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  One


  “It’s true,” I said as I gazed at the gilded statue of Prometheus, the massive tree dotted with colored lights, and the swarm of people in winter coats who were skating across the ice. “Manhattan really is the best place to be for Christmas.”


  “It sure is,” Alex said, “especially when I’m with the most beautiful woman in the city.”


  He was sitting across from me at a table beside a window in the Rock Center Café, which was filled with a Saturday-night dinner crowd and the sound of Christina Aguilera singing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas.”


  I grinned while I admired Alex’s thick, dark hair and the broad shoulders beneath his black sweater. The white lights framing the rink sparkled in his blue eyes.


  He flashed me a smile and turned his attention to a waitress who’d just arrived at our table. He gave his order while I glanced around the casual but upscale restaurant that had chairs covered in beige leather and walls decorated with Andy Warhol’s art. I was studying one of the paintings when the waitress asked if Alex wanted an appetizer before his entrée.


  “No, thanks,” he said, handing her his menu.


  I frowned. He’d gotten better at accepting gifts from me, but he still tried to be a cheap date whenever I insisted that dinner was my treat.


  “A big boy like you,” I said, “needs a healthy meal. Get an appetizer.”


  It took a moment for him to let out a chagrined laugh. “Yes, ma’am,” he said finally. Then we put in our orders, the waitress left, and Alex reached across the table to pinch my cheek. “You’re trying to fatten me up, Savannah.”


  I shook my head, thinking of all the times he’d walked into my bedroom after a shower, wearing nothing but a towel and glittering beads of water on his skin. “I wouldn’t do that. I’m much too fond of the way you look right now.”


  He smiled shyly. “So your mother and Tina are flying in soon?”


  I nodded and took the lemon wedge off my glass. “In ten days… they’ll be here Christmas morning. My office is closing early the night before and won’t reopen until January second, so I’ll have plenty of time to spend with them. And Mom can’t wait to meet you.”


  Alex’s smile widened as the waitress returned with a shrimp cocktail for him and a crab cake for me. I started eating, but he didn’t.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Nothing, actually,” he said. “Ever since we got back together, I’ve felt happier than I have in years.”


  I reached out to squeeze his arm. “That’s so sweet.”


  He put his hand over mine. “Like I’ve said before… if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be a published author.”


  I smiled, thinking about his short story inside the pages of a literary journal. The story had come out earlier this month, and I’d had it framed for him. I’d done the same for my first story in Femme. “You give too much credit to me and not enough to yourself,” I said, sitting back in my chair. “It’s great work, and it deserved to be published. Was your dad impressed?”


  Alex shrugged. “I couldn’t tell. He seemed more interested in my brother’s new stockbroker job on Wall Street. I don’t know… I just wish my mother was alive to see me finally doing something with my writing.”


  “She still sees,” I said.


  He gave me a faint smile. “Of course my father had to remind me that one publication doesn’t make a career.” He glanced out the window at a row of novice skaters limping past. “But maybe his cynicism will crack when I tell him about my new job.”


  I raised an eyebrow, surprised. “What new job?”


  He looked at me. “I didn’t want to say anything until it was definite… and it’s really no big deal… but I got hired at an advertising agency. I’ll just be a proofreader, and I only landed the position because I know a senior copyeditor there… I met him at the gym. But he saw my story in the journal and knew I wanted a better job than bartending, so he used the publication and my degree to get me in. I’ll be proofing TV copy… and I start right after New Year’s.”


  I clasped my hands together. “That’s fantastic, Alex. I don’t know much about advertising agencies, but which one is it?”


  “Fletcher, Cole, Goddard and Bristol,” he said so quickly that the names ran together. “Fletcher Cole for short. It’s on Madison Avenue… and it’s a prestigious agency. I’ll have a more stable schedule and I might make some acting contacts… who knows.”


  “Fletcher Cole,” I repeated, imagining how delectable he’d look heading off to work in a suit each morning and sipping a Gibson Martini at his desk every afternoon—even though workplace drinking had been outlawed decades ago and the agency’s dress code was probably business casual. Still, my Mad Men fantasy was so sexy, I just had to indulge it.


  I slipped my cell out of the Gucci purse I’d bought last July. “I’m so happy for you… and Mom will be, too. I have to call and tell her.”


  He reached across the table and gingerly extracted the phone from my fingers. “I don’t want to brag. Your mother will think I’m an arrogant jerk before we’ve even met.”


  I smiled and dropped the phone back into my purse. “You’re not even close to being a jerk. But I understand… so I’ll tell just her when she’s here. And I’m very proud of you.” I stood up, walked toward him, and leaned down to plant a kiss on his mouth while Mariah Carey sang “All I Want for Christmas Is You.”


  The song was stuck in my head when we walked into my darkened apartment later that night. I’d finally given in and hired a cleaning lady—but only because I’d been working so much that I didn’t have time to vacuum and dust—and she’d banished the stench of Tina’s Marlboros. Now the place smelled fresh and clean like the Norway spruce in a corner of the living room, beside my windows that overlooked Central Park.


  I flipped a switch. The tree brightened with blinking white lights that made the silver tinsel on the branches shimmer. There were lots of boxes underneath—presents for Mom and Tina and Alex—wrapped in dark-blue foil and tied with silver bows.


  “Oh,” I said with a gasp as I stood there in my coat. “Isn’t it pretty?”


  Alex nodded and pulled me toward him. “Just like you.”


  The cold leather on his jacket rubbed against me when he pressed his lips to mine. We stayed there for a while, just kissing in the middle of the room as the Christmas lights twinkled. His mouth was so warm and he kissed so well, but I remembered something that made me take a step back.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked in a sultry voice.


  I glanced at the gifts under the tree. “There’s something I’ve been saving for Christmas. It’s for both of us… but I don’t think I should make us wait. We’ve been good lately, right?”


  He smirked. “I’m not so sure about that.”


  I smiled, thinking of all the nights we’d spent in my bedroom since we made up on Halloween. Then I dashed to the tree, picked up a box, and pointed to the couch.


  “Wait right there. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  I hurried to my bedroom, where I closed the door and opened the gift—a baby-doll nightie made of red velvet with white trim. It even had a matching Santa hat.


  I stripped off my clothes and wriggled into the nightie before I brushed my hair, which fell in long layers around my face. I’d maintained the makeover that Kitty had given me months ago, and just last week I’d gone to Louis Licari’s salon for a routine Sunflower-Blond touch-up.


  I put down the brush. Then I stepped into a pair of open-toes with transparent prism heels, tugged the Santa hat over my head, and went into the hallway.


  “Close your eyes,” I shouted.


  “Damn,” Alex said. “You’re intriguing me.”


  That was the point. I walked down the hall, rounded the corner into the living room, and found him on the sofa with his eyes shut. He’d hung his jacket on the back of a chair, and he was dressed in jeans and that black sweater that clung so perfectly to his body.


  I grabbed the remote control, turned on the TV, and flipped to an all-music channel. “Please Come Home for Christmas” was playing.


  Alex chuckled, his eyes still closed. “Bon Jovi?” he said.


  I walked his way and played dumb. “I thought all you New York natives were his fans. He’s from here, isn’t he?”


  Alex shook his head. “He’s from Jersey.”


  “What’s the difference?” I asked. “New York, New Jersey… it’s all the same.”


  “I should knock you into next week,” he said as I stopped in front of the couch.


  I giggled. “I knew that’d get a rise out of you. And you can open your eyes now.”


  Alex looked at me. A smile spread across his lips. “Damn,” he said again, sliding his gaze from my heels to my legs to my cleavage.


  I straddled him on the couch. His hands moved to my hips, and then he shifted me down to the cushions and onto my back.


  He leaned over me. “You know something?” he said, nodding toward the TV. “I remember the video for that song from when I was a little kid. Cindy Crawford was in it… wearing a hat like yours. My dad used to gawk at her whenever the video came on MTV… and one time he wagged his finger at me and said See? That’s what you want when you grow up. So every Christmas I’d wish for that… and it worked.”


  I ran my fingers through his hair. “I’m not exactly a supermodel.”


  “No,” he said, “you’re better.”


  I took his face in my hands so I could kiss every gorgeous part of it—including that little mole on his jaw and the scar beneath his right eyebrow. He moved his mouth to mine, and we were still kissing when he wrapped his arms around me and stood up. I kept my eyes closed and my legs bent around his waist as he carried me to my room, where he put me down on the bed. He pulled off his sweater and tossed it away, and I ran my hands over his shoulders and his chest and the scar on his stomach that didn’t seem to hurt him as much as it used to. It would never go away… but it was fading.


  “Savannah,” he said softly. The room was dark, but I could still see the yellowish-gold ring that rimmed each of his pupils. “Do you know I love you?”


  Neither of us had admitted to that until now. I hadn’t heard those words from a man’s mouth in ages, and they sounded even better than I remembered.


  “I know,” I said. “And I love you, too.”


  ***


  I opened my eyes into what had become my typical Sunday morning—Egyptian cotton sheets, pots and pans clanging, the kitchen radio playing. WINS News time at the tone is 9:31. Now for traffic and transit… there’s another buildup in Queens on the Van Wyck…


  I yawned, stretched, and sat up against my pillows. The room was filled with sunlight and there was frost on my windows, and it was like waking up into an earthly version of heaven. I was so warm and comfortable and happy right there in bed, but I knew I’d feel even better in the kitchen, where Alex was. So I sprang off the mattress, threw on a robe made of pink cashmere, and brushed my teeth in the bathroom before walking toward the scent of breakfast. Right now in Central Park, I heard, the temperature is eighteen degrees.


  Alex was standing by the stove, dressed in jeans and a gray turtleneck that he’d left in my closet. We weren’t living together and he still had his one-bedroom on Staten Island, but we spent so much time at my place that he kept clothes and other overnight essentials here.


  He turned around and gave me a smile that made butterflies spin inside my stomach. Even though Alex and I had been together for a few months, that kind of feeling hadn’t worn off.


  “Hungry?” he asked.


  I rose up on my tiptoes and draped my arms over his shoulders as I gave him a kiss that was deliciously inappropriate for such an early hour. “Not just for breakfast,” I said, ogling him before I glanced at pancakes and bacon cooking on the stove. “The food looks good, though… and as much as I love being waited on, I feel guilty that you’re always the one to cook.”


  “That’s because I’m always awake first. I was up at six… and I went to the gym.”


  He was only pretending to brag. And I could usually tell when he’d come straight from the gym, because he smelled like he’d just showered—all squeaky-clean and Ivory soap. But that fresh scent was masked by the Acqua Di Gio his sister had given him for his twenty-seventh birthday last month. That cologne was popular on Staten Island, and it smelled nice, but it wasn’t my favorite because it reminded me of the Jersey Shore types in Alex’s neighborhood who drenched themselves in it.


  “Well,” I said, lustfully running my eyes all over him, “it pays to be an early bird.”


  He smiled and pulled me closer. I shut my eyes against his wool shirt and his firm chest, where I heard his heart beating, and listened to a news report starting on the radio. There’s been more trouble for Carys Bowman Caldwell, the former New York senator who resigned last month and gave up her seat on the U.S. Senate Committee on Energy and National Resources under an ethics cloud, a male voice said. Caldwell—the wife of Jonathan Caldwell, who also recently resigned as COO of Amicus Worldwide—has been served with divorce papers. Carys Caldwell allegedly had an extramarital affair with Edward Stone, the founder of Stone News Corporation. Stone was killed earlier this year in a car accident that was determined to have been caused by a drunk driver—Halstead Simms, a Brooklyn resident who subsequently died from alcohol poisoning. Stone, the former senator, and Jonathan Caldwell are being investigated for possibly concealing information about a potential link between global conglomerate Amicus Worldwide and an outbreak of cancer at Lake Kolenya in Putnam County, near one of the company’s plants.


  Alex held me tightly. “You okay?”


  “I guess,” I said, feeling his chin against the top of my head. “I just hate that this is still going on—all the talk about Edward, I mean. The allegations against him haven’t been proved, and he isn’t here to defend himself… and I don’t think what happened to him was an accident. I also don’t believe that poor man in Brooklyn was involved.”


  “The police think he was,” Alex reminded me.


  “The police could be wrong,” I said. “This wouldn’t be the first time.”


  “True,” he agreed. “But Ned had a PI look into everything, didn’t he?”


  “He did… and the investigator even talked to that man who was protesting for months outside Stone News—”


  “The one you told me about? The guy with the birthmark and the missing fingertip?”


  I nodded, stepping away from Alex to lean against a marble countertop. “His name is Peter Hansen. The cops cleared him and so did the PI, but… I don’t know,” I said, shifting my eyes to the hardwood floor, just thinking.


  Alex waved his hand in front of my face. “You’re far away again.”


  I couldn’t get Edward off my mind. I had to figure out what really happened to him, and I wasn’t going to give up just because a PI had.


  I nodded. “I’m sorry, Alex. I know I’ve been obsessed with this whole thing lately.”


  “I understand. But obsessing about anything isn’t healthy… so I’ll have to come up with a distraction.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out two tickets, and held them up for me to see.


  “Radio City Christmas Spectacular,” I read.


  “I’m sure you know it’s a New York tradition. My parents took me every year when I was a kid… but I haven’t gone since.”


  “Why’s that?” I asked.


  Alex smiled. “Because,” he said, “traditions only matter when you have the right person to share them with.”


  


  Two


  There was another surprise: Alex had invited Tony, Allison, and Marjorie to join us for the two o’clock show. So that afternoon we all sat together inside Radio City Music Hall, where Allison and Tony were on my right, Alex sat to my left, and Marjorie curled up on my lap, watching the Rockettes transform into wooden soldiers marching in a straight line.


  “She’s been glued to you all day,” Allison whispered. “I hope you don’t mind.”


  I glanced at Marjorie, whose eyes were stuck on the stage. Her braids were tied with green ribbons; I tightened one of them and looked back at Allison. “I don’t mind at all.”


  She smiled, and I marveled at how much Marjorie favored her, with that long red hair and turned-up nose. Allison had come straight from Lenox Hill, and she was still dressed in her scrubs—blue pants and a matching shirt pinned with an ID badge. ALLISON HUGHES, RN, it read.


  “It was nice of Alex to invite us,” she said. “I’d like to get together more often… and if you and Alex don’t have other plans for New Year’s, we could celebrate at our place. I’ll make dinner… and Tony will do the drinks. He mixes a fantastic Midori Melon Ball Drop.”


  “That sounds delicious… and we don’t have plans. My guests from Charleston will be leaving that morning, so we’d love to come… wouldn’t we, Alex?” I asked, turning toward him.


  “Sure,” he said.


  I looked at Allison again. “I’m so glad Tony has loosened up about socializing with the car service’s clients.”


  “He doesn’t consider you just a client. You’ve been so nice to him… and to Marjorie.”


  I smiled, thinking about something I’d slipped into my purse earlier. “There’s no intermission… want to join me for a ladies’ room break now?”


  She nodded. Marjorie stayed with the guys and Allison and I went out into the lobby, where I felt like I was stepping back into the 1930s. The room was Art Deco style, all glamour and opulence and geometric shapes. There was a grand staircase, elegant chandeliers, and walls covered with mirrors.


  “That,” Allison said, pointing toward the mural above the staircase as we walked across the lobby, “is called The Fountain of Youth, and it was painted by Ezra Winter.” She stood still and let out a chuckle. “Good impersonation of my husband, right? But I assume you’re aware that your chauffeur is also an amateur New York City historian.”


  “I consider him an expert,” I said. We were standing in the middle of the lobby, and people swerved around us. “His knowledge is amazing… and he’s so well-read.”


  She smiled proudly. “I don’t know how he manages to fit the books into his schedule. He works really hard… but you already know that.”


  I shifted my eyes guiltily toward the intricate pattern on the carpet. “You probably think I’m a real pest, the way I bother him at all hours to drive me around.”


  “Well,” she said, “when I mentioned to my friends that Tony had become the personal driver to a twenty-four-year-old heiress with a habit of calling him in the middle of the night, they were a little suspicious… and they thought I should be, too.”


  My eyes shot to her face. I never was—and never would be—a threat to Allison or any other married woman, so I hadn’t considered that she might see me as one.


  “No,” I said, “you shouldn’t. Tony would never… and I would never—”


  Allison held up her hand. “He meets lots of rich and beautiful girls through his job, but I’ve never been concerned about any of them. I know what sort of man my husband is.”


  I do, too. I saw for myself when he spurned my best friend because he only wants you.


  “He’s a very good man, Allison. You’re a lucky lady.”


  “That’s true,” she said. “Tony breaks his back to contribute to our bills and my student loans and to afford extras for Marjorie… like the dancing lessons she’s been taking. Tap class is enough, but he wants her to have ballet, too.”


  “Of course,” I said. “He wants to give his daughter the best of everything.”


  Allison nodded. “I worry about him while he’s working. Most of his clients are arrogant jerks who treat him like crap because… well, because they can. He pretends it doesn’t bother him, but it does bother me. He deserves better than what he gets from those people. But when he’s with you… I know he’s okay.”


  “I’m happy to hear that. Still, I’m sorry about all the late-night phone calls.”


  “It’s fine. We need the overtime pay… I don’t know if Tony mentioned that we’re saving for a house. Real estate is so expensive in New York.”


  “He has mentioned the house… which is the real reason I got you out here. I wanted to give you this.” I reached into my purse, pulled out a red envelope, and handed it to her.


  “Merry Christmas, Tony,” she said, reading what I’d written across the front. Then she looked at me again, her eyebrows inching closer together. “Shouldn’t you give this to him?”


  “Yes,” I said, “because it’s his Christmas bonus. But women can be so much better with money than men. So I’ll leave it in your capable hands.”


  She eyed me quizzically before she opened the envelope and slid out the card. Her jaw went slack when she read the check inside, and then she stuck everything back into the envelope and shoved it at me. “Ten thousand dollars,” she said, “is way too much. It’s crazy.”


  The envelope lingered in the space between us, but I didn’t take it. “Actually,” I said, “it isn’t nearly enough… and it’s not crazy at all. I would’ve written a much bigger number, but I knew I couldn’t go too high if I wanted any chance of you taking it. Tony has earned this money, but he’ll never see it that way. I think you can, though.”


  Her eyes were bluish gray. I kept staring at them as they darted everywhere—The Fountain of Youth, the chandeliers, the high-heeled Hermès boots on my feet. She was still holding the envelope out to me; I gently pushed it back toward her.


  “Sometimes,” I said, “men don’t know what’s best for them. Good thing we do.”


  There was a long pause. “I can’t, Savannah. It’s not right, and Tony won’t—”


  “Tony won’t know. Hide the money in a stable investment… and let it grow until you’ve put together enough for your down payment. Now let’s get back to the show before the guys come searching for us.”


  She put the envelope in her pocket. Then she stared straight ahead in a stunned silence as we walked, and she turned toward me when we reached the theater door. Her eyes were wide and her skin was so pale that it made me think of the flu going around.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are you sick?”


  She shook her head, glancing down at her white sneakers and then back at me. “When I said I’d never been concerned about any of the women Tony meets through his job… that wasn’t the truth. I never let it show because I didn’t want to be one of those insecure wives who’s always afraid someone better will come along to steal her husband away… but I actually was a little worried about you. It was only at first… and as time went on, I realized you aren’t that kind of girl, and—”


  “It’s okay, Allison. I understand. You don’t have to explain anything.”


  “No,” she said. “I do. You’ve been so generous to us. I’m sorry I doubted you.”


  The door opened. Tony came out, and his dark eyes moved between Allison and me.


  “You’ve been gone forever,” he said. “What were you doing?”


  Allison and I looked at each other and back at Tony’s face, which was still quite boyish, especially for a father in his mid-twenties. Then she walked past him and into the theater, glancing at him over her shoulder as she let out a laugh.


  “None of your business,” she said.


  ***


  All five of us stood inside the Rockefeller Center subway station, waiting for a train to take us to dinner. The platform was crowded and we were surrounded by people, and we let the first train go by because it was standing room only.


  “Should we try again for a cab?” Allison asked, tugging her scarf off her neck.


  “We tried for fifteen minutes,” Tony reminded her as he ran his fingers through his short auburn hair. “You know the city’s always packed during Christmas,” he said, glancing around.


  I looked around, too—at people carrying shopping bags, tourists speaking foreign languages, and two guys standing nearby. They were young and preppy and probably drunk. They were talking too loudly, and they seemed to think they were in a frat house instead of a public place with children everywhere. Every motherfucker that came from their mouths made Allison cup her hands over Marjorie’s ears and Tony shoot angry stares their way.


  “Excuse me,” Tony said firmly, glaring at the guys.


  He had to repeat that three times to get a response. The guy who finally turned around and looked at him had meticulously coiffed brown hair and an unbuttoned coat. He wore a suit underneath, like he was heading to a formal event.


  “Can you please keep it down?” Tony asked. “We’ve got a kid here.”


  The guy glanced at Marjorie and then back at Tony. “So?” he said.


  “So have some decency,” I shouted at him over the roar of a train rolling in at the other side of the tracks. “My friend asked you nicely, didn’t he? Nobody wants to listen to your filth.”


  His eyes narrowed. His hair and clothes and haughty expression reminded me of Patrick Bateman from American Psycho. “You’re not asking me nicely. And who told you to listen to my conversation?”


  “Who can hear anything else? You never shut up.”


  “You should shut up, you annoying bitch,” he said as he turned away.


  Alex was beside me. He leaned toward the guy. “Hey,” he said sharply.


  I loved that Alex would defend me to all manner of creeps, but I could do it myself and I didn’t want this to go past words. I pressed my palm against his chest to hold him back and calm him down, but it didn’t help. I felt his heart pounding and heard deep breaths coming from his nose as the guy turned in our direction.


  “Alex,” I whispered. “Don’t. Please. I can handle him.”


  Alex’s eyes were blazing. His jaw was tight. He was so deep inside an angry haze that he didn’t seem to hear me. “Apologize to her,” Alex said, pointing toward me and then jerking his thumb behind him, where Tony stood with Allison and Marjorie, “and to them.”


  The guy just stared for a moment before he took a step forward. He seemed to be a few years younger than Alex, and he was slightly taller and had a lanky build.


  “Or what?” he said. “You’re going to start something, asshole?”


  Alex shook his head. “You’re the one who started this, you little punk.”


  “No,” the guy said, jabbing his finger in my direction as he came closer and looked at me disdainfully. “I didn’t start anything. It was this dumb blonde and her big mouth.”


  I smelled liquor on his breath. I heard the train in the distance, and I was desperate to get Alex on it and out of there. He was clenching his hands into fists, and I didn’t want them to become lethal weapons again.


  Alex moved closer to the guy. I gripped his jacket to keep him with me, but it didn’t work. The leather just slipped from my fingers. Then I glanced over my shoulder at Allison backpedaling with Marjorie, and Tony walking in my direction.


  “Forget him, Alex,” I said as Tony reached my side. “Just let it go.”


  Alex wasn’t listening. He and Mini Patrick Bateman were up in each other’s faces.


  “I told you to apologize,” Alex said in a low, steady, growling voice. “And if I hear you say anything to my girlfriend other than I’m sorry… you’ll regret it.”


  He just laughed. “Fuck you,” he said, “and her, too.”


  He pushed Alex. He lifted both hands and shoved them against Alex’s chest, which didn’t knock him over or do much else. It just threw him off balance and he took a step backward, crushing my big toe inside my left boot.


  Alex didn’t notice, and I was almost numb to the pain as I watched him charge forward and punch that guy right in his mouth. Then I saw blood and Tony rushing past me. He grabbed Alex’s sleeve and tried to haul him away, but he was too late. The other guy took a swing at Alex that connected with his cheek, and Alex lurched forward and wrestled him down to the platform like he was inside a UFC cage instead of the subway station.


  Alex was on top with his knee in the guy’s back, pinning him down and pressing his cheek against the ground. People gasped and maneuvered around them as the train screeched into the station, and I ran to where Tony stood beside Alex.


  “Come on, Alex,” Tony said. “That’s enough.”


  Alex’s chest was heaving. He looked up at me and then turned Patrick Bateman Junior’s head in my direction. I saw a deep gash in the guy’s lip and fear covering his face.


  “Now you can apologize,” Alex told him.


  “Alex,” I said. “Stop it.”


  The train was leaving. There was a beep and Stand clear of the closing doors, please.


  Alex’s eyes moved to mine, where they stayed for a moment. Then he blinked and stood up slowly as the train tore away and the guy got off the ground.


  “I’m calling the cops,” said his friend, pulling out a cell.


  I turned toward him. He hadn’t involved himself in this at all, so I’d forgotten he was there. Then I looked at the other guy, who kept touching his teeth like he was taking inventory.


  Tony spoke up. “Why would you call the cops? Your buddy here took the first shot. Alex was just defending himself.”


  “Todd only shoved him. That animal cracked him in the mouth.”


  So his name was Todd. He seemed to have a headache, because he moved his hand from his teeth to his temples and massaged them with his fingers. “Whatever,” he said, looking at the red mark on Alex’s cheekbone. “We’re even. It’s over. I don’t need any more trouble.”


  “What?” his friend said. “You’re going to let him get away with that?”


  “I’m on probation,” Todd replied in a low voice. “Remember?”


  His friend nodded. Todd turned around and took off, walking quickly toward the exit stairs as his coattails flared behind. His friend followed him, and the platform wasn’t too crowded anymore, and it was suddenly quiet.


  Alex didn’t say anything. Neither did the rest of us. We just waited for the next train, and soon we were sitting on orange plastic seats and speeding through a tunnel. I sat beside a window next to Alex. Tony and Allison and Marjorie were across the aisle, and I leaned my head against the glass, thinking that Todd wasn’t the only one with a headache.


  “I wouldn’t have hurt him,” Alex said.


  I moved my eyes to his face. The mark on his cheek was spreading.


  “You thought I was going to… didn’t you?” he asked.


  I exhaled a long breath. “I didn’t want you to get hurt, Alex. You know what I mean?”


  He nodded slowly, studying a raw scrape on his knuckle. “I was sure I could take him down easy. That’s all I was planning to do… just show him that he couldn’t get away with how he acted toward Tony… and what he said to you.”


  “And I love that about you. But the next time I say I can handle someone by myself… just let me. It could cause a lot of trouble if you don’t.”


  He sighed, zipped his jacket, and then squeezed my hand. “Okay, Savannah… I’ll try.”


  I smiled and lifted a finger to touch his face. “Does it hurt?”


  He shook his head. “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”


  “I hope it heals before you start your new job,” I said, wincing from a sudden pain.


  “What’s wrong?” Alex asked.


  “You stepped on my toe,” I said, reaching down to rub it through my boot.


  His eyes shifted around, like he was trying to figure out when he could have done such a thing. As soon as he remembered, he kissed the top of my head and pulled me close to him.


  “I’m sorry,” he said as we zoomed through the darkness.


  


  Three


  I woke up first for once. I left Alex asleep in bed and went to the bathroom, where I showered and put on my makeup and flat-ironed my hair. Then I stepped into my walk-in closet, where I surveyed a row of suits. I chose a red one because the Stone News Corporation’s annual Christmas party was tonight and a festive look was in order.


  I slipped into the suit, tiptoed past the bed, and stopped at the dresser, where I searched through my jewelry box and found a brooch I’d brought from Charleston. It was a blend of silver and gold, shaped like a bow, and studded with tiny diamond chips. It had been a gift from Aunt Primrose—or, actually, from my father.


  I was looking in the mirror and pinning the brooch to my lapel when Alex stirred in bed behind me. He opened his eyes, yawned, and stretched his arms above his head. I stared at his reflection for a moment, admiring everything—his face, his smile, his bare chest.


  “You look gorgeous, Savannah.”


  I smiled. What a way to start the day.


  I walked in his direction and sat beside him on the bed. “Remember I told you that Edward anonymously sent me gifts every Christmas?” I asked, and he nodded as I touched my brooch. “This was one of them.”


  “It’s beautiful,” he said.


  “I know. But when I was a kid, I didn’t like it. I didn’t wear it. I shoved it in a drawer and left it there for years because I thought it was old-fashioned. It wasn’t until I was in college that I realized it was chosen by someone with taste. It’s a vintage piece from the 1920s, real gold and silver and diamonds. I was so stupid… and now I feel terrible that I treated it like some chintzy trinket. And I wish he could see me wearing it.”


  Alex rubbed my cheek with his finger. “You know he can.”


  That was easier to believe when it referred to someone else’s departed parent. But I hoped it was true, so I nodded and forced a smile. Then I looked closely at Alex’s face and the remnants of last night’s fight—a purple bruise in the shape of a half-moon.


  “Are you sure that’s okay?” I asked.


  He rubbed his eyes. “It’s okay. So where’s the party tonight?”


  “Bridgewaters,” I said, “at the South Street Seaport. It’d be great if you could join me, but like I’ve told you, the party is for employees only… no Plus Ones.”


  He shifted his pillows, propped his elbow on top of them, and leaned his cheek against his hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’m booked with Christmas parties every night this week anyway… I’m not free until Sunday.”


  I nodded. “I’m glad you’ve got that new job at Fletcher Cole so you don’t have to mix drinks and work nights anymore. But since it’s starting soon, why don’t you bail on bartending and take the next couple of weeks off? Then I won’t have to sleep alone.”


  I stroked the sheets and gave him a flirty stare.


  His lips parted into a smile. “It’s hard to resist that offer. But I promised I’d work until the holidays are over… and going back on my word wouldn’t be the right thing to do.”


  I dropped my eyes to the comforter, which was covered with embroidered dahlias. “I know… and even though I admire your integrity, I wish you’d let me corrupt you once in a while.”


  He glanced at the clock on my night table. “You’ve still got an hour until Tony picks you up… I think that’s enough time for some corruption.”


  ***


  “Jingle Bells” and “Joy to the World” and fa la la la la—that’s what was in my head as I dashed out of 15 Central Park West in my suit, my coat, and my Prada pumps. My toe didn’t hurt anymore, the air smelled like pine from all the Christmas wreaths around, and flurries drifted from the sky. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, letting snowflakes fall on my face and melt into my skin.


  “Ms. Morgan—” said the doorman behind me.


  “Please call me Savannah.”


  “—it’s so cold. Wouldn’t you like to wait inside until your chauffeur arrives?”


  I stayed where I was. “No, thank you… I’m happy right here.”


  It wasn’t long before I heard a horn, and I opened my eyes to find a glossy black sedan parked at the curb. I walked toward it, opened the door, and slid onto the heated front seat. The snow will stop and start throughout the day without accumulation a voice on the radio was saying. When you need to know, we’ve got you covered. We’ll have business news in ten minutes.


  Tony turned it down. “Alex is upstairs?” he asked.


  I nodded as I unbuttoned my coat. “How’d you know?”


  “I can tell from that goofy smile on your face,” he said, which made me laugh and blush. “Is he okay after what happened yesterday?”


  “He claims to be… Mr. Tough Guy that he is. But I told him I don’t ever want to see a repeat performance… and I think that sunk in,” I said, and then reached into my purse for an envelope I held toward Tony. “This is your Christmas bonus… which you deserve for tolerating me.”


  He stared at it. “You didn’t have to do that.”


  Of course I did, since you can’t know about your real present.


  “Just be polite and take it, Tony.”


  He sighed and opened the envelope. Inside was a gift card for the steakhouse on East Forty-sixth that he’d recommended during my first week in New York.


  “This is too much, Savannah. It’s enough for three dinners.”


  I shrugged. “So you’ll take your lovely wife out three times, then.”


  He rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay,” he said after a moment. “I will. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” I answered as he stuck the card into the envelope and put it in the glove compartment. Then he took the sedan out of park and pulled away from the curb. “I enjoyed spending time with Allison yesterday,” I said. “She’s very nice.”


  He steered with one hand. “She likes you, too. But I have no idea what she could possibly see in you,” he said, reaching over to poke my ribs through my coat.


  “I can’t imagine,” I said with a smirk on my lips as I watched the windshield wipers smear snowflakes across the glass.


  ***


  I walked away from the sedan after Tony dropped me at work. The sidewalk was crowded, but the anti–Stone News protesters that lingered for months had disappeared with the warm weather. I made my way around the morning-rush mob and past the news ticker, through the revolving doors and into the lobby, where I caught an elevator that took me to Femme.


  I strolled by glass-and-metal furniture, white walls, and minimalist holiday décor—a silver tree with purple ornaments, wreaths made of glittery baubles, a crystal menorah beside a porcelain reindeer on the receptionist’s desk—and headed down the hallway toward my cubicle.


  Kitty’s office door was open. The plaque beside it was now inscribed KATHERINE LESSARD because her divorce was final and she’d officially reinstated her maiden name. She and Ned had quickly reached an agreement—he had no claim to their place on East Seventieth because she’d inherited it before they were married, and he hadn’t contested how Kitty wanted to settle things financially. He’d agreed to everything, signed a lease for an apartment on East Forty-seventh, and moved out of the brownstone. And I had to give him credit for that.


  Kitty was sitting at her desk in a wrap dress, holding a pen in her hand and poring over some papers. Her hair was brushed into a smooth side part and tied in a ponytail, and she glanced up when I stopped in the doorway.


  “You look great,” I said, and I meant it. Her copper hair was shiny and her deep-set brown eyes glowed. She’d always had a good figure, but during the past couple of months she’d devoted much of her free time to gym workouts and Kundalini yoga classes, and her body was leaner and stronger than ever. “Are you going to the party tonight?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think that would be… appropriate.”


  I nodded and changed the subject. “Did you have a nice weekend?”


  She leaned back into her chair, her pen still in her hand. “I had a very nice weekend, actually. I got together with an old friend from York Prep. Well… I can’t honestly say he was a friend back then… but we were classmates from sixth through twelfth grade. We barely spoke when we were kids, though. We had different friends, and… he was a quiet boy.”


  I walked into her office and sat in the chair opposite her desk, eager for the full scoop as I wriggled out of my coat. “And who exactly is this quiet boy from York Prep?”


  She tossed the pen onto her desk. “He’s a really sweet man who unfortunately lost his wife two and a half years ago.”


  I stopped wriggling. “What happened to her?”


  “Deep vein thrombosis. She had their baby via C-section, and the next day she collapsed when she got up from her hospital bed. From what he told me, it’s a rare thing… but it happens. He said he never expected to take their son home by himself.”


  I sat back in my chair with my coat halfway off, thinking that poor guy had probably gone into the hospital with balloons and cigars and come out planning a funeral.


  “Anyway,” Kitty went on, “I used to see him socially when we were both married, but we’d never said more than hello, how are you, that sort of thing. Then a few weeks ago, a friend of mine who’s known him for years put us in touch, and we spoke on the phone a few times before we had dinner. He didn’t admit this to me, but my friend said I was his first date since his wife passed away.”


  I was glad that first date hadn’t been with some weirdo who might’ve scared him off women forever. “Well,” I said, “he couldn’t have had a better first date than you.”


  “You’re sweet. And I’m seeing him again today… lunch at The Lambs Club,” she said, then looked at the stack of papers on her desk and picked up her pen. “So I’d better get back to reviewing these articles if I want to be done by then.”


  I nodded and glanced at the corkboard on the wall. It was covered with notes written on Post-its. And the business card from that adoption agency on East Ninety-second that Kitty had tacked up there on Halloween still hadn’t been removed.


  I slung my coat over my arm as I stood up and headed for the door. I was almost there when Kitty spoke again.


  “Savannah,” she said, and I turned around. “I appreciate how hard you’ve been working since you came back from Charleston. You’ve been putting in so much overtime that I wonder if you’ve had a spare moment to work on your novel.”


  I’d outlined it in September and October. But then along came Alex, and I’d been so busy with him and my job that there just hadn’t been many spare moments. “Not lately,” I said.


  “Well, you should get back to it as soon as you can.” Kitty swiveled in her chair. “As I was saying… you’re doing an excellent job here… and because of that, I’m thinking I should add to your job duties. Maybe you’d like to start editing?”


  There was that imaginary Christmas music—“Joy to the World” again—and Kitty seemed to have a magic wand in her hand instead of a pen.


  ***


  A few minutes later, I sat at my desk with a marker poised above the first paragraph of an article titled “You Weren’t Hired to Pump: Breastfeeding and Discrimination in My Workplace.” I found a slightly clumsy sentence, and I was about to circle it when I looked at the tip of my marker that was saturated with red ink.


  It reminded me of all the rejected short stories that had been sent back to me in manila envelopes. It also reminded me of an English teacher I’d had at Charleston High—a bubbly, fresh-out-of-college American lit major who’d graded her students’ tests and essays with a fine-tipped pen. Her comments and criticisms and suggestions for improvement were always written in pink, which somehow didn’t hurt as much as red.


  I tossed the pen inside a drawer and slammed it shut. Then I opened another drawer and rummaged through paper clips and flash drives until I found a colored pencil with FROSTED TULIP engraved on its side. I smiled, thinking that something with such a sweet name could make its point without offense.


  I’d just shut the drawer and leaned over the article when I felt a finger poke my left shoulder. I twisted around in my chair and saw Caroline, who had also kept up her Makeover by Kitty. Her hair was still cut into a light-brown bob, her skin was getting better by the month thanks to a genius dermatologist on Park Avenue, and she no longer dressed in various shade of drab. Today she wore a sharp black skirt with a blouson top in sterling gray, and she had new glasses that flattered her face—fashionable rectangular lenses with a thin silver frame.


  “I’m sure you’ve heard the senator’s husband has dumped her ass,” Caroline said.


  Since my return from Charleston, Caroline’s pale-green eyes hadn’t been filled with the loathing that used to smolder there whenever I was around. We still hadn’t socialized or been overly friendly, but we always exchanged polite greetings in the elevator, and she’d kept me informed when the PI was doing his investigation, and I was thankful for those things.


  “This latest development makes me believe,” Caroline continued as she walked into my cube and leaned against the wall beside my desk, “that her denials about having an affair with Dad are a load of steaming bullshit.”


  “That’s a descriptive way of phrasing it… and accurate, I think.”


  “What I think,” she said, “is because our incompetent PI failed to uncover anything, we need to do some investigating of our own. I’ll never believe Dad’s death was just a drunk-driving accident.”


  “Me neither. I have so many conspiracy theories… I think Alex is sick of hearing them.”


  “I also have theories… and I know what you mean,” Caroline said, taking off her glasses. She pulled a tissue from her pocket and started to polish the lenses. “Trish is tired of them, too.”


  The first time I’d seen Trish was when I stumbled upon her and Caroline in a room filled with books at Kitty’s parents’ house. The two of them had moved in together since then, and Caroline had properly introduced us one night last month when I was leaving the office and they were in the main lobby, on their way to dinner. Trish had been friendly, and she’d given me her business card, which was still in my wallet. The card was printed with the name of an art gallery in the East Village and Trish’s title: Director/Curator.


  Caroline scrunched up her tissue and threw it in my trash can. “I think,” she said as she put her glasses back on, “the three of us should discuss our ideas over lunch today.”


  The third party was undoubtedly Ned. I sank into my chair.


  “Seriously?” I asked.


  She folded her arms across her chest. “I know Ned’s been rather disgruntled lately… he isn’t happy that Stone News is being trounced by ABN,” she said, and I nodded. I’d heard a few weeks earlier that the American Broadcasting Network had forced Stone News out of first place in the ratings. “He’s also still aching from the realization that he ruined the best thing he ever had by messing around on Kitty.” She rolled her eyes. “But he hasn’t been a total bastard toward you these days, has he?”


  I shook my head, trying to remember the last time Ned had done more than mumble in my general direction. “He doesn’t talk to me. He seems to be pretending I’m not here… which is why I doubt he’ll want to split an appetizer.”


  “Indeed,” Caroline said with a nod, “appetizer-sharing is probably out. But we do have an important matter to discuss… and as Edward Stone’s children, we should deal with it together. So come down to the lobby at noon… Ned and I will be waiting.”


  I couldn’t argue. She was right, and she was also gone before I could open my mouth. I listened to her footsteps heading down the hall, and then I went back to editing in Frosted Tulip.


  


  Four


  Caroline and Ned were standing near the revolving doors when I stepped off the elevator and maneuvered through the lunch-hour crowd. Caroline was in a camel jacket and Ned wore a dark coat that was unbuttoned, exposing a midnight-blue suit. His tie was silky and baby blue, his dark hair looked thick and wavy, and from a distance he cut his usual striking figure. But as I got closer, I noticed he was due for a shave and his eyes were bloodshot.


  “Hi,” I said, trying to sound cheerful while I shifted my gaze between him and Caroline.


  “Hello,” Ned replied in his usual grunt, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets as he turned to Caroline. “Where are we eating? I assume I’ll have as little say in choosing a restaurant as I had in scheduling this meeting… which, by the way, I’m attending against my will.”


  Caroline gave him a shove that didn’t budge him an inch. “You’re suspicious about what happened to Dad just like Savannah and I are. We need to figure out what really went on, and I thought you’d accepted that Savannah should be included in anything involving our father.”


  “It isn’t that,” he said as his eyelids peevishly fluttered. “I don’t have time for lunch breaks unless they’re business related. I haven’t left the office before midnight for the past month… and I need to get some work done so I can get out of here tonight for that goddamn Christmas-party obligation. Every moment of my time is precious right now, Caroline. Stone News will never get back to first place if I don’t make some changes.”


