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  Prologue


  


  


  “To my wife.” Nick Granville gave Kayla Sheridan a dazzling smile as he raised his champagne glass to hers.


  Kayla tapped her glass against his. As she looked into the gorgeous blue eyes of the man she had married, she felt a rush of pure joy. She could hardly believe she was married, but an hour ago she’d vowed to love this man above all others. He’d put a ring on her finger and a diamond necklace around her neck and he’d promised to stay forever, which was really all she’d ever wanted. A child of divorce, she’d split her time between two houses, two sets of parents, two cities, and she’d said more than her share of good-byes. That was over now. She was Mrs. Nicholas Granville, and she would make her marriage stick.


  The champagne tickled her throat. She felt almost dizzy with delight. “I can’t believe how happy I am,” she murmured. “My head is spinning.”


  “I like it when you’re off balance,” he said.


  “I’ve been that way since the first second we met,” she confessed. “Marrying you tonight is the most impulsive, reckless thing I have ever done in my life.” She glanced down at the two-carat diamond ring on her finger. It was huge, dramatic, and wildly expensive. It wasn’t the kind of ring she’d imagined wearing. She’d thought she’d have something set in an old-fashioned silver band, and in her wildest dreams the stone had never been this big; she was an incredibly lucky woman. And Nick was a very generous man. He’d been spoiling her rotten since their first date.


  “You do impulsive well,” Nick commented. “Better than I would have thought when we first met.”


  “Because you’re a bad influence,” she teased.


  His grin broadened. “I’ve been told that before. Life is supposed to be fun. You are having fun, aren’t you?”


  “Absolutely. This day has been perfect. The chapel was lovely. The minister made a nice speech about love and marriage. I was afraid it would feel like a quickie wedding, but it didn’t. And this hotel room -- it’s incredible.” She waved her hand in the air as she glanced around their honeymoon suite. Nick had ordered in scented candles that bathed the room in a soft light, riotous colorful wildflowers on every table, rose petals lining a romantic path to the bedroom, and silver trays with chocolate-covered strawberries, her favorite dessert. She couldn’t have asked for a more romantic setting in which to begin her new life. “You’ve made me so happy, Nick. You’ve given me exactly what I wanted.”


  He nodded. “I feel the same way.” He leaned forward and kissed her softly on the mouth, a promise of what was to come. “I’m going to get some ice.” He sent her a meaningful look. “I think we’ll want some cold champagne...later.”


  A tingle of anticipation ran down her spine. “Don’t be long.”


  He picked up the ice bucket and headed for the door. Once there, he paused and pulled out the antique pocket watch she’d given him as a wedding present a few minutes earlier. “Thanks again for this,” he said. “It means a lot to me.”


  “My grandmother told me I should give it to the man I love. And that’s you.”


  Kayla wanted him to say he loved her, too, but he simply smiled and gave her a little wave as he left the room. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t said the words. He’d married her. That was what was important. She’d spent most of her twenties with a commitment-phobic boyfriend who couldn’t bring himself to pop the question. Nick had told her almost immediately that he intended to be her husband. She’d been swept away by his love and his confidence that they were perfect for each other. Now, only three weeks since that first date, she was his wife. She could hardly believe it. Three weeks! This was definitely the craziest thing she’d ever done.


  Well, so what? She’d been responsible and cautious her entire life. She was almost thirty years old. It was about time she took a chance.


  Too restless to sit, Kayla got up to look out the window. Their luxurious honeymoon suite was on the hotel’s twenty-fifth floor and offered a spectacular view of Lake Tahoe and the surrounding Sierra Nevada mountains. She was only four hours from her home in the San Francisco Bay Area, but it felt like a million miles. Her entire life had changed during a simple wedding ceremony that had been witnessed by only two strangers. It was her one regret that neither her family nor Nick’s had attended the wedding. But the past was behind her. Tonight was a new beginning.


  Turning away from the window, she entered the bedroom. She took off her dress and slipped on a scarlet see-through silk teddy that left nothing to the imagination. Then she drew a brush through her long, thick, curly brown hair that fell past her shoulders and never seemed to do exactly what she wanted. Her best friend, Samantha, had told her that the messy, curly look was coming back in, so maybe for the first time in her life, Kayla’s hair was actually in style.


  A flash of insecurity made her wonder if the hot-red teddy was too much or if she should have gone with elegant white silk. But the sophisticated white lingerie she’d considered purchasing had reminded her of something her mother would wear, and she was definitely not her mother.


  Smiling at that thought, Kayla couldn’t help but be pleased by her reflection in the mirror. There was a sparkle in her brown eyes, a rosy glow in her cheeks. She looked like a woman in love. And that was exactly what she was. She’d made the right decision, she told herself again, trying to ignore the niggling little doubt that wouldn’t seem to go away.


  The quiet in the room made the voices in her head grow louder. She could hear her mother’s shocked and disgusted words: “Kayla, have you lost your mind? You can’t marry a man you’ve known for three weeks. It’s foolish. You’ll regret this.” And her friend Samantha had pleaded with her. “Just wait until I get back from London. You need to think, Kayla. How much do you really know about this man?”


  She knew enough, Kayla told herself firmly. And this marriage was between her and Nick, no one else. Turning away from the mirror, she sprayed some perfume in the air and walked through it. Debating whether or not she should wait for Nick in bed, she tried out several sexy poses on the satiny duvet. She felt completely ridiculous and chided herself for being nervous. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t had sex. And it had been good. It would be even better tonight because they were married, they were in love, and they were committed.


  As she stood up, the suite seemed too quiet. She wondered what was taking Nick so long. The ice machine was only a short distance from the room, and he had left at least fifteen minutes ago. He must have decided to run downstairs and pick up another special dessert or more champagne. She smiled at the thought. Nick was so romantic. He always knew just how to make her feel loved and cherished.


  She walked into the living room and sat down on the couch to wait. She flipped on the television and ran through the channels. The minutes continued to tick by. Glancing at her watch, she realized an hour had passed. An uneasy feeling swept through her body. She got up and paced. Within seconds the room grew too small for her growing agitation. She had a terrible feeling something was wrong.


  Returning to the bedroom, she slipped out of her lingerie and dug through her suitcase for a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. All the while she kept hoping to hear Nick’s footsteps or his voice.


  Nothing. Silence.


  She grabbed the key and left the suite, heading to the nearest ice machine. Nick wasn’t there. She tried the other end of the hall, the next floor up, the next floor down. Her heart began to race. She checked the room again, then took the elevator down to the lobby, searching the casino, the shops, the restaurants and bars, and even the parking lot, where Nick’s Porsche was parked right where they’d left it. She stopped by the phone bank in the lobby and called the room again. There was still no answer.


  Kayla didn’t know she was crying until an older woman stopped her by the elevator and asked her if everything was all right.


  “My husband. I can’t find my husband,” she muttered.


  The woman gave her a pitying smile. “Story of my life. He’ll come back when he runs out of money, honey. They all do.”


  “He’s not gambling. It’s our wedding night. He went to get ice.” Kayla entered the next elevator, leaving the woman and her disbelieving expression behind. She didn’t care what that woman thought. Kayla knew Nick wouldn’t gamble away their wedding night. He wouldn’t do that to her. But when she returned to her room, it was as empty as when she’d left it.


  She didn’t know what to do. She sat back down to wait.


  When the clock struck midnight, and Nick had been gone for almost five hours, Kayla called the front desk and told them her husband was missing. The hotel sent up George Benedict, an older man who worked for hotel security. After discussing her situation, he assured her they would look for Nick, but there was something in his expression that told her they wouldn’t look too hard. It was obvious to Kayla that Mr. Benedict thought Nick was either downstairs gambling and had lost track of time or he had skipped out on her, plain and simple. Neither explanation made sense to her.


  Kayla didn’t sleep all night. In her mind she ran through a dozen possible scenarios of what could have happened to Nick. Maybe he’d been robbed, hit over the head, knocked unconscious. Maybe he was sitting in a hospital right now with amnesia, not knowing who he was. She hoped to God it wasn’t worse than that. No news had to be good news, right?


  Finally, she curled up in a chair by the window, watching the moon go down and the sun come up over the lake.


  It was the longest night of her life.


  A knock came at the door just before nine o’clock in the morning. She ran to open it, hoping she’d see Nick in the hallway, wearing a sheepish smile, offering some crazy explanation.


  It wasn’t Nick. It was the security guy from the night before, George Benedict. His expression was serious, his eyes somber.


  Putting a hand to her suddenly racing heart, she said, “What’s happened?”


  He held up a black tuxedo jacket. A now limp and wilted red rose boutonniere hung from the lapel. “We found this in a men’s room off the lobby. Is it your husband’s jacket?”


  “I...I think so. I don’t understand. Where’s Nick?”


  “We don’t know yet, but this was in the pocket.” He held out his hand, a solid gold wedding band in his palm.


  She took the ring from him, terrified when she read the simple inscription on the inside of the band, FOREVER LOVE, the same words that were engraved on her wedding ring. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak.


  This was Nick’s ring, the one she’d slipped on his finger when she’d vowed to spend the rest of her life with him. “No,” she breathed.


  “I’ve seen it happen before,” the older man said gently. “A hasty marriage in a casino chapel, second thoughts...”


  She saw the pity in his eyes, and she couldn’t accept it. “You’re wrong. You have to be wrong. Nick loved me. He wanted to get married. It was his idea. His idea,” she repeated desperately.


  She closed her hand around the ring, her fingers tightening into a fist. Her husband had not run out on her... had he?


  


  Chapter One


  


  Two weeks later


  


  Nick Granville was happy to be home. He hadn’t left his heart in San Francisco, as the song went, but he had missed the city of narrow, steep streets and sweeping bay vistas. As he set down his suitcases on the gleaming hardwood floor in the living room of his two-story house, he drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. While the past three months spent in the jungles of Africa had been spectacular, engineering bridges in remote parts of the world had taught him to appreciate the simple pleasures in life, like a hot shower, a good cup of coffee, and a soft bed. He intended to enjoy all three as soon as possible.


  He walked across the room to throw open the windows. He was surprised to find the blinds open. The cleaning service must have forgotten to close them. He’d hired a service to come in once a month while he was gone to keep the dust under control. They’d obviously done a good job. The air didn’t smell nearly as musty as he’d anticipated, but he opened a window just the same, allowing the cool March breezes to blow through the room.


