothing here."

"Maybe that's why I like it. Not all of us need to spend every second of our lives trying to get somewhere other than where we are. Not all of us have to grab the brass ring on the carousel. Some of us just like to go around and enjoy the ride."

"Meaning me?"

"Actually I was talking about my ex-husband, but if the shoe fits..."

"It doesn't. And I hate being compared to other people."

Kara realized that her innocent statement had touched a nerve, obviously a painful one. "I'm sorry."

"Forget it." He sat back in his chair. "So, how's business?"

Kara relaxed, relieved by the change in subject. "Pretty good in the spring and summer, nonexistent in the fall and winter, but we're hoping to change that with the Centennial Celebration."

"I have to say I'm surprised at the timing. February usually means rain, hardly the best time to use the river."

"But that's the point. There are still wonderful recreational opportunities here in the winter. In fact, up-river the rafting is spectacular right now. The fishing is good, too. We can't afford to have tourists just in the summer. We need them all year round if we want to grow."

"I'm surprised the town is interested in growing. When I lived here, there was a single-minded approach to keeping things exactly the way they'd always been."

Kara sighed. "There are still a few of those people left. I'm hoping to win them over."

"One of them being Jonas Hunter, I presume, and number two being my brother, Andrew."

"Andrew is being open-minded."

"Now, that surprises me. Andrew never picked a side until he knew where the apples would fall."

Kara rested her arms on the table. She liked having something solid under her hands. It made her feel secure, not that Ryan was threatening her. He wasn't even flirting with her anymore, although she had a feeling his charm could be overwhelming when put to use. He was just sitting there staring at her, and it was the intensity of his regard that unnerved her, as if he knew something about her, something about them all.

"Why did you invite me?" Ryan asked abruptly.

"I want you to photograph the centennial activities and send the photos out to be published in one of the magazines that features your work." She looked straight into his eyes when she answered his question, having learned after a lifetime of mistakes that the only way to get what she wanted was to ask for it.

Ryan started to laugh. "Good God. You have a lot of nerve. And honest as hell, aren't you?"

"You asked me why. I told you."

"Do you realize there are people living in this town who hate my guts?"

"Yes."

"How did you get them to agree?"

"I didn't tell them until after I sent the invitation. Frankly most of them didn't believe you'd come."

"I'll bet they didn't. I hope you know what you're doing."

"What I'm doing is trying to revitalize this town."

"You're fighting a losing battle."

"I'll be the judge of that."

Ryan looked down at his glass, seemingly absorbed in the color of the liquid. "How's my father?"

"Jonas? He's..." Kara searched for the right words. "He's older."

Ryan raised his head. "We all are. Is that the best you can do?"

She tipped her head. "Why don't you go see him?"

"I will eventually. Do you know Andrew?"

"Yes. Andrew and I are very good friends, as are our children." Kara stood up, walked over to the counter, and rinsed her glass in the sink.

Ryan didn't say anything for a moment. "You're involved with my brother?" He sounded disappointed.

"Yes."

"And Andrew let you invite me to the party?"

Kara turned to face him. "I make my own decisions."

"I hope you can live with them." Ryan stood up. "I'll get my bag out of the car."

"Do you need help?"

"No, I like to travel light -- a couple pairs of pants, a few shirts, my cameras, and my saxophone."

She raised one eyebrow. "You brought a saxophone with you?"

"It goes everywhere with me."

"Why?"

"Because it's more reliable than a woman."

"But not as warm, I'll bet. Or do you use it as a tool for seduction? The every-woman-wants-a-musician fantasy?"

He grinned back at her. "You mean that would work?"

"On some women, maybe."

"On you?"

"Definitely not."

"Too bad. Actually I don't play for anyone, especially not women."

"I see. Just you and your horn."

Ryan laughed out loud, and Kara couldn't help but blush. "I didn't mean that the way it sounded."

"You don't have red hair for nothing, do you?" He paused. "See, I'd rather have a saxophone than a woman, because my horn doesn't ask questions. It doesn't want to talk at three in the morning. It doesn't want to discuss my hopes and dreams and plans for the future, and most of all it doesn't ask for commitment."

"No wonder you're not married."

"No wonder," he agreed.

"You're in room three, up the stairs to the right," she said briskly, deciding it was past time to change the subject. "The room is all ready for you."

"I'll get my stuff."

Kara let out a breath of relief when Ryan left. The room was ready for Ryan, but she obviously wasn't. What a piece of work he was -- he had probably broken more than a few hearts with his love 'em and leave 'em philosophy.

Thank goodness he was leaving on Sunday. Andrew was right. Ryan Hunter was nothing but trouble.
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