  “What are you going to change?” I asked.


  He turned from Caroline to me. “If I knew,” he said wearily in his upper-crusty voice, “I wouldn’t have to spend every night in the office, now, would I?”


  I shook my head. “You really need to get some sleep, Ned. You’re so cranky.”


  He looked at Caroline again and tapped his Rolex. “Time’s wasting. Where’s lunch?”


  “The Lambs Club,” she said. “I made a reservation.”


  They turned toward the doors. I lunged forward and grabbed the belt on Caroline’s jacket.


  “We can’t go there,” I said, thinking of Kitty and York Prep Boy. I couldn’t let her second date with him be ruined by the sight of Ned, and even though it might have been karma for Ned to witness Kitty getting on with her life, seeing her with another man so soon might demolish him. “We can’t go to The Lambs Club.”


  Ned looked at me over his shoulder. “Why not?”


  “Because,” I said, struggling to think of a valid excuse, “I… I ate there once, and I got ahold of some bad meat that made me sick… I swear, my head was in the toilet all night.”


  That couldn’t have sounded worse. I let out a nervous laugh.


  Ned’s straight nose crinkled. “TMI, Savannah,” he said. “And they don’t have any bad meat at The Lambs Club. It’s a reputable establishment… and I can’t waste all afternoon standing here talking about it.”


  He took a step forward, but I dashed in front of him and blocked his way. “I’m sure you’re right about the restaurant… what happened to me was probably just a fluke… but you know how it is when you get sick from something, and then whenever you think of that thing, it makes you feel sick again? That’s called an aversion—and I have an aversion to The Lambs Club. I can’t go there. I’m nauseous already.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” he said.


  “I understand,” Caroline broke in. “I’ve had aversions. So let’s just go to that Indian place down the street.”


  Ned scoffed. “Well, if The Lambs Club put Savannah’s head in a toilet, I can’t wait to find out what curry will do to her. Lead the way, Caroline.”


  A few minutes later, I sat across from them in a booth where we were surrounded by tapestries on the walls and colorful glass lanterns hanging from the ceiling. We placed our orders and handed our menus to a waitress, and I noticed Caroline studying the pin on my lapel.


  “That’s a beautiful brooch,” she said.


  My hand went to it. I felt cold metal and diamond bumps.


  “Where’d you buy it?” she asked.


  “I didn’t. It was a gift from Edward.”


  Caroline’s face fell. I felt terrible about that, but I had to tell the truth. It was bad enough that I’d shoved a thoughtful gift into a drawer and forgotten it for so long—I couldn’t make that worse by pretending Edward hadn’t done special things for me. But seeing one of those things probably made Caroline feel like Edward had been as unfaithful to her as he’d been to Virginia—like he’d cheated on Official Child with Secret Daughter.


  “What do you mean?” Ned demanded. “I thought you never met him.”


  “I didn’t,” I said. “But he sent me a Christmas gift every year when I was a kid. He did it anonymously, though—until a few months ago, I had no idea the presents were from him.”


  “Who’d you think they were from?” Ned asked. “An über-rich Santa Claus?”


  His sarcasm never ceased to annoy. “No,” I said irritably. “My mother concocted a story to explain where the gifts came from. Edward used an alias.”


  “What was that?” Caroline asked.


  “Aunt Primrose,” I said.


  Caroline laughed. Then she held her hand to her mouth like she hadn’t planned for that to come out. “Come on,” she said when Ned glared at her. “You know that sounds just like Dad.”


  Ned snapped his fingers at our waitress as she passed by. “India Pale Ale,” he said.


  Caroline looked at me. “I have jewelry from Dad, too. He always gave me and Ned the best gifts—and he loved to surprise us.” She nudged Ned. “Remember your tenth birthday, when Dad scheduled his private plane to take us and all your friends to Disney World? He flew everyone to Florida for the afternoon, and he got them back to New York before bedtime. You were the hero of the fifth grade after that.”


  “Yup,” Ned replied curtly, rubbing his cleft chin. “But you forgot that Dad didn’t join us in Florida. Something came up at the office, so he sent his secretary as our chaperone.”


  Caroline’s burst of nostalgia seemed to fade. “I did forget that,” she said rather glumly.


  Ned looked at me. “My father gave us lavish birthday parties… but he was rarely there to see us blow out the candles.”


  “What about Christmas?” Caroline said. “He was always with us for Christmas.”


  Ned nodded. “I can’t deny that… or the stacks of gifts we had under the tree. But then Dad’s generosity toward us simply… wore out.”


  “That isn’t what happened,” I said. “Don’t think he stopped caring about you just because of how he left his money.”


  Ned gave me a tired stare. “I know, Savannah… we heard the same rhetoric from his attorney after she dropped his will on us. Caroline and I deserve to be on the naughty list forever, right? My father wanted to teach me the value of money and hard work… and trust me,” he said, grabbing the bottle the waitress handed to him, “I’m learning.”


  He probably was. I didn’t say anything, and Caroline watched Ned guzzle India Pale Ale.


  “Why are you drinking?” she asked. “It’ll hinder your work performance.”


  He looked at her indignantly, the bottle still in his hand. “What am I, a fucking neurosurgeon? This is only a beer, and it could be helpful to my work performance—maybe it’ll get some creative ideas flowing. And I think we’ve veered off course. You dragged me here to talk about what happened to Dad.”


  “Yes,” Caroline said. “I did… and as I was telling Savannah earlier, we should pick up the investigation where our PI left off. Maybe we can delve into this on our own.”


  Ned rested his bottle on the table. “Caroline,” he began in a calm voice, “I hate to break this to you, but we aren’t in an episode of CSI. You’re not going to become an amateur sleuth and dig into things that could put you in danger. And neither are you,” he said as he looked at me across the table.


  I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered that he was concerned for my safety or enraged by his commanding tone. “We can’t let this go,” I said. “Caroline and I don’t believe Halstead Simms was driving the car that hit Edward.”


  “Agreed,” Ned replied.


  “So the accident was probably executed or set up by Senator Caldwell, her husband, or someone related to one of the Lake Kolenya victims.”


  Ned nodded. “Or it could’ve been somebody at Amicus who was afraid that Dad would expose the company, or a waitress who wasn’t happy with Dad’s tip, or somebody his driver flipped off in traffic.”


  “Now you’re just being sarcastic,” Caroline said.


  Ned swigged his beer. “True… but I’m also right. You can’t waste your time and risk your safety by chasing down every possibility. And I’m doubtful of your partner’s crime-fighting skills,” he added, shifting his attention to me. “As I’ve mentioned, that lead you gave me… the man who was protesting outside Stone News—”


  “Peter Hansen,” I said.


  “—led to nothing other than he grew up near Lake Kolenya and was a handyman at Senator Caldwell’s house. Both the NYPD and our investigator interviewed and cleared him.”


  “I know that, Ned. But just because the cops and your PI couldn’t uncover anything doesn’t mean I was wrong. Maybe they didn’t do a competent job.”


  “Maybe,” Ned agreed, “which is why I’m going to hire a different PI to start a new investigation. I want this thing solved, too… but I think it’s easier, wiser, and most importantly—safer—to leave it to a professional. Don’t you?”


  Caroline and I stared at each other for a moment, and then she looked back at Ned.


  “Yes,” she said. “I have to admit you’re right. But if this new PI doesn’t figure things out, Savannah and I are going to try it on our own. Deal?” she said, looking at me.


  I was disappointed she’d given in so easily, but I couldn’t blame her. It was easier and safer and maybe even wiser to leave the investigation to a genuine PI. But I couldn’t wait for months like I did last time, only to wind up with nothing.


  “Deal,” I said, crossing my fingers under the table.


  ***


  Snow flurries fell from the sky when Ned and Caroline and I were walking back to work. Caroline put up her hood and Ned lifted the collar on his coat, but I didn’t pull my hat out of my pocket. I let the snow fall on my head and sink into my hair as I savored the smell of roasted chestnuts on vendors’ carts and the sound of a Salvation Army bell ringing on a distant corner.


  “Do you have plans this Saturday night?” Caroline asked.


  We’d just passed the tree at Rockefeller Center and were approaching the Stone News building. The plaza wasn’t as busy as it had been when we left, but there were still plenty of people around.


  “No,” I said, remembering that Alex didn’t have a free night until Sunday. “Why?”


  “I want to invite you to our pre-Christmas party in Westchester,” Caroline said, giving Ned a warning glance that kept him quiet. “It’s a Stone family tradition.”


  I could hardly believe she was including me in one of those. “Why’s it in Westchester?”


  We reached the plaza. Caroline stopped walking and turned toward me as Ned impatiently jangled what sounded like keys in his pocket. “Well,” she began, “we have a house up in Larchmont. Mother got it in the divorce, but she still shared it with Dad. He had an office there, and he used it during weekends when she wasn’t around. He bought the place when Ned and I were very young… and even though we lived in Manhattan, we went there every Christmas. As lovely as the city is this time of year, it’s nice to wake up on Christmas morning surrounded by hills and trees… and to open gifts in front of a fireplace.”


  I felt as envious and left out as Caroline probably had when she’d noticed my brooch. I longingly imagined an Edward Stone Christmas with piles of gifts under the tree, and Edward smiling while his children unwrapped the surprises he’d carefully planned.


  “That,” I forced myself to say, “must’ve been wonderful.”


  Caroline nodded. “It was. And it’s a great house… but Mother has listed it with a real estate agent. Unfortunately, the Caldwell family lives right down the hill… and as you can imagine, she no longer socializes with Carys or enjoys bumping into her when she shops in the village.”


  Sympathy struck me hard. Virginia had probably gabbed and gossiped with the senator until finding out that she was much more than a neighbor. And Virginia didn’t need another reminder of Edward’s infidelity showing up in Larchmont.


  “I appreciate the invitation,” I said. “But I can’t spoil your mother’s Christmas.”


  Caroline shook her head. “You won’t, Savannah. I’m not going to pretend she’ll be thrilled to have you there… but we’ve discussed my reasons for inviting you, and she understands them. I really want you to visit the house before it’s sold, and you should see how we spent the holidays with Dad… since you never got to. I’m sure it’s what he’d want.”


  I thought about that for a moment, hoping it was true. Then I nodded and accepted the invitation, and Caroline smiled before moving her eyes toward the news ticker. I looked that way, too, and saw Kitty standing nearby, wearing a houndstooth coat and a matching beret and talking to a tall man with a thick mane of light-brown hair. He seemed to be Ned’s age, he was just as sharply dressed, and he scored off the charts in the good-looks category.


  He was probably York Prep Boy. And he was definitely Charles Beckford—a journalist and host of his own news show on ABN that aired weeknights at ten. He and Kitty were talking and laughing and smiling, and she put her hand on his shoulder and gave it a playful push.


  Ned saw everything. His olive-green eyes went from shocked to hurt to angry and back again, and I supposed the only thing more painful for him than seeing Kitty gaze admiringly at another man was when that man was soundly beating Ned’s own network in the ratings.


  “That’s Charlie Beckford,” Caroline said, looking stunned.


  “I’m aware,” Ned replied in a distant voice.


  A police car with a blaring siren passed on the street behind us. Charlie glanced toward it, and then he spotted Ned and Caroline and he paused for a moment, like he was deciding whether to be polite. Manners clearly won out, and he headed our way with Kitty following behind.


  “Hey, man,” he said with a smile, holding out his hand as he approached Ned.


  “Pleasure to see you,” Ned replied, reaching for Charlie’s hand and giving it a solid pump. He’d also pasted on a friendly smile, and it must have been torture to keep it there. But he was doing an impressive job of the Good Sport act.


  “You, too,” Charlie said before turning to Caroline. “How’s my fellow Harvard alum?”


  He was a Harvard grad. No surprise. It fit with the package—his six-foot-two frame and his buff physique, his flawless hair and those glowing, bluish-green eyes. And from what I’d heard, he was a self-sacrificing, philanthropic journalist who’d worked as a foreign correspondent before landing his anchor job and still risked death in war-torn countries and pitched in to rebuild cities ravaged by earthquakes and floods. He was a glorious specimen of man candy—wholesomeness dipped in a scrumptious coating.


  “Fine, thanks,” Caroline said. “Are you two just coming back from lunch?”


  Kitty nodded. “We went to The Lambs Club.”


  Caroline and Ned jerked their heads toward me; I stiffened as I kept my eyes on Charlie and extended my hand. “I’m Savannah Morgan,” I said.


  He slipped his palm into mine. “Kitty’s told me a lot of good things about you.”


  “Well,” Caroline cut in, “we’d better get back to work. Ned has an important conference that starts in a few minutes… don’t you, Ned?”


  “Yes,” he said, glancing at his Rolex. “We really should go.”


  There were good-byes all around. Ned initiated another handshake with Charlie. Then Ned and Caroline and I walked in silence through the revolving doors and into the lobby, where we waited for an elevator that we shared with just a few people. We stood against the back wall, and Caroline was between me and Ned, and she turned toward him when the others left and the doors slid shut behind them.


  The elevator raced skyward. Ned’s eyes were on the numbers that lit up above the doors.


  Caroline let out a long sigh. “I tried to end that ordeal as quickly as I could, Ned. And I’m not sure if I should say that you’ve been served your just desserts… or that I’m really sorry.”


  His body was rigid against the wall and his eyes didn’t move from the numbers.


  “Please, Caroline,” he said. “I’d prefer you say nothing at all.”


  


  Five


  That night, I sat beside Tony as he drove the sedan toward the Seaport, and we were almost there when we hit some traffic that extended all the way down Pearl Street.


  “Can I walk from here?” I asked, looking through the windshield at a long line of brake lights heading into a parking garage. “I don’t want to be late for the party.”


  “You can if you don’t mind the cold. Just go down one block on Beekman Street,” Tony said as he pointed the way, “and then take a right on Front Street and a left into Fulton Market.”


  “Got it,” I said, grabbing my purse. “You’ll pick me up later?”


  He nodded. “I’ll be in Manhattan all night, driving clients to and from holiday parties… just give me a call when you’re ready.”


  Then I was walking in my pumps through the frigid air toward Fulton Market. The area looked like a quaint maritime town that had been frozen in a simpler century while skyscrapers grew and loomed around it. There were shops and restaurants inside Colonial-style buildings, cobblestoned streets filled with people, and the sound of a horn bellowing from the East River.


  I strolled with the crowd until I spotted Bridgewaters, which was inside a brick building. I walked through the entrance and into a lobby, and I was directed to an elevator that took me to an upstairs room abuzz with music and chatter.


  “The theme is Winter Wonderland,” I heard someone say.


  That was obvious. The spacious room was breathtaking and drenched in soft blue light. It had a wall of windows with a stunning view of the Brooklyn Bridge, there were white roses and glittery branches set in silver vases on each table, swatches of ivory tulle were draped from one end of the ceiling to the other, and candles in glass cylinders burned on the windowsills.


  I lingered in the doorway, listening to a band in the corner play a jazz medley of Christmas tunes and watching a throng of Stone News employees talk and laugh while they nursed their drinks and ate smoked oysters on zucchini canapés.


  I spotted Ned by the windows. He had a drink in his hand, and he was talking to Zachary Parker—the anchor of the daily morning show at Stone News. Then I spotted Ned’s eternally frumpy secretary taking a smoked salmon barquette from a waiter’s tray, Caroline standing at the bar, and Virginia promenading around. She wore a dress made of maroon velvet and her hair fell in dark waves down her back. She worked the room like a pro, shaking hands and giving each guest the most genteel smile.


  I also saw Fabian Spader. He leaned against a wall, wearing a beige jacket with a matching shirt and red pants that were disturbingly snug. He tossed his strawberry-blond hair and chatted with his photographer before he saw me.


  I was filled with a fresh and revitalized loathing. I averted my eyes, feeling queasy and remembering my excuse for avoiding The Lambs Club this afternoon as I thought that Fabian was my real aversion. I hadn’t let the online smear-job he’d initiated keep me away from New York, but I hadn’t forgotten it, either.


  I headed toward Virginia, whose back was toward me as she faced the windows, immersed in conversation with a group of women. I waited for her to take a breather, but she never did, so I tapped her shoulder and she turned around. I looked at her pale skin, her light-green eyes, and the thick gold chain that adorned her neck. The smile she’d been wearing faded, but only for a moment. When it returned, it reminded me of the way Ned looked when he was shaking hands with Kitty’s new man.


  “Mrs. Stone,” I began. “Do you—”


  “Call me Virginia. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.”


  I had an uncomfortable flashback to our run-in at The Plaza last summer. “Do you know,” I continued, “that Fabian Spader is here?”


  “Of course I do. I invited him.”


  “But… he…” I stammered. “I mean… did you forget what I told you? He shouldn’t be here. He isn’t your friend.”


  She lifted her hand to her neck and stroked the gold around it. “I didn’t forget what you told me. You might recall I said I’d keep it in mind… and that’s exactly what I’ve done. The truth is, Savannah… if I alienated everyone whose friendship I doubted, my guest lists would be tragically short. So I understand I’ll be seeing you in Larchmont on Saturday?”


  I got the point. But I might not have if I’d only been paying attention to her sugary voice.


  “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and then she left me staring through the window at the lights that twinkled on the Brooklyn Bridge.


  ***


  I sat at a table that had silver place-card holders and party favors—crystal Christmas ornaments in the shape of snowflakes engraved with each employee’s name and STONE NEWS CORPORATION.


  I slipped mine into my purse just as two waiters came by to serve dinner. Then I ate and talked with co-workers while Ned made multiple trips to the bar and Fabian Spader smirked at me from a nearby table.


  “Do you mind if I ask you something?”


  That came from a girl sitting opposite me when the waiters were clearing our dinner dishes. I’d seen her at work, but we’d never been introduced and hadn’t yet spoken tonight. She was probably a couple of years older than me, she had a sleek A-line lob, and the color corresponded to Medium Ash Brown on the hair-dye chart in Mom’s at-home salon.


  “I’m Celeste Natali, by the way,” she told me with a smile.


  “Savannah Morgan,” I said, thinking her hair color matched her eyes. Her lashes were lengthy and they curled up at the edges, and she had full lips and radiant skin. She was about my size, and she wore a tweed dress with a long necklace that ended in an elegant gold tassel.


  “You’re Ned Stone’s sister, right? That’s what I was going to ask you.”


  I glanced toward Ned. Now that dinner was over and guests were leaving their seats to raid the Viennese table, all the chairs around him were empty except the one to his left, which was filled by a Stone News reporter named Heather Schmidt. I’d heard she was forty-eight, but it was impossible to tell because of her stylish blond hair, her wrinkle-free face, and the killer legs she always showed off from her anchor chair. According to office gossip, her legs were insured for a half-million dollars each and she’d gone through a nasty divorce last year.


  “I’m… his half-sister,” I said, looking at Celeste again. It still felt weird saying that.


  “And you work at Femme… with Ned’s ex-wife.”


  I nodded, listening to chairs scrape the floor when the other guests at our table got up to ravage the desserts. “I’ve seen you around the office, but I don’t know where you work.”


  “In the corporate division,” she said. “I’m the GM’s new assistant… I just started last month. I help Ned sometimes, too.”


  A waiter offered espresso. I shook my head, remembering when Ned had forced me to serve him coffee. “I hope Ned treats you all right,” I said as the waiter filled Celeste’s cup. “He’s a master of wielding his power in the most infuriating ways.”


  She picked up her cup and took a sip. “I’ve never gotten that impression.”


  Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised. The only Stone News employee I’d ever heard gripe about Ned’s personnel-management skills was me. “Natali,” I repeated, to change the subject. “Doesn’t that mean Christmas in Italian?”


  She smiled over her espresso. “It’s very close… Christmas is Natale.” She put down her cup and checked her watch. “I didn’t realize it was so late… I was invited to another party tonight, so I better get going. But in case I don’t run into you again before the holidays… Buon Natale.”


  I couldn’t attempt to pronounce that as well as she had. “Same to you,” was all I said, and then she grabbed her coat and her purse and made her way through the crowd dancing in the middle of the room. I was alone at the table now, and my nose was suddenly assaulted by the scent of cologne that offended me much more than Alex’s Acqua Di Gio.


  “Here’s my little runaway,” Fabian said as he slid onto the seat beside me. “I thought we’d never see you back in New York after you stormed off to Dixie in such a huff.”


  I raised my chin. “You couldn’t keep me away.”


  “Clearly,” he said, “I didn’t smack you hard enough.”


  I edged away from him, remembering my photo on Nocturnal—the one of me accidentally knocking Virginia on her back—and all the online Savannah-bashing it had sparked. I felt like grabbing Celeste’s leftover espresso and tossing it in his face, but that sort of thing would only have made an attention-seeker like him feel important and give him material for his blog.


  “I’m beyond hurt,” he continued in a faux whiny voice. “I haven’t seen you since you came back, and you’ve been ignoring me all night. I was hoping for your season’s greetings… but maybe I’ll just have to catch you under the mistletoe.”


  “Well,” I said, “I guess you need mistletoe. I guess the only way a person like you can get intimate contact with another human is through trickery. Or a credit card.”


  “Still petulant, I see. Do I have to discipline you again?”


  I shooed the air between us. “Go away. That seat is for someone with a real job.”


  He yawned. “I do so enjoy clever banter… but only when it is, in fact, clever. You’re boring me to death. But your stud of a brother has once again piqued my interest.”


  He nodded toward Ned, who was chatting with Heather as he downed another drink and laughed too loudly. Caroline and Virginia kept shooting him chastising glances from a nearby table, but he didn’t seem to notice.


  “I hear Junior’s been having a hard time running Daddy’s company,” Fabian said. “And he’s so broken up over his divorce. He’s just a hot mess, isn’t he?”


  “No,” I said quickly. “He isn’t.”


  Fabian’s pewter-gray eyes widened. “What is this? Are you defending him?”


  I supposed I was, and I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because I knew how it felt to be Fabian’s victim, and what kind of person would I be if I let him prey on somebody else?


  “You disappoint me,” Fabian went on. “I assumed your refusal to dish about Ned this summer was due to a financially motivated sense of loyalty to the Stone family… but now I’m sensing you’ve softened toward that lout. It’s distressing.”


  The music stopped. Somebody tapped a microphone and asked for attention. Guests started heading to their tables, carrying cookies and tarts. The woman who’d been sitting beside me earlier returned and asked Fabian for her seat back, and I was relieved when he was gone. I watched him cross the room and join his photographer at their table, and then I heard Ned’s and Caroline’s names through the speakers.


  Everybody clapped. Ned rose from his seat and so did Caroline, and they walked to the front of the room, where Ned picked up a microphone.


  “Good evening,” he said, squinting at the spotlight that had just been turned on him. “First of all, my sister and I want to thank everyone for joining us tonight. I know we usually have our Christmas party closer to the office, at…” He dropped the microphone, sending the most grating noise through the speakers that made people cover their ears. Then he bent down, grabbed the mike, and tried to pick up where he’d left off, but it took him a moment to remember where that was. “As I was saying, I know we usually have the Christmas party at…”


  He looked at Caroline for help. She mouthed two words to him.


  “The Hilton,” he said. “That’s right. But we thought this venue would be better, because… I don’t know…” He looked out the window and jerked his thumb in that direction. “You can see the damn bridge or whatever.”


  That was probably supposed to be a joke, and a few people laughed. But Caroline tensed up, and when I glanced at Virginia, I saw she had, too. And Fabian was focused on me with the smuggest expression that screamed What did I tell ya? Hot mess right there.


  “Anyway,” Ned continued, “I’m happy to report that despite a slight dip in the ratings, Stone News is doing well… and I’d like to share some related figures with you.”


  But he didn’t. He froze and his eyes went out of focus. Then Caroline whispered to him, and he pulled his iPhone from his pocket and clumsily scrolled through it.


  “Unfortunately,” he said, “the figures I intended to discuss have slipped my mind. So please give me a moment to find them in here…”


  I waited through an awkwardness that felt eternal. Guests were talking in each other’s ears, and I supposed Caroline couldn’t take it. She snatched the microphone from Ned’s hand and began rattling off figures like they were written on invisible cue cards.


  Ned cleared his throat and squared his shoulders, and then he just stood there as Caroline finished his speech while he delivered a convincing performance of not being humiliated at all.


  “We appreciate everything that each of you does for Stone News,” she said at the end, “and we’re looking forward to a successful New Year. Please enjoy what’s left of the party.”


  Everybody clapped and went back to dessert, and I rejoined my conversation with my co-workers while the band started up again. It was a half hour later when people started slipping into their coats and filing out of the room, and I took out my phone to call Tony.


  Caroline plopped into the empty chair beside me. “Have you seen Ned?” she asked.


  Not since he made an idiot of himself in front of his entire staff.


  I glanced at the guests saying good-bye to Virginia, who was poised at the exit like a queen with her subjects. Then I looked back at Caroline and shook my head.


  “Fuck,” she said. “I’ve looked all over but I can’t find him. I’m sure it didn’t escape your notice—or anyone else’s—that he’s royally smashed… and since he drove here from the office, I’m terrified he might try to drive back to his apartment. We don’t need a DUI scandal… or another death in the family.” She rubbed her eyes. “Anyway… I’ll go and see if he’s outside.”


  She started out of her chair, but I grabbed her sleeve to stop her.


  “Stay here, Caroline. I’ll look for him.”


  She was halfway up. She stared at my face for a moment, like she was waiting for Gotcha or Just kidding or Oh, please. Did you think I was serious? But when none of those things came, she sank back into her seat and exhaled a sigh.


  “That would be helpful, Savannah. I’ve had such a long day.”


  “I’m sure,” I said as I grabbed my coat and put it on. “I can’t even imagine how hard it must’ve been to memorize all those figures. I was quite impressed.”


  “Oh. Really?” she said. “Thanks.”


  I tossed my phone into my purse. “If you give me your cell number, I’ll call when I find Ned. I guess you’ll just wait here until then?”


  She nodded and gave me the number. Then I slung my bag over my wrist and went out to the cobblestoned street, where I traversed Fulton Market in the cold. Eventually I ended up on a pier with docked boats and a few couples snuggling in the cold. I was freezing and my feet were cramping inside the narrow toes of my pumps, but I kept going and found Ned.


  He was on the pier, leaning against its railing as the wind blew through his dark hair. He stared straight ahead at lit-up buildings in Brooklyn and at boats cruising the water, and he didn’t notice me lingering a few feet away. I called his name, his head snapped in my direction, and then he turned toward Brooklyn again.


  “Why are you stalking me?” he asked, his breath turning to steam when it met the air.


  I moved closer and stopped beside him. “Caroline asked me to find you. She was worried you might drive yourself home, and… you’re in no condition for that.”


  “Oh,” he said. “You noticed? I guess that means you liked my speech.”


  I looked down at slabs of wood beneath my feet and back at him. “It wasn’t so bad.”


  “Sure it wasn’t. And Caroline doesn’t need to worry… I don’t intend to drive tonight. I know my limitations.”


  I supposed he was referring to more than his current inability to pass a sobriety test. “She’s waiting for you at Bridgewaters,” I said.


  He nodded, walked past me, and stopped short on the pier. Then he turned around and came back. “Why did you lie?” he asked abruptly in a very demanding way. “About the speech, I mean.”


  I sighed. He’d caught me. “I guess it was because… there’s no reason to rub it in.”


  “But you are a liar, though. You never got sick from The Lambs Club… right?”


  I’d almost forgotten about that—lunch, Kitty, Mr. Perfect Charlie Beckford.


  “Have you ever even been there?” he pressed.


  “No,” I admitted. “I just… said that.”


  Ned did nothing but look at me. Then he nodded again, jammed his hands into his coat pockets, and stared out at the water for a while. He seemed to be thinking, and I stood there quietly and let him figure things out.


  “Good of you, Savannah,” he said after a long moment, keeping his eyes far from mine.


  


  Six


  It was Friday and almost noon, and I’d just finished editing a stack of articles. They were in a neat pile on my desk as I stared at my monitor, deciding to use the minutes before lunch to start my investigation. Then I braced myself and typed in Edward’s name, and an endless list of links appeared. I’d just clicked on the first one when I heard footsteps behind me, and I quickly hit the X at the top of the screen. But I wasn’t fast enough.


  “You shouldn’t do that,” Kitty said.


  I spun around in my chair. “I’m not slacking… I promised not to do that again, and I haven’t.” I picked up the articles and held them out to her. “I’m all caught up.”


  She shook her head. “That isn’t what I meant. I just don’t think it’s a good idea to read that trash about your father.”


  I rested the articles on my lap and kept my eyes there. “I know… but I just thought I might find some… clues… ideas… I don’t know. Maybe that sounds stupid, but the PI didn’t figure anything out… so I thought I’d try.”


  “There’s a new PI. He was hired this morning… Caroline just told me.”


  I nodded, deciding to change the subject. I didn’t want Kitty to worry that I’d start using editorial-assistant time for the Edward Investigation. “Can I treat you to lunch today?” I asked.


  “I appreciate the offer,” she said, “but I’m meeting Charlie at Tocqueville.”


  We’d been too busy since Monday to discuss Charlie, but now was the perfect chance and I grabbed it. “You’re so modest, Kitty. When you first mentioned him, you didn’t say he was Charles Beckford of ABN… or that he’s even more stunning in real life.”


  “I guess you figured it out on your own. And I really don’t view him as Charles Beckford of ABN… I just see him as the kid who had the best grades in chemistry class.”


  “Considering how successful he is,” I said as I swiveled in my chair, “I assume he had the best grades in everything. And he seems very nice… gracious, too.”


  “Gracious toward Ned, you mean?”


  “Toward everyone,” I said, “but especially Ned.”


  She glanced down at an opal ring on the finger where her wedding band used to be, and she slid it back and forth over her knuckle. “I must admit Ned was equally sportsmanlike. Or maybe he was just indifferent. Considering what he did during our marriage, I tend to believe he always has been.”


  I wanted to tell her what I’d seen in Ned’s face after she stormed out of The Plaza that awful night last summer. But it was between them, and it was complicated, and their marriage was officially over. There was no point in picking at a sore she’d been trying so hard to heal.


  “You shouldn’t believe that,” was all I let myself say. “And Ned wasn’t indifferent when he met Charlie. I think it hurt him to find out that you have someone else in your life.”


  Kitty looked at me for a moment before she reached down to pluck the articles from my lap. Then she straightened up, clasping the stack to her chest.


  “Well,” she said, “that’s an experience my ex-husband and I have in common.”


  ***


  Stone News had its own commissary. It was a wide space with indirect lighting and people dressed in white who served up steaming plates of daily specials. I’d been there only a few times because I usually went out with Kitty or strolled around Midtown by myself—but now that she was busy with Charlie and it was Arctic outside, I decided to take the elevator down to the tenth floor and have lunch on my own.


  I ordered a salad that came inside a foam box and sat with it at a table where someone had left this week’s edition of The Village Voice. I flipped through its wrinkled pages and speared lettuce leaves with my fork, alternately reading and eating and employee-watching. I saw the receptionist from Femme sitting with a guy from Accounting, some chatty reporters on their way out, and Celeste Natali at a corner table by herself.


  My phone rang. I pulled it out of my purse and read Tina Mae Brandt on the screen.


  “I’m just leaving the Hominy Grill,” she said when I picked up.


  I smiled at my best friend’s Charleston accent. “You’re in your car, aren’t you? Put your seat belt on. I can hear the beeping thing that always goes off when you don’t wear your seat belt.”


  The noise was replaced by a classic country music station’s call letters and an old Toby Keith tune. It brought up a warm memory of Tina and me as kindergarteners, sitting in the back of Mom’s car and listening to the same song. I didn’t have those I-miss-Charleston moments as much as I used to, but they still popped up once in a while.


  “I ate a bowl of she-crab soup for you,” Tina said.


  “I miss that. And I miss you. I can’t wait until you and Mom get here on Tuesday. I talked to her last night, and she’s excited about Christmas in New York.”


  “Me too,” Tina said. “I have so much to do before we leave, though. But I crossed one important task off my list: I sent out my college applications a few weeks ago. Did I tell you?”


  She hadn’t, and my suspicions about why made my heart sag. “You didn’t. Should I take that to mean you haven’t applied to any schools in New York?”


  “Well,” she said guiltily, “when you suggested I apply to schools up there… all I promised was to give it some thought.”


  “I know. But I was hoping you might give this city another try.”


  She sighed. “I’ve only applied to local colleges, Savannah. New York is your home now… but it can never be mine. I love my job at the homeless shelter so I’m going to work and take classes part-time like I planned… and I want to be here for Raylene while she grows up. Time goes by so quickly, and she’ll be a teenager in a few years… and I think it’s important for a girl to have a big sister around. Don’t you?”


  I thought of everything waiting for Raylene: her first date, her first kiss, her debutante ball. There was high school and football games, yearbooks and proms and visiting college campuses. And Tina was right—those things were better with a big sister.


  “There’s nothing more important,” I said. “You’re right to stay in Charleston… and I’m sorry for being selfish. You’ve made the best decision.”


  “You’re not selfish… and thank you for supporting me. I’m sure you agree that I need to guide Raylene with the wisdom I’ve gained through my vast experience—with men, that is.” She let out her husky laugh. “I’ve been using that experience to guide myself, too. I went on a date last Saturday night.”


  That was her first since she’d left New York. “What happened?” I asked nervously.


  “Nothing,” she said. “He took me to dinner at 82 Queen, and then I went home.”


  “Who is he?” I asked. “He obviously has good taste… in dates and restaurants.”


  “He’s the executive director of the shelter. His name is Bryce Newell, and—”


  I gasped. “Is he one of the Newells who lives south of Broad?”


  “Yes,” she said with a twinge of pride in her voice.


  Go Tina. The Newells were one of the most prominent families in Charleston, and they owned a majestic antebellum mansion that had been handed down through several generations.


  “Well,” I said, “have you introduced him to your lovely stepmother? She might suffer an unfortunate stroke when she sees how well your life is going.”


  Tina giggled. “There haven’t been any introductions yet, since Bryce and I have only been on one real date. But I’m seeing him again this weekend, and we just shared our lunch break. He was with me at the Hominy Grill,” she said. “Listen, I have to go… my phone is dying. I’ll see you on Tuesday.”


  When we hung up, I put my cell on the table and glanced down at my salad and my Village Voice. Tina’s lunch had been so much better than mine, but I wasn’t jealous. I was happy that her move back to Charleston was working out.


  My phone rang again. I picked it up and read a text from Alex: Miss you a lot. Love you more. Can’t wait until Sunday. I smiled and shot back a similarly mushy message before I put my cell in my purse and resumed people-watching. My eyes went to Celeste, who was still alone at that corner table, sipping soda through a straw. I thought she might be as bored as I was, so I picked up my salad-in-a-box, crossed the room, and stopped beside her.


  “We’ve run into each other before Christmas after all,” I said.


  She smiled. “I’m glad. Do you want to join me? Solo lunches aren’t fun.”


  I slid into the chair opposite her and noticed Celeste’s bracelet, which was made of crystals strung together with a gold chain. “That’s beautiful,” I said, nodding toward her wrist.


  She touched the bracelet like she’d forgotten it was there. “This? Thanks. I made it.”


  “You did?” I leaned forward to get a better view. “It looks vintage.”


  “It is,” she said. “My great-grandmother died a few years ago, and there was this gorgeous chandelier in her house… which everyone else in my family thought was gaudy. Personally, I adore things from the 1920s—”


  “Me too,” I said.


  “Then you’ll understand why I held on to the chandelier. I’d planned to hang it in my own house when I got married, but…” She stopped, looked at the people in white who were dishing out food, and then turned her eyes back to me. “I didn’t get married. So I took the chandelier apart and made jewelry out of it. This way it’s honored rather than forgotten.”


  “You’ve got some impressive DIY skills,” I said. “I could never turn a chandelier into anything… you’re obviously very talented.”


  She shook her head. “Thanks, but… I’m more of an aficionado than an actual artist. I majored in art history at Fordham… which, of course, has nothing to do with my job here. Fortunately, I took a typing class in high school.” She chuckled, but it was one of those laughs that people use to cover something not so funny underneath. “I worked at NBC for a few years before I came here… and I’ve tried to get a job that uses my degree… but they’re hard to find,” she went on, like she needed to convince me. “It’s okay, though. My salary’s decent and my boss is nice… and your brother is so patient with new employees.”


  He wasn’t with me.


  “He’s also incredibly swamped,” she said. “He’s been doing a lot of interviews lately, too. I’m sure he told you that he’s featured in the January Biz.”


  Biz was a monthly publication like Forbes and Details and Maxim rolled into one, and I had no idea that Ned was in it. I shook my head, and Celeste twisted in her seat to unzip the purse hanging over the back of her chair. She reached inside and pulled out a shiny new magazine that she slid across the table.


  I picked it up. Ned was on the cover. He was in a black suit, standing against a white background, giving the camera a serious stare and looking more like one of this year’s Most Beautiful People than the head of a corporation. “‘How the New Chairman of Stone News,’” I read, “‘Will Lead His Company into the Future.’”


  “It’s a great picture, isn’t it?” Celeste asked.


  I nodded, scanning the titles beside Ned’s face: “Ten Ways to Improve Your Style,” “Stocks to Watch,” and “The Ultimate Guide to Pleasing a Woman.”


  “I guess Ned asked you to pick this up for him?” I asked.


  “No,” she said. “I wanted a copy for myself.”


  I heard sirens, bells, a high-level Lust Alert. It reminded me of Ned’s affair with Kitty’s ex-best friend/Stone News anchor Darcelle Conrad, but even more of Ainsley Greenleaf—the eighteen-year-old intern who’d fawned over Ned last summer and ended up underneath him.


  This worried me. Despite Ned’s obvious regrets about what he’d done to Kitty, he’d proved to be a wolf—and capable of luring an unsuspecting female like Celeste into his trap.


  She shifted in her seat. “I mean… I bought the magazine because I thought it was cool that my boss is on the cover. How often does that happen, right?” She laughed nervously and sipped her soda, but there wasn’t much left so all she got was a hollow noise inside the straw.


  I stared at her, wondering if every premenopausal woman who worked in the corporate division of Stone News developed aching loins for Ned. It was like a plague that spread its sinister bacteria throughout the fiftieth floor.


  “How old are you?” I asked.


  “Twenty-seven,” she said.


  She was twenty-seven, she sounded like a native New Yorker, and she was a Fordham grad. She wasn’t a friend of Kitty’s or a teenage virgin from the Midwest. She was probably experienced and sophisticated and didn’t need a lecture from me about avoiding Ned. Besides, any lecture I’d give would have to include unseemly details about his marriage, and it wouldn’t be fair to Kitty if I broadcasted that. And maybe Ned wouldn’t bother with Celeste, anyway. Maybe he’d learned from experience to keep his hands off the employees.


  ***


  I sat at my desk at home that night, searching through a Web site that held information pertaining to just about everyone—full names, ages, closest relatives.


  It had been easy to find Senator Caldwell. I’d spent the hours since dinner reading her official bio and lots of articles written about her political views. I wasn’t exactly sure what else I wanted to know, but she was right there on the screen in front of me: Carys Bowman Caldwell; Age: 53; Relatives: J. Caldwell and W. Caldwell; Current Residence: Larchmont, New York.


  Full Report Here—that’s what I clicked next. But the report wasn’t free so I sprang out of my chair to get my credit card from my purse, which I’d left on the couch a few feet away. I slid the card out of my wallet, heard a knock, and walked to the living room. I opened the door and found Alex standing in the hall. A warm rush of adrenaline flowed through me.


  “I thought you had to work,” I said as I noticed the bruise on his cheek was fading.


  He smiled, crinkling the corners of his eyes in the cutest way. “The flu is going around.”


  It couldn’t have gotten to him. He looked so healthy and strong. “What do you mean? The people throwing the party got sick and canceled?”


  He took a step forward and pulled me toward him. “No… but I pretended I did.”


  He kissed me with a mouth that was fresh and minty. “Did you eat a candy cane?” I asked. “You taste like one. But then… you always do.”


  Alex laughed as he walked into the apartment and I shut the door behind him. “I got another bartender to cover for me… so I didn’t leave those people shorthanded,” he said, taking off his jacket. He hung it in the closet, turned toward me, and looked at the card between my fingers. “Doing some online shopping?”


  I shook my head. “I was trying to find information about Senator Caldwell… and maybe her husband, too. I’ve decided that since Ned’s PI didn’t solve anything, I’ll do try to do it on my own. Let me show you,” I said, grabbing Alex’s hand. I led him into the office and took my seat at the computer, and he stood next to me. “See?” I said, pointing to the monitor. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for, but I’m going to buy this report and go from there.”


  I put my credit card on the table and started typing its numbers into a form on the screen, but I didn’t get far because Alex picked up the card and put it on a nearby shelf.


  “C’mere,” he said, then took my hand and led me toward the couch, where he gently pulled me onto his lap. “Listen,” he began, “I know you want to find out what happened to your father. I know it’s been eating away at you for months. But like I’ve told you before… obsessing isn’t healthy. You mentioned that Ned’s got another detective on the case now, so let this guy do his job. And you stay out of it.”


  I noticed he was wearing Acqua Di Gio. I tensed up, got off his lap, and stared down at him. “I don’t care for your tone, Alex. It sounds like you’re giving me an order.”