  He’d chosen this small house because it overlooked the Marina Green, the bay, the Marin Headlands, and most important, the Golden Gate Bridge. Bridges were his passion. He was an admitted junkie. His living room walls were covered with photographs of his favorite bridges, a few he’d had a hand in building. There was something about the massive structures that made his blood stir. He’d decided to become an engineer before he graduated from high school, and he’d gone after that career with single-minded determination. It hadn’t been easy. He’d had a lot of other distractions and responsibilities, which he’d acquired when his father had run out on the family, but that was water under the proverbial bridge, he thought with a small smile. He had the life he wanted now. That was all that mattered.


  Turning away from the view, he caught sight of his telephone answering machine. The red light was blinking. He pushed the button on the machine and listened as the first message played back. A woman’s voice came out of the speaker.


  “Nick, it’s Kayla. Where are you? Please call me as soon as you can.”


  Kayla? Who the hell was Kayla? The machine beeped.


  “Nick, it’s Kayla again. I don’t know what to do. The security guard found your coat and wedding ring in a men's room at the hotel. I'm really worried. If you wanted out, you should have told me. Please call me.”


  His coat and his wedding ring? He sure as hell didn’t have a wedding ring. She obviously had the wrong number and the wrong Nick.


  “Me again,” she said, her voice filled with panic. “I don’t know why I keep calling, except I don’t know what else to do. The police say they can’t help me because there’s no evidence anything happened to you. They think you ran out on me. I guess that’s what you did. Don’t you think you owe me at least an explanation? I love you, Nick.” Her voice caught on a sob. “I thought you loved me, too. It was your idea to get married so fast.”


  Nick shut off the machine, reluctant to hear more of her desperate pleas. He felt as if he had stepped into the middle of someone else’s life, and his relief at being home was tempered by the sense that something was very wrong.


  As he looked around the room, his uneasiness grew. Small things began to stand out: the celebrity magazines on the coffee table, the wilted roses in a vase by the window, the empty coffee mug on a side table, the throw blanket that he usually kept on his bed now resting on the arm of his brown leather couch.


  Unsettled, Nick walked into the kitchen and found a box of Lucky Charms on the counter, the kind of sugared cereal he’d never eaten in his life. In the refrigerator there was a half-open bottle of chardonnay and a carton of milk that had expired a month ago. His stomach began to churn as he considered the possibilities. Obviously someone had been in his home. The only people who had keys were his mother and the cleaning service. His mother would never leave sour milk in the refrigerator.


  His nerves began to tingle. The air was filled with vague scents he couldn’t quite place -- a man’s cologne or a woman’s perfume? The silence felt thick and tense. He turned around, feeling as if someone were standing behind him, but there was no one there.


  He picked up the phone and called the cleaning service. “This is Nick Granville,” he told the woman who answered. “I’d like to speak to the person who has been cleaning my house for the last three months.”


  He heard the flip of papers, and then she said, “That would be Joanne. She’s not in right now. Can I have her call you?”


  “Yes, I need to speak to her as soon as possible. It’s urgent.” He ended the call and punched in his mother’s number. She didn’t answer. Not wanting to leave a long message on her machine, he simply told her he was home and asked her to call him back as soon as possible.


  He moved across the living room and up the stairs. The master bedroom was the first door on the right. He paused just inside the room. The cream-colored down comforter on his bed was pulled back, the sheets and blankets tangled, as if someone had recently gotten up. A couple of towels from his bathroom lay in a heap on the floor. An empty wineglass sat on the bedside table.


  Every detail made his blood pressure rise. What kind of thief slept in his bed, took a shower in his bathroom, and kept food in his kitchen?


  The phone rang and he grabbed the extension by the bed, hoping for some answers. It was Joanne from the cleaning service.


  “Is something wrong, Mr. Granville?” she asked. “Laurie told me I needed to call you right away.”


  “Yes, there’s something wrong,” he snapped. “This place is a mess. There’s crap everywhere, towels on the floor, and the bed is unmade. What the hell has been going on in my home?”


  “Excuse me? I don’t understand,” she said, obvious confusion in her voice.


  “What don’t you understand? I’ve been out of the country. The only person to have access to my house is your cleaning service.”


  “But you were home a few weeks ago,” she said. “I ran into you right before Valentine’s Day. Don’t you remember? We spoke about how funny it was that we were finally meeting face-to-face.”


  “What are you talking about? I haven’t been home in three months, so you couldn’t possibly have spoken to me.” Nick’s mind raced. Joanne had spoken to someone -- who? Obviously it had been a man, and that man had told her that he was Nick Granville. Who would do that? Nick didn’t have any brothers, no friends who would play that kind of a joke on him.


  The silence on the phone lengthened. Finally, Joanne said, “I don’t know what to say, Mr. Granville. Perhaps you’ve forgotten. You should ask the woman you were with.”


  The woman? He was reminded of the pleading, desperate voice from the answering machine.


  “You said you were getting married that weekend,” Joanne continued. “You both looked incredibly happy. I thought it was so romantic that you were going to have a Valentine’s Day wedding.”


  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “That wasn’t me. You didn’t talk to me.”


  “The man I spoke to said he was Nick Granville,” Joanne stated. “I didn’t imagine it.”


  “I’m sure you spoke to someone, but it wasn’t me. I’ll need to talk to you further about what these people look like. First I’m going to call the police.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can to help,” Joanne replied, a nervous note in her voice. “But I swear I thought the man was you.”


  “I’m sure you did.” Nick hung up the phone, feeling completely rocked by the conversation. He’d always prided himself on being able to roll with the punches, adapt to any situation, no matter how dangerous or bizarre. But this invasion of his home, his privacy, his life, disturbed him more than he wanted to admit. As he gazed around the room, he saw his computer on the desk. The monitor was dark, but the light on the hard drive was on. Someone had been on his computer. He cursed himself for never setting a password, but he’d put it off. No one used the computer but him. Now he realized whoever had been in his home could have accessed his bank accounts, his credit cards, and God knew what else. It occurred to him that he hadn’t looked at a bank statement in a very long time. He hadn’t felt the need. His income far outstripped his living expenses, especially when he was working in the field. He could have been ripped off in a big way.


  He rushed across the room to check the computer. The machine whirred and whirred. It must have frozen. Damn. He turned it off, then back on. While he was waiting for it to boot up, he returned downstairs to the living room and replayed the messages on the answering machine.


  “Nick, it’s Kayla....”


  Kayla. She had to be involved. How the hell was he going to find her?


  * * *


  As Kayla stared down at the shattered pieces of colored glass on her studio worktable, she couldn’t help comparing the broken window to her life. In the case of the glass, a baseball had come out of nowhere, blowing the window apart without warning. In her life that baseball had been Nick Granville. She’d spent the past two weeks living in a whirlwind of emotions, one minute furious at Nick for running out on her, the next minute worrying that something had happened to him. She’d bitten her nails down to the quick. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, and couldn’t go ten minutes without thinking about him. Not that anyone else seemed to care.


  She’d filed missing-persons reports with the Nevada and the California police, but both, upon hearing that she’d known the man only a few weeks, seemed less than enthusiastic about pursuing the case. There was no evidence of foul play, and further questioning had produced few concrete details. It had become embarrassingly clear that she knew very little about her husband.


  When the police threw her missing-persons report into a stack of thousands, she’d turned to a private investigator. He’d listened to her story, barely keeping a straight face, and told her he would need a thousand-dollar retainer to get started. Although she’d been tempted to empty her bank account, some part of her brain had finally woken up and said no. If Nick had suckered her into marriage, for what reason she couldn’t fathom, was she really going to let herself get taken again? She’d walked out the door and prayed that Nick would come back to her, that there would be some crazy but logical explanation for his absence.


  She was still waiting for that to happen and feeling more stupid by the minute. Her friends and her family had reminded her that they’d told her so, that no good could come of such a hasty marriage. They had encouraged her to simply get on with her life. How on earth was she supposed to do that with so many unanswered questions?


  Stretching her arms over her head, Kayla gave a weary sigh. Work was the only thing that got her through the days and sometimes the nights. It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon, and she’d been working for six straight hours, trying to reconstruct the pattern of the window, so that she could see how best to attack the job. She would be able to use most of the old glass, but she would have to create several smaller pieces to fit where the shards of glass had splintered too finely to be replaced.


  It had once been a beautiful window in a small chapel in the Presidio, intact for almost a hundred years -- until a group of neighborhood kids decided to play a pickup game of baseball in the field next to the church. Kayla wanted to restore the window to perfection for many reasons, but most of all to prove that nothing was irretrievably broken. Everything could be fixed. That was what her grandfather had always told her. And with her life in tatters, she wanted to believe that now more than ever.


  She wished her grandfather were here today. Edward Hirsch, who had taught Kayla the art of stained glass, would know just what to do with this window. The Hirsch family had been creating and restoring stained glass in Germany for almost a century. Edward had passed the family talent down to her. He’d also passed down his house and the converted garage studio. Well, actually, her grandmother had passed it on. Charlotte Hirsch had decided to move out and start over somewhere new after her husband of forty-something years had died.


  While Potrero Hill wasn’t as fashionable or sophisticated as downtown San Francisco, the abundance of sunny days on the hill bathed Kayla’s studio in beautiful light more often than not, and the studio was perfect for her needs. Her grandfather had worked with glass only as a hobby, a way to let off creative energy after his day job as a banker. Kayla, however, was turning her passion into a lucrative business.


  The aging Victorian house also felt like home to her, and one day it would be perfect for raising a family, with its three bedrooms and basement playroom. Nick had loved it the minute he’d seen it. He’d wanted to explore every nook and cranny of the two-story house. They’d picked out the bedroom they would turn into a nursery. They’d talked about remodeling the old kitchen and tearing up the carpets and restoring the hardwood floors. She’d believed in him, trusted him, confident that his actions would follow his words. When he’d told her on their wedding night that he was going to get ice and that he’d be right back, she’d never thought for a second that would be the last conversation they would have.


  Getting to her feet, she walked over to the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee. Taking a sip, she realized it was barely lukewarm. She made a face and tossed it down the sink. As she rinsed her mug, she glanced out the window at the wild cottage garden that was still very much one of her many works in progress. She’d planted a ring of wildflowers around the sprawling old apple tree and added a wooden bench and a birdfeeder to attract the hummingbirds. An arbor entwined with climbing roses stood in one corner of the yard; a thick row of shrubs ran along the perimeter, hiding the neighboring houses from view. She’d mixed rosemary and sage with currant and blueberry bushes. She’d added foxglove and sunflowers to attract the butterflies, and filled in the rest of the garden with whatever color she could find, cosmos, zinnia, and marigold. She especially loved the splash of lavender that spilled over the path leading back to the house.


  She’d thought about trying to capture the essence of her garden in glass, but she was afraid that she wouldn’t be able to do justice to the wild beauty, that she wouldn’t be able to fully capture the nuances of the changing colors of each new season. She smiled to herself as she remembered Nick’s face when he’d first seen her garden. She’d tried to explain the method behind the madness, but he’d simply shaken his head and looked at her as if he thought she was completely crazy. He’d said the only thing he’d ever wanted in a backyard was a pool or a hot tub. Funny how the bits and pieces she remembered about him now made her wonder just how compatible they’d really been. Had it all been a mistake? Had Nick changed his mind? Or had something terrible happened to him?


  Turning away from the window, she forced her mind away from the frustrating questions that had no answers and started to clean up her work area. A few minutes later, the door to her studio opened unexpectedly. She couldn’t prevent the involuntary skip of her heart. Two and a half weeks had passed, and she still couldn’t stop jumping at every ring of the phone, every knock at the door. But it wasn’t her husband entering the studio; it was her longtime friend and business associate, Samantha Jennings. A tall, thin ash blonde with an energetic personality and a sarcastic wit, Samantha was a marketing whiz who had built a thriving business representing various artists, including Kayla. However, their relationship went far beyond business, their friendship dating back to childhood.


  Unfortunately, their bond had been strained since Kayla’s wedding. Samantha had been in London for most of the month that Kayla and Nick were together. She’d begged Kayla not to get married until she returned, but at the time Kayla just hadn’t wanted to wait one more second to have everything she’d ever dreamed about. Now she was left not only to repair her broken heart but also to mend her friendship with Sam.


  Samantha perched on the edge of the worktable and glanced down at the glass. “How’s the window coming along?”


  “Slowly,” Kayla replied, sitting down in her chair. There was a sparkle in Samantha’s eyes. It was obvious that she was practically bursting at the seams to tell her something. “What’s up?” Kayla asked.


  “I just took a call from the Carleton Court Hotel in Sausalito. They’re doing massive renovations, and listen to this -- they want you to bid on doing two stained-glass windows in the lobby. Isn’t that cool? Not only will it be great money, but it will also be tremendous exposure for you as an artist.”


  “That sounds like a big job.” Kayla felt both excited and terrified at the prospect. Living in limbo the past month had cut into her confidence, her trust in herself and other people.


  “It is big, but you can do it,” Samantha said. “You’re so talented.”


  “Still...”


  “Look, I know you’ve been going through a rough time, but this will be good for you -- for both of us.”


  Her no-nonsense words reminded Kayla that she wasn’t in this business alone and that she owed it to Samantha to keep putting one foot in front of the next, something she hadn’t been doing particularly well since her aborted wedding night. “When do I meet with them?”


  “Not for three weeks. You have plenty of time to get ready. They gave me some ideas of what they want.” She handed Kayla a folder. “It’s all there.”


  “I’ll take a look later tonight,” she said.


  “Good. I have to run,” Samantha said, sliding to her feet. “Tonight is my second date with Jeff.”


  “You brought him back for a repeat performance -- I’m impressed,” Kayla said with a smile. Samantha was notoriously picky when it came to men, and unlike Kayla, she wasn’t in any hurry to get to the marriage, kids, white-picket-fence kind of life.


  “He made a good first impression,” Samantha said. She paused, an uncomfortable note entering her voice as she asked, “Did you talk to your stepsister about filing for divorce?”


  “No,” Kayla said with annoyance. “It’s only been two weeks. The police are still investigating.”


  Samantha shot her a skeptical look. “Sure they are. I’m sorry if I’m pressuring you, but you should be filing for divorce. Get the ball rolling, so you can put this whole disaster behind you.”


  “He could still come back.”


  “What if he does?” Samantha asked in amazement. “What could he possibly say, aside from that he’d been kidnapped or was suffering from extended amnesia, that would explain why he ran out on you without a word?”


  “It’s possible he was kidnapped. And amnesia is a real clinical diagnosis.”


  Samantha let out a long, disgusted sigh. “That’s your imagination talking, Kay. You know it is.”


  She did know it. But the alternative left her feeling like even more of an idiot. “You’re right, but it’s easier to think something happened to him than to believe he ran out on me.”


  “Well, better he did it now than in a year or two, or after you had a kid. He probably just realized you’d both made an impulsive mistake and took off. You know how men are. They like to take the easy way out.”


  “I don’t think I know men at all,” Kayla said wearily.


  “Well, I do. So next time you listen to me,” Samantha said, shaking a finger at Kayla. “Call me next week, and we’ll go to lunch. But don’t call too early,” she added, as she headed to the door. “I’m planning on some very late nights,” she said with a wicked smile.


  After Samantha left, Kayla got up, switched off the light, and headed down the well-worn path between her studio and the house. She checked her bare cupboards and refrigerator and decided it was time to find some food. Throwing a short jean jacket over her skimpy bright orange T-shirt, she pulled the rubber band out of her ponytail and shook her hair out, running her fingers through the tangled strands. She should probably run a brush through it, but what the heck -- it wasn’t as if she needed to dress up to pick up a pizza.


  When she got into her car, she told herself to drive straight to her destination, no stops, but the urge to take a little side trip past Nick’s house grew stronger with each block. To be honest, it wasn’t a side trip; it was a hike across town, and she really needed to stop torturing herself this way. Maybe this would be her final trip, one last good-bye, she told herself. Closure. That was what she needed to put an end to this chapter of her life.


  Driven by rationalizations that didn’t sound true even in her own head, Kayla kept going until she reached the Marina Green, a large expanse of grass that edged San Francisco Bay and provided a spectacular view of ships sailing under the Golden Gate Bridge. She couldn’t imagine getting much work done if she lived down here. She’d be too tempted to take long, windy walks or simply stare out the window at the setting sun that even now was lighting up the clear, dusky sky with a wild splash of purples, oranges, and pinks.


  As she paused at a stoplight, she drew in a breath at the awesome color palette provided by Mother Nature and immediately envisioned a new stained-glass window with exactly those colors. She doubted she would ever be able to match the perfection that was before her now. Even as she tried to commit the colors to memory, they began to fade into the night. Nothing ever stayed the same.


  When the light changed to green, she turned left, her heart beating more rapidly as Nick’s home came into view. She’d driven down this street a hundred times since her wedding day, hoping against hope to see some sign of life. Every time she’d been disappointed.


  Until now...


  The light in the window shocked her so much she blinked twice to make sure it was real. With shaky hands, she steered into a nearby parking spot and shut off the engine, her heart beating double-time. Nick was back. He was home. She was going to see him tonight, get the answers to her questions. So why couldn’t she move? Why was she frozen with fear?


  She shouldn’t be scared. She should be angry, furious. She should go up there and give him a piece of her mind.


  That was exactly what she would do.


  Throwing her shoulders back, she stepped out of the car and walked across the street and up the stairs to the front door. Her knock brought the sound of heavy footsteps. She was afraid to breathe.


  The door opened abruptly and a man stood before her.


  “Who are you?” she asked in shock. This wasn’t Nick. It was a stranger -- a man who towered over her five-foot-four-inch frame by at least ten inches. He had dark hair and the most piercing green eyes she’d ever seen. She took a step back, feeling an instinctive need to defend herself -- against what, she didn’t know. “Who are you?” she repeated.


  “I’m Nick Granville.”


  


  Chapter Two


  


  The name slammed into her like a punch to the gut. Kayla’s jaw dropped. Her breath came short and fast. She must have heard him wrong. He couldn’t possibly have said Nick Granville. “No, that’s not true,” she said immediately, with a definitive shake of her head. “I know Nick Granville, and you’re not him.” She searched his face for some sign of familiarity, which was crazy, because this man was not Nick. Nick had blond hair, a wide smile, and a lean, wiry frame. This man was big, with broad shoulders, a deep tan, fierce eyes, and an angry scowl.


  “Oh, it’s true, all right,” he said, his gaze fixed sharply on her face. “Now, you. A name, please.”


  “Kayla. Kayla Sheridan,” she muttered. His sharp intake of breath surprised her. “What did I say?”


  “You’re Kayla? The woman who left a dozen messages on my answering machine?”


  “On Nick’s machine,” she corrected, “and you are not him. I think I would know my own husband. What are you doing in his home?”


  “This is my house.”


  “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but I’m calling the police,” she said with as much bravado as she could muster.


  “I’ve already called them,” he said, surprising her once again.


  She stared at him in confusion. He wasn’t making sense. Why would he have called the police when he was the intruder? And why was she standing here talking to a complete stranger, who might even be dangerous? As she began to back away, he reached out and grabbed her arm.


  “Not so fast,” he said, a hard glint in his eyes. “You’re not going anywhere.”


  “Let me go.” She tried to wiggle free, but he had an iron grip on her arm.


  “After you’ve answered a few questions.”


  “Me? You’re the one who needs to answer some questions. Like what you’re doing in my husband’s home.”


  “I told you I live here, and I have for the past six years.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “Why would I lie?”


  “Because... well, I don’t know yet, but I still don’t have any reason to believe you.” She pushed back the niggling doubt beginning to take shape in her head. She told herself that she knew Nick and she trusted him. The only lies being spoken were by this man, this stranger. But weeks of uncertainty had blurred Nick’s image in her mind, and her confidence in her own beliefs was not as strong as it had once been.


  “If you want proof, fine. I can give you that.” Without releasing her arm, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He flipped it open to his driver’s license and held it in front of her face. She stared at the photograph, which matched the face of the man standing in front of her. The name was Nick Granville. The address was this address. It was a perfect match.


  “That can’t be right,” she said emphatically, but her mind was spinning. How could two men have the same name and address? “There must be some mistake.”


  “There’s no mistake. I am Nick Granville. This is my home.”


  God! She had the terrible feeling he was telling the truth. But how could that be?


  “Now it’s your turn,” he continued. “Tell me about this man you married and why you were living in my house.”


  “I wasn’t living here. Nick was.” She licked her lips. There was a knot of emotion in her throat that made it difficult to swallow or speak. She knew she needed to defend Nick, but she was having a hard time finding the right words.