  He paused. Then he exhaled a heavy breath. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to sound that way. What I mean is… it’s just… well, by digging around in this… you could get in trouble. You’d be messing with powerful people… and that could be dangerous.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Ned said something similar.”


  “He did? Then I’ll have to agree with him. And he is your brother. Maybe that’s finally starting to mean something to him. Did it ever cross your mind that he might genuinely be concerned about you?”


  “Not really. But there have been some hints in that direction.”


  “He probably doesn’t want you to get hurt,” Alex said. “And I don’t, either. That’s all.”


  Of course that was all. What was wrong with me? My shoulders slumped, my body relaxed, and I leaned down to press my forehead against his. “I know,” I said.


  He wrapped his arms around me. “I’ve got something to take your mind off Edward.”


  I slipped back onto his lap. “What’s that?”


  He nodded toward the living room. “Have you looked under your tree lately? I left something there when you were asleep on Sunday night. I wanted you to find it on Christmas morning, but… maybe now is a better time.”


  I kissed his bruised cheek. Then we stood up and he followed me into the living room, where he sat on the couch and I kneeled by the tree. I’d bought so many gifts, it took a while to find the one that didn’t match the rest—a flat, square box wrapped in gold foil.


  Alex stretched out his legs while I sat on the floor and opened my gift, which turned out to be a necklace—an aquamarine in the shape of a teardrop suspended from a heavy chain.


  “This is my birthstone,” I said.


  He nodded. “Yeah… I looked it up. You told me your birthday is at the end of March.”


  I’d only mentioned that once. He’d actually looked up my birthstone? I just gazed at him.


  “The chain is white gold,” Alex said. “Fourteen karat… it’s engraved on the lock.”


  As if I’d check. “Do you really believe that matters to me?”


  “I just don’t want you to think—”


  I held up my hand. Then I joined him on the couch and leaned my head on his shoulder. He circled his arm around my waist and we sat there together, admiring the lights and the tinsel on my Norway spruce. We didn’t talk, and we didn’t need to. I knew what he didn’t want me to think—that he’d bought cheap metal and a lab-created stone.


  But I would’ve loved a cubic zirconia with a chain that turned my skin green as long as it was from him. And I didn’t say he shouldn’t have bought such an expensive necklace or remind him that he couldn’t afford to run up his credit card bill. He’d looked so happy when I was opening the box, and there was snow falling outside my windows and landing on Central Park, and everything was too good to spoil with the wrong words.


  


  Seven


  I woke up on Saturday morning to crystallized snowflakes on my windows and Alex beside me in bed. Our clothes were scattered on the floor, and the only thing between our bare skin and the air was my plush comforter with its dahlia design.


  My landline rang. Alex’s eyes fluttered open. I reached over to my night table, picked up the receiver, and heard Mom’s voice. “Still in bed?” she asked. “It’s after ten.”


  I sat up straight and held the comforter to my chest. “Mom,” I said, glancing at Alex. Being only three months away from twenty-five didn’t make me any less uncomfortable about talking to my mother when I was within inches of a naked man.


  “Darlin’,” she said, “I was just remembering how much you love my grasshopper pie, and I thought I’d make one and bring it in a cooler on the plane so we can eat it after Christmas dinner. Then I figured they won’t let me through security with a cooler… will they?”


  She wasn’t exactly a frequent flier. I leaned back into my pillows and rubbed my eyes, almost tasting her grasshopper pie—a luscious mix of mint and chocolate and whipped cream.


  “I wish they would, Mom. But I doubt it.”


  “So I guess I’ll make some praline cookies and smuggle them on board in my purse.”


  I chuckled. “Desserts exist in New York, you know.”


  “Don’t get sassy. Now let me say hello to your boyfriend.”


  I stiffened as I looked at Alex, who had just turned on the TV with the remote control and was watching ESPN on mute.


  “What?” I said.


  “Oh, stop stalling. He’s right there with you, isn’t he? I was young once, too, Savannah… and your existence is proof of that. Now put him on.”


  I felt even more awkward imagining what Mom had done to cause my existence, but I got her point. So I handed Alex the phone and relaxed into my pillows while he chatted politely with her. When he gave the receiver back, I told Mom we’d meet her at the baggage claim inside Kennedy Airport on Tuesday morning.


  “Tina and I will be there with lots of cookies,” she said.


  “I’m sure they’ll be more delicious than anything in Manhattan. See y’all soon.”


  “She’s sweet,” Alex said after I hung up. “I can tell where you get it from.”


  I slid down into the comforter, wrapped my arms around his waist, and rested my head against his bare pecs. “Thanks for talking to her. I don’t know how many guys would be so patient with their girlfriend’s mother.”


  “I didn’t mind. If my mother were here, I’d want you to get to know her, too.”


  He was stroking my hair. A hush fell—the kind that happens when something sad unexpectedly pops to the surface. I straightened up and put on a cheerful face.


  “You’re free all day, right?” I asked.


  He nodded. “I’ll head to work at the same time you leave for your party.”


  He meant the Stone party in Larchmont. Caroline had given me an elegant invitation that had Virginia’s monogram and was printed with gold letters on heavy green paper.


  I snatched my pink robe off my bedpost and put it on before I dashed to the window, where I looked at the Upper West Side beneath a foot of snow that had fallen while we’d slept. Flurries swirled in the blustery air, all the trees in Central Park were frosted white, and people eleven floors below were tottering around on the sidewalk that hadn’t yet been shoveled. My view had magically transformed into a living Christmas card.


  “Let’s stay in,” I said, spinning around. “Let’s order Miracle on 34th Street—the original version, of course—and drink hot cocoa and string popcorn and lounge on the couch in our robes all day. Won’t that be fabulous?”


  I stopped, feeling like I’d taken an embarrassing tumble on my self-imposed Path to Sophistication. Then I sat on the windowsill and felt icy glass against my back. “That was a dumb idea, right? You probably want to do something else.”


  He gave me the warmest smile. “There’s nothing I’d want to do more.”


  I smiled, too. Alex reached to the carpet for a pair of shorts, slipped them on, and joined me on the windowsill. “It looks nice out there,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.


  I dangled my bare feet over a vent in the floor, feeling the heat on my toes. “I love a white Christmas,” I said.


  “As much as being a Secret Santa?” he asked.


  I felt my forehead wrinkling. “What do you mean?”


  “Allison told me about the ten grand,” he said. “But don’t be mad at her… she only brought it up because she knows my brother’s a stockbroker, and she wanted me to put her in touch with him for some investment advice. Then she had to explain why I shouldn’t mention it to Tony. So you’re not mad, right?”


  “Not in the least. Just make sure you don’t tell him.”


  “I promise I won’t,” Alex said as he put his arm around me and kissed my cheek. “You did a great thing for Tony and his family… without expecting any credit for it.”


  I thought about my weekly ten-thousand-dollar checks. They were going to increase to fifty thousand in July, and it made me feel like what I’d given Tony was nothing at all.


  I shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”


  Alex laughed. “Savannah,” he said, “sometimes I think I couldn’t love you more. But when you say things like that… I do.”


  ***


  The snow had been shoveled and it was dark outside when Alex and I walked past my doorman. Alex wore his leather jacket with his bartender’s uniform underneath—black pants and a matching shirt with a white tie—and his color scheme matched mine. I’d learned that a black dress fit just about every formal or semi-formal occasion, so that’s what I’d chosen to put on tonight with a brand-new, winter-white coat from Bloomingdale’s on Third Avenue.


  “There’s Tony,” I said, pointing toward the sedan waiting at a red light down the street. “I hate for him to be working tonight, since it’s so close to Christmas… but he wanted to. The trip to Westchester and back is worth a lot of overtime. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have given in… I would’ve just rented a car with GPS and driven up there myself.”


  “I wouldn’t have let you. The roads are too slick tonight for you to drive alone.”


  The light turned green. I moved my eyes from the street to Alex, who was blowing on his hands and rubbing them together to keep them warm. I knew he was only looking out for me, but I still bristled. I’d been driving alone since I was in high school and I could handle slick roads, and I wouldn’t have let you rang in my head.


  “Here he is,” Alex said as the sedan arrived at the curb. He walked toward the car, but I stayed where I was. I glared at Alex, who turned around and gave me a puzzled look when he was halfway to the street. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  What’s wrong? I’m a grown woman and I don’t require your permission for anything and I’ll do whatever I want. That’s what’s wrong.


  He clearly had no idea what I was thinking. He just stared at me as his breath floated from his mouth in puffs of steam. Then I remembered waking up together after ten this morning, making love in the shower at eleven, and whiling away the afternoon, cuddled up on my couch.


  Maybe I was too touchy. Alex and I had been a steady thing for only a few months, and my last relationship had ended so long before that. Maybe all that time alone had made me forget what it was like to be cared about.


  “Nothing,” I answered, reaching up to touch the aquamarine that hung from my neck.


  Alex came toward me and studied my face. “Hey,” he said softly, “if you’re nervous about going to this party, you shouldn’t be. You’re tough enough to handle the Stones. Just remember I’ll be thinking of you the whole time.”


  He gave me an encouraging hug, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I soaked up his scent, which was clean and fresh because he wasn’t wearing the cologne I didn’t like.


  He took my hand and led me toward the car. The street was framed with stacks of snow that hadn’t yet been sullied by dogs lifting their legs, so the white mounds glistened under the streetlights. A path leading to the curb had been dug through one of the stacks, and Alex kept his hand in mine as I walked in high-heeled Christian Louboutins.


  “Make sure you get her back in one piece,” Alex said, leaning into the car and wagging his finger at Tony when I was in the front seat. “I put my faith in you to take care of her.”


  “You know she’s safe with me,” Tony said. “You think I’d let anything happen to this one? It’s all the OT she’s giving me that’ll pay for my new house.”


  I smirked, and Alex did the same when I looked up at him.


  “Are you sure you don’t want us to drop you at work?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “The party’s only four blocks from here. I like walking in the cold.”


  We said good-bye, Alex slammed the door, and Tony pulled away from the curb. I watched in the mirror outside my window as Alex turned and headed up the street, passing the mountains of snow that glimmered along Central Park West.


  ***


  Tony put the sedan into park and turned off his GPS. “Here it is,” he said.


  I pressed a button to lower the fogged-up window, and a blast of cold air struck my face as I looked at a grand Tudor home at the top of a winding drive. The house was set back in trees, and it resembled an old English manor with its steeply pitched roof, arched doorway, and timber beams. The façade was made of stone, lit-up wreaths with red bows were on each window and the front door, and the bare branches on every shrub and tree were covered in dainty white lights.


  “Nice Renaissance detailing,” Tony said.


  I looked at him. “Are you an architecture expert, too?”


  “Nope,” he said. “It’s just another thing I read about.”


  No surprise there. I told Tony I’d call him when I was ready to leave, and then I got out of the car, shut the door behind me, and headed toward the house, passing two fancy lampposts. Up ahead were people in coats who disappeared into the house, and a burly man dressed in a suit and holding a clipboard greeted me at the front door. He looked like a bouncer who’d been gussied up for the occasion.


  “Happy holidays,” he said. “And you are…?”


  “Savannah Morgan,” I told him.


  He scanned the paper stuck to his clipboard, and I hoped Virginia hadn’t conveniently forgotten to add me to the Let-Them-In list. But he checked off my name, ushered me inside, and left me in a foyer where two maids were taking the guests’ coats.


  One of them slipped mine off while I glanced around at the décor—dark wooden walls and heavy furniture and lamps with silk shades. There were oak beams in the ceilings, an elaborate carved-wood staircase that led to the second floor, and a sunken living room to my left. Guests filled the room, talking and drinking while they stood near the fireplace that Caroline had mentioned. I kept my eyes there, listening to burning wood crackle and snap, trying to picture Edward in the same spot. He was always with us for Christmas, Caroline had said.


  I shifted my attention to the holiday decorations, which could have been done by Martha Stewart herself. The mantels and banisters and mirrors were draped with garland made of fresh fir, poinsettias were everywhere, and the house smelled of juniper and cedar and pine. Everything was perfect except the tree in the living room. It was real and full and very tall, but there wasn’t a single decoration on it.


  “There you are.”


  I looked to my right and found Caroline exiting a room where a chandelier hung over a long table. On the table was a row of silver warming trays, and servers dressed in black were scooping out food for a line of guests. Ned was there and Trish was too, and not far away was Heather Schmidt from Stone News, showing off her million-dollar legs in a short skirt and filling her plate from a corner table covered with cold hors d’oeuvres.


  “No problems finding the place?” Caroline asked as she walked toward me in a tailored pants suit. She stopped in front of me just as my eyes shifted to Virginia, who was crossing the foyer with her usual stately strut. Her hair was pinned into a chignon and her dress was made of burgundy wool, and she gave me a smile when our eyes met. It was the kind of smile that said I was lucky she was tolerating my disagreeable presence.


  She stepped down into the living room. I looked at Caroline.


  “No problems at all,” I said. “But I was a little worried that I might not get in… fortunately, your mother remembered to put me on the guest list.”


  “I wrote the guest list. And I’m sorry about that thug at the door… because of our situation, we’re always concerned about security when we have a party at home. So did you have any difficulty heading up the hill?” she asked, leaning toward me and lowering her voice. “Carys Caldwell is hosting a Christmas party tonight, too… a much bigger one than ours… and some of our guests got snarled in her traffic. Mother was furious.”


  “That’s right,” I said, remembering. “You told me she lives down there.”


  “In that Georgian Colonial,” Caroline added disgustedly, like Georgian Colonials offended her to no end. She shook her head, tossing the light-brown hair that skimmed her chin. “Anyway, let’s not dwell on that now. I should get back to mingling, and you need to eat. We’re doing tapas tonight… I caught onto it when I went to Madrid two summers ago. Get some and join us in the kitchen.”


  She turned away and met up with Trish, who was heading toward the kitchen with a plate in her hands. Ned was walking behind her with Heather, and he didn’t notice I was there. Or maybe he was ignoring me. All four of them joined the crowd in the kitchen and I went into the dining room, where I picked up a dish and stood in line.


  “Pinchitos Morunos?” a server said, lifting the lid on a chafing dish.


  I nodded. Someone behind me cleared his throat.


  “Can I take credit for this?” he asked. “You’re more adventurous with food now.”


  The server spooned pork onto the plate I held in my right hand as my left hand curled into a fist. That voice belonged to Jackson Lucas, who had encouraged me to try unfamiliar cuisine during our first date. But months had passed since then and my tastes had broadened and matured, and that had nothing to do with him. And I hadn’t forgotten how he’d deluded me about Alex last summer to keep us apart.


  I didn’t even look at Jack as I moved to the next selection. I could smell him—his spicy cologne and his cinnamon Altoids and the Scotch he’d probably drunk tonight. I just kept my eyes on the server offering chipirones crujientes.


  I heard him sigh. “Savannah,” he said gently, “are you going to hate me forever?”


  I felt a sharp pinch. My fist was so tight that my nails had sliced my skin. “I don’t hate you,” I said, shaking out my fingers as I kept my eyes on my plate being filled with fried squid and roasted peppers. “Hating you would involve thinking about you. And I never do that. I’m completely indifferent to your existence.”


  I stepped over to the next station. Jack chuckled.


  “If you’re so indifferent,” he said, “then why can’t you look at me?”


  I jerked my head in his direction. “I can. There goes your theory.”


  He smiled. I studied his dimples, his dark-blond hair, and his jade irises with their amber flecks. He wore a suit with all the signs of being absurdly expensive and imported from Italy—the finely woven fabric, the hand-stitching, the perfect fit on his tall frame. He was as handsome as ever, but that had no effect on me because I knew he wasn’t attractive underneath.


  “You look lovely,” he said, like he hadn’t heard my snippy tone, like he’d never done anything to wrong me. “That necklace is very flattering on you.”


  “Do you think so? It’s a Christmas gift from my boyfriend.”


  He seemed to be holding back a flinch.


  “You remember my boyfriend… don’t you, Jack?” I went on, savoring this opportunity to slam him. He should’ve had the sense to stay far, far away. “His name is Alex Adair.”


  “Yes,” Jack said as we reached the last silver tray. “I remember. I’d actually like to talk to you about… what happened.”


  I politely declined the duck quesadillas before turning to Jack. “You’d like to talk to me? Well, that’s too bad… because I’m not interested in anything you have to say.”


  I whirled around to leave the room. He followed me and blocked the doorway.


  “Savannah,” he said steadily, “all I’m asking for is a chance to—”


  “You don’t deserve a chance. I don’t give them to men who deceive and cheat and deliberately hurt other people.”


  He nodded as he tightened his Cartier watch. “I thought you said you didn’t hate me.”


  I glanced up at the rafters more disgustedly than Caroline had when she mentioned the Georgian Colonial. Then I shifted my gaze to Jack’s perfect nose and his bronzed skin. “As I told you before,” I said, “I don’t hate you at all. The truth is… I feel sorry for you.”


  I kept my eyes on his face as he soaked that in. Then I twirled around, stepped out into the foyer, and left him standing alone in the arched doorway.


  


  Eight


  I went into the kitchen, which had recessed lighting and lots of windows that overlooked acres of grass and trees. There were countertops made of onyx marble, a copper sink, and a double oven. The room had more than enough space to comfortably fit all the guests scattered around—some were eating at a big table, others had put their plates on the island in the center of the kitchen, and the rest were leaning against the walls, drinking from snifters and tumblers.


  I scanned the crowd. Virginia was entertaining a group of guests, Caroline seemed cornered in conversation a few feet away, and Ned wasn’t around.


  I spotted Trish sitting at the table. She caught my eye and waved at me.


  “There’s an empty chair here,” she called across the room, patting the seat beside her.


  I slid into that chair a moment later, and Trish smiled as she pulled an elastic band out of her brown curls. “Isn’t this a lavish kitchen for someone who doesn’t cook?” she asked, giving me a wink and nodding toward Virginia. “She has a full-time chef who travels with her between here, East Hampton, and Manhattan. I don’t think she’s ever boiled her own water for tea.”


  I laughed. “I can’t criticize. She was nice enough to let me come to the party.”


  Trish took a bite of chorizo. “Caroline really wanted you to see the house. I’m sure she told you how much she and her family enjoyed Christmas here when Edward was alive… and I even spent the holidays with them once while Caroline and I were at Harvard. Virginia thought Caroline and I were only friends, of course… but Edward knew better.”


  I leaned toward her, eager as always for every Edward tidbit. “Did Caroline tell him?”


  “He figured it out. And then she told him. He was fine with it.” Trish sipped her martini. “I liked your father, Savannah. He was good to me. I don’t come from this kind of money,” she went on, glancing around the room, “and he didn’t want me to drown in debt after I graduated from college. So he helped with my tuition… and he used his connections to get me a job at the art gallery. Those jobs are hard to find,” she said, and I nodded, remembering Celeste Natali had told me the same thing. “He did a lot for people… without them knowing, if he could avoid it.”


  “I guess he liked being a Secret Santa,” I said, thinking I’d inherited that gene. “He was one for me every year when I was a kid.”


  Trish rubbed the stem of her martini glass. “Caroline mentioned it.”


  I paused, recalling Caroline’s face when I told her where my brooch had come from. “I didn’t mean for that to upset her,” I said.


  “I know you didn’t. And I think she’s doing her best not to let things upset her anymore.”


  That was probably true. It was probably part of the reason I was here.


  A few minutes later, I stood up from the table so I could use the bathroom, which Trish told me was behind a door at the opposite end of the kitchen. “It’s beside the back stairs,” she said. “If it’s occupied, just use the one on the second floor at the end of the hall.”


  When I reached the downstairs bathroom, I found that it was locked and someone was running the faucet inside. I stood there for a moment, looking around at the small alcove and a staircase that was less elaborate than the one in the foyer.


  I started up the steps, which led to a long, dark hallway and seven closed doors. I was walking down the hall when a door up ahead flung open and light flowed out. Heather Schmidt exited, but she wasn’t alone. Her legs were wrapped around Ned’s waist, and he was carrying her as they kissed.


  “That was nice,” she murmured in a kittenish voice.


  TMI, as Ned would say. But at least they were dressed. And Ned wasn’t married anymore. Still, I’d witnessed one of his sexcapades last summer and I didn’t need to see another.


  I spun around and crept toward the staircase, which creaked as my shoe touched it. Then there were Heather’s feet hitting the hardwood and Ned’s deep voice ringing through the silence of the empty second floor.


  “Holy shit,” he said. “Do you have some kind of radar?”


  I sighed as I slowly turned toward him. “Trust me, Ned… if I did, I’d be elsewhere.”


  Heather wasn’t wearing shoes. She leaned into the room they’d just left to snatch up a pair of pumps that she slipped on before smoothing her skirt and her hair. She kissed Ned’s cheek, walked away from him, scooted past me, and clomped down the staircase in her heels. I heard the door at the bottom open and shut.


  I leaned against the banister and looked at Ned standing in a pool of light.


  “Going for cougars now instead of co-eds?” I couldn’t help asking.


  His blazer was off and his tie was loose. He tightened the tie and raked his fingers through his wavy hair. “Cougar is a rather offensive term, isn’t it?”


  I shrugged. “She’s forty-eight, you know. That’s fifteen years older than you.”


  “I can do basic math,” he said.


  “Then don’t you think—”


  “Savannah,” Ned interrupted as he sauntered toward me, “you’re displaying the ignorance of the young… so let me clear things up for you. Putting aside the fact that she’s somewhat cloying and her mascara tends to clump, Heather happens to be a mature, sophisticated, and extremely attractive lady. And I’m a progressive man. I don’t believe in age discrimination. Frankly, I’m surprised you do. Do you honestly believe a woman is washed up once she’s out of her twenties?”


  He had me there. Maybe he was more enlightened than I’d thought. “Well… no, but—”


  “But you were being ignorant,” he said, looking down at me. “Weren’t you?”


  I thought about that as I tried to ignore his obnoxiously superior tone. “Okay. Fine. You’re right. But I still think there’s too much of an age difference for things to work out.”


  He gave me an incredulous scoff. “There’s nothing to work out. Heather and I have no future. She’s divorced, I’m divorced, and this is just… filler. It’s meaningless.”


  His voice faded on the last word. Then it was quiet except for the muffled party noises downstairs—a Frank Sinatra CD playing, a champagne cork popping, someone making a toast.


  Ned changed the subject. “Have you spoken with Jack tonight?”


  “Jack had the gall to try to speak with me,” I said. “But I cut him right off.”


  “You seem happy with yourself because of that.”


  I shrugged. “He doesn’t deserve my time… after what he did.”


  Ned looked at his cufflinks and twisted them so the emblem carved into the gold was straight. “He told me what he did… and I know he wants to apologize. Can’t you let him?”


  Was that what Jack had wanted? For a second I felt guilty for being so gruff when we were in the dining room. But only for a second. “No,” I said. “I can’t.”


  Ned looked at me again. “That’s very immature of you.”


  I stomped my foot. “In the past three minutes you’ve called me immature and ignorant. The insults can stop now, Scrooge.”


  “Those weren’t insults. They were merely observations… and accurate ones. You are being childish about Jack. You should give him the opportunity to redeem himself.”


  “You would say that. He’s your best friend, so of course you’re on his side.”


  Ned gave me a look like I’d said something straight out of the schoolyard. “I’m not on anybody’s side. If I was as unforgiving as you are… we wouldn’t be talking right now.”


  I wasn’t exactly sure whom he’d forgiven—me for instigating Kitty’s divorce filing or Edward for making me an heiress. “Well—” I said, but Ned cut me off.


  “Just think about what I told you. Now do you care to explain why you’re snooping around my mother’s house?”


  I rolled my eyes. The other night at the pier—when Ned had vaguely expressed appreciation that I’d tried to spare him from running into Kitty and Charlie Beckford—I thought we’d made progress. But maybe I’d been wrong.


  “I’m not snooping. I just came up here to use the bathroom. And Caroline was planning to give me a tour of the house… so I’m not as out of line as you seem to think,” I said, and started walking straight ahead. I’d almost reached the last door when Ned spoke up again.


  “Savannah,” he said.


  I turned around and saw him standing against the banister.


  “Come back here,” he ordered, crooking his finger.


  My gaze darted between him and the staircase. “Why?” I asked. “So you can make sure I accidentally trip down the steps?”


  “Good God. You English majors have the wildest imaginations. I won’t touch you,” he said, holding up his hands. “I just want to show you something.”


  I folded my arms across my chest and walked down the hall. I met Ned by the stairs, where he turned toward the nearest door and twisted its knob. The room behind the door was dark, but I could see the silhouette of a wide desk in front of a window.


  He walked in and turned on a lamp. I saw that the desk was made of dark wood, which matched the walls and the rafters, and it was covered with neat piles of papers and folders. I also saw books on shelves and lots of awards printed with EDWARD STONE.


  “This was Dad’s office,” Ned told me as he stood in the middle of it on a Persian rug.


  The air held a bit of cologne and a hint of cigar. It seemed like the room had been locked up and preserved, a time capsule kept just the way Edward had left it—the computer keyboard slanted, the chair pushed back, a coffee cup sitting on a coaster.


  I stayed in the doorway. “Caroline told me that Virginia got this house in the divorce… but she and Edward still shared it,” I said, unsure whether I should be more stunned that I was actually in my father’s personal space or that Ned was allowing me to be there. “But I’m surprised she didn’t pack up his things after he died and… after she heard about—”


  “About you?” Ned asked, leaning back against the desk. “And about your mother and Senator Caldwell? Well… the fact that she didn’t toss out Dad’s belongings—despite how she’s been humiliated by his indiscretions—shows how she once felt about him. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  I had to. The evidence was glaring. I nodded as I teetered on the line separating the hall from the office and Ned stared at me.


  “So,” he said, “are you going to come in at some point?”


  I went inside and followed him as he walked to a wall, where he pointed out Edward’s Yale diploma and his media awards and a framed magazine cover dated a few years ago. There were photos of famous people on it, including Edward with my blond hair and Ned’s cleft chin. Time 100, I read. Then I heard the door at the bottom of the staircase open and Caroline’s and Virginia’s voices.


  “Damn,” Ned muttered. “My mother will disown me if she sees you in this room. Can you stay quiet in here until I get her to leave? I’ll come back when she’s gone.”


  Some people might have been offended by that. They might have balked at the idea of being forbidden in a sacred place that held a trace of a father they’d never known. They might have refused to hide. But I didn’t, because Ned had taken a risk by bringing me in and I couldn’t let him catch any grief for it.


  I nodded. Ned dashed across the office, clicked off the lamp, and closed the door behind him just as Caroline’s and Virginia’s feet hit the landing. Someone must have flipped a switch, because light from the hall seeped beneath the office door.


  “What are you doing up here, Ned?” Virginia asked. “Where’s your jacket?”


  “I felt warm so I took it off,” he said. “And I came up to use the bathroom.”


  “Well,” Virginia began as I walked behind the desk and looked through the window at the winter sky. Clouds drifted away from the first-quarter moon that dimly lit the office. “I’ve barely seen you all evening… and your great-aunt said—”


  “Which great-aunt?” Ned asked. “There are three here.”


  “Aunt Baby Barlow,” Virginia said, and I smothered a laugh. I’d come across some odd rich-people names since I’d moved to Manhattan, but Baby Barlow beat them all. “She saw you leaving the kitchen with Heather Schmidt.”


  I sat down in a big leather chair, waiting for Ned to explain his way out of that one.


  “Aunt Baby,” he said, “is ninety-two and myopic. I came up here alone.”


  “You keep disappearing,” Caroline told him as I spotted a pad on the desk. It was covered with notes, and the script was so messy that I couldn’t read it. But I studied the writing because it had to have been Edward’s. “It seems like you’re hiding. You’ve made yourself scarce tonight, and you vanished from Bridgewaters after that speech—”


  “Can we not talk about the speech?” Ned asked.


  “We need to talk about it,” Virginia said while I moved my fingertip along Edward’s writing—big, angular letters slanted to the left. “It was a disgrace. You drank too much and you weren’t prepared, and you embarrassed yourself and Stone News in front of all your employees.”


  “Dad never would’ve done that,” Caroline added.


  I looked up at the door and heard it creak, like Ned had leaned against it.


  “Well,” he said after a long moment, “I think it’s become obvious that I’m not Dad.”


  It was quiet. I glanced around the room at the plaques and the certificates and Time 100, and the chair I was sitting in suddenly felt enormous. It felt impossible to fill.


  “I’m sorry,” Caroline said. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that—”


  “It’s just that we’re concerned about you,” Virginia cut in. “You’re making poor decisions, Ned. And you should know I am not pleased about that magazine cover. ‘The Ultimate Guide to Pleasing a Woman’ was printed right beside your photo. It’s gauche.”


  “Biz is a very successful publication, Mother,” Caroline said.


  “So is Hustler,” Virginia shot back. “That doesn’t mean I want my son’s name on it.”


  “There is no parallel between those magazines,” Ned told her in a tired voice.


  “I disagree,” Virginia said. “They are equally beneath you and your family and the corporation your father trusted you to run. And considering that Stone News is not doing as well as it was when Edward was alive, I don’t think you should be wasting time at Scores.”


  Ouch. Dang. Dear Sweet Lord in Heaven. No grown man needed his mother to know he was frequenting a strip club so he could get lap dances and stick cash into thongs.


  “Jesus Christ,” he said, and the words sounded like they were coming through gritted teeth. “Did you hire someone to spy on me?”


  “I didn’t need to,” Virginia said. “There was a rumor, and you just confirmed it. Really, Ned… do you think that is a productive way to spend your free time?”


  “What free time?” Ned shouted. “I have no free time. I live in that goddamn office. I’m doing the best I can, Mother… I’m sorry if it isn’t good enough for you and Caroline.”


  Everybody shut up. I heard music through a vent—Dean Martin singing “Silver Bells.”


  “It is good enough,” Caroline finally said. “We know you’re trying.”


  “Of course we do,” Virginia added. “You just have to try a little harder… and remember who you are. You’re made of Stone and Barlow blood… and nobody from those families ever backs down when the road gets rough. And we certainly don’t let a divorce tear us apart.”


  “Mother,” Caroline said, “why are you bringing that up?”


  “Because,” Virginia replied, “it’s the root of this problem… which is a problem I understand, Ned… although I don’t think you can deny that my situation has been far more painful than yours. But I don’t fall to pieces, do I? That’s how I was raised… and it’s how I raised you. We always maintain our dignity, and we do not show weakness. You haven’t forgotten that… have you, dear?”


  Silence again. Dean Martin on the second “Silver Bells” verse. Then there was Ned’s taut voice saying, “No, Mother. I haven’t forgotten.”


  “Good,” she said in a honeyed tone. “Now why don’t you find your jacket and join us downstairs? I want all my guests to see my dashing son.”


  I heard two sets of high heels on the steps and saw a shadow beneath the door that must have been Ned’s feet. I waited for him to come in, holding my breath as I tried to think of the best words to say, like, Don’t listen to your mother. Everybody screws up once in a while. We all have feelings and it’s okay to show them. It doesn’t mean we’re weak.


  But those things seemed too much, and Ned didn’t give me a chance to say them. I saw the shadow move and heard his footsteps fading away down the hall, and then there was a door opening and closing and water running.


  He was in the bathroom, so I had some time to be with everything that belonged to Edward—the cushy leather chair, the grandfather clock ticking in a corner, and his coffee mug that I picked up by the handle. It looked like a grammar-school art project with DADDY painted in the middle and CAROLINE STONE, GRADE 3 carved underneath the cup.


  I put it back, thinking it had probably been one of those Father’s Day gifts I’d never made and Caroline was lucky she could. She was even luckier that Edward had kept it long after she was out of third grade.


  I looked at the notepad again and thumbed through it, studying Edward’s scribbles. It made me remember something I’d once read about handwriting analysis—graphology, it was called—and I tried to recall the meaning of a leftward slant. I couldn’t, though, and graphology was probably nonsense, but Edward’s writing still felt personal. It felt like part of him, and I wanted some of it. There was so much here, and nobody would miss it, would they? I convinced myself of that as I tore two random pages from the pad and hid them in my purse.


  Then I thought that since I was a thief, I might as well be a spy, too. So I slid open the desk’s middle drawer, where I found business cards and pens and two old copies of Forbes. The next drawer held nothing more intriguing, but it got stuck when I tried to close it. Something was jammed, so I slipped the entire drawer out and found an envelope underneath.


  I put the drawer into place before I opened the envelope, which held a paper folded in half. I opened it and saw a printout of me in my cheerleading uniform from Charleston High.


  I gaped at me as a teenager, holding pom-poms and sitting on bleachers. My teammates had also sat for those portraits during our senior year, and they’d been posted on the school’s athletics page, and Edward must have looked me up and found mine. And printed it. And kept it in his desk for all these years.


  I heard footsteps coming my way. I folded the picture and shoved it in the back of a drawer before the doorknob turned. Then Ned walked in and flipped on a light.


  He’d put on his jacket. His hairline was damp, and his cheeks were flushed like he’d just doused his face with cold water to wash off Virginia.


  “Have you had enough nostalgia?” he asked.


  I nodded, pushed the chair away from the desk, and stood up. I walked toward Ned, who was leaning against the doorframe and seemed to be waiting for me to leave so he could lock up the museum. Then my mind shifted back to the things Virginia had said. Ned probably wanted to pretend I hadn’t heard any of it… but I just couldn’t.


  I stopped at the edge of the Persian rug. “You know what?” I said, hoping humor would be a good start. “Baby is the silliest name I’ve ever heard.”


  Ned stared at me, unblinking. “It’s a nickname. She was the youngest in her family, which is why everyone called her that… and it stuck. So don’t criticize until you know the facts.”


  My shoulders slackened as I looked down at the elaborate pattern of palm leaves woven into the carpet. I wanted to snap right back at Ned, but I forced myself to cut him a break. I’d be cantankerous, too, if I’d been raised the Virginia Stone way.


  “You know what else?” I said evenly. “I don’t need your constant correction.”


  “It’s called having an older brother. Deal with it.”


  That wasn’t what I was expecting. My eyes leaped from the carpet to his face, which was straight and serious until my gaze stayed on him for too long. He seemed edgy, and he nodded toward the door.


  “Go on,” he said.


  I started to walk past him, but I stopped and turned in his direction. “Thank you for showing me Edward’s office,” I said.


  He shrugged. “It’s nothing.”


  “No, it isn’t. It’s something. And I just want to say…” I thought for a moment, struggling for words. “Your magazine cover is very impressive.”


  That seemed to surprise him. “Others disagree,” he said after a long pause.


  “Others are wrong.”


  Ned looked at the carpet while he aimlessly swept his shoe back and forth across the palm leaves. “To be honest,” he said, “I’m proud of being on that cover. But… lately I’ve realized those sorts of things don’t matter when you have nobody to share them with.”


  I stared at him, remembering when Alex said something just like that. I also thought about how sad it was that Ned was trying to fill the gap Kitty had left with booze and Scores and Heather Schmidt.


  “Ned, I—”


  “You have to get back to the party, and I do, too. So like I said before… go on.”


  His olive-green eyes met mine as he nonchalantly tossed his hair. Then I turned around and headed toward the stairs, listening to him close up Edward’s office while that grandfather clock chimed behind the door.


  


  Nine


  The party was winding down. Ned stood in a courtly pose at the entrance, bidding good night to everyone with a smile just like the one Virginia wore as she stood beside him. She seemed quite pleased that Ned was doing a better job of remembering how he was raised.


  Aunt Baby relaxed on a chaise longue while she waited for her driver to arrive and take her home to Long Island. Trish left to head back to Manhattan and Jack followed behind, jangling his Ferrari keychain in his hand.


  He walked past me in the foyer and our eyes met as a maid slipped my coat onto my shoulders, but I looked away to stare at a poinsettia. Then I unzipped my purse and riffled through it, focusing on my wallet and my lipstick and that crystal snowflake from the Stone News Christmas party until I was sure Jack was gone.


  “You’re not leaving already, are you?” Caroline asked, suddenly beside me.


  I’d just taken out my phone to call Tony, and I motioned toward people yanking gloves onto their hands and looping scarves around their necks. “Isn’t the party over?”


  “For them it is… but not for you. I still have to give you a house tour.”


  I’d seen enough. I couldn’t handle any more. “That’s okay,” I said, leaning toward Caroline and lowering my voice. “Ned already did.”


  Her eyebrows rose. “You’re kidding. When did this happen?”


  “Earlier tonight. He showed me an interesting part of the second floor.”


  She glanced at Ned, who had just opened the door for a departing guest and let in a frigid gust of air. “So that’s why he was upstairs. I thought he was screwing Heather Schmidt.”


  I fiddled with the buttons on my coat. “No,” I lied. “He wasn’t.”


  “That’s good… and I’m glad I was wrong. Just because he’s single now doesn’t mean he has to mount every sex-crazed divorcée and low-IQ socialite in New York.”


  “Is that what he’s been doing?” I asked.


  “That’s not even half of what he’s been doing. I wish he’d find somebody decent… a quality woman like Kitty. He needs another stable relationship… he was in better shape when they were together. But I’m still not confident he’s ready to be monogamous,” she said. “Anyway… even though you’ve seen the house, I want you to stay and help decorate our tree. We always do it after the pre-Christmas party. It’s another family tradition.”


  That explained the bare spruce I’d noticed earlier. “Caroline,” I said, “it’s thoughtful of you to ask, but I don’t think I belong at—”


  “I’ve already explained why you belong. It won’t be easy to repeat.”


  I supposed it wouldn’t. So I stayed, and a few minutes later I sat with Caroline on a couch in the living room, across from a roaring fire. The last of the guests had left, and a man who was a butler or something walked into the room. He carried a stack of cardboard boxes as Ned and Virginia followed behind.


  Virginia stopped short after she rounded the couch and saw me on her expensive cushions. Then she sighed and walked toward the tree in the corner with her head up and her back straight. She seemed stoic and resigned, like she was about to get a molar drilled.


  “Over here, please,” she told the butler, gesturing toward the floor. “And be careful.”


  He put down the boxes and left, and Virginia sat on an upholstered loveseat and opened one of the boxes as Caroline whispered in my ear.


  “Savannah, I’m sorry she’s—”


  “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said, watching Ned take a seat beside Virginia. “I’m sure she’s only allowing me to be here for your sake… and we should give her a few points for that.”


  It took a moment for Caroline to nod. After that, she stood up and went to sit beside Virginia, who had just taken an ornament out of a box. It was wrapped in tissue paper that she unfurled, and she smiled at what was inside—a tiny porcelain angel.


  “That belonged to your grandmother’s mother… didn’t it?” Caroline asked.


  “My grandmother’s grandmother,” Virginia corrected her, handing the angel to Caroline before she plucked out something else to unwrap. “Oh,” she said as she gazed at a heart made of glass, “here’s what your father bought for me a few months after we were married.”


  “That’s when you went to Ireland for the holidays,” Ned added.


  Virginia started talking about that trip, and Caroline brought up a Christmas morning when Edward had unsuccessfully attempted to chop firewood out back, and they all laughed and seemed to have forgotten the not-so-nice things about Edward… including me.


  I didn’t mind. I sat there and smiled, watching them like they were a happy-family holiday special on TV and wondering if this was how things had been on Christmas mornings when Edward was around. And even if the other 364 days each year weren’t all that great, imagining those few hours with him gave me envy pangs.


  “Happy holidays, everyone,” said a few startling voices.


  I turned to find the catering staff in the foyer. Virginia looked at them, and then at me, and the spell was smashed. Her smile faded as she said good night and one of the servers opened the front door. They all left, leaving an icy chill behind.


  Caroline was still holding that angel. She returned it to the box, leaned back into the fleur-de-lis pattern on the loveseat, and shook her head.


  “This is fucking horseshit,” she said.


  “Your language,” Virginia said wearily, rubbing the space between her eyes.


  “I don’t know how else to put it,” Caroline went on. “Dad wasn’t a saint… but he didn’t deserve what happened to him. We didn’t deserve to have him taken away from us. And he’s constantly being smeared for something he might not have done… and he could have been murdered… and if he was, the person who did it hasn’t paid. That’s horseshit.”


  “You’re right,” I said, feeling as angry as Caroline sounded. “It is.”


  ***


  I slid into the sedan parked in front of the house and slammed the door.


  “What’s the matter?” Tony asked. “Did something go wrong at the party?”


  I wanted to explain. I wanted to tell him what I was plotting. But I couldn’t tolerate one more person warning me to leave this thing alone. So I just said, “Nothing happened. The party was fine. And I hate to keep you away from home any longer, but do you mind if I make a stop at that house at the bottom of the hill?”


  “You mean the Georgian Colonial?” he asked, touching a button to defog the windshield. “I don’t mind at all… but what for?”


  I tried to fabricate a story. I knew it would be easier if I lied to him. But I couldn’t.


  “Because Senator Caldwell lives there,” I said quickly. “Former senator Caldwell, that is. She’s the woman Edward was having an affair with shortly before he died.”


  Tony stared at me. “I know who she is. But I don’t know why you’d even think about going to her house.”


  The heat was blasting; I flipped a switch to turn it down. “I just want to ask if she had anything to do with Edward’s so-called accident.”


  Tony sighed and dropped his hands from the steering wheel to his lap. “Savannah,” he said, “if she did have something to do with it… do you seriously think she’d tell you?”


  He was sensible and reasonable and so annoyingly right. “No,” I admitted, glancing through the windshield at hedges covered in Christmas lights. “But if I ask, and I’m looking right at her, I think I’ll know if she’s telling the truth… no matter what her answer is. I’ll just… feel it.”


  He settled back into his seat. “I understand why you want to do this… but as your friend, I have to advise against it. You won’t know whether she’s telling the truth. The woman is in politics.”


  I laughed even though I wasn’t in that sort of mood. “You might be right… but at least I can try. I might not get a chance like this again… and please don’t tell me it’s dangerous to prod people in high places. I’ve heard it all before.”


  “From Alex?” he asked. “Because if this isn’t something he’d agree with, I’m not—”


  “Alex is my boyfriend, Tony. He isn’t my boss.”


  Tony leaned his forehead against his fingertips. “Don’t do this to me, Savannah. I put my faith in you to take care of her—remember? That’s what he said. If I go along with this and something happens to you—”


  I shook my head. “Nothing will happen to me. You’ll be outside the whole time.”


  “And I suppose you expect me to lie to him? I won’t, you know.”


  “I don’t expect you to lie,” I said. “Alex doesn’t want me to investigate Edward’s death… and I appreciate his concern, but I can’t let it stop me. If you want to tell him, go ahead.”


  Tony rolled his eyes and shook his head at the same time. “Fine,” he said, turning the key in the ignition to start the car. “I won’t say anything. But if he asks, I’ll answer… with the truth.”


  “Sounds fair,” I said as he pulled away from the Tudor house and drove down the winding hill until we reached a palatial home with two floors and lots of windows. The house was white with black shutters, its Christmas decorations rivaled Virginia’s, and there were lots of expensive cars parked on a driveway that I walked past after I left the sedan.


  “Happy holidays,” said a man who was guarding the front door. “And you are…?”


  I stood on a slate path with snow-covered grass on either side, thinking he must have come from the same security company that was guarding Virginia’s house. Her guy was just as husky and had given me the same line.


  “Savannah Morgan,” I said with confidence, like my name was surely on his list.


  He scanned the paper stuck to his clipboard. “I don’t see you here.”


  “That’s impossible. I have to be there.”


  He looked again. “No,” he said. “You’re not.”


  This was obviously going to take my best drama skills. I giggled and twirled my hair and gave him a wink. “Well,” I said, thickening my Southern drawl, “Carys probably forgot me.… Bless her heart. But I was invited, and I’m disgracefully late. So can you be a sweetie and let me in?”


  I reached for the doorknob. He got in the way.


  “Mrs. Caldwell,” he said, “never forgets to put her guests’ name on my list. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull here, sweetie… so do yourself a favor and leave before I call 911.”


  “Why would you do that?” I asked innocently. “I’m just—”


  “Full of crap,” he said. “You don’t even know Mrs. Caldwell… do you?”


  This was hopeless. And I felt like an idiot. So I went back to my normal accent. “She knows me, sir. Can you please tell her that Savannah Morgan is here?”


  He scratched his graying mustache. “How do I know that’s your real name? I need ID,” he said, so I unzipped my purse, pulled out my South Carolina driver’s license, and handed it to him. “This doesn’t look like you,” he said, studying my DMV photo too closely.


  “That’s a bad picture. I had a sore throat… and a sunburn, too. And my hair color is—”


  “You live in New York?”


  “Yes,” I said, “but I haven’t changed my license yet because—”


  He shoved it at me. “This won’t work. Got anything else?”


  I wasn’t sure. I reached into my bag and rummaged inside until it slipped off my wrist and landed on the lawn and every single thing in the purse scattered onto the snow. I crouched down to snatch up my brush and my lipstick and Edward’s papers with no help from Mr. Friendly. He just stared at me as he shoved a piece of Trident into his mouth.


  “I don’t have any other ID to show you,” I told him, straightening up. “But I am who I said. Can’t you just cut a girl a break and tell Mrs. Caldwell that I’m here?”


  He shrugged. “She’s busy hosting a party. What could possibly make me bother her?”


  I had a pretty good idea. I should have gone that route from the beginning—it would have been less tiring. I reached into my purse again, pulled out some cash, and slipped it into his hand. He was expressionless as he stuffed the money into his pocket and went inside.


  I waited in the cold, shivering and staring at the front door until it opened. The guard came out and resumed his post while a slim, pretty, fiftyish woman stood in the doorway. She had caramel-brown hair and wore a stylish green dress, and all she did was look at me.


  I heard music and chatter behind her. “Mrs. Caldwell,” I said, “can we please talk?”


  She glanced over her shoulder at a throng of guests. Then she reached toward a wrought-iron coat rack and grabbed a jacket that she slipped into as she closed the door and came outside.


  “You don’t know where I am,” she whispered to the guard while she yanked up her zipper. He nodded, and she turned to me. “Come this way.”


  She started a brisk walk. I followed her, weaving between cars on the driveway until we reached a garage with four white doors. She took a remote control from her pocket and pointed it toward one of the doors while I looked at the sedan parked in the street. The light was on inside, and Tony was focused on me.


  The garage door rose. I saw a Lexus and a snowblower and paint cans on shelves. She walked in, I followed her, and she pressed the remote again to shut us inside.


  “I’m sorry about this,” she said. “But I have people here.”


  She had people here. She didn’t want them to see her with me. I folded my arms, thinking she was being blunt and rude so I might as well be, too. “Have you informed those people that you were having an affair with my father?” I asked, surprised I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt. “Or did they figure it out after your husband left you?”


  She leaned against the car and started talking like a politician. “Your father was a friend of mine… nothing more. He helped me with my career, and he was a good and loyal man. I told you all of this when we first met at that party last summer.”


  “I remember. But I doubt you were a friend to him. I saw you on TV during the summer, Mrs. Caldwell. I’ve watched your speech online so many times, I can recite it: If Mr. Stone violated his ethical principles by not investigating Amicus Worldwide… it was of his choosing and completely unrelated to me. Is that correct?”


  She nodded. “That’s what I said.”


  “But is it correct?” I asked.


  “Of course it is.”


  My teeth clenched. I knew I’d be able to tell if she was giving me the truth.


  “Maybe the news reports are accurate,” I said. “Maybe Edward didn’t ask Stone News to investigate Lake Kolenya as a favor to you—because your husband was the COO at Amicus and you wanted to get reelected. Or maybe he didn’t know what was going on because you tricked him into believing Amicus wasn’t killing people.”


  She seemed uncomfortable in her jacket. She tugged at the zipper and pulled it down. “Don’t accept everything you hear in the press,” she said, but I ignored her.


  “How did that little arrangement work out?” I asked. “People have gotten sick and died, Mr. Caldwell is out of a job, you’re not a senator anymore, and both of your reputations have been ruined. So has my father’s… but unfortunately, he isn’t here to defend himself. And maybe you had something to do with that.”


  I’d spit out every word in a fast-moving stream so I wouldn’t lose my nerve, and they made her mouth drop. I thought she might fly into a tirade and toss me into the snow for insinuating she was a murderer, but she didn’t. She just turned around, walked to a step that led to an interior door, and plopped onto it.


  “Savannah,” she said in such a familiar way that it practically confirmed her relationship with Edward. I wondered if he’d talked about me with her, if he’d shown her that picture that had been taken on the bleachers at Charleston High. “I cared for your father… and I can assure you that I had nothing to do with his death. Please believe me.”


  The last sentence was said so pleadingly that I did believe her. But I wasn’t going to make her feel better about any of this because I was positive she’d done a lot of things wrong.


  I stayed quiet as she stood up slowly, pressed a button on the wall that opened the garage door, and plastered on a phony smile when she motioned toward the exit.


  “Good night,” she said, but I didn’t move.


  “Is everything okay, Mrs. Caldwell?” the security guard asked from behind me.


  She nodded. “Ms. Morgan was just leaving.”


  I spun around, stormed past the guard, and veered around cars in the driveway as I headed toward the sedan at the curb. My eyes were on the ground and I was close to the car when I heard a deep voice.


  “Hey,” it said. “You almost ran me over.”


  I looked at amused blue eyes that belonged to a young man who seemed to be about my age. He was tall and had a muscular build, and he was dressed in a long gray coat with a suit underneath. His face was handsome—a cross between ruggedly masculine and adorably boyish. The nose was straight, the jaw was solid, and the mouth had two pointed peaks in its upper lip. He had a thick crop of tawny brown hair with a few stray wisps that skimmed his forehead, and his smile was the kind I’d seen on posters inside dentists’ offices—the ones with slogans like KEEP ON FLOSSING AND YOU CAN LOOK THIS GOOD.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, still flustered from everything in the garage.


  His smiled broadened. “That’s all right. You can knock me down any day.”


  I glanced at the ground again, feeling the awkwardness that comes from being near the most physically gifted men. I was flattered that he was flirting, but I couldn’t flirt back. There was an equally beautiful set of blue eyes waiting for me on Staten Island.


  “Excuse me,” I said.


  I walked to the sedan. I opened the door, slid onto the seat beside Tony, and locked myself inside as he turned the key in the ignition. The car started up, WCBS came on, and he pulled away from the curb.


  “So did you find anything out?” he asked doubtfully.


  “What I found out,” I said as we started down the dim and tree-lined street, “is that I need to keep trying to find things out.”


  Tony looked at me for a second as he steered the car. He kept quiet, and I thought that was probably because he didn’t want to encourage or dissuade me. He just nodded and turned up the latest sports news on the radio while I looked at the passenger-side mirror, watching Handsome Stranger walk toward that sprawling white house.


  


  Ten


  Less than an hour later, Tony stopped the car in front of my building. I picked up my purse and twisted toward him in my seat.


  “Tomorrow is Sunday,” I said. “And Monday is Christmas Eve. You better not work for the next two days.”


  He gave me a military-style salute. “Yes, boss.”


  I smiled, opened the door, and stepped onto the sidewalk. “I hope you and Allison have a wonderful holiday. Give Marjorie a kiss for me.”


  He nodded. “Merry Christmas, Savannah. You do me a favor too, okay?”


  I leaned into the car. “What’s that?”


  “Take a break from your detective work… at least for the holidays.”


  I crumpled my mouth, thinking for a moment. “I’ll give it a shot,” I said, but that didn’t last long—only until after I was in my apartment and I’d brushed my teeth and removed my makeup and changed into my fleece pajamas. Then I took Edward’s notes out of my purse, brought them to my office, and spread them out on the desk.


  I read them so many times that I figured out his scrawl. The notes appeared to be snippets of business meetings and telephone calls with terms like upfront buying and audience profile and effective frequency. Media jargon, I figured—and useless to me. But I hadn’t swiped those pages believing they’d hold clues. I only wanted them because they were Edward’s.


  The landline on my desk rang. I picked up the receiver and heard Alex’s smooth voice.


  “Hey,” he said.


  How amazing that one syllable spoken by the right guy could thrust me into a romantic mood. “Are you at home?” I asked, looking at the time on my computer monitor in front of me. It was just after midnight and already Sunday. “How was work?”


  He yawned. “I’m at home… and work was okay. I’m glad I won’t have to be a bartender much longer… but I found out that I do have to work tonight… and Monday, too. I’m really sorry I won’t be able to spend Christmas Eve with you.”


  I grabbed a barrette off my desk and pinned up my hair. “So am I… but I understand. And we’ll have all of Christmas Day together. Well… you and me and Mom and Tina, that is.”


  He chuckled. “I’m looking forward to it. You’re still planning to cook?”


  “Definitely,” I said. “I’d love to take everyone someplace special, but I can’t throw Mom into the New York water that quickly. It’d shock her system. She needs to ease into things… and she’s used to homemade ham for Christmas, so that’s what I’m giving her.”


  “That sounds good, Savannah. I guess I’ll swing by your place early on Tuesday morning, and then we’ll head over to Kennedy to pick them up?”


  I gave him a smile even though he couldn’t see it. He’d agreed to be the airport transportation weeks ago, without any nudging—and it was a little thing that meant a lot.


  “That’ll be perfect, Alex. Now I should let you go… you must want to go to bed.”


  “Yeah,” he said with a yawn. “But first tell me about the party. Did everything work out okay?”


  I felt so bad for having no intention of telling him about Senator Caldwell, and I felt even worse for ogling another man—but I brushed it all off. I had nothing to feel guilty about. I was sparing Alex worry by keeping my investigation a secret, and Handsome Stranger was irrelevant. I’d never see him again.


  “It was fine,” I said, “except for one thing: Jackson Lucas was there.”


  “You’re kidding. Should I assume that prick was smart enough to keep his distance?”


  Alex knew what Jack had done last summer, and I often worried they might run into each other while Alex was working at a party here in Manhattan or on Long Island, and Alex might not be able to control his temper. I was glad they hadn’t crossed paths so far, and I hoped they never would.


  “Amazingly, he was not,” I said. “I think he wanted to apologize… but I wouldn’t listen. Anyway, enough about him… get some sleep and I’ll see you soon.”


  We hung up but I still sat there, looking at Edward’s words until they blurred. I finally turned the papers over, stood up to leave, and noticed something when I leaned over the desk to shut off the lamp. There was writing on the back of one of the pages—Edward’s writing—and it was a phone number with the area code 202. I sat back down and searched for the number online but learned nothing except 202 is the area code for Washington, D.C.


  I sighed, cradling my head in my hands. I was exhausted, and that number probably meant nothing, and maybe Tony was right to suggest I take a break from my detective work for the holidays. So I locked the papers inside a drawer and then fell into bed.


  ***


  The office closed at noon on Christmas Eve. I left my desk and went to a conference room on our floor, where Kitty was throwing a party. All the editors and the assistants and every other Femme employee were drinking eggnog and playing a Christmas movie-quiz game that Kitty led. She stood in front of the room, asking questions and handing out prizes.


  “Who directed It’s a Wonderful Life?” she asked.


  “Frank Capra,” an editor shouted.


  “Give that man a Starbucks gift card,” she said with a laugh, flinging one his way.


  I headed for the empty chairs at the back of the room, and I’d just sat down when the glass door opened and Charlie Beckford came in with a toddler in his arms. He spotted me, walked in my direction, and nodded toward the chair to my left.


  “It’s nice to see you again, Savannah. May we sit here?”


  “It’s nice to see you, too, Charlie. And of course you may,” I said, remembering the story Kitty had told me about what had happened to his wife after their baby was born. “Is this your son?”


  Charlie nodded. “This is Ethan,” he said as he sat down with the boy on his lap.


  I looked at Ethan’s blond hair and his rosy cheeks and his big brown eyes, nearly choking up at the thought of him being motherless. I cleared my throat and forced a smile.


  “Hi there, Ethan,” I said, but he just pressed his face against his father’s shoulder.


  “Sorry,” Charlie said. “He’s bashful.”


  “That’s okay. The best-looking boys are always the shyest.”


  Charlie smiled, took off his coat, and hung it on the back of his chair. “Kitty invited me,” he said, glancing at her as she tossed another prize. “She seems to be having fun.”


  I nodded. “It’s good to see her happy.”


  She seemed even happier a few minutes later, when she joined us and Ethan stopped being bashful. He climbed off Charlie’s lap and onto Kitty’s, and he stayed there while the rest of us gabbed. He eventually dozed off, and Charlie excused himself to get some eggnog at the opposite side of the room.


  “Do you ladies want anything?” Charlie asked as he stood up.


  We shook our heads. Then he was gone, and I reached out to stroke Ethan’s hair. He was still on Kitty’s lap with his eyes shut, and his head was pressed against her blazer.


  “He sure does like you,” I said, feeling soft curls between my fingers.


  “He’s just friendly in general,” she said, and I didn’t correct her even though I knew better. “So how was the party in Larchmont? Caroline mentioned she’d invited you.”


  “It was… interesting,” I said, and nothing more. It would have been insensitive to bring Ned into the conversation, and I wasn’t going to tell Kitty I’d poked around Edward’s office. But I couldn’t resist the chance for some inside information. “Kitty,” I began, “did Edward know people in Washington, D.C.?”


  She adjusted Ethan on her lap. “Edward knew people everywhere. Why do you ask?”


  “Just wondering,” I said as Charlie returned and sat down.


  “I don’t know if you and Alex have New Year’s Eve plans,” Kitty said. “But if you don’t… Charlie and I thought you might like to spend it with us.”


  “I bought a table for ten at Cipriani on East Forty-second,” Charlie said. “Two couples have canceled, though. So if you and your boyfriend want to come… we’d be happy to have you.”


  “How sweet of you to ask,” I said. “But Alex and I have already promised to spend New Year’s Eve with two friends of ours.”


  “Bring them,” Charlie said. “Like I mentioned, I have four spots open… and the tickets are in my pocket.”


  How could I refuse? I’d never been to Cipriani, but I’d heard it was a historic venue with an exclusive clientele—especially on New Year’s Eve. “Okay,” I said, and thanked Charlie when he handed me tickets printed with PLATINUM VIP. “How much do I owe you?”


  “Nothing. It’s my treat.”


  Our receptionist jumped up on a table to make an eggnog toast. Charlie looked that way, and I nudged Kitty.


  “He’s a keeper,” I whispered.


  “I know,” she said.


  ***


  I left Stone News an hour later. I’d just walked through the revolving doors and into the cold air when Celeste Natali nearly tackled me on the sidewalk.


  “Thank God you’re still here,” she said as her brown hair flowed in the wind and her chest heaved. She wasn’t wearing a coat, there was a manila envelope in her hand, and her nose was quickly turning pink. “Do you know where Ned is?”


  I shook my head. “Isn’t he upstairs?”


  “No,” she said. “His secretary is on vacation so I’m filling in for her… he let everyone go early and he left, too, but I stayed to type up a few memos. Then I realized he forgot to sign a last-minute contract that has to be hand delivered by three today. I’ve been calling his cell for the past half hour, but it goes straight to voice mail and he hasn’t returned my messages. I think he said he was going home, but I’m not sure… and I can’t get into his secretary’s electronic Rolodex and the only address I have for him is on East Seventieth… and that’s not right, is it?” She inhaled a ragged breath and shivered in the cold.


  “Relax,” I said soothingly. “I know his new address. I’ll track him down, he’ll sign the contract, and then I’ll arrange to have it delivered. Okay?”


  Her lips were already blue. “You can’t. It’s not your job, and it’s Christmas Eve, and—”


  “I know it’s Christmas Eve,” I said, slipping the envelope out of her hand. “So go inside and get your coat… and then go home.”


  She stared at me for a moment as her teeth chattered. “There are five copies in there,” she said finally. “He has to sign all of them. Are you sure you can—”


  “I’m sure, Celeste. Good-bye and Merry Christmas.”


  It took a moment for her to agree to my plan and thank me. Then she headed back toward Stone News and I hailed a cab that took me to Ned’s building, which was in Turtle Bay and close to Grand Central Station. It was a high-rise with a big lobby and a concierge who picked up a phone after I told her my name and the resident I wanted to see. She dialed a number, and I heard Ned’s muffled voice through the receiver but didn’t know what he’d said until the concierge looked at me again.


  “Mr. Stone asks the reason for your visit,” she said.


  “The future of his company,” I told her.


  I was on the fourteenth floor approximately ninety seconds later. I knocked on Ned’s door, and he opened it but didn’t invite me in. He wasn’t even dressed—he was wearing a bathrobe, and he seemed miffed that I was there.


  “What is going on?” he asked in that demanding way of his.


  I held up the envelope and pulled out the contracts. “You forgot something.”


  Anger sparked in his eyes. “God damn it. Celeste was supposed to—”


  “Don’t blame Celeste. You’re the one who forgot to sign.”


  “Yes,” he said curtly, “but she was supposed to remind me.”


  “So you both messed up,” I said, trying to get a glimpse of the apartment. But he moved to hide the view. “I’m sure you won’t be rough on her about it, though… she claims you’re very patient with new employees.”


  He paused, raising an eyebrow. “How did you get involved in this?” he asked.


  “I ran into Celeste, and she was frantic, and I told her I’d make sure the contracts got signed and sent. Now are you going to put your autograph on these things or what?”


  He snatched them from my fingers. “Wait here,” he said, turning away. He started to close the door, which I blocked with my foot.


  “Seriously, Ned… Do you really think it’s polite to make me stand out here?”


  He rolled his eyes and let me in. I stepped into his front hall, where I could see the kitchen and the living room and a shut door. The paint was pallid gray and so were the kitchen cabinets, and there were windows that overlooked the East River. It was a spacious, trendy place in a desirable location so the rent had to be steep, but it didn’t seem like a home. There wasn’t much furniture—only an L-shaped leather couch and a glass coffee table in the living room—and the walls were bare. The place felt stark, temporary, in need of a warm touch.


  “This is a lovely apartment,” I said anyway.


  Ned shrugged. “Not compared to yours, but it’ll have to do.”


  I closed the door behind me and followed him toward the kitchen as I listened to a shower running in what I assumed was an adjoining apartment. Then I leaned against a granite countertop while he looked around for a pen, and I unzipped my purse to see if I had one. I rummaged through all the junk inside and realized something was missing.


  “What’s wrong?” Ned asked as he plucked a pen from a drawer and started signing.


  My personalized snowflake from Stone News wasn’t in my purse. It had to be on Carys Caldwell’s lawn, where everything inside my bag had spilled. It had been dark out, and the crystal had probably sunk into the snow, and that was why I’d missed it. But that was okay, because Mrs. Caldwell might find it one of these days and be reminded of her mistakes.


  The shower stopped. A female voice shouted, “Honey… who was at the door?”


  So that hadn’t been the neighbor’s water running. It was Ned’s shower, and there was a woman inside, and she was the reason he’d tried to keep me in the hall.


  “Is that a divorcée or a socialite?” I asked.


  He was hunched over the counter, in the midst of writing his name on the last page of one of the contracts. “Neither,” he said peevishly. “You’ve obviously been talking to Caroline… who needs to stop trying to control my life.”


  He went back to signing. The woman’s voice came through the wall again.


  “Ned… is somebody out there with you?”


  He straightened up and shoved the contracts at me. “Thanks for taking care of this.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said as I stuffed everything into the envelope. “By the way… Caroline isn’t trying to control your life. She’s just concerned about what you’ve been… I mean, who you’ve been—”


  “Enough,” he said, holding up his hand.


  “Ned!” the woman screeched. “What are you doing?”


  “I’m talking to a prying relative,” he yelled back. “But she’s leaving now.”


  I stuck the envelope into my purse and sighed. “Caroline thinks you’d be better off without”—I motioned toward the bedroom and scrunched up my face like I’d sniffed a sewer—“this sort of thing. She thinks you should find a quality woman like—” I stopped. I couldn’t utter Kitty’s name. But the glum look in Ned’s eyes made me think he’d heard it anyway. “Well,” I continued, “she just thinks you should try to find somebody… better. I do, too.”


  He hardened his face. “Is that right? And whom would you suggest?”


  He’d said that smugly, like it was a challenge. “I don’t know,” I said, glancing between him and the East River. “But this city is filled with so many possibilities.”


  A coarse laugh sprang from his mouth. He came toward me with a cocky swagger, put his hands on my shoulders, and twisted me toward the exit. “Savannah,” he said as he walked me across the living room, “your optimism is amusing.”


  He practically shoved me out of the apartment. I spun around to face him as he stood in the doorway with his arms folded. “It isn’t amusing,” I said, thoroughly annoyed. “It’s valid. There are plenty of women you could have a real relationship with.”


  “Hmm,” he said in the most condescending way as he rubbed the ridge in his chin. “I’ll need something more concrete than your misguided assertions to convince me of that.”


  “Well, I’m still—”


  “You’re still undamaged enough to believe all that starry-eyed tripe about the glass being half full and every cloud having a silver lining. Enjoy the fantasy while it lasts,” he said, and then he shut the door and turned the bolt.


  


  Eleven


  Mom’s auburn curls flowed down her jacket and Tina’s brown hair was in the cutest updo, and I heard them squealing from the other side of Kennedy Airport when they spotted Alex and me standing by the baggage claim.


  “You’re too skinny,” Mom said, throwing her arms around me while Alex greeted Tina.


  I chuckled into her neck. “I’m the same weight I was when I left Charleston.”


  “You look even more beautiful,” she said, holding me at arm’s length.


  She looked beautiful, too. So did Tina, who let out her husky laugh when she hugged me.


  “It’s so good to see you,” she said.


  “Even better to see you,” I said, trying not to get mushy as I detached myself from her grip and studied her face. The heavy makeup was long gone and the Marlboro Lights were, too. She looked fresh and healthy, and her big green eyes were bright.


  “Ms. Morgan,” Alex said, extending his hand to Mom, “it’s great to finally meet you.”


  She pulled him in for a hug. “Same here, Alex… and my name is Joan.”


  I smiled. Tina poked me. “He’s grown even more precious,” she whispered in my ear.


  I poked her back as Mom let Alex go and spotted her bag on the conveyor belt.


  “There’s mine,” Tina said, pointing to a Louis Vuitton suitcase bursting at the seams.


  Alex grabbed the suitcase as it came around a corner, and then he reached for Mom’s.


  “Let me take one of those,” I offered.


  “I’ve got it,” he said.


  He lugged the bags all the way to his Honda and locked them in the trunk. I settled down beside him in the front while Mom and Tina sat in the back, and we rode through a cold but sunny day as Mom gasped and gawked at the skyline while we headed into Manhattan.


  “You’re just like I was on my first day here,” I said.


  She was also just as spellbound by my apartment as I had been. “This is breathtaking,” she said when we walked into the living room and Alex headed toward the bedrooms to drop off the suitcases. “I’ve seen it in the pictures you sent, of course… but it’s more impressive in person. It has everything—location, view, lovely furniture. What else could you want?”


  Nothing. I couldn’t want one more thing except knowing what had happened to Edward. But I wasn’t going to dwell on that—not now, at least—and I felt very lucky as I sat down to Christmas dinner with my boyfriend and my mother and my best friend and my ham. I had everything I could ask for right there at my kitchen table. So I happily dove into the food along with everyone else, and then we plowed through a feast of desserts that included Mom’s homemade praline cookies.


  “Now,” I said when we finished eating, “it’s time to open your gifts.”


  “Our gifts,” Tina said. “I only wish we hadn’t been banned from buying some for you.”


  I pushed back my chair and stood up. “All I wanted from you and Mom was to be here. But did you notice what Alex gave me?” I asked, gesturing toward my necklace.


  “That’s stunning,” Tina said.


  “What good taste you have, Alex,” Mom told him.


  He glanced shyly at crumbs on his plate. Then we gathered around the Norway spruce, where everyone opened boxes—first Mom, then Tina, and finally Alex.


  “You’re spoiling me, Savannah,” he said as he sat on the floor, surrounded by the clothes I’d picked up at Brooks Brothers. “But thank you.”


  I would have bought him so much more if he’d let me—like a better car and Yankees season tickets for next year. “It’s my pleasure. They’re practical presents… you can wear everything at your new job. And there’s one more thing,” I said. I grabbed the last unopened box and handed it to him, and he gave the gift a puzzled stare when its wrapping was off.


  “Cologne,” he said.


  “It’s Clive Christian,” I told him.


  “Oh,” he said, like he had no idea what that was. I couldn’t explain, because telling him it was one of the finest colognes available would’ve been pure tackiness. And he might have burst a vessel if he knew how much it cost. “It’s just… I hate for you to spend money on something I already have. You know my sister gave me a bottle of Acqua Di Gio, and I’ve barely made a dent in it.”


  You’ve used enough. I can smell it on you right now.


  “That’s all right,” I said, rubbing his back through his shirt. “Maybe you can just wear the Clive Christian when we’re together. You know… to make me feel good.”


  I gave him a wink, but it took him surprisingly long to smile.


  “Yeah… sure,” he said finally. “If that’s what you want.”


  Mom clapped her hands together and stood up from the couch where she sat with Tina.


  “Well,” Mom said, “I’ve heard so much about New York during the holidays… why don’t we get out there and see everything?”


  Not long after that, all four of us were peering at the Christmas displays in the front windows of Macy’s and Bergdorf Goodman and Lord & Taylor. We walked around Rockefeller Center and pushed our way through Times Square, and Mom was awed by everything, but it seemed to tire her out. By then it was dark, and we hopped in a cab that whisked us back to the Upper West Side and let us off in front of my building.


  “I should get over to Staten Island,” Alex said, checking his watch. “My family will never let me hear the end of it if I don’t spend some time with them today.”


  I kissed his cheek. “I wish you didn’t have to go. But I understand why you do.”


  “It was a pleasure celebrating Christmas with you,” Mom said before she gave Alex another hug. “I hope we’ll see you again while Tina and I are here.”


  “You will,” Alex said, and he kept his word. He came to Manhattan on the nights he wasn’t working to join us for dinner at Eleven Madison Park and Marea, and he sat beside me for performances of Wicked and Jersey Boys.


  Those days after Christmas were so crammed with Broadway and shopping and sightseeing that they flew by, and suddenly it was the night before New Year’s Eve and I was lounging in my living room with Mom and Tina. We wore our bathrobes, the lights on my tree were blinking, and I gazed sadly at the suitcases lined up by my front door.


  “We’ll be back,” Tina said.


  “In the summer,” Mom added.


  Mom and I were stretched out on the couch and Tina was on the loveseat. Each of us had a drink in our hands—apple cider with a hefty dose of Southern Comfort—and I nearly choked on the sip that was sliding down my throat. I knew Mom had enjoyed the past few days, but each night she seemed so exhausted by the traffic and the noise that I wasn’t sure she’d want to see New York again anytime soon.


  “Don’t look so shocked,” Mom said. “I like Manhattan—in small doses. So I’ll come up during the summer… and my Christmas visit can become a tradition, if that’s okay with you.”


  “Do you really have to ask?” I said, stroking my new necklace. It didn’t match pajamas, but it was too pretty to take off.


  She grinned while she stirred her drink with a cinnamon stick. “Being here makes me appreciate what you’ve done even more, Savannah. It isn’t easy to come from a quiet life to a place like this… and do so well. I’m very happy to hear you’re editing at Femme now.”


  “How is work lately?” Tina asked. “I mean… how are the step-devils treating you?”


  “Not all that devilish,” I said as I put my glass on the coffee table and sank back into the couch. “Caroline is really making an effort to get along. But Ned is so Jekyll and Hyde… nice one minute, miserable the next. I don’t think he’s doing well personally or professionally. The divorce seems to have made him kind of… unhinged.”


  “Well,” Mom said, “he’s probably in pain. The most important lessons tend to hurt.”


  I nodded, kicking off my slippers. “I’m sure he’s sorry for ruining his marriage… and I think he’s learned from that, but not as much as he should have. He’s involved with too many women… and not one of them is good for him.”


  Mom shrugged. “He doesn’t know better. But you do. So why don’t you help him?”


  “I’ve tried, Mom. I’ve talked to him, but it didn’t work.”


  “Try harder. Remember: Knowing what is right to do and not doing it is sin.”


  “James 4:17,” Tina called out, like we were on a game show. “I remember that verse from Sunday school.”


  “I do, too,” I said.


  Mom smiled again, and then she pulled a stray strand of tinsel off the couch and tossed it toward the tree, where it stuck on a branch. “I’m not surprised Ned is having trouble… between the divorce and the responsibility of running Stone News, he’s probably stressed to the limit. I’m sure it’s hard to handle that company as well as Edward did. Your father was a lot for a son to live up to.”


  That was another thing I knew. I nodded, thinking about Edward’s notes locked in my desk and the investigation I’d put on hold. But I didn’t let myself think any more about it, because the holidays weren’t over yet and I had to enjoy my last few hours with Mom and Tina. It was nearly midnight and they were going to catch a cab to the airport at six tomorrow morning. Alex had offered to drive but I wouldn’t let him because he was working late tonight, and Tony deserved some time off.


  “So,” I said, turning toward Tina, “are you really going to come back next summer… or will I be flying down to Charleston to celebrate your engagement to Bryce Newell?”


  She laughed. “I’m optimistic about a future with him… but I’m not rushing it. I want my college degree before my wedding.”


  “Smart plan,” I said. “Make that boy wait.”


  “Is that what you’re going to do to Alex?” she asked.


  I blinked. “What are you saying? There’s been no talk of marriage.”


  Tina shrugged. “I suspect there might be soon. A guy doesn’t pick up your mother at the airport, lug her suitcase around, spend Christmas with her, and buy something like that,” she said, pointing to my necklace, “if he isn’t serious.”


  “Tina’s right,” Mom said. “He’s twenty-seven and you’re nearly twenty-five… and even though people tend to get married later nowadays, a church could be where he sees things going by the time he’s thirty. What are you going to do if he gets down on one knee six months from now?”


  My eyes stuck on my flustered reflection in a mirror across the room. “I don’t know,” I said finally, looking at Mom and Tina again. “I’ve… never thought about it.”


  Tina lifted her high-arched eyebrows as she and Mom exchanged a glance that made me uneasy. I shifted on the couch and coughed and unclipped the barrette that held my hair in a pile on top of my head. I stuck the barrette in my pocket and started fiddling with my hair.


  “Darlin’,” Mom said, “in my opinion, Alex is a special young man. He’s handsome and considerate and sincere. But the fact that you haven’t mentioned a future with him to me or Tina… that you haven’t even thought about it… makes me wonder about your opinion of him.”


  “That fact,” Tina said, “and the cologne issue.”


  I stopped touching my hair and snapped my head in her direction. “What cologne issue?”


  She crossed her legs. “Girl, please. You don’t like the way he smells.”


  “I do like the way he smells… when he isn’t wearing that stuff his sister gave him.”


  “Right,” Tina said, dangling her slipper from her big toe, “when he isn’t wearing the cologne he wants to wear. Frankly, I thought he handled your pushiness about that issue with a saint’s patience.”


  “True,” Mom said.


  My body tensed. Why were they ganging up on me? And what were they trying to stir up here, anyway? Everything with Alex was fine, and I didn’t want to hear unfounded suspicions that it wasn’t.


  “You’re both creating a problem where there isn’t one,” I said. “Just because I haven’t thought about marrying Alex doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong… and the cologne, by the way, means nothing.”


  “Okay,” Mom said, patting my hand like she was trying to calm me down. “We didn’t mean to upset you. Tina and I think Alex is perfect… but we weren’t sure if you felt the same.”


  “Exactly,” Tina said. “You deserve nothing less than perfect.”


  Mom squeezed my fingers. “We want you to be happy… that’s all.”


  My neck was starting to ache. I bent it backward and forward and left and right before I took a deep breath and relaxed. “I know that’s what you want,” I said. “I do, too. Now let’s forget all of this and go to the kitchen. I bought a bottle of Cristal… and since you won’t be here tomorrow night, we need to do our New Year’s Eve toast now.”


  Mom slapped her thighs. “Good idea,” she said, standing up.


  We went to the kitchen, where I took three glasses out of a cabinet and the champagne from the fridge. I popped the cork, which flew across the room and knocked my spice rack off the wall.


  “That’s what we get for trying to be elegant,” Mom said as she laughed and nodded toward the champagne fizzing over my hands and dripping onto the floor. “When I was your age, I’d buy wine coolers from Publix for New Year’s Eve and think I was classy.”


  “Well,” I said while I filled our glasses, “there’ll only be truly classy New Year’s Eve toasts for us from now on.”


  Tina nodded. “To the best year ever,” she said, and then the three of us clinked our glasses as we stood in a very expensive puddle.


  


  Twelve


  It was after nine on New Year’s Eve when I stuffed some cash into my cabdriver’s hand. Taxis and limos were behind us, and they honked impatiently at the cars in front of them as yellow doors opened and people stepped onto East Forty-second Street.


  The air was freezing and the sidewalk in front of Cipriani was crowded when I left my cab and walked toward an antique building that resembled a European cathedral. It was marble and stone, a majestic arch surrounded the entrance, and the arch was framed with carvings of flowers and nudes. Hovering above the revolving doors was 110 in gold numbers, as well as a window. Behind it was a celestial ceiling painted blue with gold stars.


  I pressed my back against the building and waited for Alex to arrive with Tony and Allison, watching a stream of dressed-up partiers flood through the entrance. Famous faces hurried by, and I squashed my urge to pull out my phone and snap pictures like I was part of the paparazzi. There were enough of those gnats around—including Fabian Spader, dressed in a plaid suit. He stood at the curb beside his photographer, who was blinding celebs with his flash.


  Fabian glanced at me. I gave him my dirtiest look because I’d noticed how hard he and his crony were trying to get up-skirt shots of actresses and models as they slid out of their limos.


  Fabian puckered his lips and sent me an air-kiss. I would’ve sent back my middle finger if I weren’t a lady. I ignored him and looked away, and soon a taxi’s back door opened and Alex came out. Semiformal attire was required for tonight, and he was dressed in a black coat with a matching suit and the aubergine tie that had been one of his Christmas gifts from me. His bruise from the subway station was completely gone, and he’d put on some Clive Christian. I smelled it when he met me at the building while Tony and Allison pushed through the crowd behind him.


  “You’re the definition of gorgeous,” I said as he leaned down to give me a quick smooch.


  Alex opened my coat and glided his blue eyes over my aquamarine necklace and my cocktail dress. The dress was glitzier than what I’d been wearing lately—one shouldered and form-fitting and covered in silver sequins—but it was also tasteful and appropriate for December thirty-first. I felt as glamorous as the divas strutting past, and Alex seemed to think I looked just as good. His eyes were craving as they lingered on me.


  “Very nice,” he said in his deep voice that gave me cravings, too.


  “Savannah,” Allison called as she and Tony swerved between people on her way toward us. They made it through, and she couldn’t have looked more thrilled to be here. “Thank you so much for inviting us,” she said, springing up and down in a pair of bejeweled pumps that were the perfect accent to her dress that was simple and sea-foam green. She pointed to the dress while Alex and Tony talked beside us.


  “I’ve had this thing in the closet for two years,” she said. “I wore it to my cousin’s wedding and didn’t think I’d ever get another chance to put it on.”


  “The color suits you. But I don’t deserve thanks… we owe tonight to Charlie Beckford.”


  She grabbed my hands. “Is that really true? It’s what Tony told me after Alex called and asked if we wanted to join you guys… but I thought Tony might’ve heard wrong.”


  “It’s true,” I said, shifting my eyes to a boisterous group heading toward the entrance. Right in the middle was Jackson Lucas, who turned his head my way. Our eyes locked, but not for long. I quickly looked back at Allison, wondering why I hadn’t considered that Jack might be here tonight. We seemed to travel in the same circles, even though I wished he’d move to distant ones. And I really hoped Alex hadn’t seen him. “Charlie,” I went on, trying to remember where I’d left off, “is dating my boss, and we’re going to be at his table.”


  Allison released my hands and held hers over her mouth. “Oh my God,” she said through her fingers. “That’s just too incredible. I watch him on ABN all the time.”


  “You and the rest of the country… that’s why his network is number one.”


  “Ladies,” Tony said, and Allison and I looked at him. He wore a charcoal-gray suit beneath his coat and was still standing beside Alex, who had his hands jammed into his pockets and steam floating from his mouth. “Are we going to stand here all night? It’s freezing.”


  I reached into my purse and pulled out our tickets, which I handed to everyone. Alex had just taken his when he sneezed twice into his sleeve. “Alex,” I said, “are you getting sick?”


  “No,” he answered, and sneezed three more times.


  I latched my arm around his. We followed Tony and Allison toward the entrance, where our tickets were taken before we passed through the revolving doors. Then we walked directly into the crowded party inside a room that was tall and wide and looked like a palace. There was a draped window at the far end, lots of columns between here and there, and elaborate archways all over the place. The lighting was spectacular—soft and expertly placed and the same shade of purple as Alex’s tie. The tables were round and had showy floral centerpieces, and Alicia Keys sang “Empire State of Mind” through a DJ’s speakers.


  “This used to be the Bowery Savings Bank,” Tony told us as we headed toward our table.


  “Is that right?” I said, and he nodded just as Alex let out four sneezes in a row. I found a tissue in my purse and gave it to him, and he wiped his nose before sneezing again.


  “It must be an allergy,” he said. “It started when I was getting dressed tonight.”


  “When you were getting dressed?” I said while we walked along. “What are you allergic to… your cuff links?”


  He laughed and then sniffed. “I doubt that. Don’t worry about it, Savannah.”


  “But we have to find the culprit. Did you use a new shaving cream?” I asked, and he shook his head. “Or maybe you need to ask your superintendent to clean the vents in your apartment. Dust can cause health problems.”


  “Actually,” he said, “it might be… the cologne you gave me for Christmas.”


  His tone was surprisingly meek. It made me stop walking.


  “You think so?” I asked.


  Guilt lingered on his face until he banished it with a smile and tightened his arm around mine. “No,” he said, “probably not. And even if it is… I’ll get used to it.”


  “What? Alex… I don’t want you to—”


  I didn’t finish. I’d lost his attention to a nearby table where there was a raucous burst of laughter and Jack was pouring Grey Goose.


  “Pretend he isn’t here,” I said, watching Alex’s mouth set into a firm line. “We can’t let him spoil our night, can we? He isn’t worth it.”


  Jack was absorbed in his entourage and his vodka, and he didn’t notice Alex glaring at him. But Alex held his stare until I tugged on his sleeve and repeated what I’d just said.


  “Forget him,” I added. “I have.”