  “Since when?” the man asked. “When did he break in here?”


  “He didn’t break in. He had a key. I saw him use it more than once.”


  That bit of news seemed to take him by surprise. She pressed her advantage. “He told me he’d lived here for over a year. He even said hello to one of your neighbors. And the cleaning woman was here one day. He talked to her, too. She acted like he was the owner.”


  “Because she never met me in person,” he muttered. “I hired her over the phone.”


  “So you say.”


  “It’s the truth. I’ve been out of the country for the past three months on a job. I’m an engineer. I work for Coopers and James,” he added, naming a large and prestigious engineering firm in San Francisco. “I just got back from building a bridge in Africa.”


  Which would explain all the beautiful black-and-white photographs of bridges that adorned the walls of the house. Nick had told her that he just liked bridges. But this man said he built them. He could probably prove that, too, or she could. A call to his company would confirm his employment, which meant he had to be telling the truth about his job, at the very least. Still, that didn’t make him innocent.


  “You’re pretending to be Nick,” she said defiantly. It was the only explanation she could think of that made sense. The fact that he had a driver’s license in Nick’s name was probably part of his plan to be Nick. “What have you done with him? Where is he?”


  “You’re fucking crazy, lady. You’re in on it with him, aren’t you?”


  “In on what?”


  “Whatever game the two of you are playing to rob me of everything I own. I know my credit cards were used, my bank accounts pilfered. I haven’t discovered the extent of the thefts, but I will, and you will both pay dearly for what you did to me.”


  He was accusing her of robbing him? Her heart began to race. “I didn’t take anything from you.”


  “But you have been here before,” he continued. “There’s perfume in the bathroom and I found lipstick on my dresser.” His gaze fixed on her mouth as he said, “Cherry red.”


  She couldn’t help licking that same color off her lips. It was her favorite.


  “I assume those belong to you,” he said.


  “They might. I can’t remember if I left anything behind. I haven’t been here since before our wedding. Nick hasn’t been here either, not for at least the past two weeks. I’ve left messages and I’ve come by almost every day. There was never a sign of anyone home until tonight. Now, let go of me.”


  His grip tightened on her arm, his fingers strong, unyielding. “I don’t think so. Not until the police get here.”


  Why was he so eager to have the police arrive if he was the guilty party? She wished she had a good answer to that question. The way he was talking, she had a feeling she would be the one arrested.


  The phone rang. He didn’t move.


  “Aren’t you going to answer that?” she asked, wondering who was calling. In the weeks that Nick had been gone, she had racked her brain trying to remember the name of one of his friends or a coworker, but she’d finally come to realize that whatever friends Nick had, he hadn’t shared them with her.


  “You’d better come in,” the man in front of her ground out, pulling her into the room. She tried to resist, but her strength was no match for his. He reached for the phone and said, “Hello? Mom. Look, I have to call you back. I’ve got a big problem on my hands.”


  Mom? What kind of a thief takes calls from his mother? Kayla felt suddenly overwhelmed by the whole situation. She didn’t know what was true and what was false.


  “I know I called you,” he continued. He held the phone receiver away from his ear as an irritated female voice grew louder. “Yes, yes, I understand. I got it. I can’t write down the address right now.” He sighed. “Fine, hang on.”


  As he tried to juggle the phone and reach for a pen, he let go of her arm. Kayla backed away as he repeated an address while writing something on a notepad. She was out the door when she heard him swear. The clatter of the phone dropping to the ground made her sprint down the stairs and across the street. She jumped into her car as he reached the sidewalk. Jamming her key into the ignition, she prayed for a quick start. The engine roared and she peeled away, almost running him down in the process.


  Her heart pounded against her chest. She swerved around one corner, then the next. A quick glance in her rearview mirror showed nothing but an empty street behind her. Thank God, he wasn’t following her. She needed time to think, to make sense of it all, if that was even possible.


  His words spun around in her head: “I’m Nick Granville.”


  If that was true, who on earth was the man she had married?


  * * *


  “Dammit,” Nick muttered as Kayla’s car disappeared from sight.


  The only lead he had was gone. And he’d let her go. Who the hell was she? A thief? An accomplice? Her big brown eyes had been shocked when he’d opened the door. When he’d told her who he was, she’d looked at him as if he were crazy or dangerous. But she was the nutcase, calling him a liar. What the hell was that about? He didn’t know what to make of her.


  Was she a victim? Duped by someone else? She certainly didn’t look like a sophisticated thief, with her wild brown hair, tight-ass jeans, and clingy bright orange T-shirt clinging to a very nice pair of breasts. He frowned at that distracting thought and told himself to stay focused on the facts at hand. He’d just been robbed. And that woman had admitted to being in his house with another man.


  He went over their conversation in his head, her contention that he was, in fact, the liar and that the other guy was the real Nick Granville. He’d never had anyone challenge his identity before. It was strange having to defend his name, to prove he was who he said he was.


  Returning to his house, he jotted down the numbers from her license plate on a pad by the phone. He had a very good memory. With any luck this Kayla would be able to lead him to the man who had broken into his house.


  Glancing down at his watch, he wondered where the police were. He’d called them over an hour ago. He hated to wait for anyone or anything. Patience had never been part of his makeup. He didn’t like being out of control, letting someone else call the shots. He remembered all the times he’d waited for his father to show up for a visit. Nine times out of ten his father hadn’t come at all. Nick could still feel the frustration and anger of those days. But that was behind him now. He was living the life he’d always wanted. He loved his career, especially the travel, and he was damned sure not going to let anyone steal that life right out from under him without a fight.


  He was beginning to realize that his distraction with his work had made him vulnerable. He should have taken more precautions. He knew about identity theft, but he hadn’t paid attention to his personal business, and now he was going to pay a big price. He still didn’t know how much the thief or thieves had stolen from him. There were thousands of dollars charged on his credit cards, and his bank balances were far lower than they should have been. He had no idea if he could get all or any of it back, but he'd worked too hard to earn his money to let it vanish just like that.


  Pacing back and forth across his living room, he went over his conversation with Kayla word for word. Had she left him any clues? Had she said anything that would help him figure out who had been in his home?


  She’d given him her full name. Kayla Sheridan. She shouldn't be too difficult to find. For the first time since this nightmare had begun, he felt a surge of excitement.


  * * *


  Kayla was still shaking when her doorbell rang an hour later. Looking out the window, she saw the silver Porsche in front of her house and her stomach turned over. Was it Nick -- her Nick? Or was it the other guy? She moved slowly to the front door and looked through the peephole. Her heart sank. How had he found her?


  Taking a deep breath, she opened the door to the same tall, dark-haired man with the furious green eyes who’d been at Nick’s house. He’d traded the slacks and button-down shirt he’d been wearing earlier for a pair of worn blue jeans that clung to his long, lean legs, and a charcoal-gray sweater that was pushed up to his elbows. His brown hair was damp from a recent shower, his cheeks clean-shaven. His skin showed off a dark tan, as if he’d spent a great deal of time in the sun. There was nothing soft about his features. His face was hard and angled, his jaw set in an unyielding, determined line. With his hands clenched in fists on his hips, he looked ready to hit someone. She hoped it wouldn’t be her.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked warily.


  “I have a better question -- what do you think of my new car?” he asked, his sarcasm clear. “I found it in my garage, right where I usually park my black Grand Cherokee. I also saw a payment made to the car dealer out of my bank account.”


  “My husband purchased the car. I was with him when he bought it. He said it was about time he picked a car just for fun.”


  “Oh, I’ll bet he had some fun. What happened to my car?”


  “He traded it in. He said it was too practical.”


  The man glared down at her. “Where is he? Where is the man who robbed me?”


  She didn’t want to admit that Nick had stolen anything. But he certainly had a lot of explaining to do. “I don’t know. If I did, I’d be talking to him right now.”


  His ruthless gaze searched her face for the truth. She wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want to appear as if she were hiding anything.


  “I spoke to the police,” he said a moment later. “I gave them your name.”


  “That’s fine.” She straightened, throwing back her shoulders. “I filed a missing-persons report when Nick disappeared, you know, as soon as I got back from Lake Tahoe.”


  “You went to the police?” he asked in surprise.


  “Of course I went to the police,” she snapped. “My husband disappeared without a trace. I thought something terrible had happened to him.”


  “You got married in Lake Tahoe? Let me guess, one of those drive-through wedding chapels?”


  He made it sound so tawdry. “It wasn’t like that. We just wanted a simple, quick ceremony.”


  “Why? Are you pregnant?”


  “No!” The word burst out of her. “Of course not.”


  “Just asking. It’s a reasonable question.”


  “Not from a complete stranger,” she snapped back.


  “Oh, we’re hardly strangers, Kayla,” he drawled, bitterness edging each note. “You apparently took my name when you got married. You’ve been in my house, probably slept in my bed, used my shower--”


  “Please don’t go on.” She put a hand to her stomach, feeling like she wanted to throw up. What kind of mess had she gotten herself into?


  Nick shoved his hands in his pockets and looked down the street, then back at her. “So when did this guy take off -- when you got back from Tahoe?”


  She licked her lips, knowing that her reply would make it all sound worse, but there was no point in denying what he could learn from the missing-persons report. “He vanished on our wedding night. He went out to get ice and he never came back.”


  “He left on your wedding night?”


  “Don’t make me say it again.”


  “How long ago was that?”


  “A little over two weeks.”


  “What did the police do when you told them?”


  “Nothing. They told me that with no evidence of a crime, it was more than likely he just decided he didn’t want to be married. They said they didn’t have time to pursue it. They have hundreds of more important cases.”


  “They told me the same thing. Apparently identity theft is a booming business. I don’t think they’re going to pound the pavement looking for my thief.”


  “I know you won’t believe this, but I wish they would,” she said. “Because I want to know what is going on, too. I want to find out what happened to my husband.”


  “If you wanted to know the truth, why did you run away from me before?”


  “You scared me,” she admitted. “And I was confused. You want me to believe that you’re Nick Granville, that everything I thought belonged to my husband was yours -- is yours.” She folded her arms in front of her chest. “It’s not easy to stop believing in someone you love. But if the man I married was in some way impersonating you or stealing from you, I need to know that.”


  “Then you and I have to work together,” he said. “I want you to tell me everything you know. I need every detail, no matter how unimportant you might think it is.”


  “That will take some time.”