  Alex looked at me for a moment, and then his mouth relaxed into a smile. We moved on and caught up to Tony and Allison, who had found our table. Six of the ten chairs that surrounded it were taken—two of them by Kitty and Charlie.


  “Hi, everybody,” Kitty said, popping up from her seat in a dress made of sepia satin.


  Charlie was beside her, and he looked as smashing as she did. His suit was dark and his tie was crimson, and he was friendly and charming as introductions were made and he shook hands with Alex and Tony and Allison.


  “I can’t thank you enough for sharing your table with us,” Allison said. “I’m sure you hear this constantly, but I watch your show all the time.”


  “So you’re the one,” Charlie said.


  Everybody laughed and I did, too, but I couldn’t let him be so self-deprecating. “We all know Allison isn’t your only viewer, Charlie. You’re crushing the competition.”


  “That’s for sure,” said a brunette seated at a table close by. “Are you going to find another network when your contract is up in June, or are you going to leverage your success at ABN to get another million or two tacked onto your salary?”


  I was dying to ask that eavesdropper who had invited her into this conversation. But Charlie handled it himself. He just smiled and said, “I’m exploring my options.”


  “Well,” Kitty said as the music changed to hip-hop with a Latin beat, “let’s sit down. They’re bringing the hors d’oeuvres around… and I could use another drink.”


  I leaned toward her ear. “Do no-class people make you thirsty?”


  “Yes,” she said, glancing at the brunette. “I’m parched.”


  I laughed as we took our seats. Charlie sat to Kitty’s right and I was on her left, and Alex sat beside me while Tony and Allison settled down next to him. White-gloved waiters came by with a vast selection of appetizers, and everyone at the table snatched them up except Alex.


  “Aren’t you going to eat?” I asked after he returned from his third trip to the bar and refused another round of food. “There won’t be a dinner… it’s just hors d’oeuvres and drinks.”


  He leaned away from me and sneezed. Then he knocked back a Midnight Kick and reached for the SKYY on our table. “I’m okay with just this,” he said, filling his glass.


  I wasn’t okay with it. He was putting away too much alcohol on an empty stomach, and that worried me. But he wasn’t usually a big drinker, and I wanted him to have fun, and New Year’s Eve wasn’t the time to nag. So I didn’t.


  “Have you seen Caroline?” Kitty asked, talking over a song that was louder than the last.


  “No,” I said. “She’s here?”


  Kitty shrugged as she glanced around the room. “A friend of Trish’s from the art gallery invited them… Caroline said they might stop by.”


  I went back to the Emerald Breeze I’d been nursing as Kitty shifted her attention to Charlie. Alex visited the bar once more and returned with a Zombie that he drank too quickly while he talked with me and Tony and Allison. When his glass was almost empty, he leaned forward to swipe the SKYY again.


  “Let’s dance,” I said, seizing his wrist.


  He looked at the mob of people bumping and grinding and raising their hands in the air. “I don’t know,” he said, letting the bottle go. “That kind of dancing is for—”


  “Girls?” I asked with a laugh. “And men who aren’t as tough as you?”


  He smirked and threw what was left of the Zombie down his throat. “You said that… I didn’t. But why would you want to be out there, anyway? It’s packed.”


  “I know. That’s why you’re coming with me,” I said. “There’s barely any room to move, so you can just stand still and let me hang all over you.”


  He liked that idea. I led him to the dance floor and Allison did the same with Tony, and then we were jammed inside the crowd. I draped my arms over Alex’s shoulders and swayed to the music while he held my hips and his suit rubbed against my sequins.


  “See?” I said, standing on my toes to talk into his ear. “This isn’t so bad, is it?”


  He laughed and nuzzled my neck, and we stayed in our spot through five songs—until Alex suggested we rejoin Tony and Allison, who had gone back to our table. I nodded, Alex took my hand, and he walked in front of me to clear a path through the crowd. I recognized faces as we moved—a reality-show star, a Giants football player, and that sleaze Fabian Spader.


  Alex didn’t notice him. Then we were back at our table, where we took our seats and Charlie’s cell vibrated on a cocktail napkin. He read a text message and turned to Kitty.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said, “but I have to leave.”


  “Is something wrong?” Kitty asked.


  He nodded. “I texted Ethan’s nanny to check on him, and she thinks he’s coming down with the flu. She told me not to leave the party… but I’m going to. I prefer to take care of him myself when he’s sick.”


  Kitty watched as he stood up from his chair. “I completely understand, Charlie. And I can leave, too. I’d love to help with Ethan… if that’s okay with you.”


  Two lines creased between his eyes. “Seriously?” he said. “You’d give up your New Year’s Eve to witness a toddler vomiting all night?”


  She laughed. “Not any toddler… but definitely Ethan.”


  That made Charlie smile. He and Kitty said good-bye to everyone, and then there were two empty chairs beside me. But the one that Kitty had been in didn’t stay vacant for long, because Caroline emerged from the crowd and sat in it.


  “Hi, Savannah,” she said, then looked to my right and greeted Alex.


  “Happy New Year,” he replied before letting out five consecutive sneezes.


  I gave him a fresh tissue from my purse and turned to Caroline, whose hair had been curled into tousled waves. “Kitty thought you might be here,” I said. “Is Trish with you?”


  She nodded toward the back of the room. “She’s sloshed and doesn’t have the balance to get over here. She spoke with Kitty and Charlie, though… they passed our table on their way out. And I’m glad you’re still around, because Trish and I are about to leave for another party and I want to ask you something.”


  “Ask away,” I said as I reached for a glass of water.


  “Did you go to Carys Caldwell’s house when you were in Larchmont?”


  I’d just raised the chilled glass to my lips, and I felt Alex’s scalding stare. For a moment I considered denying everything, but I dropped that idea because there was no reason to lie. Just because Alex had told me to let Ned’s new PI do his job and stay out of it didn’t mean I had to.


  “Aunt Baby,” Caroline continued, “claims to have seen you there when her driver was taking her home after my mother’s party. But she also thought she’d seen Ned sneaking around with Heather Schmidt that night, so I’m not sure how reliable she is.”


  She’s as reliable as a tax bill. And that Nearsighted Nonagenarian reputation is a joke.


  I kept my gaze straight ahead as I took a sip of water. “She’s right about me.”


  I saw Alex from the corner of my eye. He was looking at me in a shocked and outraged way, like he was waiting for an explanation, but I didn’t believe I owed him one.


  I felt differently toward Caroline, though. I turned to her and started talking about why I went to the Georgian Colonial and everything that had happened when I was in its garage.


  “So you don’t think Carys had a role in Dad’s accident?” Caroline asked.


  I shrugged. “I have no proof… but my gut feeling is that she didn’t.”


  Caroline bent her elbow on the table and leaned her face against her hand. “But you think she convinced Dad to keep the Amicus–Lake Kolenya connection away from Stone News.”


  “She either sweet-talked him or tricked him into believing there was no connection.”


  “Yes,” Caroline said musingly, “although I think Dad was too smart to be fooled.”


  I nodded. “You’re right… but I prefer not to think that, if you know what I mean.”


  She sighed, leaned back in her chair, and folded her arms. “I prefer that, too.”


  We were quiet for a moment, listening to Lady Gaga singing and Alex sneezing. “Well,” I said finally, “I’m going to keep pursuing this.”


  Caroline’s eyes widened. “Do you have other leads I don’t know about?”


  Only one. And it’s probably nothing.


  “Not really… but I’m trying to find some,” I said. “I know the new PI is working on this and Ned doesn’t want me involved… so it’d be better if you didn’t tell him that I spoke with Mrs. Caldwell or that I’m trying to figure things out on my own.” I glanced around the room. “Ned isn’t here, is he?”


  “No… he has a date with some harlot,” she said dully, then tucked her hair behind her ears and thought for a few seconds. “Anyway… I’ll keep this from him… if you don’t keep anything from me. You’ve already broken our agreement to wait until the PI finishes his investigation… but can I trust you to keep this one?”


  “You can,” I said.


  We shook on it. She stood up and blended into the crowd on her way back to Trish, and then I had to deal with Alex fuming beside me.


  “I heard every word,” he said.


  His face was flushed, and I wasn’t sure if it was from anger or the almost-empty glass of vodka in his hand. “Alex,” I said calmly as I twisted toward him, “it doesn’t matter if you heard. I wasn’t trying to keep my discussion with Caroline a secret.”


  “But you did keep your visit to Senator Caldwell’s house a secret,” he said loudly enough for Tony and Allison to stop talking to each other and look at us.


  I sighed. “The only reason I didn’t mention it is that I didn’t want you to worry. I knew you were concerned about me digging into what happened to Edward, and—”


  “Damn fucking right I was concerned,” he said, slamming his glass down on the table. “I told you not to do it.”


  The party was in full swing, we were all drenched in that sublime purple light, and this was no time for an argument. I’d been trying to avoid one, but my temper suddenly flared.


  “You can’t tell me to do or not to do anything, Alex. I thought I’d made that clear.”


  He punched his hand against his thigh. “That isn’t what this is about, and you know it.”


  Tony reached across Allison to pat Alex’s shoulder. “Don’t get worked up, buddy. Savannah wasn’t in any danger… I was parked outside that house the whole time.”


  Alex’s eyes narrowed. “And you’re just filling me in now?”


  Tony glanced my way, and I felt a surge of nausea. “It’s not his fault,” I began. “He—”


  “I would’ve told you if it had come up,” Tony said, looking at Alex. “But it didn’t.”


  Alex let out a bitter laugh. “I’d say you made sure it didn’t come up. I understand, though… Savannah’s your boss so you have to be more loyal to her than to me. I guess she owns you now… since she gave you that ten grand.”


  Allison’s body crumpled into her chair. She looked down at her skirt while Tony’s gaze shot among her and me and Alex, whose allergy seemed to be worsening. The whites of his eyes were pink, and he rubbed them before sneezing twice.


  “What ten grand?” Tony asked.


  I glared at Alex. “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you so very much.”


  That woke him up. Scorn drained from his face and he reached over to touch my hand, but I yanked it away. Then I shifted my focus to Tony, who was staring at Allison because she wouldn’t look at him.


  “What is he talking about?” Tony asked.


  “I gave Allison ten thousand dollars,” I said quickly, “to use toward the down payment on your new house. It was your Christmas bonus… but I knew you wouldn’t take it.”


  “You’re right,” he said after a stunned pause. “And we’re giving it back.”


  Allison shook her head. “We can’t, Tony. I’ve already invested it with Alex’s brother… it’s locked up for a while, and we’d lose a lot if we asked for the money now.” She jerked her head toward Alex, her face in a furious twist. “Why did you have to say that?”


  “Because he’s drunk,” I said disgustedly.


  Alex’s shoulders slumped. “I am,” he said, and rubbed his forehead before turning to Allison. “And I’m really—”


  “Excuse me,” Allison said, leaping up from her seat. “I need to get some air.”


  Alex watched her flee from the table. “I’m going to go and apologize to her,” he said.


  “Good idea,” I snapped.


  Then he was gone, and there were two empty seats next to me, which I slid across to sit beside Tony. His arms were folded and he was eyeing me indignantly.


  “Tony,” I said, “please don’t be mad at Allison… or at me. You deserve that money, and Allison and Marjorie do, too. Think about how much sooner you can buy your house.”


  He kept staring, his youthful face stern and unyielding. Then he loosened his arms and rubbed his hair with his palm, leaving an unruly auburn mess. His chest heaved and fell as he inhaled a deep breath and slowly released it. “Okay,” he said after thinking for a while. “You’re right. I guess I’m still learning not to let my pride get in the way of your generosity.”


  I shook my head. “The check wasn’t so generous. I’d pay the whole down payment if—”


  “If I’d let you. But I won’t. And I’ll only accept this ridiculously extravagant gift on the condition there won’t be any more.”


  “Well,” I said reluctantly, “if it’ll make you keep the ten thousand… then I agree.”


  “I’m holding you to that,” he said, finally giving me a smile. “And thank you.”


  I smiled back at him. I thought the old adage about giving being better than receiving was a fact, and it was no wonder that Edward had dished out so much philanthropy. “I hope Alex found Allison,” I said, turning toward the dance floor. Midnight was near, and its approach brought louder music and an even bigger crowd.


  “I think I’ll try to find her myself,” Tony said. “Do you mind if Allison and I skip out before the clock strikes twelve? I got too old for late-night parties the day Marjorie was born.”


  I laughed. “I wouldn’t miss the midnight toast, but it’s okay if you want to. And since you’re going to search for your wife, I suppose I should find my blabbermouth boyfriend.”


  We left the table and started shoving through the mob. We were halfway through when we ran into Alex, who had taken off his jacket and slung it over his arm.


  “Hey,” he said cautiously, looking between Tony and me before he let out a sneeze. “Allison’s outside… she said it’s getting too noisy in here and she wants to go home.”


  “Is she still upset?” Tony asked.


  Alex shook his head. “She’s fine. She accepted my apology… and I hope you will, too.”


  Tony slapped Alex’s shoulder. “It’s no problem, my friend.”


  Alex smiled. They gave each other one of those two-second man hugs and a hard smack on the back before they said good night, and then Tony left and it was just Alex and me, lodged between people who were dancing and pounding down drinks. Their faces kept turning ghostly white from the flash of a camera held by Fabian Spader’s photographer. He and Fabian were nearby, poised like jackals waiting for a fresh kill.


  Alex didn’t see them because he was focused on me. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  His eyes were pleading and even more bloodshot than before, and the lids were slightly swollen. “It’s all right,” I told him, raising my voice over the music. “You shouldn’t have said those things to Tony… but I know you didn’t mean it. You were just angry about my conversation with Caroline.”


  “Yeah,” he said with a nod. “I was… and I still am.”


  “But there’s no reason to be. The Senator Caldwell thing… it shouldn’t cause problems between us. I am going to keep trying to figure out what happened to Edward… and like I said before, I won’t let you dictate what I can and cannot do.”


  “Savannah,” he said, “you’ve got it wrong. I’m not trying to—”


  “I can barely hear you. Let’s go outside so we can talk.”


  A light burst in his eyes. He blinked and squinted and looked around, and he frowned when he saw Fabian, whose photographer snapped another picture of Alex and two of me. “That son of a bitch,” Alex snarled as he scowled in Fabian’s direction.


  I caught Alex’s face in my hands and turned it toward me. “Ignore him,” I said.


  “I can’t. Do you think I’ve forgotten that shit he started about you on the Internet?”


  “Listen,” I said, standing on my toes to speak into his ear, “I haven’t forgotten it, either. But I know how to handle him… so please do what I ask. Don’t talk to him, and come outside with me. He’s just baiting us so we’ll argue with him and he can write about it on his blog.”


  Alex gave me a grudging nod and we turned toward the exit, but Fabian and his partner blocked our way as the shutter on their camera snapped open and closed. The flashes started again, popping in our eyes and leaving splotches behind.


  “Fuck off,” Alex told them, his voice coming out in a deep growl.


  Fabian snickered. Then he grinned at me. “I never caught you under the mistletoe, Savannah… so I hope your boy toy here is in a sharing mood. I want to kiss you at midnight… in places more intimate than your mouth.”


  My pulse seemed to halt as I feared what Alex might do next. Then I put my hand on his chest like I had when I was trying to stop him from tearing apart that jerk in the subway station. His heart was thumping just as fast as it had been that day, his jaw was tight, and he was taking deep breaths in and out of his nose. But he wasn’t filled with tequila and vodka and rum then like he was now, and I knew it would be even harder to restrain him.


  “Get out of our way,” I told Fabian as I puffed out my chest, which was a mistake because it drew his gray eyes there.


  “That dress hugs you in all the right places. I only wish it wasn’t so tight here,” he said, lifting his finger to make a circular motion in the air that traced my left breast. “Why not loosen it up? Then it might fall down… and my readers would adore a close-up photo of a Savannah Morgan nip slip.”


  Alex dropped his jacket. His hand shot past me and grabbed Fabian’s throat. I skidded in my heels as I tried to hold Alex back, but I couldn’t, and I didn’t have to. Two men were trying to pry him off Fabian as the photographer took pictures and women gasped. Faces around me blurred—some I’d never seen before, others I recognized from TV, and one I knew too well. It belonged to Jack, who was in the crowd and watching those guys struggle to separate Alex from Fabian. When they finally did, Fabian coughed and wheezed and clutched his throat, but I could tell he was putting on a thick layer of drama. He wasn’t really hurt, and there would be no permanent damage from anything except what was inside his photographer’s camera.


  It would go viral tomorrow. I could see the headline: “Stone News Heiress Savannah Morgan’s Boyfriend Attacks Famous Blogger.” But I didn’t care that people would be reading about me. I’d been through that before. I could deal with it, and it just didn’t matter. But it did matter that Alex was going to get smeared. I was sure the esteemed advertising agency of Fletcher, Cole, Goddard and Bristol would pull his employment offer when it saw evidence of his short fuse and violent tendencies, and Fabian would dredge up Alex’s past and Mike Neill and turn a tragic accident into a celebrity scandal.


  “Come on,” I said, grabbing Alex’s arm.


  He didn’t pick up his blazer, which was under a gaping spectator’s blinged-out slingbacks. We made our way through the mob, passing stares and whispers until we were outside the revolving doors and in the biting air. We’d left our coats inside, but I wasn’t cold. I was so furious that I was sweating when I led Alex away from the people milling around the entrance and toward an empty spot on the sidewalk.


  “Why did you do that?” I asked angrily.


  “Why did I do what?” he yelled. “Do you expect me to stand there and let some motherfucking scumbag talk to my girlfriend like that?”


  “Calm down,” I said. My ears ached and rang from hours of too-loud music, and his dirty mouth didn’t help. It was no better than what had come from that idiot he’d wrestled to the subway station’s floor. “I wish you wouldn’t cuss so much, Alex. You sound like…”


  I paused. He waited for me to finish, but I didn’t.


  “Like what?” he asked.


  Like an oaf and a brute and the goons in your neighborhood on Staten Island. Not that I have anything against Staten Island. I’m a fan of Staten Island. I just don’t love the goons.


  “Nothing,” I said, and moved on. This was so complicated that it made my head hurt, and I rubbed it as I tried to calm down. “Alex,” I began, “I appreciate that you want to defend me, but… since I inherited my father’s money, I’m in a position that makes the Fabian Spaders of the world want to destroy me and everyone I care about. It doesn’t matter what he writes about me, but I can’t stand that he’s going to trash you. And I warned you about this… I asked you to let me handle people by myself because it’d cause trouble if you didn’t… and you told me you would.”


  He shook his head. “No, Savannah. I said I would try. And I have.”


  “Not hard enough,” I muttered.


  He threw his hands in the air, stomped his feet as he paced around in a circle, and looked at me again. “I’ve tried harder than you will ever know to meet your never-ending demands.”


  “My demands?” I said.


  “Yeah… the list of expectations you’ve forced on me. You wanted me to accept your gifts, so I have. You asked me to control my temper, and I’ve done the best I can. And now—even though you won’t admit it—I get the feeling that even my language offends you. What else is wrong with me, Savannah? Point out all my other deficiencies so I can fix them, too.”


  His voice was strained, and I was sure that what he’d said had been brewing for a long time. I rubbed my arms, feeling cold now. “No, Alex,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”


  “It doesn’t seem that way… because I just can’t win. I think I treat you well, but—”


  “You do treat me well.” I couldn’t bear that he suspected I felt otherwise.


  He kept on going like he hadn’t heard that. “All I want is to take care of you, and—”


  “That’s the problem right there. I don’t need you to take care of me. I don’t want you to.”


  “Other women would,” he said flatly.


  He was right. Other women might cherish being guarded and cared for and worried about. “That’s true,” I said. “But I’m not them. I can’t pretend to be, either. And even though I know your intentions are good, sometimes I just feel… smothered.”


  He looked like I was speaking a language that he couldn’t comprehend. “I’ve only tried to protect you… but you seem to think I want to control your every move.”


  Maybe you don’t. But that’s how it feels.


  I ducked a sooty Gristedes circular that the wind sent flying from the gutter and past my head. “It’s just…” I began as Alex let out a sneeze, “I should be able to do what I want—especially things that are very important to me—without getting your approval. And I shouldn’t have to expect a fight if I don’t.”


  He moved closer to me, stepping beneath a street lamp. The light washed over his face and his expression that had changed from furious to forlorn. “I’ve tried to make you happy,” he said. “I’ve tried to do what you want, and I’ve tried to be who you want. But I can’t, Savannah. I’ve been trying for a while now and… I just… I can’t.”


  I stared at him while we stood in the middle of the sidewalk. He sneezed and rubbed his eyes as the wind nipped at my bare shoulder. My anger had evaporated, too, and my heart seemed to tear when I realized I really had been trying to turn him into someone he wasn’t. Then I remembered Mom saying she and Tina thought Alex was perfect but they weren’t sure if I did. I hadn’t wanted to own up then, but there was no choice now.


  “You are allergic to the cologne I gave you,” I said.


  He kicked a party horn that rolled out of an alley. “I think so. But I wore it for you.”


  He’d been sneezing and sniffling and suffering just to satisfy me. He’d been tolerating the Clive Christian just like he’d been dealing with all of my rules. But I’d been putting up with his, too. And I’d been trying to convince myself that everything was fine even though it wasn’t.


  “Then throw it away,” I said.


  He took another step toward me. “Savannah,” he said gently, “I didn’t mean—”


  “I know what you meant… and I’m not offended. You were right to finally let it out. I’ve been holding some things back, too… and I was wrong to try to change you. You should be who you are, Alex… and so should I.”


  He pressed his hands against his eyes, rubbing his palms from the inner corners to the outer edges. When he looked at me again, he sighed and leaned his shoulder against the building beside us like he was utterly drained. “So what does this mean?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, my throat constricting as I remembered something that Tina had said. “But I do know you deserve nothing less than perfect.”


  Alex looked down at the concrete. The wind had blown the party horn back toward his feet; he kicked it again, sending it to the edge of the curb. “Are you saying we shouldn’t see each other anymore?” he asked.


  It would be rough to say that. It was so harsh and final, and it made tears well in my eyes. “Maybe,” I said.


  He nodded slowly, shifting his gaze to that horn wobbling on the curb. He watched until it dropped off and fell into a sewer. “Maybe,” he agreed, looking at me again.


  It was midnight. There was an explosion of cheers and laughter and “Happy New Year!” inside Cipriani that I heard all the way down the street. The past few months flashed before me—Charleston and Manhattan and Alex, Alex, Alex. All the time we’d spent together had gone by so quickly, and I’d never expected when I was putting on my glittery dress tonight that what I had with him would be gone with the old year.


  


  Thirteen


  Alex looked as surprised as I felt. We kept our eyes on each other for a long moment, and then he slowly turned and started walking away. I heard music from Cipriani—Mariah Carey belting out the first few depressing bars of “Auld Lang Syne”—and it reminded me of pre-Christmas, when I kissed Alex while she sang a much happier song.


  I kept my eyes on him as he walked, watching until he wasn’t there anymore and a tear dripped from my eye. I wiped it off and turned toward Cipriani, not sure why I was even going there. I’d missed the toast and there would be no New Year’s kiss for me, but I supposed I had to pick up my coat before I caught a lonely cab ride home.


  I dragged myself in that direction as people filtered out of the fancy arched doorway. They included Jack, dressed in a dark coat and surrounded by friends puffing on cigarettes. I also saw the photographer with Fabian Spader, who spotted me and stormed my way.


  “That ape you’re screwing nearly broke my windpipe,” he said after he met up with me on an empty section of the sidewalk a few feet from the Cipriani crowd. He pulled down his shirt collar to display the marks on his throat that had been left by Alex’s fingers.


  I shrugged. “It doesn’t look so bad, Fabian. You’ll live… unfortunately for the rest of us.”


  He eyes squinted into slits. “I get brutally assaulted because of you—”


  “Because of me? It was because of the way you’ve treated me, not to mention what you’ve done to so many other people, and—”


  “—and you dare to be sarcastic?” he went on, as if I hadn’t said a thing. Then he moved so close that I smelled liquor and saw specks of white powder clinging to his right nostril. He looked me up and down like I reeked as badly as the garbage rotting in the alley a few feet away. “You rich bitches are all from the same mold. You didn’t lift a finger for your money, and you have the nerve to look down on me because I’ve had to earn every cent of mine back.”


  I already knew his family had lost its fortune to some swindler years ago. And I was sure that everything he’d drunk and snorted tonight was the only reason for his honesty.


  “You’re mistaken,” I said. “If I look down on you, it’s not because you’ve earned your money… it’s because of how you’ve earned it. And you better wipe your nose.”


  There was a spark of something in his eyes—humiliation, hatred; I wasn’t sure what. He nonchalantly swiped his fingers against his nostrils, tossed his hair, and pretended he hadn’t shown more of himself than he’d planned.


  “You obviously think I’m a joke, Savannah… and that what happened tonight is, too. But you won’t be laughing tomorrow when I file charges against your psychotic boyfriend.”


  He had witnesses and evidence. I’d been so worried about Fabian’s virtual retribution that I hadn’t considered a legal one.


  “Don’t do that,” I said, but my voice came out weak. He thrived on the weak.


  He leaned in close and spoke tauntingly as he studied my face. “I think it’d make you cry to see your man in jailhouse stripes. Or have you been doing that already?” He ran his fingertip down my cheek, where that one tear had been. I smacked his hand away, and he smiled and rubbed his knuckles. “You just keep making mistakes, you silly little hick. But check out Nocturnal tomorrow and you’ll see that you and Alex have paid a very high price for them.”


  “Excuse me?” Jack said, suddenly beside Fabian. “What was that?”


  I hadn’t seen or heard Jack coming. Fabian obviously hadn’t, either, because he laughed awkwardly as he raised his coat’s collar to block the wind. When he opened his mouth, his tone changed from sinister to chummy.


  “Jack,” he said, but got no further because his sidekick showed up and asked Fabian if he was ready to leave. I took a step backward, trying to keep my distance from the evil triad. “Not yet,” Fabian answered curtly, and turned to Jack again. “I haven’t had a spare sec all night to talk to you. How’s everything with—”


  “We’re talking now,” Jack said. “And I want to know what you were saying. Who is going to pay for what?”


  I hadn’t a clue what to think. I wasn’t sure if Jack was relishing Alex’s downfall, or if this was a ploy to get in my good graces, or if he was honestly trying to help. You should give him the opportunity to redeem himself, I remembered Ned telling me.


  “Fabian wants to file charges against Alex,” I blurted out. “But Alex only went after him because he disrespected me… and now Fabian is planning to get back at us on his blog.”


  Jack didn’t say a word. He seemed to be thinking, and his eyes were so inscrutable that I regretted giving him the chance he’d claimed he wanted. I decided to walk away, but Jack started talking before I could move.


  “Let me see the pictures,” he said, nodding toward the camera that hung on a strap around the photographer’s neck.


  Fabian released a blithe laugh. “Come on, Jack… we’ve got a whole night’s worth of shots on there. They wouldn’t interest you.”


  Jack smiled without parting his lips. “Sure they would. Let me see.”


  Fabian reluctantly nodded at his photographer, who gave the camera to Jack before returning to the crowd outside Cipriani. Then I watched as Jack scrolled through all the images it held—people raising champagne flutes, a disheveled guy taking a drunken tumble on the dance floor, and Alex clutching Fabian’s throat while flabbergasted revelers looked on. And it seemed that Fabian had gotten what he wanted from hovering around the curb when the guests arrived, because there was a shot of an up-and-coming young actress unwittingly exposing her most personal zone as she slid out of her limo.


  Jack gave Fabian a chastising sideward glance. Fabian fidgeted and giggled.


  “Don’t blame me,” Fabian said. “She’s the one who forgot her G-string.”


  I wanted to gouge his eyes out. Jack held the camera in the air.


  “How much for this?” he asked, looking at Fabian. “For all the photos, I mean.”


  “Jack,” he said, “don’t be ridiculous. That’s my work.”


  “Your work,” I echoed as I rolled my eyes.


  “Precisely,” Fabian said, sneering at me before looking at Jack again. “It’s my time and my effort, and it’s valuable. Those pictures are for my Web site and for sale to various media outlets. I can’t sell them to you, Jack.”


  Jack slung the camera’s strap over his shoulder, reached inside his coat, and pulled out a checkbook. “I’ll pay whatever they’re worth.”


  “Why?” Fabian asked while I wondered the same thing.


  “That’s my business. Now name your price.”


  Fabian caressed his pointy chin. “Can’t do it,” he said finally. “I need the pictures and the credit and the money. I’ll get that from TMZ and the New York Post, but not from you.”


  Jack took a pen from his pocket and leaned against a streetlight to write a check. Then he tore it out of the book and stuck it in Fabian’s hand. “This exceeds what the pictures are worth. So you’re going to take it, and you’re not going to mention Savannah and Alex online tomorrow—or ever—and you’re also going to forget about filing charges against him.”


  I was glad I’d given Jack his chance, because he’d used it to score a touchdown. I didn’t know what he expected in return, but I was too nervous to think about that now. Fabian looked so indignant that I was sure the deal would fall through.


  He scoffed and showed Jack his throat. “I’m not forgetting about this,” he said, pointing to the bluish-red stripes on his skin.


  “Are you really that much of a wuss?” Jack asked. “You’ll be healed in a few days, and you’ll have my money in your bank account. It’s a fair deal… and you’re taking it.”


  Fabian shook his head and held the check toward Jack. “I am not. And I can’t figure out why you’re doing this, unless you’re playing in her garden again,” he said, jerking his thumb toward me. “But why would you give a shit about Alex Adair? He’s insignificant.”


  Jack ignored all of that. He moved closer to Fabian. “Here’s how it is,” he began. “You have a lot of friends in this city… but I have more. Virginia Stone, for example… I’ve known her since I was in grade school, and she thinks quite highly of me. But she has suspicions about you, Fabian… and I can confirm all of them. Hell, I can even make up a few stories. And I can do the same with every other socialite and politician and celebrity I know, and I can guarantee that your name is erased from every sought-after guest list in New York. So it’s your choice,” he said, glancing at the check lingering between them. “You abide by the terms of my deal… or I’ll fix it so you can’t continue your so-called work. Understand?”


  That was magnificent. Glorious. I could have applauded. But I kept quiet, waiting for Fabian’s answer. He was studying the sidewalk as he chewed the inside of his cheeks.


  “Perfectly,” he said after an agonizing minute, and then he jammed the check into his pocket and gave Jack a phony smile. “I’m sure I’ll see you at the next bash.”


  “I’m sure,” Jack said without smiling back.


  Fabian turned away and sauntered toward Cipriani, where people were still hanging around the entrance while the party raged inside. I heard Pitbull rapping and Jennifer Lopez singing to a synthesized techno beat while Jack and I watched Fabian walk away. Then Jack looked at me and I looked at him as the wind brushed his dark-blond hair into his eyes.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “I don’t deserve any thanks. It was the least I could do for you… and for Alex,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the old building. “Is he still inside?”


  I’d been temporarily distracted, and the realization that Alex wasn’t inside—that he was on his way home to bed without me—made my throat close again. But I didn’t want to go into any of that with Jack, so I composed myself and shook my head.


  “He had to leave,” was all I said.


  Jack nodded. “That’s too bad. I was hoping he was here… so I could tell him how sorry I am for what I did last summer. I also want to tell you.”


  “You already have,” I said, nodding at the camera dangling from his shoulder.


  He smiled as I rubbed my arms and the goose bumps that had burst through my skin.


  “You’re shivering, Savannah. Where’s your coat?”


  “In there,” I said, motioning toward Cipriani and thinking I wouldn’t bother to go back and pick it up. I just didn’t have the energy. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Of course it does. You’ll get sick,” Jack said before he unbuttoned his coat, took it off, and slipped it over my shoulders. “There… does that feel better?”


  It did. The coat was made of heavy wool and it had the softest silk lining. But I didn’t want to wear it because this scenario was eerily reminiscent of last summer, when Jack jumped in to fill Alex’s place as soon as it opened. And even though I was grateful for what Jack had done tonight, I couldn’t help thinking there was a reason behind it. So I took off his coat and held it out to him.


  “I don’t need this,” I said as I shuddered on the sidewalk.


  “Put the coat on, Savannah.”


  I tossed it toward him, and he caught it. “What do you want from me?” I asked abruptly.


  His hazel eyes widened with surprise, but they didn’t stay that way. He stared at me, and then he sighed and came closer with the coat draped over his arm. “Okay,” he said as the wind blew again. “I get it. I’ve earned your distrust. But I want you to know I’ve changed… and frankly, it’s because of you. When we were at The Plaza that night and you said I wasn’t good enough for you… well, it hurt like hell at first… but after a while, I realized you were right. And since then I’ve tried to be… better.”


  I could see that. But I’d been burned so badly once that I still didn’t trust him.


  “Now come on,” he said, holding the coat toward me. “Take it.”


  I shook my head as my teeth chattered. “No, thank you.”


  “Stop being stubborn. I won’t let you freeze to death.”


  He spread the coat over my shoulders, and I didn’t fight him because it felt so good beneath that thick layer of wool and silk. I slid my arms inside, and Jack stood in front of me and started to close the first button.


  “I can do that,” I said.


  He held his palms flat in the air like he was under arrest. “Okay,” he said, backing up. He watched until I was finished buttoning, and then he slid the camera off his shoulder and held it out to me. “This is yours,” he said.


  I took it and felt a rush of relief. Alex was safe from public ridicule and criminal prosecution, and all evidence of New Year’s Eve calamities had been expunged—except the one that mattered most. But I ousted that from my mind and focused on the camera, which was a professional model with a high-power zoom lens.


  “Do you want to delete the pictures now?” Jack asked.


  I shook my head. “I’m not going to delete them. I’m going to destroy the camera. There’s so much nasty mojo connected with this thing… I won’t bring it into my home.”


  “Good thinking,” he said. “And if you don’t mind… I’d like to help you wreck it.”


  I owed him that much, considering what he’d paid. I nodded, he motioned toward the closest alleyway, and I followed him inside. We stood in the narrow space between two buildings, surrounded by graffiti and rows of aluminum trash cans.


  “May I have it?” Jack asked, nodding toward the camera.


  I gave it to him. “What are you going to do?”


  “This,” he said, and threw it against a brick wall. But it only bounced off, hit the ground, and didn’t break. “Goddamn superior Japanese craftsmanship,” Jack grumbled as he snatched the camera from the cement and then hurled it at the wall again with no results.


  This felt like a game, and it made me giggle even though I thought I shouldn’t have. Jack wasn’t the man I was supposed to be having fun with—but I needed some cheering up.


  He picked up the camera and flung it against a POST NO BILLS sign that was tacked to the wall, where it finally shattered into chunks. He crushed some of them under his snazzy leather shoes and I joined him, cracking the camera’s lens and its memory card with my stiletto heel. We kept on demolishing until there was nothing left but a pile of metal and plastic shards.


  “Well,” I said when we were done, “that was… satisfying. It’s even better to know Alex and I aren’t the only ones you helped tonight… you averted a publicity crisis and total embarrassment for a certain actress. I only wish she knew that.”


  Jack reached up to push his hair off his forehead. “She doesn’t need to,” he said.


  He didn’t want praise, even from her. That made him even more worthy of it. I nodded, and then we left the alley and were back on the sidewalk, where I turned toward Jack and started to unbutton the coat I was wearing.


  “You can keep that on,” he said.


  I shook my head. “I can’t. You need it back, and I’m going to catch a cab home.”


  “I’ll take you home. I have a driver tonight… I’ll give him a call.”


  He pulled his cell from his pocket, but I put my hand over it to stop him from dialing.


  “No,” I said. “I’m not leaving with you, Jack.”


  He sighed before slipping the phone into his blazer. “You don’t have any faith in me… but you should. I don’t want anything but to make sure you get home safely.”


  “I’ll get home just fine on my own,” I said as I stripped off the coat. “I want you to know I appreciate what you did for me… but even more for Alex. It means a lot.”


  I held the coat toward him; he took it but didn’t put it on. It just hung from his fingers.


  “Savannah,” he said, “are you sure you won’t let me—”


  “I’m sure, Jack. And I wish you the happiest New Year ever.”


  He nodded, flashing me a smile. “I wish you the same.”


  I smiled, too. Then I turned away from him and headed down East Forty-second, believing we’d both truly meant it.


  


  Fourteen


  I woke up beneath my dahlia comforter. The sky outside my window was gray, and Alex’s scent hung in the air. It came from his clothes that I could see hanging in my closet—a pair of jeans, a button-down flannel, a T-shirt printed with ADAIR PLUMBING OF STATEN ISLAND.


  I turned my head and saw the necklace he’d given me. I’d taken it off last night and spread it across my dresser, and I didn’t want to see it anymore, so I fixed my eyes on the window. Looking at things from Alex gave me a hollow, aching feeling in my stomach and I couldn’t handle that because I already felt awful. My head ached, my feet were tender from dancing in impractical shoes, and my ears were sore because of last night’s music. Or maybe it was from my conversation with Alex.


  The phone rang on my night table. I sat up to grab it, and then I heard Mom’s voice.


  “Happy New Year’s Day,” she said so loudly that I thought my skull might split. “I waited until noon to call… I hope you and Alex aren’t still sleeping.”


  I threw myself back down onto my pillow, glancing at the empty spot beside me. I ran my palm across the sheet, saddened by how cold it felt.


  “Mom,” I said in a raspy voice, “Alex isn’t here. We broke up last night.”


  It was almost as hard to say that as it had been to do it. When it was out of my mouth, I heard nothing at the other end of the phone except a Shania Twain CD that Mom had been listening to since I was a kid. The song faded, and I pictured Mom turning down the volume and settling onto her plaid couch for a long talk like the ones we’d had when I was right beside her.


  “What happened, Savannah? I hope this wasn’t because of anything Tina and I said.”


  I rested the back of my hand against my eyes before I squeezed them shut. “No… all you and Tina did was point out what I knew and didn’t want to admit. But last night… I had to.”


  I grabbed an extra pillow to prop up my head, and then I told her everything that had happened and all that led up to it. Mom listened patiently, and when I was finished I glanced at my clock and couldn’t believe thirty-four minutes had passed.


  “You’ve told me a lot,” Mom said. “I’m sure it wasn’t easy to keep inside for so long… for you or for Alex. Now don’t you think it’s better that neither of you has to anymore?”


  I exhaled a shaky breath. “I guess… but that doesn’t make breaking up sting any less.”


  “It’ll smart for a while. You know that from experience… and Lord knows I do, too.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed as I involuntarily let out a snivel.


  Mom must have heard it. She started speaking in a perky, don’t-let-this-get-you-down voice. “You know what, Savannah? There’s a Project Runway marathon today.”


  I snatched a tissue off the nightstand to dry my nose. “What’s your point?”


  “My point,” she said, “is that I think you should stay in bed all day and watch every episode. You should also order takeout without worrying about calories, eat all the chocolate in your apartment, take a bubble bath so long that your skin shrivels, and give Tina a call. Then tomorrow morning you’ll get out of bed, put on some lipstick and a cute outfit, and go back to your job. And you won’t let anything stop you from trying to make this a great year.”


  I crumpled my tissue in my hand and blinked leftover tears from my eyes, thinking Mom was right—one day of wallowing was acceptable, but more than that would drive me straight into Depressed-Single-Girl Syndrome and its tragic consequences: neglected hair, sallow skin, an abnormal lack of interest in makeup, and the compulsion to buy Walmart underwear because who was going to see it, anyway?


  Uh-uh. No, sir. I’d been infected with that virus once and I couldn’t let it get me again. So I sniffed for the last time and lobbed my tissue toward a garbage pail in the corner of the room. Then I gathered up my courage and my remote control.


  “Mom,” I said, “I think that’s a wise prescription.”


  ***


  You can handle this. You can handle all of it.


  That had become my mantra since I’d arrived in New York, and it’s what I kept chanting in my head as I sat on the edge of my bed early the next morning, dressed for work and staring at Alex’s clothes in my closet. I’d gotten a good night’s sleep and followed Mom’s orders—including a chat yesterday with Tina, whose name popped up on my cell when it rang against my mattress.


  “Have you done it yet?” she said as soon as I answered the phone.


  “No,” I told her, still focused on Alex’s things. “But he will want them back, won’t he?”


  “Of course he will, Savannah. But he probably won’t ask because I doubt he’s petty like most guys. One of my exes went crazy over a few DVDs he’d left in my car… he threatened to sue me on Judge Judy if I didn’t return them by sundown the day we broke up.”


  “I remember that idiot,” I said, flashing back five years. “I’m so glad you’re with a class act like Bryce now… but I talked so much about myself yesterday that I never asked how your New Year’s Eve was with him.”


  “It was wonderful,” she said, but no more. She was too considerate to brag when I wasn’t in my best condition. “But let’s talk about that later. Right now you need to pack up Alex’s stuff and send it back to him. It’ll be good for you. You need a fresh start.”


  You need a fresh start—that’s what I told myself while I folded Alex’s clothes into his gym bag. I also packed his toothbrush, and I was scanning the bedroom for whatever else he’d left when I spotted my necklace on the dresser.


  I stroked the aquamarine teardrop and the white-gold chain, torn between moving it into my jewelry box or Alex’s gym bag. I really wanted to keep it, but he’d spent more on it than he could afford, and he might be able to sell it, and how selfish would I be if I didn’t let him?