  “So we’ll get started now. I don’t want to waste another second. The trail is already cold, and I can’t let it get any colder. I intend to get my life back as soon as possible.”


  She nodded. “You’d better come inside then, but I have to warn you I don’t know much. That’s become apparent to me in recent weeks.”


  “You know what he looked like. We can begin there. I want to get an image of this guy in my mind.”


  She started, realizing she could do better than describe him. “I have a picture.” She moved away from the door, grabbing her purse off a nearby table.


  He followed her into the entry, shutting the front door behind him.


  “We had a wedding photo taken,” she added as she dug into her purse. As she flipped through her pictures, she came to Nick’s smiling, laughing blue eyes, and felt an odd sense of relief that she could prove he actually existed, that he’d married her. It wasn’t a dream. He had been real. She slid the picture out of its plastic case and handed it to him.


  He gave it a hard look. “Damn.”


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  “I know this man.”


  Nick stared down at the photograph. Were his eyes playing tricks on him? Even though the face was older, there was no mistaking the sun-bleached blond hair, the shrewd eyes, and the knowing smile. He’d never thought he’d ever see him again.


  “What do you mean?” Kayla asked. “How do you know him?”


  He lifted his gaze to hers. “His name is Evan Chadwick. We went to college together.” A burning anger swept through his body, making his hands shake and his gut twist into a hard knot. He wanted to rip the photograph in two. He wanted to tear up the image of Evan’s face, but he couldn’t do that. This picture was proof, evidence he would need later when he found Evan.


  “You went to school together?” she repeated in surprise. “You’re friends with -- with the man I married?”


  “Not friends -- enemies.” His jaw was so tight he could barely get the words out.


  “Why? What happened?”


  “A lot,” he said shortly. “I shared an apartment with Evan in my junior year at Cal. It took me six months to figure out who he really was.”


  “I don’t understand. What do you mean -- who he really was?” she asked in confusion.


  “Evan was a thief, a con artist. He scammed his way into college with fraudulent transcripts. Once there, he ran small games, big games, whatever would make him a buck, give him a thrill. I’m not sure what he liked more, the game or the payoff. Actually, that’s not true; I do know. Evan liked to make fools of people. He enjoyed playing them for suckers. It made him feel powerful, strong, bigger and better than he was.” Nick tasted bile on his tongue. Anger rolled through his body in forceful waves. He’d thought he’d closed the door on Evan Chadwick. He’d believed that he’d won the last round, but apparently the game wasn’t over. Evan had just been waiting for the right moment to strike back -- twelve long years later.


  “That doesn’t sound like the man I married,” Kayla said, doubt in her voice.


  She wasn’t the first woman to defend Evan. His younger sister, Jenny, had once spoken very much the same words. She’d had the same confused look in her eyes then as Kayla did now.


  “Evan was very good at being whoever someone wanted him to be.” He deliberately kept his voice calm, even though inside he was seething. He had to make Kayla understand. He had to pull her over to his side, or they’d never get anywhere. “Evan was a chameleon. He could fit in anywhere, look like he belonged. Once he pretended to be a visiting professor at the university. He went to a faculty tea and mixed in as if he truly were a forty-year-old teacher of astrophysics. Evan knew how to get people to trust him, and then he betrayed them. That was the way he worked then, and it sounds like the way he’s working now.”


  Kayla stared at him for a long time. He could see the indecision in her eyes, but at least she was still thinking and not jumping into rationalizations or defenses.


  “What else do you know about him?” she asked.


  “What do you know?” he shot back. “You married him a few weeks ago. You’re probably more up to date than I am.”


  She hesitated. He suspected she very much wanted to blow him off. She wanted to believe in her dream marriage. It didn’t surprise him. Evan had always known how to pick a trusting soul. He’d always chosen beautiful women, too. Dressed down in jeans and a T-shirt, not a speck of makeup on her face except a slash of red on her lips, Kayla had a beauty that was all natural: gorgeous hair, fine bones, clear skin, big, wide eyes, and curves in all the right places. He cleared his throat, reining in his wandering thoughts. He’d always been attracted to brunettes, not that he intended to be attracted to Kayla. He didn’t need that complication.


  “All right,” she said finally. “We’ll talk it out. I’m not saying I believe everything -- yet. But I’ll listen. And I’ll tell you what I know.”


  “Good idea.”


  “I hope so. I’ve been a little short on those lately.” Kayla waved her hand toward the archway leading into the living room. “Why don’t you take a seat? Make yourself at home. I’ll get us something to drink.”


  As she walked down the hall, he blew out a breath of relief that she hadn’t kicked him out. She was his only link to Evan. He needed to know everything she knew.


  Entering the living room, he was struck immediately by the warmth of her home. There were colorful throw rugs on the hardwood floor, soft, pillowed couches along the windows, and flowers everywhere -- on the mantel, the coffee table, the old piano that stood in front of a beautiful stained-glass window that seemed to catch the light from the rising moon. Knitting needles sat atop a pile of colored yarn spilling out of a wicker basket on the floor.


  The room looked lived-in and comfortable. It was a family home in a family neighborhood. He wondered if Kayla lived here alone. It didn’t seem like a house for one person. It also didn’t seem like a house Evan would choose to live in. It was too old-fashioned, too homey. What the hell had Evan been doing with Kayla, besides the obvious?


  He sat down on the couch, feeling suddenly tired. It had been a long trip home. With everything that had gone on the past few hours he’d barely had a chance to catch his breath. Stretching out his legs, he sank back into the cushions and let out a long, tense breath. It didn’t make him felt better. Fury raged inside him, eating him alive. If he found Evan tonight, he’d probably kill him. He could imagine himself putting his hands on Evan’s neck and squeezing the life out of him. The depth of his anger shocked him. He’d never felt so much hate for another person. But Evan had conned him before, and it infuriated him that it had happened again. This time Evan would pay. This time he would not get away.


  Nick looked up as Kayla reentered the room. She handed him a glass of red wine and sat down in the armchair across from him. Clasping her hands together, she asked, “Why do you think Nick -- Evan was pretending to be you?”


  “That’s what I need to find out. Obviously, Evan knew I was out of the country. He probably figured I had some money.” Nick took a sip of wine and then deliberately set the glass down on the coffee table. As appealing as it was to numb his brain with alcohol, he needed a clear mind.


  “If Nick -- I mean Evan was robbing you, why was he with me? Why did he marry me?”


  “He must have wanted something from you.”


  She frowned at that. “I don’t have much. And he didn’t take anything from me.”


  “He didn’t get you to put him on your bank account or ask you for a loan or anything like that?”


  “No, nothing. There really wasn’t time, because he vanished right after we got married.”


  Nick was surprised that Evan had married Kayla. Why had he taken that step? “Tell me again what happened the last time you saw him.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs.


  Kayla drew in a deep breath. “He went to get ice, and he never came back. I looked all over the hotel for him. I called security. The next morning they found his coat in a bathroom off the casino. It had his wedding ring in the pocket. That was it. I didn’t know if someone had robbed him, kidnapped him, or hurt him in some way. I actually still don’t know what happened to him. I just know he’s gone.”


  “I wonder why he needed to leave that night. Did something happen between the two of you? Did you have a fight?”


  “No, everything was perfect.”


  Nick watched Kayla play with the silver chain around her neck. The glittering diamond heart drew his attention. “Is that new?” he asked. “Your necklace?”


  Her hand paused, her eyes widening. “Yes, Nick -- I mean Evan -- bought it for me. It was a wedding present.”


  “That explains the charges at Clarington Jewelers.”


  “I didn’t know it wasn’t his money.” Her hand dropped to her side and a wash of guilty red colored her cheeks. A moment later she unclasped the hook and tossed the necklace on the coffee table between them as if she couldn’t bear to wear it a second longer.


  “Maybe you can take it back and get a refund,” she said.


  He didn’t bother to pick it up. “Tell me more about your relationship. How long did you know each other?”


  Her cheeks flushed again. “About a month,” she muttered.


  “A month?” he asked, sure he hadn’t heard her correctly. “Are you serious? You married a man you’d only known for a few weeks?”


  She fidgeted in her chair, crossing, then uncrossing her legs. “Yes. I know it was fast, but it felt right. For once in my life I wanted to take a risk, dive into the deep end. I wanted to feel alive, on the edge. There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t heard before. I was stupid, impetuous, crazy, foolish, reckless, generally an idiot... Have I left anything out?”


  Her eyes sparked with anger, and he saw a touch of steel beneath her soft exterior. “I don’t think so,” he said prudently. “Where did you meet Evan?”


  “At my grandmother’s house. Evan was a real estate agent. He was selling the condo next to my grandmother’s. They started talking about the market one day, and he offered her a free appraisal. She introduced us. That was it. It was fate.”


  “I don’t think so,” he said grimly. “Evan always had an agenda. And the way he left so abruptly... Evan was either done doing what he wanted to do, or someone was catching up to him. As for your part in it all -- there has to be a reason. Evan never did love for love’s sake.”


  “You don’t know that for sure,” Kayla argued. “You’re speculating about a relationship you know nothing about. You weren’t there. You didn’t see him with me.”


  “I saw him with plenty of other women, including my sister. Jenny thought he was in love with her, too. No,” he said with a definite shake of his head. He knew their marriage hadn’t been about love, not the way it had started, and certainly not the way it had ended. “You had something Evan wanted. What did he take with him when he left?”


  “I told you -- nothing,” she said, and then stopped abruptly, a light coming on in her eyes.


  “What? What did you remember?”


  “I’m sure it’s not important.”


  “Let me be the judge of that.”


  “It was just an old pocket watch that belonged to my grandfather. It wasn’t worth anything. It had sentimental value. That’s all.”


  Nick’s muscles tensed. They were finally getting somewhere; he just didn’t know where. “When did you give it to him?”


  She hesitated. “On our wedding night. It was my wedding present to him. He’d admired it earlier, and my grandmother had told me to give it to the man I loved.”


  “Bingo,” he said, jumping to his feet. “The watch. He wanted the watch.”


  “Why? Why would he want a fifty-year-old watch?”


  “It had to be worth something.” He ran a hand through his hair, trying to think of how valuable an old pocket watch could be.


  “I’m sure it wasn’t,” Kayla replied. “It’s not as if it had jewels on it or anything.”


  “It had something.” He was convinced of that. “Who can tell us more about the watch?”