  I went to the kitchen, where I sealed the necklace into a plastic bag. Then I turned toward the doorway and caught a glimpse of the calendar on my wall. It was January second, and Alex was starting at Fletcher Cole on Madison Avenue today, and I couldn’t ignore that or let him think I didn’t care about his gift just because I was sending it back. So I grabbed a piece of paper and a pen, leaned against my marble countertop, and wrote I know you’ll be a success at your new job. Please keep the necklace… it wouldn’t be right if I did.


  A few minutes later, I zipped the necklace and the note inside Alex’s bag, which I carried out of my bedroom and past my office. Then I remembered Edward’s notes that I’d locked inside my desk and vowed not to think about until after the holidays.


  But the holidays were over, and now that I was single I’d have plenty of free time outside working hours to continue my investigation. So I took the notes from my desk, looked at the D.C. phone number, and copied it onto a Post-it that I put into my purse. After that, I grabbed the gym bag and a coat, left my building, and headed toward the black sedan parked at the curb.


  “Can you please give this to Alex?” I asked Tony when I slid onto the seat beside him.


  “Sure,” he said softly, watching me twist around to put the bag in the back. His dark eyes were still fixed on me when I faced forward again. “Alex told me what happened, and… well, all I can say is I’m sorry. I hope you’re okay.”


  I looked through the windshield at a man unhooking Christmas decorations from a nearby building. Down came the lights and the wreaths and the bows, along with all the anticipation and excitement they always bring. That made me sad… but I knew it would all be back next year.


  “I will be okay,” I said in a strong voice, shifting my eyes to Tony.


  He nodded and smiled and gave my shoulder an encouraging squeeze. Then he turned the key in the ignition, and the radio came on in the middle of a traffic report. In Westchester, there’s a three-car accident on the Taconic…


  Tony lowered the volume. “Straight to work?” he asked as he pulled away from the curb.


  I was thinking about the traffic report—Westchester and Larchmont and the phone number in my purse. “Actually… I’d like to stop at a pay phone first.”


  Tony gave me a bewildered glance. “A pay phone?” he said incredulously. “Did you lose your cell? I’ve got mine if you want it.”


  I shook my head. “Caller ID would expose both of us. I need anonymity.”


  He stopped for a light and looked at me. “What exactly,” he said with a blend of interest and suspicion, “are you up to, Savannah Morgan?”


  I shrugged. “Just continuing what I started in Larchmont.”


  He paused as disapproval clouded his face. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”


  “I do. I can’t let this go, Tony… and I’m sure you can understand why. Light’s green.”


  I pointed toward the windshield. He turned that way and hit the gas.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I can. And there’s a pay phone near your office.”


  He stopped there a few minutes later. I grabbed my purse, opened the door, and hopped onto the sidewalk as traffic honked and swerved around the sedan.


  “See you after work,” I told him, poised to shut the door.


  “Savannah,” Tony said, “whatever you’re doing… just be careful.”


  I gave him a thumbs-up before I closed the door and walked to the phone, which was inside a silver box beside a streetlight. My stomach churned as I punched the D.C. number into the phone, wondering who might answer and what I should say. Then I strained to hear a voice mail greeting through the racket of cars and buses whizzing by.


  You’ve reached Terrence Miller. Please leave your name and number, and I’ll get back to you.


  I slammed down the receiver. I’d never heard of Terrence Miller, but Edward must have.


  He might’ve been irrelevant and he could have been important. But I had just a few minutes to reach Femme on time, so I couldn’t search the Internet via my phone for his info right now. I’d have to do it during my lunch hour so it wouldn’t cut into editorial-assistant hours, and I needed to get moving. I hurried through the cold air and the bustling crowd toward Stone News, where I slipped into an elevator that took me to Femme.


  I plopped down in front of my desk as I took off my coat, glancing at my phone and its blinking red light. I checked my messages and heard Kitty’s voice say I’m taking Ethan to a doctor’s appointment this morning. I’ll be in after lunch.


  “Happy New Year, Savannah.”


  I spun around in my swivel chair. Celeste Natali was standing in my cubicle, looking more relaxed than the last time I’d seen her. She also looked pretty, dressed in a pencil skirt and an ivory blouse with a ruffled collar. Her brown hair was straight and swingy as usual, and she held a small, wrapped box in her hands that she held out to me.


  “For you,” she said with a wide smile, “just a token of appreciation for saving my job.”


  I took the box and admired its covering, which felt more delicate than regular wrapping paper. It was elegant, too—red with an intricate gold print. “What unique paper,” I said, studying the gold swirls and flowers that seemed hand-drawn. “Where’d you buy it?”


  “I made it. It’s lokta paper, which is really eco-friendly. I made your gift, too… and I hope you’ll like it,” she said before I opened the box and looked at a pair of earrings constructed from enameled silver mesh in a dangly diamond shape.


  “They’re upcycled,” Celeste said. “I made the earrings out of an old flapper’s purse that I found in a thrift shop on Third Avenue. You mentioned you love the 1920s, so…”


  I nodded as the earrings glimmered. “I do. And these are fabulous.” I closed the box and looked at her. “Thank you for cheering me up.”


  She leaned against my filing cabinet. “You’re feeling down?”


  I put the box on my desk. “I won’t bore you with my sob story… but my boyfriend and I parted ways on New Year’s Eve.”


  “Ooh,” she said, wincing like she felt my pain. “That’s too bad.”


  “Even worse,” I went on, “it happened at the stroke of midnight.”


  She shuddered. “No champagne for you guys, huh?”


  I was surprised that I laughed. “Not even a sip.”


  “Well, if you want to compare misfortunes,” she said, “I can beat yours.”


  I crossed my legs, leaned my elbow against my knee, and rested my chin in my hand. “Continue,” I said, glad we were spinning tales of woe into amusing anecdotes.


  “I was engaged,” she began, wiggling the bare ring finger on her left hand.


  “For how long?” I asked.


  “Two years,” she said. “I wanted a long engagement… to make sure I really knew him. When I thought I did, my parents booked a catering hall on Long Island and invited three hundred people. I bought the dress of my dreams and my parents spent an insane amount of money on flowers, and I woke up the morning of my wedding to the most perfect June day. Then I stood at the front of the church with ten bridesmaids… and he never showed up.”


  She burst out laughing. I stared at her as my heart plunged to my feet, thinking that poking fun at our disappointments hadn’t been such a clever idea after all.


  “I’m so sorry, Celeste.”


  Her laughter faded and died. Then she cleared her throat and tossed her hair and switched to a lighter subject. “Anyway… I was thinking we should go to lunch sometime soon.”


  “Absolutely,” I said with a smile.


  She smiled, too. “Well… I’d better get back upstairs and do some work. Otherwise Ned will have another reason to fire me.”


  “He hasn’t given you any trouble about those contracts, has he?” I asked. “I made sure they were delivered on time, so he shouldn’t—”


  “He hasn’t. But he has other things on his mind this morning… like that gash on his face.”


  My legs uncrossed. “What gash?”


  She eyeballed me funny, like I should have been aware of this already since Ned was my brother. “From the accident,” she said. “You know… in the cab.”


  I pretended it had slipped my mind. “Right… the cab.”


  “I hope the doctor did a good job with those stitches… I’d hate for him to have a scar.”


  I nodded, seeing I ♥ NED stamped on her forehead. Then she left, I logged on to my computer, and I gave some thought to my to-do list but more to Terrence Miller. I wanted to wait until lunch to look him up, but Kitty wasn’t here to see me goofing off, and it would only take a minute. So I searched for his name and found out within seconds that I was wrong to suspect he might not matter. He was the president, chairman, and CEO of Amicus Worldwide.


  ***


  “Come in,” Caroline said.


  I’d just knocked on her door, and I opened it and walked into her office. She was sitting with her feet on her desk, a document in her lap, and NPR on her radio. There were shelves behind her lined with books, and the windowsill was covered in souvenirs from foreign countries—an Australian boomerang, figurines of a flamenco dancer and a Chinese dragon, and one of those wooden Russian dolls with a few others nested inside.


  “Do you have a minute?” I asked.


  “More than that,” she said as she reached over to her radio to turn down the volume. “I welcome most distractions from my chronic case of workplace ennui.”


  I closed the door behind me and settled into a chair opposite her desk. “What happened to Ned? I heard something about a taxi accident.”


  She dumped her document onto the desk with a thud. “That’s the story he’s telling our employees… and our mother. But the only accident was his choice of a New Year’s Eve date. That bipolar trollop broke her champagne glass… against his face.”


  Even though I’d hit Ned once, I felt surprisingly ticked off that someone else had. “Is he okay?” I asked.


  Caroline slid her feet off the desk and put them on the floor. “In regard to that incident… yes, he is. But in general… I think not.” She sighed, grabbed a Starbucks cup beside her computer, and leaned back into her chair. “I hope that’s not all you came up here for… because if there’s nothing else to talk about,” she said, nodding toward the document in front of her, “I’ll have to resume my slow death.”


  I glanced at the wall and her Harvard diploma inside a cherrywood frame embossed with a coat of arms and Veritas—Latin for truth, exactly what I was looking for.


  “There is something else to talk about,” I said, turning my eyes back to Caroline. “Do you know if Edward ever had any dealings with someone named Terrence Miller?”


  “Terrence Miller is the president of—”


  “Amicus Worldwide. I’m wondering if and how Edward could’ve known him.”


  Caroline shrugged. “The only connection I’m aware of between Dad and Amicus is through Carys Caldwell and her husband. Even the media hasn’t found another link. The company is based in D.C., so Miller isn’t someone Dad would run into much on a social level. Of course, we have no idea what Dad knew about Lake Kolenya… and that’s why I can’t intelligently hypothesize about anyone he might have known at Amicus.” She leaned forward, sliding her forearms onto her desk. “Why do you ask?”


  “Well,” I said with a sigh, “you probably won’t like this… but when I was in Larchmont and Ned gave me a tour of the house, I spent some time alone in Edward’s office. It was when you and Virginia were talking to Ned in the hall… he asked me to stay inside because he thought your mother would flip if she knew he’d let me into that room.”


  “True,” Caroline said slowly. “I guess you found something in there?”


  I nodded. “Terrence Miller’s phone number… it was scribbled on some notes. I didn’t know who the number belonged to, but this morning I called it from a pay phone—”


  “Smart. He’ll know the call came from Manhattan, but he probably gets a lot of business calls from here.”


  “Right,” I said. “I reached his voice mail, so I just hung up. I think it was his cell because I couldn’t find the number online… it probably would’ve come up if it was a work number. Then I saw his name on the Amicus Web site and realized who he is. And I hope you’re not mad about how I got that number.”


  She settled back into her chair and aimlessly flipped the edges of a notepad while she stared at me. “No,” she said finally. “You have as much right to be in Dad’s office as Ned and I do. I have to admit we ransacked that room after he died, but we didn’t find anything… and unfortunately, I’m not sure you have, either.”


  “I know,” I said, trying not to feel completely hopeless. “But I wonder if the first PI Ned hired investigated Miller… and if I should tell Ned the new one should.”


  Caroline was still flipping those pages. She stopped and shifted her eyes to the ashen sky outside to the souvenirs on the windowsill and back to me. “You’re aware,” she said, “that Ned doesn’t want us involved, so you shouldn’t tell him a thing. Let’s wait and see if the new investigator pinpoints Miller on his own. As far as the old PI… if I call him and start asking questions, he’ll most likely rat me out to Ned, since that’s who paid his bills. But Ned does have a copy of his file.”


  “That might help,” I said. “I can’t ask Ned for it, though.”


  “No… but you can burglarize his office and take it,” she said with a sly grin. “He won’t miss the file… I’m sure he’s too frazzled with work to notice it’s gone. He’s in a meeting right now, so it’s the perfect time for a heist.”


  I smiled, feeling like I’d secured an accomplice.


  She checked her watch. “He’ll be out of the meeting soon, so you should get going. And if he catches you, just pretend I wanted you to get my iPod from him… he borrowed it to use at the gym a few weeks ago, and I’ve asked for it five times but still haven’t seen it.”


  I nodded, stood up, and happened to glance at that doll on the windowsill.


  “It’s a matryoshka,” Caroline said as she left her seat and walked to the window, where she unscrewed the doll’s head and pulled out another doll to show me. “I bought it in Moscow.”


  “You used to travel a lot, didn’t you?” I asked.


  “All the time,” she said gloomily, “before I was forced to work here.”


  “But you don’t have to work here, Caroline. With your education, I’m sure you could get a job wherever you want. Yet you still come here every day… and based on what I saw when you helped Ned with his speech, you’re good at your work.”


  She sat on the windowsill. “I try to be.”


  “I think Edward would be proud of you for that. And I’m sure,” I said, nodding toward her desk, “you’re the only person he’d want in this spot.”


  She leaned her back against the window as Manhattan loomed behind her. Then she smiled, and I hoped she finally understood that she’d been entrusted instead of imprisoned.


  


  Fifteen


  I crept by Ned’s secretary’s desk. Her chair was pushed back and her computer monitor was glowing, and she’d probably return any second so I couldn’t waste time. I dashed into Ned’s spacious office, closed the door, and looked at his wide mahogany desk and plush leather chair.


  I slipped behind the desk, opened a drawer, and found a framed photo inside—the wedding picture of Ned and Kitty that used to be on one of those bookshelves across the room.


  I wasn’t surprised he’d kept it. And I was sure his reaction to finding it in my hands wouldn’t be pretty. So I put it away, crouched down, and opened a lower drawer that was filled with manila folders. I scanned a row of labels but didn’t see what I needed.


  There was a tall filing cabinet in a corner of the room. I went to it, searched through a drawer and three others, and finally found a folder labeled AMSTERDAM INVESTIGATIONS. Inside was a typed report with “Edward Stone” as its title.


  I heard noise outside—Ned talking to his secretary. I tore open my blazer, shoved the folder into the waist of my skirt, and buttoned my jacket over it before the doorknob turned and Ned walked in, dressed in a chocolate-colored suit and carrying a legal pad.


  “Christ,” he said, startled. “What are you doing in here?”


  He had seven stitches. They were above his left eyebrow, covered by a transparent bandage. “I hope you had that psycho arrested,” I said. “A few centimeters lower and you could’ve lost your eye.”


  He walked to his desk and slammed down the pad. “Is there anything Caroline doesn’t tell you? Your coziness with her is becoming a thorn in my side. And no, I’m not prosecuting anybody… I don’t need the public gossip.” He sighed tiredly and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I ask again: What are you doing in here?”


  “Caroline sent me,” I said as casually as I could. “She wants her iPod back.”


  He didn’t seem to buy that. “Couldn’t Caroline ask me for it?”


  I kept a straight face. “She’s… busy.”


  “And you’re not? If you don’t have enough work to do, I can find a lot of it for you.”


  “I’m very busy,” I said, “but I have some free time this morning because Kitty’s out at…” I stopped, annoyed with myself for bringing her up. “Well… never mind. So do you have the—”


  “Kitty is out where?” Ned asked. “Don’t lie to me. Remember who’s in charge here.”


  Of course he had to be overbearing about the whole thing. “She’s taking Charlie Beckford’s son to the doctor, if you must know. I was trying to avoid a touchy subject so I wouldn’t hurt your feelings, but you had to force the issue. Happy now?”


  He wasn’t. I could tell by how quickly his green eyes dimmed. “Oh,” he said, slowly lowering his sturdy frame into his chair. He kept his eyes on his desk, where he flicked a flash drive and watched it spin. “Yeah, I… I know Charlie has a son… and what happened to his wife. So I guess he and Kitty are getting serious, huh? I mean… since he trusts her with his child.”


  “I think you might be right about that.”


  Ned turned on his computer. “Kitty has wanted a kid forever… and I guess that boy needs a mother. She’ll be a great one, too. So… everybody wins, right?”


  He gave me a smile that I saw right through. I sat down in the chair across from his desk, crinkling the folder under my jacket.


  “Ned,” I began, but stopped when he pulled an iPod from underneath a stack of papers and chucked it at me.


  “Give that to Caroline,” he said after it fell onto my lap.


  I stuck it in my pocket. “Ned,” I repeated, “you can’t go on like… like this,” I said, pointing to his bandage. “These girls you’ve been seeing are—”


  “I know,” he said in a fed-up voice. “You’ve already lectured me, remember? But where are all these phenomenal women of whom you speak? You haven’t shown me any yet.”


  He seemed to be challenging me like he had when I was in his apartment, and I couldn’t back down from a challenge—especially one from him. “They’re all over the place,” I said.


  “Could you be any vaguer?” he asked smugly.


  Celeste Natali. That was specific. She was obviously smitten with him, and she wasn’t too young or too old, and she was college educated and artistically talented and thoughtful and kind and even environmentally conscious. I’d initially hoped Ned would stay away from her, but now I wondered if I’d been wrong. Maybe they needed each other.


  “One of them is closer than you think,” I said. “But I won’t tell you who she is unless you promise a few things.”


  He folded his arms and eyed me suspiciously. “What would those things be?”


  “Number one,” I said, holding up my index finger, “if you date her, you will be an absolute gentleman. This includes not rushing her into bed, cheating on her, lying to her, or anything else on your standard repertoire. She’s already been treated badly by a man, and I will not be responsible for that happening again.”


  Ned raised his dark eyebrows. “What man treated her badly and how?”


  “It isn’t my place to say. Number two,” I went on as I lifted another finger, “you will never let her or anyone else know I set this up. It’ll be better if everybody believes you did it on your own. Now if these terms work for you, I’ll give you her name.”


  “I don’t know,” he said through a yawn. “The last time I made a deal with you, I ended up signing divorce papers.”


  “That was your fault, not mine. I thought you’d figured this out.”


  He flicked that flash drive again. It skidded across the desk and landed on the floor.


  “Yes,” he said tersely. “I have.”


  “That’s good. It’s also one of the reasons I’m playing matchmaker. But this isn’t a deal, Ned… it’s an opportunity. So are you interested or not?”


  He shrugged. “I might be… depending on the woman. And if I am interested, I’ll abide by your conditions and be a perfect gentleman. I’ll be Rhett Butler.”


  I frowned. “He isn’t a true gentleman. As the novel explicitly states—”


  “I haven’t read the fucking novel,” he said. “I saw ten minutes of that stupid movie on AMC because a girl I was dating in college wouldn’t shut it off.”


  I clutched my heart. “Stupid movie? Yeah, Gone with the Wind was so stupid that it won Academy Awards for Best Picture and Best Actor and—”


  “Who the hell cares? Stop babbling and tell me who you’re trying to set me up with.”


  That offensive outburst almost made me tell him something else—that he’d blown it and he could forget I’d ever mentioned this, and maybe he should just run off to Scores and drop a few Benjamins to see some skin. But I remembered Ned saying that important things didn’t matter when you have nobody to share them with, and I couldn’t keep him from a girl who might turn out to be the right somebody.


  “It’s Celeste,” I said. “And trust me… if you ask her out, she won’t refuse.”


  He seemed to find that both surprising and intriguing. “Celeste,” he said musingly.


  “She’s lovely, isn’t she?”


  “Yes,” he agreed. “But why are you so sure she’s interested in me?”


  “I hate to stroke your overinflated ego, Ned… but I’ve yet to find a woman who isn’t interested in you.”


  He chuckled. “You flatter me. Is this the Southern charm I’ve heard so much about?”


  “It’s just the truth. But if you think I’m charming… you should take notes.”


  His eyes fell to his Rolex, where they stayed for a moment before he looked at me again. “You’re right… I’ve been surly with you this morning.”


  I paused, waiting for the apology that should have come after that. But I didn’t get one, and now that I thought about it, I realized I’d never heard “I’m sorry” come from Ned’s mouth. Maybe he believed those two little words were something else that would make him seem weak.


  “I’m sure Celeste hasn’t seen your surly side,” I went on, “because she has a crush on you. She bought a copy of the magazine you’re in, and she’s worried about the cut on your face leaving a scar. How did that happen, anyway? I know it was a champagne glass, but—”


  “But not everyone appreciates my sardonic wit. That’s what happened.”


  “Oh,” I said knowingly as his phone rang. He hit the speaker button and I listened to his secretary reminding him of a conference call that was about to begin. Then I stood up and lingered in front of his desk. “You should invite Celeste to lunch… that’s a safe way to start. Take her somewhere classy like—”


  “Savannah,” he said impatiently, “I haven’t agreed to take her anywhere, and I don’t need your dating tips. Trust me… I know how to treat a nice girl. I was married to one, remember?”


  I did, which was why I feared my plan might be a huge mistake. But if Jackson Lucas could redeem himself, maybe there was hope for Ned. Still, he needed a stern warning.


  I leaned toward him over his desk. “You better not screw this up, Ned. It’s your chance to prove what kind of man you really are.”


  He rolled his chair backward until it hit the wall. “Like I said… I haven’t agreed to anything. Even if I decide to ask her out, I doubt it’ll result in marriage. Lower the pressure.”


  “I’m not trying to pressure you… and I don’t expect you to marry her. Whatever happens, I just want it to be… not a disaster. If you do anything to hurt Celeste, I’ll never forgive you.”


  “I won’t,” he said, raising his hand like he was about to swear on a bible.


  I chose to believe that. I nodded and headed for the door, listening to him roll his chair back to his desk and start tapping on his keyboard.


  “Savannah,” he said, and I turned around. “I know you didn’t come in here for Caroline’s iPod. So do you want to tell me the real reason?”


  The folder from Amsterdam Investigations was digging into my ribs. I considered being honest, but Ned would only try to stand in the way of what I needed to do.


  “Not particularly,” I said with a shrug before I turned the doorknob and left.


  ***


  All I heard after dinner that night was my dishwasher running and sleet coming down outside my apartment. I watched through my window as it fell over Central Park and I thought about Alex. He was done with his first day at Fletcher Cole, and if we had still been together he’d be here now, telling me about his new job while we ate dessert at my kitchen table. I was sure he would’ve slept here tonight and probably tomorrow night, too, because my place was so much closer to Madison Avenue than his.


  No. Stop. Don’t do this to yourself.


  I couldn’t pine for him and idealize our relationship as perfect, because it hadn’t been. I needed to occupy my mind with something productive, so I grabbed the Amsterdam Investigations folder out of my purse and carried it down the hall to my office, where I sat with it at my desk.


  My lamp lit up the Edward Stone report. I read the first page and the second, and I didn’t stop until I was through. I learned only that the PI hadn’t found it necessary to look into Terrence Miller, and his investigation had come to a frustrating dead end.


  But there was one page that interested me. It had to do with Peter Hansen—the man who’d stopped me outside Stone News last summer and said People get blamed for things whether they’re guilty or not. People suffer when they shouldn’t.


  The PI hadn’t been able to get an explanation of that, but I wondered if I could. Peter Hansen’s Putnam County phone number was right there in the file, so I picked up my cell and dialed a number with an 845 area code. Then I nervously tapped a pen on my desk as the line rang until I was ready to forget this crazy idea. But someone finally picked up.


  “Can I speak with Peter Hansen, please?” I asked, biting my nail.


  “Hang on,” said the voice of a young boy, and I heard what sounded like dinner being prepared—a microwave beeping, dishes clattering, and a gruff voice barking orders about taking a roast out of the oven.


  “Yeah?” said that voice into the phone.


  I took my finger away from my mouth. “Is this Mr. Hansen?”


  “Yeah,” he repeated before letting out a cough that rattled his lungs. “Who’s this?”


  “Savannah Morgan,” I said. “I’m Edward Stone’s daughter. Remember we met last summer outside Stone News? My brother’s private investigator interviewed you, and—”


  “Now you’re pestering me, too. I thought I was done with this bullshit.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t mean to bother you. I know it’s dinnertime and I’m calling out of nowhere, and I don’t mean to be rude, but—”


  “Look,” he continued, “I had nothing to do with what happened to Stone, and that PI knows it. I even offered to take a lie-detector test. I mean… I think your father was a prize asshole, but I’m no murderer. I’m a single father with five kids… I wouldn’t risk going to prison and losing my children because of that man. I think he should’ve been dealt with in court so he could rot in jail for the next thirty years. A quick death was too good for him.”


  I ignored the last comment and pushed forward. “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I’m not accusing you of anything, sir. I know the NYPD and the PI cleared you from suspicion, but… it’s just that I thought you might have some information you didn’t share with them. And if you do, I wish you’d tell me… because anything you know might help. I’m trying to find the truth about my father… what he knew about Lake Kolenya and whether his death was really an accident.”


  “Your father,” Peter began, “had blood on his hands. Do you know how many people died from the lake Amicus poisoned? Edward Stone had the power to expose what was going on… but instead he just let it happen.”


  I twisted my hair until it pinched my scalp. “How do you know that?”


  “Like I told the cops and the PI, I did some work at Senator Caldwell’s house. You know Senator Caldwell, right? She’s the piece of ass your father was screwing on the side.”


  That was so spiteful. It was like he couldn’t hurt Edward, so he was trying to do it to me by saying what no daughter wants to hear. “I know who she is,” I answered stiffly.


  “Well, let’s just say I heard a few things. And even if Stone didn’t know for sure what was going on, he shouldn’t have let that lady politician trick him for all those months. She had him so wild about her, he wasn’t thinking with his brain.”


  “Wait a second,” I said. “What do you mean, even if he didn’t know for sure?”


  “I meant exactly what I said, sweetheart. She convinced your father that her husband’s company was pure as snow… for a while, anyway.” He laughed nastily. “Edward Stone, the famous billionaire… he was supposed to be a genius businessman, right? I guess he wasn’t too smart if he let himself get hoodwinked by some broad.”


  My eyes darted around my office as I held the phone to my ear, shocked at what I’d just heard. If it was true, then Edward really hadn’t known what Amicus was up to, and that was an incredible relief. But why didn’t he do anything after he found out? Or maybe he’d tried, and that’s why he was removed from the equation.


  “What else did you hear?” I pressed. “Do you know who killed my father?”


  The dinnertime noises quieted suddenly, like he’d moved to another room so whoever else was around wouldn’t hear. “I don’t want to get mixed up in this,” he said. “All I know about your father is what I’ve told you. As far as him getting knocked off… I know nothing. And if you keep on bothering me, I’ll get a restraining order. I’ll do the same if you ever call here again.”


  “Mr. Hansen,” I said, “you’re a father. How do you think your kids would feel if what happened to Edward happened to you? Don’t you think they’d want justice? That’s what I want for my father. You can understand that, can’t you?”


  There was silence. I heard his labored breathing and a child’s voice calling him to dinner.


  “I think you know more than you pretend,” I went on. “I can pay for that information.”


  He scoffed like I’d insulted him. “I don’t want your goddamn money. I work for what I have. Here’s a free tip, though: The man you’re looking for isn’t in New York.”


  ***


  “Let me see if I have this straight,” Caroline said as I sat across from her desk at Stone News the next morning. I’d just summarized my conversation with Peter Hansen, and she was looking at me like I needed a straightjacket. “A stranger—who clearly despised our father—hinted that the person who’s responsible for Dad’s death is a man, and he’s somewhere outside New York. And even though there are countless options, you’re sure this place is D.C.”


  “I’m not sure at all,” I said. “But Amicus is there… so it’s possible.”


  Caroline stared at me while I rubbed my eyes. “Savannah,” she said. “Forget about work today and go back to bed. You look exhausted… and there’s a Cheerio in your hair.”


  I’d been so focused on getting here and sharing my plan with Caroline that I hadn’t even checked a mirror this morning after a night of no sleep. “I must’ve dozed off while I was eating breakfast,” I said, picking at my hair until I found the cereal. I pitched it into her trash can and moved on. “Anyway… poking around D.C. isn’t as crazy as you seem to think.”


  She took a bite of the bagel she’d been eating when I stormed into her office. “Maybe not… but this man could be trying to lead you down the wrong path. Have you considered that?”


  “I have. Still, I don’t have much to go on, and so far all signs point to D.C. First it was Terrence Miller, and now this. Maybe Miller is who Peter Hansen was talking about… and he was afraid to tell me. He’s a working-class guy… and even though he talks tough, I’m sure he’s intimidated by someone as powerful as the president of Amicus Worldwide.”


  “Probably,” Caroline said, reaching for an orange juice container. She took a sip and then stared at me. “So tell me something… what does Alex think about your D.C. theory?”


  “He doesn’t know about it. We broke up.”


  “Oh,” she said as she put down her juice. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”


  I held up my hand to block the pity. “It’s okay. I’ll be all right. I’m getting over it. I actually hadn’t even thought about him since I read that file last night.”


  “Hmm,” she said pensively. “What you mean is… you’re sublimating. You’re transferring your unsatisfied sexual urges and using that energy toward this investigation. That’s why you’re so bent on going to D.C. You also want a change of scenery to take your mind off Alex.”


  “Caroline,” I said slowly and firmly, “my sexual urges aren’t all that unsatisfied. They were satisfied quite well not too long ago, thank you very much… and I really don’t care to discuss them any further. Sure, I’ll admit that getting out of New York for a few days might be good for me… but even more so for Edward. Now I read in Washington Scene that—”


  “Washington Scene?” she said, raising an eyebrow.


  I nodded. “It’s an online guide to the most important happenings in D.C. I spent the night researching, and it was worthwhile because I found out that Terrence Miller’s daughter is getting married at the Hay-Adams Hotel on the first Saturday in February. So what’s the harm if I discreetly crash the reception and try to get some information?”


  She took off her glasses. “The harm is that you could get in serious trouble… and I don’t want that to happen.”


  What a twist. When Caroline and I first met, she probably prayed I’d reach an untimely end from the West Nile virus or by stepping in front of an MTA bus.


  “Thanks for your concern,” I said. “But I’ll be fine. And after everything Edward has done—for both of us—can’t you let me do this for him?”


  She pondered that until she tossed her glasses onto her desk and started talking business. “We’ll have to involve Kitty,” she said. “As we well know, you’d lose your inheritance if you left New York without a reason that Ned will accept… so the only way we can get you to D.C. without any problems is to pretend it’s Femme related. That worked last time.”


  I nodded, remembering when I’d run home to Charleston and Kitty fooled Ned into believing she’d sent me there on assignment. Then Caroline and I went downstairs to Kitty’s office, where we locked the door and swore her to secrecy and told her about everything—including my breakup. She was sympathetic about that and totally against my proposed trip, but I persuaded her to change her mind.


  “There’s a magazine editors’ conference coming up in D.C.,” she said, leaning toward her computer as she sat at her desk. Caroline and I sat across from her and watched her type on her keyboard. “Oh, but it’s the first week of March, not February. Well, whatever… you can still use it as your alibi. Tell Ned I’m sending you there to attend in my place. He doesn’t know anything about those conferences.”


  “I doubt he’d look into it,” Caroline said. “He never even comes down here, does he?”


  “Never,” Kitty said happily. “But he knows these conferences usually run for a week… so don’t stay longer than that, Savannah.”


  “I won’t,” I said. “A week should be enough time to do some digging. By the way, Kitty… are you going to the conference when it actually happens in March? I’ll put it on your calendar.”


  She shook her head. “I considered it a while ago. But now I have things to keep me here.”


  I grinned. “How are Charlie and Ethan?”


  She glanced at Caroline. “I’m not sure it’s appropriate to discuss them at the moment.”


  “It is so,” Caroline said. “We discuss everything else… and you shouldn’t hide your relationship from me because I’m Ned’s sister. He’s dealing with it… and I’m happy for you.”


  Kitty smiled. “Thank you for that. And I’m glad to say things are good with Charlie… and Ethan, too. But I don’t want to be like those nauseating women who constantly gush about new boyfriends… so let’s get back to the D.C. issue.” She pointed her finger at me. “Be careful while you’re there. Caroline and I will never be able to live with ourselves if something goes wrong.”


  I smiled. Not so long ago I’d wished for a sister, and now I felt like I had two.


  


  Sixteen


  It was the end of January and my last Friday at Femme before my trip to D.C. Kitty was out at meetings all day, but I was still so busy that I was surprised when I looked up from my work to find it was almost noon.


  I put down my pencil and picked up my phone. Celeste and I still hadn’t had lunch together, so I called her and asked if she was available now, but it turned out that she wasn’t.


  “Your brother is taking me to lunch at the Four Seasons,” she said.


  Perfect. Brilliant. Good job, Ned. “We’ll do it another time, then.”


  “Monday?” she asked.


  “I’ll be out of town all next week. But I’ll give you my cell number… we can schedule something for when I get back.”


  She agreed. We exchanged numbers, and after we hung up I decided to skip lunch because there was a lot to do before I left. So I stayed where I was until six, and then I put on my coat and walked out to the lobby to wait for an elevator. When it arrived and the doors opened, I saw Ned inside. I joined him and watched the doors shut.


  “Big plans tonight?” I asked as the elevator raced downward.


  “I’ll be working,” he said. “I’m just going out to get dinner.”


  I nodded. “How was lunch today? At the Four Seasons, I mean.”


  He gave me a weary stare. “I didn’t realize our deal required postgame analysis.”


  He never failed to irritate me. “I’ve already told you this isn’t a deal. Celeste mentioned you were taking her to lunch, so I was just wondering how it went. By the way… I approve of your first-date restaurant selection.”


  “It wasn’t a first date. We had lunch once last week and dinner on Saturday.”


  “You did? I had no idea, Ned. So how’s it going? Are you seeing her this weekend?”


  The elevator stopped at another floor. The doors opened, a crowd of people came inside, and Ned moved closer to me and lowered his voice. “It’s going fine. And I am seeing her this weekend. But don’t sound so damn eager. It puts me on edge.”


  He turned away and stared straight ahead like he didn’t want to talk anymore, probably because his employees were around. Soon the elevator stopped, the doors opened, and the other people walked out.


  I turned to Ned as we stepped into the lobby. “Well… have a nice weekend,” I said.


  “Not likely, as I’ll be here for most of it. But I guess you won’t be around for a while, right? Caroline mentioned you’re heading to a conference in… what did she tell me… Philly?”


  “D.C.,” I said.


  He nodded, moving his eyes to the buttons on his coat. I watched him close each one, and then he looked at me again. “Take care of yourself while you’re there,” he said, giving me a smile I didn’t expect. I also didn’t expect to feel guilty for conning him.


  ***


  Marjorie had a dance recital for her tap class on Saturday morning. Allison and Tony had invited me, and I hated to miss it, but I needed to leave early for D.C. Tony said he’d pick me up from LaGuardia when I returned the next week, and I told him I’d take a cab to my departing flight. So I grabbed a taxi outside my building that left me at LaGuardia Airport, and a few hours later I landed at Reagan National, where I found another cab.


  “I’m going to the Hay-Adams Hotel,” I said after the driver locked my bags in the trunk and I slipped into the backseat.


  He glimpsed me in the rearview mirror. “On Sixteenth Street Northwest,” he said, “across from the White House.”


  I nodded. He pulled away from the airport and headed toward D.C., and it didn’t take long before we were downtown, which reminded me of New York except it was less crowded, much quieter, and the skyline wasn’t as tall. The driver had just informed me that D.C. has strict height restrictions for its buildings when my phone rang. I answered it, and Mom was on the other end.


  “Savannah,” she said, “how’s our nation’s capital?”


  “I just got here. It looks interesting so far, though.”


  “Send me pictures. But will you have time to sightsee with the conference going on?”


  I’d lied to her—and to Tina. The real story was too much to explain and would only make them worry. “I’ll do my best,” I said, cringing at what a liar I was.


  We talked until the driver reached the Hay-Adams, and then I hung up when he stepped out of the car to grab my bags. He lined them up in front of the hotel, which was old and elegant and had a regal entrance and a spellbinding view. The White House was nearby and behind a wide gate that tourists strolled past with cameras. Its sprawling lawn was frosted with snow, and an American flag on top of the building flapped against the cloudy sky and the Washington Monument in the distance.


  “Thank you,” I said as I forked over my fare and the driver’s tip.


  When he was gone, a bellman loaded my bags onto a luggage cart and escorted me through a fancy lobby with walnut-paneled walls and high ceilings. I followed him into an elevator that took us to the fourth floor, and a few minutes later I was alone in my room, which had fine toile linens, ornate moldings, and a fireplace across from the bed.


  I opened a set of glass doors and looked past my balcony at the White House, inhaling the crisp air and feeling energized from being in a place that had existed for so long but was beautifully new to me. Then I closed the doors and started unpacking my carry-on and my suitcase and my garment bag that held a black satin dress. The dress was knee-length with asymmetrical draping on the bodice, and I hoped it was subdued but chic enough to make me look like I belonged at the wedding reception scheduled for seven thirty at the top of the hotel.


  I couldn’t stomach the possibility I’d be turned away. So I pretended I wouldn’t be, because confidence was crucial if I was going to pull this off.


  I hung up my dress, folded my clothes into the bureau drawers, and put my makeup in a bathroom that had marble fixtures and brass faucets. I arranged a wake-up call and flopped onto the bed, where I gazed at the White House until I didn’t see it anymore.


  ***


  That night, I left my room and walked down the hall toward the elevators in my dress and matching heels. I’d latched a pearl choker around my neck and put a soft curl into my Sunflower-Blond hair, and I carried a beaded minaudière in the shape of a ridged fan. There was only enough space inside the purse for my lipstick and my room card and a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills, and I hoped that if I placed my money in the right hands, it might get me into the reception. It seemed that people—except Peter Hansen—reacted well to generous bribes.


  A few minutes later I was upstairs, standing last in line at the entrance to a rooftop room enclosed by French doors, where a small band played in one corner and a grand piano sat unattended in the other. The walls were the color of cream, there was a skylight in a ceiling accented with latticework, and the chairs around the oval tables were covered in white cloth and tied with tea-rose ribbons. There were quite a few tables but not as many as I expected, and that was going to make it challenging to blend in. My stomach cramped as I watched the guests ahead of me move closer to a woman who was taking names and checking a list.


  What was I doing? I wasn’t on the list, and how was I supposed to grease that lady’s palm? There were lots of witnesses, and this place was too classy for a public payoff. I’d probably get tossed out into Lafayette Park for even suggesting such a tawdry thing.


  I couldn’t get in now, but I wasn’t going to give up on meeting Terrence Miller, either. I’d seen his picture on the Amicus Web site, and I knew he had to be that tall man with the black hair and graying temples who was greeting people alongside the bride and groom and an attractive older woman who was most likely his wife.


  I decided to bail and return later. The timing might be better then, when everybody had too many drinks in them to notice an intruder. So I headed down the hall, passing a few guests en route to the reception. I was waiting for an elevator when I heard footsteps coming my way.


  “Pardon me,” said a deep voice. “We know each other, don’t we?”


  That had to be a pick-up line. I knew nobody in this city. But when I looked to my right and saw a young man with tawny brown hair who was wearing a dark suit and had eyes as blue as sea glass, I was stunned to realize I’d been wrong.


  “Yeah,” he went on, tapping his finger in the air like he was remembering, “we met in New York… during the holidays, right?”


  Handsome Stranger. That’s who he was—the guy I’d nearly run over outside Senator Caldwell’s house. I kept quiet, afraid to answer his question because it might lead to more.


  “Was it at Gavin Chambliss’s New Year’s Day party?” he asked. “I’m sorry for not remembering, but I’ve been socializing too much lately and everything’s a blur. My mind isn’t functioning right… I just flew in from LaGuardia and I’m pretty beat.”


  He didn’t look beat. He looked gorgeous. His thick crop of short hair was longish in front, and sections of it stood up from his scalp and hung down on his forehead in arbitrary directions. His eyes were large but not too much so, and his brows were full yet not at all bushy. And he had a face that was manly but had kept the cutest aspects of boyhood. I stared at him, feeling guilty for it until I remembered there was no reason to. I was unattached now.


  “Was that where we met?” he said.


  I couldn’t mention Senator Caldwell. He might ask how I knew her, and I had to dodge that subject. The only choice was to play along.


  “Probably,” I said so confidently that it surprised me. “The holidays are a blur to me, too.”


  He grinned. He had the sweetest smile and the whitest teeth, and his cologne smelled woodsy with a trace of ginger. “And now we’re both here,” he said, nodding toward the room I’d just left. “Are you a guest of the bride or the groom?”


  More questions. I clutched my purse and tried to stall. “Who are you a guest of?”


  “The bride. So are you a friend or a relative or—”


  “Neither,” I said, suddenly stricken with a plausible and halfway-true story. “I’m in town for a conference, and… well, I don’t have anything to do tonight and I don’t know anybody in D.C. so I thought I’d crash the party.” I whispered the last part and gave him a coy wink, and when he didn’t run away I kept going. “Security’s tight, though. I guess I’ll have to settle for TV and room service.”


  He looked amused and intrigued. “I can’t let that happen,” he said. “I have to admit I was insulted when my date canceled ten minutes before the party started… but now I’m glad. She unwittingly rescued you from a dull night. That is… if you want to take her place.”


  It was a crazy stroke of luck for me that he’d been ditched. He could be my ticket in—but I still didn’t want to infringe on anyone else’s territory. “So was this date your girlfriend, or…?”


  He shook his head. “I’m sans girlfriend at the moment. She’s a woman I barely know and won’t ask out again. I have zero tolerance for the last-minute thing… it’s just bad manners.” He smiled again. “So would you like to join me? Gavin Chambliss will be upset if he finds out that I didn’t help one of his friends.”