  She thought for a moment. “I guess my grandmother could. The watch belonged to my grandfather. He passed away two years ago. That’s when she gave it to me.”


  “When can we talk to her? How about now?”


  “Now?” She didn’t sound enthusiastic when she said, “I don’t know. It’s not too late, I guess.”


  “Why don’t you give her a call?”


  “You’re very pushy,” she complained.


  “I’m very motivated,” he said shortly. “Aren’t you? Don’t you want to know why Evan married you? Why he took your grandfather’s watch?”


  “Of course I do. I want to get to the bottom of this as much as you do.”


  “Then help me. The sooner we find Evan, the sooner you get us both out of your life.”


  “Good point.” Kayla stood up. “I’ll call my grandmother.” She picked up the phone on a side table. Before she could punch in a number it rang. “Hello?” she said.


  Nick saw the blood drain from her face, and he suddenly knew who was calling. He moved quickly across the room, taking the phone out of her trembling hand. “Evan?” he said sharply. He heard someone exhale and then there was nothing but a dial tone. “Dammit.” He turned to Kayla. “Was it Evan? What did he say?”


  She stared at him, her eyes glittering with emotion. “He said, ‘Tell Nick, welcome home.’”


  * * *


  Evan slipped his cell phone into the pocket of his slacks and smiled with satisfaction. Nick was back. Things were falling into place exactly as he’d planned. Nick and Kayla were puppets on his string, and now they would dance for him. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it, the flame brightening the dark shadows that surrounded him. He took a long drag as he leaned back against a pillar and waited.


  Dusk had fallen over the city. The fog coming in from the ocean had obliterated the stars and the moon. He liked the cool, wet darkness around him. He’d always been a creature of the night. Shadows were his friends. Not that he was afraid of the light. No one was better than him at becoming part of the landscape. He knew how to blend in. He could be anyone he wanted to be, play any role, answer to any name, and wear any clothes. He was so good he could convince a mother he was her son or a sister that he was her brother. He knew how to sell dreams, and everyone had a dream.


  He was the best. And soon everyone would know just how good he really was.


  A flock of night birds squawked as they skipped off the water in the nearby lagoon. It was quiet near the rotunda of the Palace of Fine Arts. The building was closed. The tourists had gone home. But still he waited. A moment later a sleek, black limo pulled up. He gave it a long look, then tossed his cigarette on the ground and rubbed it out with the heel of his boot.


  The driver got out of the car and held the back door open for him. He sauntered over, taking his time. He had not called this meeting, nor did he want it, but for the moment he would go along...


  “You’re late,” Evan said, as he slipped onto the plush leather seat.


  “Do you have it?”


  His fingers curled around the watch in his pocket. “No,” he said. “Your information was wrong. You wasted my time.”


  “As you wasted mine. You took too long with that woman.”


  “I had my reasons.”


  “I don’t care about your reasons. I want results. We have only a few weeks to put the rest of our plan in motion, and failure is not an option.”


  “I never fail,” Evan replied. He got out of the car and shut the door quietly behind him. The limo disappeared into the night -- as did he.


  


  Chapter Three


  


  Evan Chadwick. The name ran around in his head like a maddening refrain from an old song. Nick couldn’t shake it loose; nor could he rid himself of the image of Evan on his wedding day dressed in a black tuxedo, a red rose boutonniere in his lapel, a knowing smile on his face, as if he couldn’t wait for Nick to know exactly what he had done. Damn him!


  Nick wanted to shout the words. He wanted to punch someone, preferably Evan, but he couldn’t do anything but drive, his hands curled around the steering wheel of the Porsche Evan had bought with his money. Damn him!


  “Are you all right?” Kayla asked, worry in her voice. “You’re going awfully fast.” She braced her hand against the door as he maneuvered around a bus, weaving in and out of lanes to avoid the slower traffic.


  “We’re in a sports car. We’re supposed to go fast,” he snapped back.


  “Look, I know you’re angry--”


  “You don’t know the half of it.” The tires squealed as he spun around a corner.


  “If we die in a car crash, Evan wins,” Kayla said. “Do you want that?”


  Her words cut through his rage, and he eased his foot off the gas, realizing she was right. He wouldn’t give Evan the satisfaction of dying before he got even. Instead of blasting his way through the yellow light, he brought the car to a crashing halt, almost throwing them both through the windshield. “Sorry,” he muttered.


  Kayla shot him a wary look and straightened in her seat. “Why don’t you take a breath? Get a grip.”


  “I’m trying.”


  “Try harder. Or should I get out of the car right now?” she challenged, her hand hovering over the door handle.


  “I’m fine. Stay. Please,” he added. He couldn’t afford to alienate Kayla. She was the only lead he had.


  After a momentary hesitation, she let go of the handle and straightened in her seat. “All right. But slow down.”


  “I will. I’m just so pissed off,” he confessed. “I can’t believe Evan came back into my life and ripped me off. I should have paid attention, seen it coming. I shouldn’t have let my guard down, but it’s been so long. I never thought I’d see him again.”


  “How long exactly?” Kayla asked.


  “Twelve years. We met when we were juniors in college. We only knew each other a few months before everything blew up.” At her questioning look, he shrugged. “It’s a long, complicated story.”


  “Give me the short version.”


  He hit the gas as the light turned green, careful to keep his speed down as he maneuvered through the busy streets. “I thought Evan was just an ordinary college kid. But it quickly became apparent that he was far more interested in making money off his fellow students than getting an education. He ran cons, Kayla. Card games with marked cards, housekeeping services that were a front for prostitution. He sold drugs to kids who needed to stay up all night studying, and if someone needed copies of tests, he hacked into the college computer system and found them. Of course, it took me a while to realize what he was doing. By that time he was involved with my sister Jenny. I tried to convince her he was no good. She wouldn’t listen. I decided to take him down right in front of her. Unfortunately, things went bad, and ...” He stumbled, wishing he didn’t have to go back down that road, but it was too late now. He was already there, and maybe it was a good thing. He needed to remember just how dangerous Evan could be.


  “And what?” Kayla prodded.


  “Jenny got stabbed. She took a knife for Evan, and he left her bleeding on the floor.”


  “Oh, my God!” she breathed.


  “It was my fault Jenny got hurt. I blew it. I didn’t protect her.” He could still see his sister’s white face, her lifeless body, the slash of blood across her chest. He’d been terrified that he’d lost her.


  “Was she all right?” Kayla asked.


  “Eventually.”


  “And Evan?”


  “He went to jail and swore he’d get even.” Nick paused, remembering that day in the courthouse when Evan had been convicted, primarily due to Nick’s testimony. Evan had turned to give him one last hateful smile, and he’d said, “Someday, Nick, when you least expect it, I’ll pay you back.” Apparently that day was now.


  “I guess we know why he went after you,” Kayla said heavily. “But it happened so long ago. Why now?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “And why me? How do you and I go together?”


  He couldn’t answer that question either. “That’s what we have to find out,” he said. “Hopefully your grandmother will be able to tell us more about the watch.” He paused as a two-story development of town houses near the Embarcadero came into view. “Is this it?”


  “Yes, her unit is down at the end."


  He pulled into a nearby space and shut off the engine. He was out of the car before he realized that Kayla hadn’t moved. He leaned back inside. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you getting out?”


  “I’m trying to figure out how to tell my grandmother that I married a thief without giving her a heart attack. She’s an elderly woman. She lives a quiet life. This news will upset her. Yesterday I thought I was married to one guy. Now it turns out I’m married to another. None of this will be easy to explain.”


  He started at her words. Evan had married her using his name. He’d probably enjoyed that the most.


  “I didn’t mean I was married to you,” Kayla said quickly. “In fact, the marriage can’t be legal, because Evan used your name. Right?”


  “Right. I’m sure it’s not legal, but it’s another piece of red tape to untangle. Let’s talk to your grandmother. We have to find Evan before he can do any more damage.”


  “Is that even possible? What else is left for him to do?”


  “We won’t know that until we figure out what he’s after.”


  Kayla took her time getting out of the car. Nick was in a rush to learn the truth. He would roll right over her if she got in his way. But she wasn’t worried about herself as much as her grandmother. She wanted to make sure they did this as painlessly as possible. She put a hand on Nick’s arm. “Wait. Before we go inside, I want you to promise to let me handle this. I don’t want to upset my grandmother any more than I have to.”


  Nick looked like he wanted to argue, but thought better of it. “Fine. Just get the answers we need, and I won’t say a word.”


  They walked up the path to the front door. As Kayla put her finger on the buzzer, she could hear laughter and loud voices coming from inside the apartment.


  “Sounds like a party,” Nick commented. “I thought you said your grandmother lived a quiet life.”


  “She does,” she replied with a frown. As far as she knew her grandmother spent most evenings reading or watching television. “Maybe it’s her bridge night,” she said. Kayla rang the bell again. No one answered. She tried the door. It swung open. “I guess we might as well go in.”


  As she entered with Nick on her heels, she saw her grandmother sitting at her dining room table with three other women. They were playing cards, but judging by the array of colorful chips piled in the center of the table, they were not playing bridge. Cigarette smoke hung thick in the air. A half-empty bottle of bourbon was surrounded by used shot glasses. Old Broadway tunes played in the background of their rather loud conversation. To say Kayla was surprised was to put it mildly. She barely recognized the woman shuffling the cards like an experienced dealer.


  The conversation at the table ended abruptly when one of the women spotted them. “Charlotte,” she said. “You have company.”


  Her grandmother turned her head, her blue eyes surprised but sparkling. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hair looked blonder, shorter; she must have gotten it cut recently. She was different, Kayla thought, younger, prettier, and definitely livelier than she’d been in the past two years. Why hadn’t she noticed the changes before? Had she been so caught up in her own problems?


  “Kayla,” Charlotte said. “I didn’t know you were coming over. This is my granddaughter, girls.” She set her cards down and stood up. She was taller than Kayla, about five-foot-eight, and she moved across the room with energy and grace. She gave Kayla a hug and a kiss on the cheek before turning an inquisitive gaze on Nick. “Have we met?”


  “No. I’m--”


  “Grandma, what is all this?” Kayla asked, cutting him off. She didn’t want him to say his name until she was ready.


  “It’s Friday-night poker,” Charlotte replied. “The girls and I have a weekly game now. We’re very good at Texas Hold ’Em. When we get better, we’re going to take a bus trip to Tahoe and win some money.”


  “What happened to bridge?” Kayla wasn’t sure she liked this new rendition of her grandmother.


  “Bridge is an old lady’s game,” Charlotte replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Meet my friends. That’s Bernice in the yellow. She lives next door.”


  “I remember. Hi, Bernice.”


  “And next to her is Donna from church, and Kathleen, who has a condo a couple doors down.”


  “Hello,” Kayla said as the women waved to her.


  “Since Kayla hasn’t introduced us, I’m Charlotte Hirsch,” she said to Nick. “And you are?”


  “Nick Granville,” he said, shooting Kayla a pointed look that told her that if she wasn’t going to get on with it, he would.


  “I was going to tell her,” Kayla said defensively.


  “She asked; I answered,” he replied.


  “I don’t understand. What’s going on?” Charlotte asked in confusion. “This isn’t Nick.”


  “Actually, it is.” Kayla searched for the right way to begin, but what could she say that would make a confusing situation understandable? “I wish there were an easy way to tell you this, Grandma, but there isn’t, so I’m just going to say it. The man I married is not who he said he was. He took on Nick’s identity as a cover. His real name is Evan Chadwick.” She let the words sink in, then continued. “He lied to me about everything, and it appears that he’s not just a liar but also a thief. While Evan was living at Nick’s house, he stole his money, got into his bank accounts, and basically took over his life.”


  Her grandmother’s jaw dropped in amazement. “Are you serious?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, dear. You must be so upset, Kayla.”


  “I’ve had better days.”


  Charlotte nodded. “We need to talk.” She turned back to her friends, who were listening with avid curiosity. “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me for a few minutes ...”


  “Take your time,” Bernice replied. “We’ll have a drink while you’re gone.”


  Her grandmother led them into a small room off the living room where she did her sewing and reading. She sat down with Kayla on the love seat while Nick hovered in the doorway. Kayla had a feeling none of them would be going anywhere until he had the answers he wanted.


  “Now tell me again what’s happened,” Charlotte encouraged. “I’m not sure I heard it right.”


  “You did. It’s just as unbelievable as it sounds,” Kayla replied. “I went by Nick’s house tonight, thinking I’d check to see if he was home, the way I’ve done every night for the last few weeks.” She waved her hand toward the man standing in the doorway. “This Nick answered the door. I was shocked to see him, and I didn’t want to believe that he was Nick Granville, but he proved to me that that is, in fact, the case.”


  “Oh, my,” Charlotte said, her expression growing more disturbed by the moment. “You’re sure?” She sent Nick a wary look.


  “I’m sure,” Kayla said. “I checked it out, Grandma. Everything matches.”


  “What happened to your husband then?”


  “I don’t know. That’s what I need to figure out.”


  “What a shocking story,” Charlotte said. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Me either, but the facts are too real to ignore. Nick says that the man I married is someone he used to know, someone he went to school with. His real name is Evan Chadwick, and he’s a con artist.”


  Charlotte turned her attention to Nick. “How do you know that?”


  “I recognized Evan from Kayla’s wedding photo,” he replied. “I have no idea why he appeared now, or why he chose to impersonate me to your granddaughter.”


  “He seemed like such a nice man,” Charlotte muttered, a troubled look in her eyes. “He had beautiful manners, and he was so charming.”


  “That’s what I thought, too,” Kayla said, “but I was wrong. I screwed up, Grandma. I made a huge mistake. I married a man I didn’t really know, and look what happened.”


  “Oh, honey, you didn’t do anything wrong; you just fell in love,” Charlotte said with a sympathetic smile.


  “With the wrong guy.”


  “Sometimes that happens.”


  “Now I need to figure out why this Evan Chadwick married me and where he is,” Kayla said.


  Her grandmother nodded in agreement. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Actually there is,” Nick cut in. “Kayla told me that she gave Evan a watch right before he disappeared, an old pocket watch that belonged to your husband.”


  “You gave him your grandfather’s watch?” Charlotte asked in surprise. “Why? Why would you do that?”


  Kayla was taken aback by her grandmother’s vehement response. She seemed far more upset by this piece of information than by any other. “You said to give it to the man I loved. Don’t you remember?”


  “But...” Charlotte swallowed back the rest of her sentence. “Of course I told you that. I just didn’t realize you gave it to him before he disappeared. Why didn’t you tell me that before?”


  “I didn’t think it was important. I forgot about it until now. I was worried about my husband’s safety. I wasn’t thinking about the watch. I’m sorry.” Kayla paused. “Was it valuable?”


  Charlotte hesitated, her lips pressed together in a tight line. “It wasn’t valuable. It was just important to me. I guess it doesn’t matter now. I gave it to you. It was yours to do with as you wanted. I just didn’t realize that you’d given it away so quickly.”


  “I never thought he would take it and disappear the way he did."


  “I know you didn’t. Well, it’s done. I guess that’s that.” Charlotte stood up. “I should get back to my guests.”


  She was startled by the abrupt change in conversation. “All right.”


  “It’s not done,” Nick interjected, barring the doorway. “If Evan wanted that watch, he had a reason. According to Kayla, it’s the only thing he took from her. It has to be worth something. Can you describe it to me? Was it gold, silver? Is there any kind of history attached to it?”


  “It was just an ordinary silver pocket watch. I have no idea of its history or where my husband got it. It was just something he treasured.” Charlotte turned back to Kayla. “I think the best thing to do now is just go on with your life. The watch is gone. So is the man you married. Your relationship is over. It’s time to move on.”


  She had never suspected her grandmother could sound so callous, so dismissive, so cold. Charlotte was clearly angry that the watch was gone, but Kayla still wasn’t sure why. “I can’t move on until I find Evan,” she said. “I have to know why he did what he did. And I want to get that watch back for you. It obviously means more than I realized.”


  Charlotte gave a quick, decisive shake of her head. “No, the watch isn’t important anymore. Forget about it.”


  “But it is important,” Kayla said. “You’re upset; I can see that.”


  “I’m worried about you,” Charlotte replied. “Evan’s explanations won’t change anything. You made a mistake, Kayla. Just move forward. Trust me. Looking back is never a good idea.”


  “Kayla might be able to move forward, but I can’t,” Nick said, interrupting them once again. “Evan took a great deal more from me than a watch. He stole thousands of dollars, and God knows what else he did using my name.”


  “I’m sorry for your losses, but they don’t have anything to do with Kayla.”


  “She was with him the entire time Evan was impersonating me,” Nick replied.


  “You can’t believe she was stealing from you.”


  “At the moment, I’m willing to believe she was an unwitting victim, but I think that watch is the key to Evan’s game. So if there’s anything you can tell me about it, I hope you will.”


  Charlotte looked Nick straight in the eye. “There’s really nothing else I can say. Now if you’ll excuse me...”


  Nick reluctantly moved away from the door. “If you think of anything, you’ll let Kayla know?”


  “Of course,” she replied. “I’ll see you out.”


  Charlotte ushered them directly to the front door. Kayla had never been kicked out of her grandmother’s house before. It felt very odd. As soon as the watch had been mentioned, her grandmother’s entire demeanor had changed. “I’m sorry we barged in on you,” she said quietly.


  “It’s fine. Please just think about letting this go, Kayla.” Charlotte sent her a pleading look. “I really believe it’s for the best.”


  “I can’t do that,” Kayla replied as disappointment filled her grandmother’s eyes.


  “I see. Well, good night.” As soon as they’d stepped onto the porch, Charlotte shut the door behind them, sliding the dead bolt into place.


  “What the hell was that about?” Nick asked, an annoyed gleam in his eyes.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your grandmother went a little nuts when we told her the watch was missing. She did not want to help us.”


  “She did act a little odd,” Kayla admitted, still not sure exactly why. “I never thought the watch was a big deal. She never made it sound that important. It was just sentimental.”


  “She’s hiding something,” Nick said. “The question is what?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. My grandmother is the most honest person I know,” Kayla defended, but deep down inside she knew her grandmother’s behavior had been off. Something bothered her about the watch being gone, something she hadn’t wanted to tell them.


  “We’ll just have to get the information we need somewhere else,” Nick said as they walked back to the car. “You obviously saw the watch. What did it look like? Can you describe it?”


  She paused by the car door, picturing the watch in her mind. “There was an engraving on the front, the outline of a building, spires, columns, that kind of thing,” she said slowly. “On the back was the phrase ‘of Heaven await.’”


  “What does that mean?” Nick asked.


  “I don’t know. I guess my grandfather just liked the words. He was a religious man.”


  “What else?” Nick asked.


  “The watch flipped open like your basic pocket watch. It hung on a silver chain.” She bit down on her bottom lip as she thought for a moment. “There were two initials on the inside cover. They were very small. I think maybe the letters were D and R.”.


  “Not your grandfather’s initials?”


  “No, his name was Edward Hirsch. I assume they belonged to the person who made the watch.”


  A light of excitement flashed in his eyes. “Could be. What else? What about a photograph of the watch? Does one exist?”


  “I don’t know. I suppose there could be a picture of my grandfather wearing the watch.”


  “Where would the photos be? Please don’t tell me with your grandmother.”


  “Actually, no. My grandmother moved out of her house, which is now my house, two years ago, and she left a lot behind. She said she wanted to start fresh someplace new.”


  “So if there are photos, those albums would be ...?”


  “In the attic at my house.”


  “Let’s go.” As he opened the car door for Kayla, she looked back at the condo, surprised to see a curtain flutter against the window. Had her grandmother been watching them? Was she simply worried, or was there something more going on? If she couldn’t trust her grandmother, who could she trust?


  * * *


  It was almost ten o’clock that night when Kayla finally led Nick up to the attic of her house. They’d stopped for pizza and wine on the way back from her grandmother’s condo, and after the initial awkwardness, they’d actually managed to converse about neutral topics like movies, books, and the weather, carefully staying away from the personal events of the past month. The breather had helped her get her head together. While she wouldn’t say they were comfortable with each other now, she was feeling a lot less tense, although that might have had something to do with the wine.


  She would have liked to put off going through the attic until the next day, when she would have had a chance to think about everything she had learned, but Nick was like a runaway train; he couldn’t be stopped. He didn’t seem to understand that she needed more than a few minutes to come to terms with the fact that the man she’d married had lied to her about the very basics of his identity. Nick just wanted her to get on with the task of finding Evan.


  And she did want to find Evan, more than she wanted anything. She wasn’t sure that a photograph would tell Nick what he wanted to know, but she suspected he needed something specific to focus on, something that would give him a way to fight back.