  My stomach coiled into another spasm. Handsome Stranger appeared to be a nice guy, and it didn’t seem right to use him as a means to achieve my ends. But he wouldn’t know I was using him, and it wasn’t like I had no interest in spending a few hours with such a fine sample of the male sex. Besides, I hadn’t come all this way to chicken out now.


  “Well,” I said finally, “we can’t upset Gavin Chambliss.”


  “Definitely not,” he agreed. “I’m Wes, by the way.”


  “I’m Savannah.”


  We walked toward the lady at the entrance. She seemed to recognize Wes, because she broke out in a big grin and let us into the room without checking her list.


  “You must be a regular,” I remarked as we headed to our table.


  “Nah,” he said modestly. “I’ve just been here a few times for work-related stuff.”


  “What do you do?” I asked, scanning the view outside the windows. The White House was lit up in the dark, and so was the Washington Monument.


  “I’m an attorney at the Legal Aid Society here in D.C.”


  “Oh,” I said. We were at the table now, and he pulled out my chair for me. “I assumed you lived in New York.”


  “I’m from New York,” he said as I sat down. “But I graduated from Georgetown Law two years ago, and I decided to stay here.” He took the seat beside me and spread a napkin across his lap. The cocktail hour was breaking up, and tuxedo-clad waiters were bringing around lobster bisque. “I guess you live in New York… but judging by your accent, it’s obvious you’re not a native.” He squinted at me like he was searching for clues. “So let me guess… Atlanta, Georgia?”


  “Charleston, South Carolina,” I said as a waiter placed a bowl in front of me. “I live in Manhattan now.”


  “Whereabouts?” he asked.


  “The Upper West Side,” I said. “I have an apartment near Central Park. Where in New York are you from?”


  The waiter gave Wes his bisque. He reached over it for a glass of sparkling water. “My parents and I have always split our time between the city and the Hamptons and Westchester.”


  So did the Stones. It seemed to be the standard in their exclusive circle. And because Wes was obviously part of that world, it impressed me that he’d work for Legal Aid instead of some private firm where he’d earn a fatter paycheck.


  I picked up my spoon. “What made you trade New York for D.C.?” I asked, and then glanced through the windows before looking back at him. “Not that it isn’t equally incredible here. I could stare at this view all night.”


  He sipped his drink. “I’d like to work in politics someday… so D.C. is the place to start.”


  I nodded, stirring my soup. “Do you enjoy your job now?”


  “A lot,” he said as he set down his glass across from a vase erupting with calla lilies. “So many of my classmates from Georgetown went straight into private practice… but I didn’t want to. I figured that out when I was a summer clerk at Chamberlain and Roth. Handling business deals for Fortune 500 companies was so unsatisfying… and deathly boring. I didn’t feel like I was really helping anyone. But working at Legal Aid… I do.”


  “What type of cases do you deal with there?”


  He combed his fingers through his hair, smoothing the wayward strands. “I work in the domestic violence division. I help women find emergency housing, take deadbeat fathers to court for not paying child support, file restraining orders against husbands and boyfriends… that sort of thing.” He twisted toward me and slung his arm over the back of his chair. “I did an internship at Legal Aid when I was in law school… that’s when I found my niche. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing… women who came into the office with split lips and broken ribs and no money to feed their kids. I was disgusted by how wrong it is.”


  “So many things are wrong,” I said. “But at least you’re doing something about this one.”


  “I’m trying. It’s frustrating, though. The cases keep pouring in because the crimes don’t stop. Some of my colleagues have become desensitized to it… but I never will.”


  I abandoned my spoon. He was more appetizing than the bisque.


  “Before my internship,” he said, “I’d only heard about abuse like that. But seeing it firsthand was different. Maybe it hit me so hard because my upbringing was sheltered… and I was used to a stable family. My parents were together back then.”


  I nodded as I wondered why his parents’ relationship was past tense.


  Wes’s face had turned serious while he was talking, but now it relaxed. “I’m blabbering too much about myself… which is a gross violation of dating etiquette.” He paused and looked embarrassed, like he’d broken another rule. “I didn’t mean to imply this is a date. I know you’re only here to avoid room service.”


  I glanced at the father of the bride. He was the real reason I was in this hotel, and I felt bad again for fooling Wes, but not all that much. Terrence Miller wasn’t the only thing keeping me here. “That isn’t true,” I said, thinking about how adorable it was that Wes’s mouth curled up higher on one side than the other when he smiled.


  “I’m sorry anyway… because it was presumptuous. Will an angry boyfriend tackle me on Pennsylvania Avenue when I leave here tonight?”


  “Until recently, that would’ve been possible. But now… you’re completely safe.”


  His eyes lingered on my face. “Then I guess some poor guy is missing out.”


  The waiters returned with salads. We’d been talking so much that our soup had turned cold, so we let it be taken away.


  “What do you do for a living?” Wes asked.


  “I work at a magazine,” I said as I pierced baby field greens with my fork. “I’m an editorial assistant… and a writer. Sort of, anyway… I’ve only had one short story published. But I have an idea for a novel… and I’ll write it if I can ever find the time.”


  “That’s impressive, Savannah. I couldn’t write a story if my life depended on it.”


  I sipped my water, watching him eat his salad. “It’s not that hard.”


  “Maybe not for you,” he said. “So where was your story published?”


  “It was in Femme… and that’s where I work.”


  He rested his fork on a gold-rimmed plate. “Really? One of my colleagues reads that magazine. She loves it… she even has a subscription. Now I’m even more impressed.”


  “You’ve impressed me, too, Wes. You’re doing such important work… and it’s great that you’re helping single mothers.”


  “I do my best,” he said. “It isn’t easy for them.”


  “I know. I was raised by a single mom.”


  He lifted his eyebrows. “Well,” he said after a moment, “she must’ve done her job well. You’re obviously an intelligent and accomplished woman. She has to be proud of having such a beautiful daughter.”


  I wasn’t sure if the flattery was heating me up or if it was because we were so close that the edges of our thighs touched. Or maybe it had something to do with that sexy curve in his upper lip. He’d just pressed his napkin against it to dry a shimmery spot of vinaigrette.


  “She is proud of me. And thanks for the compliment,” I said.


  The waiters returned to clear our plates before the entrée was served. Wes asked where I’d gone to college and he told me that he’d graduated from Dartmouth, he was twenty-seven, and lived outside the city—in a section of Northern Virginia called Old Town, Alexandria.


  “Have you seen any ghosts around?” he asked, giving me a wink. “They claim there’s one here at the Hay-Adams… a socialite who died in 1885. She supposedly shows up on the fourth floor.”


  “Fabulous,” I said with a laugh. “I’m staying on the fourth floor.”


  “I guess she has good taste in hotels. Don’t worry, though… Old Town is rumored to be completely haunted, too, but the tables in my house have never levitated or anything,” he said, and I laughed again. “Have you ever been to Old Town?”


  I shook my head. “This is my first time in D.C.”


  “Is it? Then I’d love to show you around. But you’re probably too busy for the tourist stuff since you’re here for a conference.”


  His offer was tempting, but it didn’t seem right to see him again. I just couldn’t go on deceiving him. So I forced myself to nod, and we went back to conversation and dinner. After that, a wedding cake was rolled out and I heard someone saying the cake had vanilla buttercream frosting and a filling made of almond marzipan and raspberry preserves. Then Terrence Miller rose from his chair, walked to the bride, and escorted her to the middle of the room.


  The band struck its first chord for the father-daughter dance and the lead singer began to croon “I Loved Her First.” The bride gazed adoringly at her father and he beamed at her, and all the guests watched and smiled. But I couldn’t smile, and I had to force myself to watch. I kept thinking I wouldn’t have a dance like that at my wedding reception, and Terrence Miller’s company was partly to blame. Amicus had started this mess, and Edward wasn’t the one who’d let toxic chemicals seep into a lake. And it wasn’t right that some men got to escort their daughters down the aisle and give them weddings and watch their lives unfold when other men would never be able to see their daughters do anything.


  Wes leaned toward me. “This is sweet, isn’t it?”


  A swell of nausea rose from my stomach. “Excuse me,” I said. “I need some air.”


  I stood up and headed for the French doors. Then I was out on the balcony, leaning against the railing and not feeling the cold. I was warm and shaky, and my breath came in short spurts. I tried to calm myself down as I stared at the view—the White House and the city lights that stretched far into the distance.


  I heard the door open behind me and the band playing “Love and Marriage.” When the door clicked shut, everything was quiet again until Wes joined me at the railing.


  “Savannah,” he said, “don’t you want to come back inside? They’re cutting the cake.”


  Almond marzipan and raspberry preserves sounded delicious before, but now the thought of them nearly made me vomit. I shook my head and fixed my gaze on the triangular tip of the Washington Monument. There were lights embedded in it that blinked like two red eyes.


  “Are you okay?” Wes asked. “Did I say something wrong? I’ve been tripping up constantly tonight.”


  I turned toward him, feeling awful that he’d think he was the one who’d done something wrong. “No… you’ve been nothing but charming. I just… I’m not feeling well,” I said, which wasn’t totally dishonest.


  “You should come inside and sit down. Do you think it’s something you ate? I can ask a waiter to bring you a glass of seltzer. That usually helps for—”


  “No,” I said again, turning my head to look through the glass panes on the doors. I saw Terrence Miller visiting the tables, jovially checking up on his guests while waiters distributed cake on plates. My mood dipped as I decided it had been a mistake to come to the reception, because I’d never get a chance to corner him about Edward. This wasn’t the time or the place. His daughter must have been dreaming of today forever, and it had probably been amazing, and I couldn’t spoil that. “It wasn’t something I ate. And I think I better leave.”


  “Okay,” Wes said slowly. “But can I at least walk you to your room?”


  “That isn’t necessary. You should enjoy the rest of the party.”


  He shrugged as he glanced inside and then back at me. “You’re more interesting than the party. You also need someone to protect you from that ghost.”


  I laughed even though I hadn’t expected to. Wes smiled, and a few minutes later we were on the fourth floor and heading to my room.


  “Well,” I said when we reached the door, “thanks for shielding me from the evil spirit.”


  He brushed away a few strands of hair that had flopped onto his forehead. “I don’t think she’s evil. She’s just a poor depressed aristocrat who killed herself. Unfortunately, you’re still not safe… they say she comes around at night and brings the scent of mimosa.”


  I wondered if that was trivia or a ploy to get into my room. “I guess I won’t mind if she pays me a visit,” I said, “since she smells nice.”


  “So do you.”


  His smile hooked up to the left again. He was looking at me with those translucent blue eyes, and I was such a sucker for blue eyes. I felt my cheeks flush as I opened my purse and searched inside for my room key.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked. “You might have a fever… your face is red.”


  “I’m fine,” I said, but he didn’t seem to believe that. He pressed his palm against my forehead.


  “You don’t feel hot,” he said finally, dropping his hand to his side.


  That’s what you think.


  “So,” he went on, “are you sure you can’t play hooky from your conference and let me give you a tour of D.C.? I’m busy tomorrow, but I could take the day off on Monday.”


  It seemed wrong to keep misleading him about the real reason I was here. But I had all week to get to Terrence Miller, and I might not see results anyway, and it would be a shame to let this visit go to waste.


  “I suppose I could skip a day of the conference,” I said. “But I don’t think I can traipse around D.C. with you until I know your full name.”


  “Didn’t I give it to you when we met tonight?” he asked, and I shook my head. “Jeez, I really am burned out from the holidays. I apologize for not properly introducing myself.”


  “That’s okay. I didn’t, either. But you go first.”


  “All right,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Wesley Caldwell.”


  


  Seventeen


  My breath caught in my chest. I left his hand lingering between us as my mind raced with things he’d said tonight—he’d spent time in Westchester, he aspired to work in politics, and his parents weren’t together. And I remembered W. Caldwell listed as a relative when I researched the Senator online.


  “Are you,” I began, but the words stuck in my throat. I swallowed and tried again. “Are you Senator Caldwell’s son?”


  He smiled and nodded. “Did Gavin tell you that?”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Gavin,” he said, looking at me like I’d gone senile. “We met at his party… remember?”


  Maybe Ned had been right. Maybe I shouldn’t have tried to become a sleuth, because I was embarrassingly incompetent. It was impossible to keep all the lies straight.


  I sighed as a maid passed by, carrying a stack of fresh towels. “Wes,” I said, “we didn’t meet at Gavin’s party. I don’t even know who Gavin is. The truth is we met at your mother’s house in Larchmont before Christmas… I was leaving and you were on your way in.”


  He paused and moved his eyes around the hallway. “That’s right,” he said finally, snapping his fingers and shifting his eyes back to me. “I remember now. But… why didn’t you just say that in the first place?”


  “Because,” I said, “I’m Savannah Morgan.”


  I thought that would be the easiest way to explain. I thought he’d understand, but he just stared at me blankly as confusion clouded his eyes.


  “What does that mean?” he asked. “Are you famous or something?”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “I just thought you might’ve heard of me online or—”


  “I don’t surf the Web much. My work keeps me too busy for that.”


  I nodded, feeling stupid. Of course he didn’t know me. He was occupied with important things like protecting women from violent exes and making sure that children of deadbeat fathers were clothed and fed. He had no time to waste on a slimy gossip rag like Nocturnal. And I doubted his mother would ever bring up my name.


  I should have ended the conversation the second I found out who he was. I didn’t want to talk trash about his parents and Amicus, because the things they’d done weren’t his fault. And even though I hadn’t known who Wes was a few hours ago, I shouldn’t have used him as a pawn in my game. Maybe the slimy feeling I had now was my reward for that.


  “What’s going on?” he asked. “Tell me.”


  I shook my head. “Just forget it, Wes. I’m so sorry about all of this. You’re a sweet guy and I really enjoyed meeting you, but it’d be better if we don’t see each other again. We should also pretend tonight didn’t happen. Search for my name online… and you’ll understand why.”


  I slid my key into its slot, went into my room, and turned around to lock myself inside. But Wes hadn’t moved from the hallway, and I just couldn’t close the door.


  “If what I find out doesn’t bother me,” he said, “are we still on for Monday? I can meet you in the lobby downstairs at nine.”


  “Sure,” I answered, knowing he wouldn’t be there.


  ***


  An hour later, my dress dangled from a hanger, my makeup was off, and my hair was damp from the shower. I threw on my cashmere robe and brushed my hair in front of the bathroom mirror, and I was working on a knot when my cell rang on the bureau. Caroline’s voice came through the phone when I picked it up.


  “How’d it go?” she asked.


  “Not so well,” I said wearily as I passed the glass doors on my way to the bed. I sat on the mattress and tried to untangle the knot in my hair with my fingers. “I weaseled my way into the wedding reception, but I didn’t talk to Terrence Miller. It just… didn’t seem like the right time. But I’m going to try to see him at Amicus on Monday. It’s on…” I glanced over at a notepad where I’d written the address. “K Street Northwest. I’ll never get to him without an appointment, so I’ll just wait in the lobby and catch him on his way in or out.”


  “You won’t be able to get into the lobby. I did some research of my own, and I found out that Amicus has heavy security at the main office because it’s been threatened by quite a few angry people. You won’t be allowed in the building without clearance and proper ID.”


  That was discouraging. But I tried not to let it be. “Okay… so I’ll go with Plan B and wait outside until Miller shows up.”


  “Savannah,” Caroline said, “it’s February. It’s cold. And he might not even be there on Monday. He might take the day off or have meetings elsewhere or be out of town on business.”


  “Then I’ll go back on Tuesday.”


  The knot was loose. I stood up and headed toward the bathroom, waiting for Caroline to say something. I was halfway there when she finally did.


  “Well… I guess I always knew you were tenacious. So how’d you get into the reception?”


  I’d just stepped into the bathroom, where the marble floor was cold against my bare feet. I walked across it and sat on the edge of the tub, deciding not to mention Wes. Caroline surely knew him, and I had to forget that I did.


  “I slipped somebody a few bucks,” I lied.


  Caroline snickered. “Works every time.”


  I didn’t tell her that wasn’t true. We said good-bye, and I passed out in bed an hour later. When I woke up, I got dressed and ordered breakfast in my room. Then I decided to spend the cloudy Sunday sightseeing on my own.


  “I’m interested in touring the White House,” I told the concierge after I went down to the lobby. “Would it be possible to do that today?”


  She shook her head. “White House tours are only Tuesday through Saturday… and you need tickets in advance. But there are plenty of other things to see.” She reached behind her desk and pulled out a pamphlet for an open-top bus tour that went past all the landmarks and let passengers off to explore. “You can still catch this one, and it’s great for pictures.”


  My phone was filled with pictures when I went back to my room that night. I’d been shooting them off to Mom throughout the day—when I was at places like the Jefferson Memorial and the Lincoln Memorial and Arlington Cemetery—and I was so exhausted from seeing D.C. that I was too tired to go out to dinner. I ordered room service, fell asleep before ten, and was jarred into consciousness early the next morning by my wake-up call. I opened my eyes to find a room filled with sunlight and a complimentary Washington Post outside my door.


  I didn’t read the newspaper or order breakfast. I left the hotel, grabbed a cab, and headed to Amicus Worldwide, which was inside a ten-story office building that took up most of a block. It had an esplanade with benches and I sat on one of them before eight o’clock, hoping to catch Terrence Miller as he walked into Amicus with the morning rush.


  He didn’t show up, though—not in the morning when it was sunny, or during lunch hour as the sky turned gray, or in the early evening, when swarms of people started leaving the building and an icy rain trickled from the clouds. It was dark soon after that, and the building seemed to be almost empty, and my wool coat stunk worse than a drowned dog. I was soaked and hungry and way past disappointed, so I gave up for the time being and dragged myself to the curb, where I hailed cabs that sped by and splashed water from grimy puddles onto my feet.


  My shoes were soaked through by the time a taxi stopped. I asked the driver to take me to Pennsylvania Avenue, and I shivered in the backseat while he honked his horn through heavy traffic. We finally reached the Hay-Adams, where I walked through the lobby toward the elevators, dripping a shameful trail of water on the floor.


  “Savannah?”


  I turned around. Wes was walking toward me, dressed in jeans and a navy-blue sweatshirt with GEORGETOWN LAW printed across the front. There was a bomber jacket slung over his arm and a concerned look on his face.


  “What happened to you?” he asked.


  A drop of water fell from my hair and slipped down my cheek. I wiped it away and was left with a smear of black mascara on my fingers. The elevator was right beside me and I was tempted to glance at its shiny doors to check my reflection, but I decided against it because I didn’t even want to know. And I couldn’t understand why Wes was there.


  “I… got caught in the storm,” I told him.


  “I can see that,” he said. “But what I meant was… where were you this morning? I was here at nine like we planned, and when you didn’t show up I asked the concierge to call your room… but you didn’t answer.”


  My hair kept leaking. I blinked away a driblet that had slid into my eye. “I didn’t think you’d be here,” I said bluntly. “Don’t you know who I am by now?”


  He nodded. “I know. I also know you confronted my mother about Edward Stone and Amicus during her Christmas party.”


  He must have called Larchmont. “Then why are you talking to me? Did your mother tell you that I asked if she had anything to do with Edward’s death?”


  “She told me. To be honest, I understand why you might suspect her… but believe me, that isn’t who my mother is. She knew Edward for years, and she cared about him. I did, too… my family and the Stones were very close. Not anymore, though.”


  “No kidding,” I said.


  “I don’t blame you for confronting my mother,” Wes went on. “I also don’t blame you for looking for answers. I guess you intended to get some from Terrence Miller last night… which is why you used me to get into his daughter’s wedding reception. But how did you know I’d be there?”


  He sounded surprisingly calm and not the least bit angry, but I still took a step back. “I didn’t know. Trust me… I’m not that good at covert operations. In fact, I’m horrible at them. I had no clue that you were the senator’s son until you told me. And running into you last night was purely coincidence. But even so… I apologize for misleading you.”


  He shook his head. “You don’t have to. I’m sure there’s a lot you wanted to ask Terry.”


  “Terry?” I said.


  “That’s what I’ve always called him. The Millers are friends of my family… although Terry hasn’t been one lately. He let my parents take the rap for things he’s responsible for as the head of Amicus.”


  I peeled off my damp coat. “But if you dislike Terrence Miller so much, why did you go to his daughter’s wedding reception?”


  “I’ve known her forever,” he said as I bent my coat over my arm. “She was also in my class at Georgetown. So I went to the party for her… not for him. I can’t stand to be in the same room with that man, to be honest. But if you want a chance to meet with him, I can arrange it for you.”


  This was all so sudden, and I didn’t know what to say. It was true that Wes could help me, but I had only a partial understanding of why he wanted to. “So you think your parents were wronged by Amicus,” I said. “But why would you want to help me? I mean… I’m Edward’s daughter, and even though your mother denies it, I’m sure he was involved with her, and—”


  “She was involved with Edward. She can deny it in the press all she wants, but the truth came out at home. My father wouldn’t have filed for divorce otherwise,” he said as a bellman rolled a luggage cart in our direction. We moved out of the way and stood beneath a chandelier.


  “That’s what I thought,” I said. “And it’s another reason for you to want nothing to do with me. My father broke up your parents’ marriage.”


  He sighed. “He was only part of it, Savannah. There were other problems. It takes two to have an affair, you know. My mother isn’t blameless.”


  He’d impressed me once again. He was so objective and rational about all of this.


  “But the thing is,” he went on, “what happened between her and Edward isn’t your fault, and it has nothing to do with you or me. During the wedding reception, I kept thinking I wanted to get to know you… and that didn’t change when I found out who you are. I want to be friends, and I don’t think we should have to stay away from each other because of our parents. We’ve already suffered enough for their lousy choices… haven’t we?”


  His hair was bent in different directions like last night. I fought an impulse to smooth it down, to move closer to him, to tell him that even though we’d been touched differently by what our parents had done, we probably felt just the same.


  “Yeah,” I said finally. “We have.”


  Wes exhaled a long breath and leaned his back against the wall. “So can we just forget our parents for a while and start with a clean slate? Here,” he said, sticking out his hand, “let’s try this again. I’m Wesley Caldwell.”


  Everything he’d said was right. There was no reason for us not to be friends, so I didn’t leave him hanging like I had last night. I slipped my palm into his, and he shook it gently.


  “I’m Savannah Morgan,” I told him, pretending this was the first time I’d said it.


  “It’s nice to finally meet you. And if you don’t have other plans tonight, I’d like to take you to dinner in Old Town. I’m sure we have a lot in common to talk about.”


  “I’m sure we do. And I’ll be happy to have dinner with you,” I said, glancing down at my soggy clothes. “I’ll need to get fixed up, though. What time do you want to eat?”


  “The sooner the better,” he said with a laugh. “I’ve been sitting around this lobby all day and I’m starving to death.”


  My eyes widened. “You’ve been here since this morning?”


  “Yeah,” he said sheepishly. “I didn’t want to miss you.”


  I could hardly believe he’d spent all those hours waiting. But then I felt my clammy shirt clinging to my skin, and it reminded me that I’d spent the day waiting for someone, too. I never would’ve done that if it wasn’t very important to me. I supposed nobody would.


  ***


  When I was back on the fourth floor, I found that Wes had told the truth about asking the concierge to call my room. I had a voice mail from her, and I also found a text on my cell from Caroline asking Any luck?


  None yet, I typed back, even though that wasn’t true. But I wanted to keep Wes to myself for now—especially because we’d agreed to temporarily forget our parents and their problems. And there was no time to call Caroline and explain everything even if I wanted to. I’d promised to meet Wes in two hours, and I had to shower and change and find a cab.


  Soon I was inside a taxi. The rain had stopped, and the cab reached Old Town after a twenty-minute ride. I looked through the window beside me, thinking the area reminded me of Fulton Market in New York. It was a boating village with quaint shops and restaurants and people everywhere.


  The driver left me at the place Wes and I had planned to meet—a restaurant called Vermilion that was inside a Colonial-style building with gas lanterns framing an entrance painted yellow. I walked through the front door and into an intimate space that had brick walls and a bustling bar where Wes was standing. He spotted me, waved, and met me at the door. He’d changed into black pants and a gray sweater, and he was carrying what appeared to be a gin and tonic with a slice of lime stuck on the rim of the glass. He smiled at my white turtleneck and taupe pants that I’d worn beneath the spare coat that I was glad I’d brought from home. The other one was drying on a hanger in my hotel room.


  “You look lovely,” he said.


  I chuckled, thinking about the photo that he must have seen when he read about me online. I figured I’d get it out of the way, because laughing at that sort of thing somehow weakened it. “Better than before, I hope. But maybe not quite as good as the picture of me at The Plaza last summer… the one with the unfortunate pink dress.”


  Wes smiled sympathetically. “I don’t think the dress was too unfortunate. But did you really shove Virginia?”


  “It was an accident. The story was spun differently, though.”


  A hostess escorted us to a table in a private corner of the restaurant, handed us menus, and walked away. Wes put his menu and his drink on the table before leaning toward me to pick up where we’d left off.


  “Who spun the story that way?” he asked. “Fabian Spader?”


  “The one and only,” I said. “I guess you’re acquainted with him?”


  “Not personally… but he’s victimized a lot of people I know. I’m sorry he did it to you.”


  I shrugged. “I survived. And I don’t think he’ll bother me again.”


  Wes took the lime off his glass and dropped it onto a napkin. “Why’s that?”


  “Someone I know persuaded him not to.”


  “Oh,” Wes said thoughtfully. “That person must be a very good friend.”


  I hadn’t thought of Jack that way. I shrugged again and opened my menu, and a few minutes later a young blond waitress carrying a notepad and a basket of bread came by. Her face brightened when she put the basket in front of us and looked at Wes.


  “Hi,” she said warmly, smiling as she patted his shoulder. I noticed her name tag printed with TAMMY B. “I haven’t seen you around here for a while.”


  He smiled back. “I was out of town for the holidays and too busy before that to eat anywhere other than at work. How’s everything with you? No more problems with your ex?”


  “Well,” she said, “he’s useless as a father and never shows up for his supervised visits. He just can’t seem to handle having an autistic kid. But at least he’s respecting my restraining order and sending his child-support checks on time… thanks to you.”


  Wes nodded. “How has your daughter been feeling? Are her ears okay?”


  “Better… she got tubes in them and hasn’t had an infection since. Thanks for asking,” she said, and then she pulled a pen from her pocket and poised it against her pad. “I should stop talking and take your order before I lose my job. You’d have to find me another one, Wes.”


  He glanced at the menu and asked for an appetizer before his entrée. I did the same, and then Tammy was gone and I looked at him over the bread.


  “I assume she’s one of your clients?” I asked, and he nodded, picked up the basket, and offered it to me. I took a slice and reached for the butter. “You probably have so many… it’s amazing that you can remember details about the kids.”


  “I can’t forget the kids. They’re part of what keeps me going.”


  I passed him the butter when I was done with it. “It was good of you to get her a job.”


  He shrugged as he picked up his knife. “It wasn’t exactly difficult. I know the manager… all it took was a five-minute phone call.”


  “Still,” I said, “not many people would spare the five minutes.”


  His cheeks turned scarlet, like my praise had embarrassed him. He looked even more adorable that way.


  


  Eighteen


  We left the restaurant and strolled along King Street. We were heading toward a café, passing eateries and stores that had probably been homes in the Colonial era, when I said “This is a fantastic town. It must have so much history.”


  Wes nodded. “It does… in fact, Robert E. Lee lived here as a child.”


  That surprised me because I hadn’t heard one Southern accent yet. But I should have remembered from my old history classes that Virginia had been part of the Confederacy.


  “His family’s house was built in 1785… and Union soldiers recovered there after the Civil War,” Wes went on like a tour guide, pleasantly reminding me of Tony.


  “Union soldiers?” I said, aghast. “I can’t imagine General Lee allowed that.”


  “He didn’t. The Union seized the house.”


  I folded my arms and looked at Wes sideways. “Figures,” I said.


  He laughed as he raked his fingers through his brown hair, pushing back the perpetually errant strands. “I hope you don’t hold it against me that I come from a long line of Yankees.”


  I stopped walking, scrunched up my mouth, and pretended to size him up. I studied his blue eyes, his solid jaw, and his mouth that bent to the left when he grinned at me.


  “I think I can overlook your heritage,” I said, sticking my nose in the air as I kept my arms folded tightly against my chest, “and its role in the War of Northern Aggression.”


  He laughed. “Is that what they call it in Charleston?”


  “Either that,” I said as we started walking again, “or the Recent Unpleasantness.”


  He rubbed his chin and seemed to be thinking that over. “Well,” he said finally, “that’s a rather positive euphemism, considering what it refers to.”


  I nodded as we strolled by an antique shop. Then we passed a bar and a boutique, and we were nearing the café when someone called Wes’s name—a guy we saw standing outside the bar after we turned around. He was dressed in a suit but his tie was undone and draped loosely around his neck, and he was smoking a cigarette. He tossed the cigarette to the ground, crushed it under his foot, and walked toward us with a confident swagger.


  “Wesley Caldwell,” he said. “I haven’t seen you since graduation day at Georgetown.”


  “Tyler Durant,” Wes said. “Good to see you.”


  Tyler was a somewhat bloated young guy with blondish hair and a Rolex like the one Ned always wore. He smiled and shook Wes’s hand and patted him on the back, but I sensed that Wes was only pretending it was good to see him. Wes introduced us, and Tyler shook my hand.


  “What are you doing in Old Town?” Wes asked him.


  “Postbusiness meeting drink-fest with some captains of industry from Chicago,” he said. “I was showing them around our fair city after dinner at Morton’s. Wooing clients is a pain in the ass, but at least Chamberlain and Roth picks up the tab.”


  “So you’re still working there,” Wes said.


  “Hell yeah,” he replied indignantly. “I’m not crazy enough to throw away two long years slaving on the partnership track. And what about you? Which firm are you with now?”


  Wes shook his head. “I’m not with a firm… I’m still at Legal Aid.”


  Tyler’s mouth fell open. “You surprise me, Wes. I figured you’d get that out of your system after six months and join a firm like the rest of us. They’d still hire you at Chamberlain, you know… the higher-ups thought a lot of your work when we were clerks.”


  “They did,” Wes said. “But it wasn’t what I wanted to do.”


  Tyler nodded as a horse-drawn carriage passed by. I heard hooves clomping against the cobblestones and held my hand to my nose to block the horse’s scent, thinking about how wrong it was that an animal was forced to walk in circles all day. As far as I was concerned, horses should be running around a grassy field out in the country. They didn’t deserve a life of drudgery, stuck on a city street for people’s entertainment and profit.


  “Are you sure?” Tyler asked. “One of our associates recently switched firms… the spot is still open and I’d put in a good word for you… not that you need it. Your class rank was higher than mine at Georgetown… and you were the only one of us who got an A in Antitrust Law.”


  Wes smiled. “I appreciate the offer… but I’m happy where I am.”


  “How can you be? It’s a dead end.”


  The sound of the horse’s hooves faded along with Wes’s smile. He kept quiet, but I couldn’t. “You’re wrong. It’s a meaningful job and a starting point for Wes’s political career.”


  “Oh,” Tyler said slowly, shifting his eyes from me to Wes. “The Senate?”


  “Congress,” Wes replied dully.


  Tyler nodded. “Good for you. You’ve got balls to go in that direction, especially after what happened to your mother… and your father, too. For the record, I think they’ve both been treated unfairly by the media… and even though I’m sure they’ll be vindicated, the press has created such a shit storm that neither of them will ever be able to recover from it. It’s a shame that all of your parents’ education and work has gone down the toilet.”


  I supposed there was a reason Wes hadn’t seen Tyler Durant since their graduation day. Tyler was so dense, he probably thought he was being compassionate. Wes and I had been doing a great job of putting our parents’ problems out of our minds, but now they were fouling the air even worse than that horse’s stench.


  Tyler glanced over his shoulder. “I’d better get back,” he said, and then he shook hands with Wes and tried to do the same with me, but I just gave him a sub-zero stare and watched him disappear into the bar, wishing he’d never come out of it.


  Wes looked at me. “Do you mind if we skip dessert? I’m just… not in the mood.”


  I mulled that over for a moment. “You know what?” I said finally. “I’m not, either. But we should have dessert anyway… and we should enjoy it… because we can’t let people like that,” I said, jerking my head toward the bar, “ruin our moods.”


  He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You’re right. It’s just… I try to forget everything, but it surfaces one way or another. Even though I push it back down, it’s always… there.”


  “I know,” I said. “It’s our very own Recent Unpleasantness.”


  His crooked smile crossed his lips. “I don’t think I can justifiably compare our situation to the Civil War, but—”


  “War of Northern Aggression. You’ll have to call it that if we’re going to be friends.”


  He laughed, which was what I’d hoped for. “Maybe we’d better not discuss it all. And as far as our Recent Unpleasantness… I might be wrong to say this, but I’m glad we can share it. I can’t talk about the situation with many people… nobody could understand like you do.”


  I felt the same way about him. “You aren’t wrong, and I’m happy that I can share it with you, too. I mean… how many twentysomething Americans know what it feels like to watch their parents being trashed in the media?”


  “Not many,” he said. “It’s a pretty exclusive club.”


  I smiled and motioned toward the café. “So are we ready to go in?”


  Wes nodded. “Thanks for cheering me up. Maybe I can return the favor by giving you that tour of D.C. we didn’t do today. I’ve got some vacation days stored, so I can take off work again tomorrow… but can you miss your conference?”


  I’d already been through a tour of D.C. But I wasn’t going to tell Wes that, because I wouldn’t mind seeing the landmarks again if I was with him. I glanced down at my boots, thinking about something I had to admit.


  I looked up at him. “There’s no conference. The only reason I came here was to confront Terrence Miller about Edward. I hope you won’t hold that lie against me.”


  Wes leaned his shoulder against a storefront. “I won’t. And I told you I’d give you a chance with Terry… so I will. Amicus is hosting a black-tie gala at the Mayflower, and I’ve been invited to attend with a guest. Terry still includes me in his major social events… so it looks like there are no hard feelings and he’s such a bighearted guy.”


  “Ugh,” I said, nearly gagging.


  “I wasn’t planning to go, but this would be the perfect chance for you to corner him. He’s not going to make a scene in a ballroom filled with colleagues and politicians. So if you’ll still be in D.C. on Friday and don’t mind being my date, I think you should come.”


  I almost laughed at the idea that any straight female would mind being his date. “I’ll still be here. My flight back to New York leaves early on Sunday morning… so I can definitely go to the gala with you. Thanks for doing this for me.”


  “It’s no sacrifice, Savannah. I can’t wait to see you make Terry squirm… and to spend more time with you.”


  I smiled as a gas lamp flickered behind his head. “I’d like to spend more time with you, too. I’d love that D.C. tour tomorrow.”


  “Great,” he said, taking a step away from the storefront. “So are you ready for dessert? This café has the best grasshopper pie.”


  This was my second and best reminder that Virginia was a Southern state. “I hate to be disagreeable… but my mama makes the best grasshopper pie. I’ll try a slice here, though.”


  I heard that horse again, heading in our direction down King Street. He was working the same route, pulling different passengers. The thought that he’d done this all day and would probably do the same tomorrow made my heart hurt.


  “What’s the matter?” Wes asked.


  “Oh,” I said wistfully, nodding toward the horse. “I just hate unfair things.”


  Wes looked that way. “Yeah,” he said, “me too.”


  He gave me an encouraging smile and we started walking toward the café, listening to the horse’s hooves plod against those ancient stones.


  ***


  “Excuse me,” said the waitress. “We’re closing now.”


  She walked away. Wes and I looked at each other over our plates covered with remnants of Oreo cookie crust from our grasshopper pie, and he seemed as surprised as I was that it was so late. We’d been talking and laughing for two hours, but it had felt more like minutes.


  I glanced at my watch. “I should find a cab to take me back to my hotel, especially if we’re going to get an early start on our sightseeing tomorrow.”


  He nodded. “I’ll meet you in the lobby at nine… and I’d like to drive you back to D.C. if that’s okay. I live right up the street… we can just grab my car and get going.”


  “That’s very considerate,” I said with a smile.


  He shrugged. “It’s really just a scheme to get another half hour with you.”


  I laughed as we stood up and slipped into our coats. Then we went outside and walked to Wes’s place, which was not far from the center of Old Town, but in a secluded area on a street lined with townhomes.


  His was on the corner. It was made of brick and had three stories and windows with dark-blue shutters. “This is precious,” I said, admiring the house as we stood on the sidewalk.


  “It was built in the mid-1800s,” Wes said. “All the houses in this neighborhood were… but they’re remodeled inside. Want to see mine?” He pulled his keys from his pocket and dangled them in the air.


  I nodded. He unlocked the front door, and then we went inside and he showed me around. The house had modest-sized rooms and low ceilings and casual furniture, and the modern décor contrasted with original fixtures, like the fireplace in the living room. We stood beside it after Wes had shown me the rest of the house.


  “This is a beautiful home,” I told him.


  “Thank you. I wish I could say I bought it myself… but I didn’t. My parents gave it to me when I graduated from law school… and I also have a trust fund from my grandparents that helps out a lot.” He looked down at the wood floor as he jangled the car keys he was still holding. “I’m not sure why I told you that… I don’t usually admit it.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  He shrugged, shifting his eyes to mine. “The guys I graduated with… like Tyler Durant… can afford to support themselves on their salaries. I feel sort of inferior that I can’t.”


  “You shouldn’t,” I said. “Unfortunately, the most important jobs often pay the least.”


  He smiled. “You sure do know how to boost a guy’s self-esteem.”


  “I’m just telling the truth, Wes. And we’re in the same position. My apartment was bought by my father. If I had to pay my own rent in Manhattan, I couldn’t afford a closet.”


  Wes laughed. And then he just looked at me. His undivided attention made my stomach flutter and my fingertips tingle and my knees turn to mush. Those feelings had disappeared during the month since Alex and I had broken up, and I hadn’t expected to feel them again so soon—especially from Senator Caldwell’s son.


  He stepped closer. I smelled his woodsy cologne and heard a car passing through the quiet neighborhood.


  He stuck his keys into his pocket and lifted his hand. He rested his palm on my face and slid it slowly and gently from my cheek to my chin, which he caressed with his thumb while he smiled at me. I stared back, feeling my heart pound beneath my sweater.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice coming out as soft as his touch. “You seem like you’re someplace else.”


  “I’m here,” I said, even though that was only half true.


  He moved his hand to my shoulder. “You mentioned having a boyfriend until recently. I’m hoping that wasn’t another—”


  “Lie?” I said quickly, because I wanted to get this cleared up. I needed to move on. “It wasn’t. There aren’t going to be any more lies between us… right?”


  “Right,” he said.


  I nodded. “I had a boyfriend, but now I don’t. And you don’t have a girlfriend… do you?”


  “Nope,” he answered as he shook his head. “Not since last summer.”


  “Oh. What happened last summer?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t being too nosy.


  He took his hand off my shoulder and let it drop to his side. “Since we’re putting everything out in the open, I guess I’ll add this to the pile. What happened is the allegations about my parents and my mother’s relationship with your father came out in the media.”


  He stopped. I was confused. “What does that have to do with your girlfriend?” I asked.


  “Nothing,” he said. “But that’s my opinion… and her father’s meant more to her. He’s a member of the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources that my mother was forced to leave. My girlfriend of two years told me that her father thought it was… what was the word he used? Oh, yeah… he thought it was unsuitable for us to continue our relationship. He pays the rent on her apartment in DuPont Circle, so she does what he says.”


  There was a touch of anger in his voice, but I focused more on the sadness in his eyes. “Another one of those unfair things,” I said. “She should’ve stood by you through that situation instead of leaving you because of it. But if that’s the kind of person she is… you shouldn’t be with her, anyway.”


  He shifted his gaze to the hearth. “I know… and accepting that was a long and painful process.” He looked at me again. “But I have accepted it. What I had with her is over.”


  I nodded, focusing on the peaks in his upper lip. “Then there’s nothing in our way.”


  He moved so close to me that there was just a sliver of space between us, and he seemed even bigger and taller when we were only an inch apart. He put his hands on my shoulders as he leaned down and covered my mouth with his, giving me a kiss that felt warm and soft and held the flavor of our dessert—chocolate and crème de menthe. It tasted like one of my favorite things.


  ***


  We couldn’t stop kissing.


  We were in Wes’s black Mercedes that was parked outside the Hay-Adams, and the bellmen at the entrance seemed to be yearning for the car to get out of their way. They couldn’t see us through the tinted windows, which was good because we were all over each other.


  “I don’t want you to go,” Wes said when our mouths parted for a moment. “But those guys might call the cops if I don’t move my car.”


  I giggled through the exhilarating buzz that I usually got from a martini or two. “We don’t want that headline in the blogosphere… ‘Senator Caldwell’s Son and Edward Stone’s Daughter Caught Making Out Like Teenagers’.”


  He laughed. “I hope you won’t consider me rude if I don’t walk you to your room.”


  I smirked, thinking it would be wiser but so much less exciting for me to go to my room alone. Otherwise I might be tempted to invite him in and keep him there until morning.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked.


  “At nine,” he said. “We can have breakfast here at the hotel if you want.”