  She entered the attic with some trepidation. It had been years since she’d come up here, and she vaguely remembered piles and piles of junk. She paused in the doorway to turn on the light, little more than a bare bulb hanging on a chain. The musty, dusty room was even more cluttered than she remembered, littered with old pieces of furniture stacked on top of one another and dozens of boxes that had accumulated in the last forty or fifty years.


  “Well,” Nick muttered, putting his hands on his hips as he surveyed the room.


  “It’s a mess, I know. My family has the nasty habit of cleaning up by throwing everything into one room and shutting the door. The albums could be in any one of those boxes. This search could take all night.”


  “We’d better get started then.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to work on it and let you know what I find? You must be tired after your trip home. You probably haven’t slept in days.”


  “I’m more interested in finding Evan than sleeping,” he told her, a glint of determination in his eyes. “That watch is the only clue I have right now.”


  “It’s a pretty small clue.”


  “Actually, we don’t know how small it is,” Nick corrected. “I know we’re not working on the same page, Kayla. When you think of Evan, you see the man you married. When I think of him, I see the man who destroyed a lot of lives in the six months that I knew him, including my sister’s. I know he’s dangerous. And I don’t think he’s done with us yet. That’s why he called you earlier. He wanted you and me to both know there’s more to come.”


  She stared at Nick in growing alarm. She’d never considered Evan to be dangerous, but his voice on the phone earlier had sent a chill down her spine. There had been a wicked, nasty edge to his tone. She’d expected that if they ever spoke again, he’d say he was sorry about walking out on her, but he hadn’t sounded sorry, more like triumphant, as if he’d won something. She wanted to believe that her instincts about him had not been completely wrong, but how could she? He’d lied about his name, his home, his job -- she had to accept the fact that she didn’t know him at all.


  “Evan left me two weeks ago,” she said aloud. “He took what he wanted. He had the chance to take anything else. What more could he possibly want with me?”


  Nick’s gaze was hard and unyielding. “That’s what we have to find out, before he catches us off guard once again. I believe that Evan is a sociopath. He has no conscience, no moral boundaries, no regrets.”


  “But he was so charming,” she protested, still having a little trouble seeing Evan the way Nick saw him.


  “Which is how he gains the trust of the people he wants to use.”


  And she’d trusted him completely, given herself to him, gone off with him alone. He could have killed her. Maybe she was lucky he’d just left. But the other side of her brain wanted to know why she was so willing to believe this man -- this Nick Granville. She’d known him for only a few hours. And while his story made sense, did she really have all the facts? Here she was again, alone with a strange man whom she’d freely invited into her home, into her attic, into a place where no one would find her for days if something were to happen.


  Her gaze shot toward the door. She had the urge to run as far away from him as possible.


  “Don’t,” Nick said abruptly. “Don’t go.”


  “You’re scaring me.” Saying it out loud made her feel marginally better. Grabbing a nearby tennis racket off a pile of sports equipment made her feel even more in control.


  Nick’s eyes narrowed. “You’re scared of me?”


  “I don’t know you any better than I knew Evan. You could be lying, too.”


  “I thought we’d gotten past that, Kayla.”


  “You reminded me that I made a terrible mistake when I trusted Evan. Why should I trust you?”


  “Because you know Evan was in my house. You know he pretended to be me. He’s the bad guy.” Nick paused, blowing out a frustrated breath. “Look, I’m sorry if you’re scared. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m also not going to back down. I want to find a photo of that watch. And unless you plan to hit me over the head with that racket, I’m going to start searching the boxes now.”


  Her fingers tightened around the handle of the racket. She felt torn between logic and her imagination, which was running amok in the shadowy, eerie light of the attic. “I could hit you if I need to. Just so you know. I can protect myself.”


  “Good, but I’m really not the one you need to be worried about. Now why don’t you start on that side of the room, and I’ll start here. Hopefully one of us will come up with a photo of that watch.”


  Kayla took the racket with her, keeping it nearby as she began to look for the photo albums. They worked in silence for a while. Nick made faster work of the boxes than she did. She kept getting caught up in old memories, the costumes she’d played dress-up in, the ceramic vase she’d made in art class. Then there was the scrapbook of plane tickets. “I forgot about this,” she muttered, pulling it out to take a closer look.


  Nick came over to her side. “Did you find a picture of the watch?”


  “No, just an old album I made a long time ago.”


  His brow furrowed as he stared down at her page of ticket receipts. “You must have done a lot of traveling.”


  “Every other weekend for three years. I always went to the same place, San Diego. That’s where my father moved after my parents divorced when I was ten years old. They shared custody of me, so I went back and forth, and then it stopped,” she said with a sigh.


  “Why?”


  “My dad remarried, had a baby with his second wife. He thought it would be easier if I just came in the summer, and then eventually it seemed easier if I didn’t come at all.” She’d been so hurt at the time. She’d kept the plane tickets, thinking that one day she’d throw them in her father’s face, and tell him how horrible it had been, and that he would actually care. But she’d grown up and realized that he’d never care the way she wanted him to. She tossed the tickets back into the box. “Are your parents still together?”


  “No. They divorced when I was thirteen. My father had an affair. Unfortunately, when he moved out he didn’t go far, just a few blocks away to his girlfriend’s apartment. I would have preferred he’d gone to the other side of the world. I wanted nothing more to do with him, but my sisters had a soft spot for him. They used to cry when he didn’t show up, which was a lot.” His mouth twisted into an angry grimace, and Kayla caught a glimpse of pain in his eyes, but before she could comment he looked away. “Let’s get back to work,” he said gruffly. “Stay focused.”


  “Okay, I’m on it.” She opened another box. It was filled with odds and ends that she vaguely remembered being in her grandmother’s curio closet, old teacups, ashtrays, and vases, nothing of any value.


  Nick opened the box next to hers. A moment later, he let out a low whistle. “I think I found something, Kayla.” He pulled out two old albums. “Somebody’s baby pictures.”


  He sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall with his legs stretched out in front of him. She scooted over next to him to take a look. “That’s my mother,” she said. “And my grandparents. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen this album.” They flipped through the pages together. Most of the pictures were of her mother and her grandmother. Her grandfather had probably been the one taking the photos.


  “No watch,” Nick said, closing the book.


  She picked up the second album and leafed through the yellowed pages. “This must have been my grandmother’s album before she married Grandpa.” The photos were all black-and-white and showed her grandmother at various key moments in her life: first day of school, first Communion, cheerleading, going to the prom. Charlotte always had a sparkle in her eyes, even back then. “She looks so young,” she said. “So full of life.”


  “She looked full of life tonight,” Nick commented.


  That was certainly true, Kayla thought with a frown. Not that she didn’t want her grandmother to be happy, but poker, bourbon, cigarettes? Was she having some sort of midlife crisis a few years late?


  “Hey, what’s this?” Nick took a brown envelope from the back of the scrapbook. He pulled out several newspaper clippings, a couple of playbills, and an eight-by-ten photo of her grandmother in a fifties-style dance costume, short skirt, high heels, black mesh stockings.


  “Good heavens. Is that Grandma?” she asked, snatching the photo from him. The sexy woman in the skimpy outfit did not look like the woman she knew.


  “She was a dancer,” Nick said, opening one of the theater programs. “She’s listed in the chorus.”


  “I can’t believe it. Give me that.” She was convinced he was wrong until she saw her grandmother’s maiden name -- Charlotte Cunningham. “She never told me she danced onstage. She said she was a secretary.”


  “Maybe a topless one,” he suggested, handing her an ad from a newspaper highlighting the opening of a new strip club on Broadway featuring “Sweet Charlie” and “Dazzling Dana.”


  Kayla swallowed hard. She couldn’t believe it. Her grandmother had been a stripper? She felt her stomach turn over. Was no one who they appeared to be? Did everyone have a secret life? “This is crazy and shocking,” she muttered. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


  “Maybe she thought you’d be horrified,” he said pointedly.


  “Well, it is kind of horrifying, isn’t it?”


  “It was a long time ago.”


  “She’s always lived such a respectable life. My grandfather was a banker. They went to church every Sunday. They were conservative. I just don’t understand how she could go from stripping to that life.” She paused. “I wonder if Grandpa knew about her past.”


  “Maybe he liked the fact that she had something to show off, you know?”


  Kayla’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you just said that. She’s my grandmother, for God’s sake.”


  Nick smiled. “She stripped, big deal. She didn’t kill anyone. And she was a young, single woman at the time.”


  “I don’t think she’d like it if I were doing the same thing now.” Nick’s gaze dropped to her chest and lingered there. She instinctively crossed her arms, knowing she was not nearly as well-endowed as her grandmother. “Hey,” she protested.


  “Sorry, male reflex,” he said with an unapologetic laugh.


  “Yeah, well, as you said a few minutes ago, stay focused.” As she stuffed the clippings back into the envelope, she found another interesting photo. Her grandmother stood next to a tall, dark-haired man with a mustache. He had his arm around Charlotte, and she was smiling up at him with complete adoration. She looked like a young woman in love.


  A glint of silver caught Kayla’s eye. Her heart stopped. There, hanging out of the man’s coat pocket, was a chain and a watch, a pocket watch -- her grandfather’s watch, the same watch she’d given Evan. She couldn’t believe her eyes. There had to be some mistake.


  “Kayla? Did you find something?” Nick asked.


  Swallowing hard, she turned the photo around so he could see it.


  “Is that the watch?”


  “Yes, but the man wearing it is not my grandfather. I’ve never seen him before. They look like they’re -- friends.”


  “Or more than that,” Nick said, as his gaze met hers. “I knew your grandmother was hiding something. Maybe this man is the reason she didn’t want to talk about the watch.”


  “Maybe,” she conceded.


  “Do you mind if I take that photo home with me? I’d like to look at it under a magnifying glass.”


  “I guess,” she said, a little reluctant to let it out of her sight. “I still don’t know what Evan would want with a fifty-year-old watch, even if it did belong to someone other than my grandfather. It can’t be worth that much. Can it?”


  “I don’t know yet.” Nick tapped the photo in his hand. “I think this guy is important.”


  She gave a reluctant nod of agreement. Maybe her grandmother was right. Maybe nothing good ever came from looking back. It was too late now; they’d already opened the door to the past. And a stranger had walked through it. Who was he? She had to find out.
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