  I agreed, we kissed good-bye, and I got out of the car and watched him drive away. Soon I was in my room, stretched out on my back in bed, still in my clothes and my makeup and listening to the TV that sounded far away. My mind was on Wes and everything that had happened today, and I was amazed I’d come to D.C. for Terrence Miller and ended up with Wesley Caldwell.


  My cell rang. I reached over to the night table to pick it up, and Tina’s voice came through before I could say hello. “Where’ve you been?” she asked. “I’ve been calling all day. I wanted to find out how you’re enjoying D.C.”


  “It’s great. My cell was turned off because… I was at the conference.” I squeezed my eyes shut as my head sank into a pillow. Just when I’d thought I was done lying, I had to start all over again. But I wasn’t going to lie about Wes. “And I went out with someone tonight.”


  “Which someone would that be?”


  I stared at the ceiling. “A guy,” I said.


  “Already?” she asked.


  I sighed, closing my eyes again. “That’s exactly what I didn’t want to hear.”


  “Well… I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I just meant… it isn’t like you to get involved with a man so soon after breaking up with another one.”


  “I know,” I said. “It’s totally against my principles. But it doesn’t feel wrong… and you were the one who told me that I need a fresh start.”


  “True,” she agreed, sounding more enthusiastic now. “So who is it?”


  I had to do this before I lost my nerve. I took a deep breath and spit it out.


  “Senator Caldwell’s son,” I said.


  I heard nothing except an episode of Fashion Police that Tina must have been watching. Joan Rivers was verbally shredding a movie star’s dress, but Tina was silent.


  “Are you kidding?” she said finally.


  “No,” I said, wishing she hadn’t asked that question. It made the situation seem strange and reckless, but that wasn’t how it felt. So I explained everything and hoped she’d understand, and by the time I stopped talking, it seemed she did.


  “You’re right,” she said. “You shouldn’t let your parents get in the way… and I’m going to support you on this. If you and Wes think you could have a relationship—”


  “I don’t know if that’s in our future. I’m forbidden to move out of New York… and I wouldn’t want to leave anyway, and I doubt he’d bail on D.C. He’s hoping to become a congressman.”


  “Ooh,” Tina purred. “That’s kind of hot.”


  “He’s even hotter,” I said.


  “Then don’t let him go. You can do the long-distance thing and see how it works out. Like I said, you shouldn’t let the Caldwell-Stone feud stop you. It’s romantic, actually… sort of like Romeo and Juliet. But you two won’t end up that way.”


  “I hope not,” I said with a laugh.


  We got off the phone a few minutes later, and then I went to sleep and woke up the next morning with my mind on Wes. He was waiting for me in the lobby, wearing khaki pants with a pullover made of black fleece beneath his bomber jacket. He walked toward me and planted a quick good-morning kiss on my lips. His mouth tasted like Aquafresh instead of chocolate and liqueur… but somehow that was just as good.


  “Still want to have breakfast with me?” he asked as he flashed the sweetest smile.


  “Yes,” I said, slipping my hand into his.


  We went to The Lafayette inside the hotel, which was an elegant restaurant with lots of windows and chandeliers. It was sunny outside and the room was filled with light, and we sat across from each other while we drank mango juice and ate raspberries covered in crème fraîche.


  “I got us tickets to tour the White House,” Wes told me.


  I was lifting a spoonful of raspberries to my mouth; I kept it in the air as I stared at him. “How’d you manage that?” I asked. “I thought it was impossible to find tickets last-minute.”


  He sipped his juice and shrugged. “My mother still has some friends in high places. Not many… but a few. I made a call, and we’re set to go. And I’m up for showing you everything—the monuments, the memorials, the museums… whatever interests you.”


  I swallowed the raspberries with a dollop of cream, thinking the most interesting part of D.C. was right across the table.


  


  Nineteen


  That day with Wes flew by in a whirlwind of landmarks, and it ended the same way as the one before—with us making out like sex-starved adolescents in the front seat of his car. He asked to see me again and I eagerly agreed, and we had dinner together near his house on Wednesday and met at the Old Ebbitt Grill on Thursday night.


  Wes had come straight from work, and he was wearing a dark-blue suit with a paisley tie when we were inside the restaurant, which was near my hotel. It resembled a saloon and was very nineteenth century with its mahogany rafters, velvet booths, and gilded mirrors.


  We walked past an oyster bar and were seated at a booth where the upholstery felt soft against my back. We ordered drinks, and while we were waiting for our appetizer, Wes brought up the Amicus gala scheduled for the following night.


  “The party is for Terry,” he said, taking a sip of his vodka gimlet, “to honor his twenty-five years with the company.”


  I almost lost my appetite. “What else is he being honored for? Allowing Amicus Worldwide to blight an entire town?”


  Wes put down his glass. “They’ll leave that part out… but it’s exactly what he did. And I want to be clear that my father wasn’t in on it. He’d heard the rumors and confronted Terry, but Dad was repeatedly assured that Amicus wasn’t doing anything wrong.”


  This was probably the story his father had given him. I couldn’t accept it, but I understood why Wes did. He wanted to believe his father was as innocent as I hoped mine was.


  “Terrence Miller definitely did things wrong,” I said. “He controls that company, so he has to know everything that goes on in it. He also has the most to lose from being exposed.”


  “That’s why he continues to deny that Amicus has any responsibility for Lake Kolenya. Fortunately for him, it hasn’t been proved. But if and when it is, he’ll have a lot to answer for.” Wes grabbed his drink and finished it quickly, and then he slammed down the glass so hard that our utensils rattled. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just that when I think about what he’s done to my parents—”


  “You don’t have to apologize. I feel the same way about what he did to my father.”


  Wes nodded. “It’s a classic example of the butterfly effect, isn’t it? If Amicus wasn’t corrupt, so many people wouldn’t have been hurt… or died.”


  “Like Edward,” I said.


  The waiter returned and asked if Wes wanted another drink. He shook his head and then stared at me for a moment after the waiter was gone. “Savannah,” he said, “do you seriously think Terry had something to do with Edward’s car crash? I mean… didn’t the cops say that drunk driver was responsible? It was all over the TV news.”


  I grabbed a spoon and tapped it against the table. “They did say that, but I don’t buy it and I never will. I know I sound like a conspiracy theorist… you must think I need therapy.”


  He gently put his hand over mine. I stopped tapping the spoon.


  “What I think,” he said, “is that you’re dedicated to finding justice for a father you never even met. I admire that.”


  I smiled. “So my suspicions about Miller aren’t that far-fetched?”


  Wes took his hand away from mine, leaned back into the booth, and exhaled a sigh. “Listen,” he began, “you know how I feel about Terry. He’s ruthless and he’s a liar and I think his heart might be made of ice. All he cares about is staying on top. But do I think he’s a murderer?” He shook his head. “I have a hard time accusing anyone—even Terry—of something like that until I see hard evidence.”


  “You’re talking like a lawyer,” I said, “and a good person. But you admit Miller wants to hold on to his position… and if that’s true, then doesn’t it make sense that he’d eliminate the one man with the most power to ruin him? Edward had a media empire at his fingertips, and Stone News could’ve decimated Miller on allegations alone.”


  Wes’s hand moved to his glass; he kept his eyes on me as he absentmindedly plucked his lime wedge off the rim and stuck it back on, over and over again. “Your theory,” he said finally, “is that Terry literally offed Edward before Edward could figuratively do the same to him.”


  “Correct,” I said as the waiter returned with our appetizer. He put it in front of us and walked away, but Wes and I didn’t touch the food. “I think it’s plausible.”


  Wes was still tinkering with the lime. He finally pulled it off the glass and tossed it onto the table. “I think you’re right. Are you going to tell him that at the gala tomorrow?”


  “I’ll be more subtle about it. And I’ll keep my fingers crossed that he’ll slip up and give me something I can pass along to the authorities. I’ll needle him as much as I can. You did say you want to watch him squirm, right?”


  Wes nodded as he laughed. “You know what? The butterfly effect I mentioned… it’s caused so much misery, but at least one good thing has come out of it.”


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “I met you,” he said.


  ***


  I spent most of the next day in Georgetown, where I shopped and visited a salon. I returned to my hotel in the late afternoon with my makeup done and my hair side-parted and tucked behind my ears in a sleek Old-Hollywood style.


  Then I put on a new dress I’d bought for the gala. It was ankle length with a halter neckline and a sleek silhouette, and the bodice was white but the rest was black. There was a slit cut into the left side that my leg peeked through later on, when I strolled across the Hay-Adams lobby toward Wes. He was sitting on a couch, and he stood up when he saw me.


  “You’re gorgeous,” he told me.


  “Likewise,” I said as I admired his tux. I sat on the couch and he sat beside me, and we stayed there for a while so we could arrive at the gala after the cocktail hour to avoid mingling with the Amicus crowd. “We’ll keep our attendance at the party strictly business,” I said.


  Wes nodded. “But you should still eat your dinner… Amicus owes us a meal.”


  “At least,” I said with a laugh.


  “Besides,” he continued, “you bought that dress and you should enjoy it.”


  I adjusted the straps that crisscrossed my chest. “I only bought it because… this probably sounds strange to a guy… but there’s power in new clothes. It’s like the cheer-up advice my mother always gives me: Put on some lipstick and a cute outfit, she says. It might seem ridiculous, but it always makes me feel better.”


  “It doesn’t seem ridiculous,” Wes said.


  An hour later, we were on Connecticut Avenue and outside the Mayflower Hotel, which was like so many buildings in D.C.—old and elegant and steeped in history.


  “A lot of U.S. presidents have had their inaugural celebrations here,” Wes told me after we dashed through the cold and into an opulent lobby that seemed to stretch as far as a city block. From there we went to the Grand Ballroom, which was an enormous space with several balconies, a lavish chandelier, and a stage draped in red velvet. I held Wes’s arm while we walked to our table, where guests were sitting on Chiavari chairs with satin cushions.


  Wes pulled out a chair for me, and as I sat down I spotted Terrence Miller at a table near the stage. He wore a tuxedo like the rest of the men, and he was sitting beside a woman in a cream-colored dress. I recognized her from the wedding reception last week.


  “That’s his wife,” Wes whispered. “She’s a nice lady… and I don’t think she has a clue that she’s been married to a viper for thirty years.”


  “How couldn’t she know?”


  He shrugged. “Terry is like counterfeit money. He appears to be the real thing, but he’s just a very convincing fake. Most people who know him socially think he’s a great guy. And he never gets off his soapbox about the importance of family values, although he applies that only to his own wife and kids. His family means everything to him… but he doesn’t give a damn about anyone else’s.”


  I kept my eyes on Terrence Miller. He was talking to a few people around him, and they exploded in laughter at the end of whatever joke he’d told. “Hypocrite,” I muttered.


  Wes’s hand touched mine under the table. I looked at him—at his bow tie and his crisp white shirt, his freshly shaven face and his hair that was uncharacteristically well behaved. It was brushed back, and that made his features seem more mannish than boylike tonight.


  “I know you’re on a mission, Savannah. But can we forget about Terry for the moment and talk about us?”


  “That’d be more fun,” I said as waiters slid salads in front of us.


  He cleared his throat. “I know we’ve only known each other for a week… so I don’t want you to think I’m being pushy. But I hope I can see you again after you leave tomorrow.”


  I smiled. “I hope so, too.”


  “I’m glad,” he said, sounding relieved. “It’s such a short flight from here to New York, and I spend a lot of weekends there. Since my father filed for divorce, he’s taken up permanent residence in my parents’ apartment on East Eighty-third, and I stay with him when I’m in the city. But I guess now I have another reason to visit Manhattan.”


  “I guess so,” I agreed, tightening my fingers around his.


  ***


  The gala was almost over. Wes and I had suffered through so many slobbering speeches about Terrence Miller’s outstanding service to Amicus Worldwide that we were queasy by the time our desserts arrived. It was even worse to see Miller standing in front of the stage, chatting and chuckling with a receiving line of admirers. I watched until there were only a few people left, and then I threw down my napkin and pushed back my chair.


  “Good luck,” Wes said encouragingly.


  I nodded, walked away from the table, and sauntered across the ballroom toward the stage. I tossed my hair and felt air on my leg as it poked through the slit in my dress, and then I got in line behind the three remaining people who were prattling on and on with Miller.


  He seemed relaxed, silver-tongued, and surprisingly suave. I supposed that helped with his Great-Guy image that Wes had told me about. He was very tall—well over six feet—and he had olive skin and eyes as dark as his jet-black hair. His eyes were too big though, and his nose was too long and slightly off center. But he was still an impressive figure, and that probably helped to convince people that his company wasn’t the least bit evil.


  There was only one guest in front of me now—a woman in a dress with a plunging back. I glanced across the room while she talked, and I saw Wes at our table with his eyes fixed on me. Then the woman walked away and there was just a small space between me and Terrence Miller.


  “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said genially. “You look familiar, though… and quite lovely. Weren’t you at my daughter’s wedding reception?”


  My heart was in my throat as I took a step forward. “I was at the reception… and we haven’t met. But I think you’re acquainted with my father.”


  “Oh,” he said. “Is he here?”


  “No, he isn’t. He died last summer.”


  Miller eyed me pensively. “I’m sorry to hear that, sweetheart. And I know him from…?”


  “He was killed in a car accident. Or at least, accident is what’s listed as the official cause of death. A drunk driver was blamed… but I wonder if you know better than the NYPD.”


  He seemed to be catching on. He blinked and reached up to smooth the patches of gray hair above his ears. “What’s your name, honey?” he asked without losing his calm, polite tone.


  “Savannah Morgan,” I said. “I’m Edward Stone’s daughter.”


  He nodded slowly and kept speaking in that friendly way. “Who let you in here?”


  “I don’t think that’s your biggest problem right now.”


  He raised a black eyebrow. “Savannah,” he said, as relaxed as ever, “I’m very sorry you lost your father. He was quite an illustrious man… and it’s unfortunate that he and I never crossed paths. I wish I could’ve met him, but that just didn’t happen. So I can’t understand why you imagine I know anything about his death.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I don’t believe you never crossed paths. He had your private phone number, and I can only assume he used it.”


  “You should never assume anything,” he said. “It can only get you in trouble.”


  “I guess you know a lot about trouble, considering the mess your company is in.”


  He paused, looking down his crooked nose at me. “My company is being falsely accused, and it will be exonerated.”


  “I wouldn’t count on that.”


  He snickered in the most dismissive way. “You youngsters should spend less time reading trash on the Internet and go outside more often. Maybe the fresh air would make you less cynical.”


  “I’m not cynical,” I said. “I’m realistic.”


  He gave me a condescending smirk. “You’re confused.”


  “Then clear things up. Tell me what you know. Admit the truth for once.”


  “For once?” he said indignantly as his face slowly hardened. “I’ve already told you what I know, which is nothing. But you won’t listen to the facts… and I can understand why. It isn’t easy to accept that people sometimes lose their lives and there’s just no good reason for it.”


  “The reason,” I began, crossing my arms across my halter, “is Amicus Worldwide.”


  “That’s your opinion, and it’s a misguided one. But I understand that, too. You’re grieving, you’re angry, you’re looking for someone to blame… and Halstead Simms clearly isn’t enough.”


  My arms unlatched and fell to my sides. “That’s interesting. You claim you didn’t know my father, and yet you distinctly remember the name of the man who supposedly killed him.”


  He let out a harsh laugh. “Is this your smoking gun? That name has been all over the news for months… most of America would remember it. And I’m not sure if you’re parading as a lawyer or a detective, but you’re ineffective as both. You’re also embarrassing yourself. So I think you should stop.”


  “No,” I said. “I’m not going to stop until I get the real story.”


  “That’s your choice, honey. You have every right to waste your time. Like I told you before, I’m sorry about what happened to your father. But I’m not responsible.”


  “Do you mean directly or indirectly?” I asked as smugly as I could.


  “Both,” he said in a louder voice than he’d probably intended. He glanced around to check if anyone had heard and then turned back to me. “I don’t appreciate your implication, or the accusatory tone you’ve had since we started this conversation. I better not hear it anywhere else or I’ll refer the matter to my attorneys. Defamation of character is a serious offense.”


  “I know that, Mr. Miller. I’ve read about the legal implications of slander… and unfortunately for my father, those laws don’t extend past the grave.”


  He straightened his lapels. “Again, you have my sympathies. Now I don’t mean to be rude, but I can’t discuss this with you any longer… I need to get back to my guests and my wife.”


  “Speaking of your wife,” I said, “does she know why all those people in Lake Kolenya lost their lives? Or didn’t you tell your family that your company is the reason for it?”


  I didn’t expect an answer to that, so I didn’t wait for one. I spun around and saw Wes looking at me from our table, and then I felt a strong hand catch my elbow. Wes rose from his chair, but I shook my head at him and turned to face Terrence Miller.


  Fury simmered in his eyes. It stayed there when he leaned close to me and spoke in a seething voice as his fingers dug into my arm. “I’ve been patient with you,” he said, “but you just pushed me too far. You Stones never know when to quit, do you?” He looked at another man who stood a few feet away and was quickly beside us. “This young lady can’t behave properly in public… she needs to be escorted to the door.”


  “I can find it myself,” I said, yanking my arm free.


  I stormed out of the ballroom, through the lobby, and onto Connecticut Avenue, where I shivered for only a minute or two because Wes burst through the front door, holding my coat and purse. He put the coat around me and tucked the purse into my hand.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “Fine,” I said. “But I wish you would’ve waited longer before coming out here. Miller didn’t know how I got into the gala, and he’ll probably figure it out now. I don’t want to cause any problems for you, Wes… You’ve already had enough.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t care about that… or about him. I only care about you.”


  I sighed, moved closer to him, and rubbed his arm through his coat. “Thank you for not interfering. I know you were tempted… but I needed to handle that snake by myself.”


  “I was tempted,” he said. “I knew you could do it alone, though.”


  That was a welcome change. Alex had never let me handle things alone.


  I smiled as Wes slipped his hand around my waist. “Thank you again,” I said. “I’m not sure if I accomplished much, though.”


  “He didn’t say anything incriminating?” Wes asked as I burrowed into the crook of his arm and we walked away from the Mayflower. “I assume he just denied, denied, denied. That’s what his and any other attorney would advise.”


  “He proclaimed his innocence,” I said, listening to my heels tap against the sidewalk and cars speeding by. “But I think I might’ve annoyed him enough that he screwed up a little—especially when he said, You Stones never know when to quit. That sounds like Edward tried to do something about Amicus after all.”


  “Unfortunately,” Wes said, “it isn’t enough to get the NYPD to reopen the case.”


  I exhaled a weary sigh. “I know… but I can mention it to the PI that Ned hired to investigate Edward’s death. He’s working on it as we speak.”


  Wes nodded slowly. The wind had disheveled his hair, and tawny brown strands swept across his forehead. “That was smart thinking on Ned’s part. How is he, by the way? I haven’t seen him for ages… except on the cover of Biz.”


  “He’s…” I said, searching for the right word, “… perplexing. Do you know him well?”


  Wes shook his head. “Ned is six years older than I am, so we never spent much time together growing up. I used to see him at parties and things like that, though. He seems nice… and Caroline does, too.”


  We started walking again, and soon we were on the fourth floor of my hotel and standing outside my room. Wes touched my hair, gently skimming his fingertips against my scalp and down the curve of my neck, which made me warm and limp.


  “What time do you have to wake up tomorrow for your flight?” he asked.


  “Six thirty,” I said with a groan.


  He nodded and changed the subject. “I was proud of you tonight, Savannah.”


  I want to invite you in. But I’ve only known you for a week. I don’t do things like this.


  “Even though we’re going to see each other again soon,” he continued, “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”


  Now I really want to invite you in. And why shouldn’t I? I never do things like this.


  I smiled, trailing my fingers over his shoulders. “Well,” I said, “I’m here now.”


  I pulled my room card out of my purse, slipped it into its slot, and pushed open the door. I’d left a lamp on, and it cast a golden hue over the room—the antique fireplace and the oak bureau and all the downy pillows the maid had lined up so neatly on my bed. She’d left the curtains open, and the White House glowed beyond the French doors.


  I locked us in the room. We took off our coats and tossed them onto a chair as we headed toward the windows, where Wes admired the view.


  “Beautiful,” he said when he turned toward me. His gaze glided from my face down to my feet and then back again.


  “Which one?” I asked. “The White House or the Washington Monument?”


  “Neither,” he said, draping his arms around my waist.


  It’s only been a month since Alex. This is so not me. But why can’t I be different?


  I reached for his tie, which I undid with one pull. I tossed it onto the bed, helped him out of his jacket, and slowly opened the buttons on his shirt. I spread the shirt open and found something on his chest, right above his heart—a tattoo of a blindfolded woman with cascading tresses. Her body was draped in cloth, and she held a sword in one hand and a scale in the other.


  “Justice?” I said, tracing the tattoo with my finger.


  He looked at me seriously. “That’s what I believe in.”


  “And it’s one of the reasons I think you’re amazing.”


  His mouth opened into a smile, and I kissed the peaks in his upper lip before I tugged off his shirt, tossed it away, and brought him over to the bed, where he stepped out of his shoes and I pushed him onto his back. I kicked off my heels and climbed onto the bed and leaned over him.


  I ran my fingers across his stomach and his chest and that tattoo drawn with black and gray ink. He pulled my face close to his, and my hair skimmed his forehead as we kissed and he massaged my thighs through my dress, sparking a slow burn underneath.


  He held my shoulders and shifted me down to the mattress, where my head sank into the pillows. I was beneath him now, and he easily unhooked my halter, which slackened around my neck but didn’t slip off. His hands went to the white fabric covering my chest, then to my hips and under my skirt and finally crept gently up the inside of my legs. I closed my eyes as he kissed me and his body pressed against mine, and everything felt so good, but I couldn’t relax. I kept hearing my voice saying I shouldn’t do this. It’s too soon. This just isn’t me.


  I felt Wes pull away. I opened my eyes and saw him looking down at me.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  I didn’t say anything, I just stayed quiet and sat up, and he stared at me for a moment like he was figuring it all out. Then he fastened my halter and reached for his shirt.


  “Your ex-boyfriend,” he said, “the one you mentioned at the wedding reception… how long has it been since you were with him?”


  I must have been absurdly easy to read. I looked at my shoes scattered across the carpet, remembering the last time I’d been with Alex—in my apartment, on Egyptian cotton sheets, beneath my dahlia comforter. Why couldn’t I forget that?


  “A month,” I said.


  Wes nodded and put on his shirt. “I had a feeling it hasn’t been long… which is why I stopped just now.” He took my hands in his as he sat beside me. “I don’t want you to wake up tomorrow and think you made a mistake… and that you hate me for letting you. I don’t want to treat this like an out-of-town-weekend thing… a casual hookup that leads to nothing.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t do casual hookups.”


  “And I’m not the kind of guy to take advantage of a girl who broke up with her boyfriend last month.”


  “You’re definitely not that kind of guy,” I said, “which is lucky for me.” I glanced at the bed and back at him, sitting there in his unbuttoned shirt. “Well… maybe not that lucky.”


  He laughed as he pushed my hair away from my face. “Tonight isn’t the end, Savannah. It’s only the beginning. There’ll be plenty of time for us to… get to know each other. But that doesn’t mean you have to spend your last night in D.C. alone. I’m sure the Hay-Adams will be happy to accommodate me with anything I need for an overnight stay. And this is big enough to share.” He ran his hand along the bedspread, touching it as enticingly as he’d touched me.


  “Well,” I said with a sleepy smile, “I am tired.”


  He moved to the middle of the mattress and I settled down beside him, pressing my back against his stomach. Our ankles entwined as he draped his arm over me and leaned his face against my bare neck. Then we spoke in whispers while we stared through the French doors at an endless expanse of city lights until we drifted to sleep in our formal attire.


  ***


  I felt lips on my forehead.


  I opened my eyes and found Wes leaning over me, bringing me to consciousness with a kiss. The room was lit up by a lamp across the room, and when I turned my head toward the windows, I saw that D.C. was still dark.


  “I’m your wake-up call,” he said in a hushed voice. The wood-and-ginger scent of his cologne lingered on his skin, and he must have gotten a toothbrush from the hotel because his breath smelled like spearmint. “You wanted to get up at six thirty, right?”


  “I didn’t want to,” I said as I stretched my arms over my head. “Unfortunately, I have to.”


  He sat beside me on the bed and stroked my hair, which was strewn over a pillow. “I’m not happy you’re leaving… but it won’t be long before we see each other again. I’ll be in New York next weekend, so we can go to dinner on Saturday night… if that’s okay with you.”


  “It’s more than okay.”


  Wes reached for a pad and pen on the night table. “We should exchange our 411. Or aren’t the kids saying that these days?”


  I laughed. “Isn’t it a shock that we’re not kids anymore? When exactly did that happen?”


  “Quickly after we got our drivers’ licenses, I think. Time just sped by from there.”


  “Yeah,” I said wistfully as he scribbled down his info. I did the same, and then my e-mail and cell number and home address were folded inside the pocket of his black pants.


  “We both have to leave,” he said, glancing at the clock.


  I sat up and rested my face on his shoulder. He wrapped his arms around me and I felt his hands on my back, and we stayed that way until the sun began to peek over the horizon. I should have been gone by then, but it wasn’t easy to let go.


  


  Twenty


  I somehow made it to Reagan National on time, and I stared out the windows at the plane that was going to take me to LaGuardia.


  I’d had no time for makeup this morning. My face was bare and my hair was pulled into a ponytail, and I wore sneakers and jeans with a College of Charleston sweatshirt under my coat. I was surrounded by other passengers and the greasy smell of fast-food breakfasts in paper wrappers, and I heard ABN through a flat screen bolted to a wall. Then there was Charlie Beckford’s voice, and I watched a segment from his Friday-night show. He was dressed in a suit and was sitting behind a glass desk as he fiercely debated with the governor of New York.


  My phone rang inside my purse. I looked away from the TV and toward my Gucci bag, which was on the seat beside me, pulled out the cell, and saw Tony’s name on the caller ID.


  “Good morning,” I said cheerfully, holding the phone to my ear.


  “Not for me,” he said. “Marjorie came down with the flu and now my mother has it. Allison’s working at the hospital and Mom can’t babysit… so I won’t be able to drive you home from LaGuardia. I’m really sorry.”


  “Don’t you dare be sorry,” I said, making a mental note to order get-well gifts for his mother and Marjorie with a rush delivery. “You just take care of your family.”


  “I will. And you won’t need to take a cab… I called dispatch, and another driver will be waiting for you in a sedan outside the baggage claim.”


  I thanked him, he said he’d pick me up for work the next day, and then I put my phone away and watched Charlie Beckford grill the governor until it was time to board my flight.


  Soon my plane landed at LaGuardia and I was at the baggage claim, where I grabbed my luggage and walked through automatic doors into a cold and cloudy morning. I saw a line of cabs waiting for passengers and a heavyset, middle-aged man in a suit and coat heading toward me.


  “Are you Savannah Morgan?” he asked, and I nodded, assuming he was my driver. “The car service sent me at Tony Hughes’s request. The car is this way.”


  He took my suitcase and my garment bag and my carry-on, I followed him past the taxis, and he stopped at a black limousine with tinted windows. Then he hit a button on his keychain to pop the trunk.


  “I was expecting a sedan,” I said as he loaded my bags.


  He slammed the trunk. “Ned wanted a limo.”


  I lingered on the curb, totally confused. “Excuse me, but… what are you talking about?”


  He walked toward me, opened the back door, and leaned inside. “Here she is, Mr. Stone.”


  I looked into the car and saw Ned sitting opposite the door on a leather seat, dressed in a suit like this was a workday. An open briefcase was beside him and there was a thick document on his lap that he was marking with a pen, and he didn’t look up when he spoke.


  “Let’s go, Savannah,” he said. “You’re not the only problem on my schedule today. And I’m sure you have so much to tell me about the conference.”


  His pale-green eyes rose from the papers to my face as I felt my stomach cramping. I sighed, slid onto the seat across from him, and heard the door shut behind me with a bang.


  “How’d you know Tony wasn’t picking me up?” I asked.


  The driver was at the front of the car now. He got in, slammed the door, and raised a pane of glass that separated him from us. He started the engine as Ned leaned toward me.


  “I know everything,” he said ominously.


  The limo pulled away from the curb and headed to the Grand Central Parkway. I sat there and stared at Ned, wondering whether what he claimed was true or if he was just trying to intimidate me into telling him everything.


  “You’re looking… au naturel,” he went on.


  I shrugged off the insult. “It’s Sunday. I’m going casual since it’s the day of rest.”


  “There’s never any rest for some of us. I’m working today.”


  “Working on what?” I asked as he dropped his document into his briefcase.


  “Improving our ratings,” he said, twisting a cap onto his pen before he left it on top of the papers. “Aren’t you aware it’s been designated as my life’s mission? The flaw I’m trying to correct now is Zachary Parker. You know… our morning show’s lead anchor.”


  “I know who he is,” I said. “I hate to criticize, but… I think he’s rather unimpressive.”


  “That’s the problem. The audience agrees with you… and his popularity is sinking.”


  “Why’s that?” I asked.


  Ned shrugged. “There are several reasons… but the main issue is he comes off as phony and caves on tough interviews. A few of my colleagues are meeting with a possible replacement we’ve flown in from California for the day, and I’m joining them.”


  “Oh,” I said, thinking about Charlie Beckford. He hadn’t caved one bit with the governor, and he definitely didn’t come off as phony. “Who is it?”


  “That’s confidential… and not the reason we’re here.” He reached into his jacket, pulled out his iPhone, and scrolled through it. “But this is.”


  He tossed the phone my way. I caught it in midair, and then I looked at a photo of me in my black-and-white dress inside the Grand Ballroom at the Mayflower Hotel. My chin was bent upward and Terrence Miller was glaring down at me.


  “As I recall,” Ned began, “you were forbidden to do this.”


  I threw the phone back at him. It hit his chest and dropped onto his thigh. “You don’t have the right to forbid me to do anything. I just wanted to figure out what your PI hasn’t. And where did you get that picture?”


  “From my PI, you idiot. He’s the one who found out that Tony had scheduled a different driver for you today. He also suspected Miller all along, and he was trailing him when he happened to see you raising a stink at that party. He recognized you and sent me the picture, and then I called Caroline. I figured you two were colluding, and she had no choice but to confess.” He hunched forward. “Do you know what I could do to you now? I could call Dad’s lawyer and say you’ve violated the terms of your inheritance by leaving New York without just cause.”


  “I did have just cause,” I said, curling my toes inside my Nikes.


  He shook his head. “You’re not the one who gets to determine that.”


  I was starting to sweat. I reached up to undo the buttons on my coat. “You’re really going to ruin everything for me because of this?”


  “I should,” he said, then leaned back in his seat. “But I won’t… on one condition.”


  I wriggled out of my coat and wiped my clammy palms on my jeans. “What’s that?”


  “Stop involving yourself in this investigation. As I’ve told you before, we’re dealing with dangerous people who could make sure you end up like Dad. I know you want to do the right thing by him, but you should consider what he’d want. He left you all that money to use for a lifetime… he didn’t want part of it to pay for your early funeral.”


  I sighed, ran my hands over my eyes, and thought for a moment. “Okay,” I said finally. “You’re right. I’ll back off—at least for a while.”


  “Forever,” Ned insisted.


  I ignored that. “Miller made a comment about Stones not knowing when to quit. I’m sure he was referring to Edward… and you should pass that information along to your PI.”


  Ned nodded. “I will.”


  “That’s good. And I’m sorry for misleading you… and for getting Caroline involved.” I yawned as he nodded again. “Now I hope you won’t mind if I lie down for the rest of the drive. I know you have work to do… and I’m absolutely exhausted.”


  I sprawled out and closed my eyes, feeling the limo hit a deep pothole. Then something crashed into my shoulder and landed on my seat. I opened my eyes and saw Ned’s iPhone, which he’d obviously decided to hurl at me once more.


  “What are you doing?” I asked peevishly. “I thought the showdown was over.”


  “Not yet,” he said, motioning toward the phone.


  I looked at another image of me. But this time I wasn’t inside the Mayflower, and I wasn’t with Terrence Miller. I was with Wes, and we were walking down Connecticut Avenue.


  “Was your guy following me?” I asked, scrolling to the next picture, which was of Wes coming out of the Hay-Adams at dawn. My eyes shot to Ned, who had cocked an eyebrow and folded his arms across his jacket.


  “The PI was concerned, Savannah. I am, too.”


  I sat up straight, clutching the phone. “Concerned about what? Wesley Caldwell?”


  “Exactly,” Ned answered. “Wesley Caldwell. No one in that family can be trusted.”


  This was such an absurd statement, I couldn’t even get angry. “Ned,” I began calmly, “Wes isn’t like his parents. Well, according to him, his parents aren’t guilty of anything, but—”


  “Of course,” he said with a caustic chuckle.


  “I’m not saying I agree with him about that. All I’m saying is that from what I’ve seen so far, he’s a great person… and I don’t judge people by their families. We spent a lot of time together last week, and I really like him.”


  Ned rolled his eyes. “I thought more than six months in New York would dilute your naïveté, but maybe not. Our father was banging Wes’s mother, Savannah… and Jonathan Caldwell is divorcing her as a result. Wes’s family is in shambles and he has every reason to hate Dad—and by association you—because of that.”


  “I know. Believe me, it crossed my mind… and at first I couldn’t understand why he’d want anything to do with me. But he thinks what happened between our parents is their problem and not ours… and I agree.”


  Ned loosened his arms, dropped his hands to his legs, and rubbed the dark fabric that covered his thighs. “Savannah,” he said, “Caroline told me that you recently broke up with Alex, so you’re probably feeling lonely… which is why I’m sure this dalliance with Wesley Caldwell is merely a rebound. But you couldn’t have found a worse target for your affections.”


  “Is that right?” I asked tersely as I crossed my legs.


  “That’s right. And I couldn’t possibly feel less comfortable talking about this subject with you… but I have to. So here it is: We’ve both seen the picture of Wes leaving your hotel this morning, and I think it’s safe to assume he didn’t stay in his own room last night.”


  “That’s true, but—”


  Ned lifted one hand to shut me up and snatched his iPhone from me with the other.


  “I’m sure Wes appears to have feelings for you,” he went on as he typed into the phone. “He probably seems romantic and sensitive and all the other shit you women tend to fall for. But his true motive might be something more like this.”


  He held the phone out to me. I took it and saw a Web site that was like a dictionary of vulgar slang. Ned had highlighted a particular term.


  Hate-fuck, I read. Verb. To have sex with a woman you find physically attractive but loathe as a human. Used primarily as a method of revenge.


  I threw the phone back. It struck Ned’s knee and landed on the floor.


  “That’s revolting,” I told him.


  “But it happens,” he said.


  “It would never happen to me. I’m not dumb… and Wes isn’t that kind of man. For your information, he slept in my bed all night but didn’t touch me. That was his idea.”


  Ned grabbed the phone from the floor and stuck it inside his blazer. “Don’t get defensive. I’m only looking out for you.”


  I reached back to tighten my ponytail. We were in Manhattan now and stuck in traffic.


  “Don’t bother,” I said. “I know what I’m doing. So stay out of my love life.”


  “Like you stay out of mine?”


  My hands were behind my head and my elbows were extended. I froze that way for a moment, remembering all my recent meddling. “Okay,” I said as I lowered my arms. “You made your point.”


  “Have I?” he asked. “Unless you vow to never see that kid again, I won’t believe I’ve gotten through your thick skull.”


  “Wes isn’t a kid, Ned. You see him that way because you knew him when he was one. But he’s grown up now. He’s an attorney for Legal Aid and he’s devoted to helping people, and you have no reason to think so badly of him. He’s under the impression that you’re nice.”


  Ned rubbed his thumb against the deep groove in his chin. “He doesn’t know me well enough to make that assumption.”


  “Then at least give him credit for thinking the best of people. He’s good-hearted… and ambitious, too. He wants to be a congressman someday.”


  Ned stopped touching his face and laughed. “He’s dreaming. At one time, his mother could’ve helped to further his ambitions… but the Caldwell name is worthless now.”


  I slipped to the edge of my seat as the limo made a sharp turn around a corner. “That isn’t his fault,” I said, sliding back to the center. “It’s too bad he has to pay for what his parents have probably done. But it shouldn’t affect his relationship with me.”


  “You two shouldn’t have a relationship,” Ned insisted. “How can you, anyway? It’ll probably take him years to abandon his political fantasy in D.C., and you’re tied to New York. There’s little hope of living in the same area code.”


  I shrugged. “So we’ll do the long-distance thing.”


  “Please don’t tell me you’re that desperate. Before you know it, you’ll be sexting.”


  “I will never… sext,” I said, wondering if that was a legitimate word. “And there’s this newfangled contraption called a plane, you know. One of them flew me from D.C. to New York this morning, and another will bring Wes here next weekend.”


  Ned groaned. “So you plan to be seen in Manhattan with him? For God’s sake, Savannah, use your brain. Even if Wes does have honorable intentions toward you—which I seriously doubt—the whole thing just doesn’t look right. All our family needs is for Fabian Spader to post a picture on his Web site of you canoodling with a Caldwell.”


  “He won’t do that,” I said.


  “How do you know?” Ned asked. “Have you become BFFs all of a sudden?”


  I shook my head. “No, but… I mean… didn’t Jack tell you what happened?”


  “Jack?” he said, looking surprised I’d mentioned the name. “I thought he was your archenemy and you were going hate him forever and ever and ever.”


  “You don’t need to mock me like that. And you’ll be glad to hear I took your advice. I can’t say I’ve totally forgiven Jack… but I’ve accepted his efforts to make amends.”


  Ned stared at me as he twisted his cuff link. “What efforts?”


  So Jack hadn’t even mentioned what happened on New Year’s Eve to his best friend. That was impressive. “It’s a private matter,” I said. “Forget it. Forget about Wes, too.”


  “You’re the one who needs to forget him. A Stone dating a Caldwell is simply… unsuitable.”


  Unsuitable was the word that had convinced Wes’s last girlfriend to dump him. But I wasn’t her, and that brand of manipulation wasn’t going to work on me. Ned probably thought it had, because I didn’t argue anymore. I just stared out the window as we neared my building and stayed quiet until the car stopped.


  I snatched up my purse when the driver opened the door. Then I slipped off my seat, stepped onto the sidewalk, and leaned into the car. “I’m sorry if you think my relationship with Wes looks bad, Ned. But you shouldn’t be so worried about appearances and how they affect your family. Always keep this in mind: I’m a Morgan… not a Stone.”


  The driver went to the rear of the car to get my bags, and Ned reached into his briefcase.


  “Technically,” he said as he picked up his document and rested it on his lap, “you’re as much a Stone as Caroline and I are. Putting that aside, I’ve made what I think about your dating Wesley Caldwell very clear… and unfortunately, there’s nothing else I can do about it. So the last comment I’ll make regarding this situation is that appearances are the least of my concerns.”


  He grabbed his pen, flicked the cap into his briefcase, and started reading and scribbling. I stood there and watched him, stunned at his admission that I was equally Stone.


  “Your bags,” the driver said, plunking them down beside me.


  Ned was still ignoring me. I supposed he didn’t want thanks for part of what he’d said, and it was useless to continue our discussion of the other because I wasn’t going to change my mind about Wes. So I just latched onto my luggage and carried it into my building.


  Then I was inside an elevator that rose toward the eleventh floor and my apartment. I leaned my head against the wall, closed my eyes, and actually dozed off standing up. But I was startled awake by the elevator halting, the doors opening, and my phone ringing in my pocket.


  “Are you in New York?” Mom said when I answered.


  I walked into the hallway. “I got in a while ago. D.C. was great.”


  “So I’ve heard,” she said as I headed to my apartment. “I ran into Tina at Melvin’s Legendary BBQ last night. She was with Bryce Newell—who happens to be cuter than a sack of puppies—and she mentioned she’s not the only one with a new boyfriend. Imagine my surprise.”


  I was at my door, and I stuck my key in the lock. “I was planning to tell you,” I said guiltily as I went into my apartment. I kicked the door shut behind me, dumped my bags in the middle of the living room, and collapsed onto the couch. “I was just a little skittish about it. I’m sure that while Tina was running her big mouth, she mentioned who Wes is.”


  “Don’t be ugly toward her. She thought I already knew everything.”


  I kicked off my shoes. “So do you think it’s a bad idea?”


  There was a long pause. “I’m not sure what I think,” Mom said finally. “But you’re an adult… and I have to trust your judgment. Do you think it’s a bad idea?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Then I reckon nothing else matters.”


  ***


  Tony dropped me off at Stone News the next morning. Soon I was inside a crowded elevator and watching the doors slide shut; Celeste Natali slipped between them.


  “Welcome back,” she said as the elevator shot upward. “I see you’re wearing your gift.”


  I nodded, touching the earrings she’d given me. “They’re a bright spot as I get back to the grind. I’ll need a midday break for sure… so would you join me at Le Parker Meridien? We can finally do lunch, and that place has the best burgers.”


  “I know. I went there last week with Ned, and we’re going again today. Why don’t you come along? I’m sure he’d love that.”


  “He wouldn’t,” I said. “Ned and I are having a difference of opinion at the moment… and I’m not sure if we’re on speaking terms.”


  She looked concerned. “Whatever is wrong, you two should work it out. I have three brothers, and I can’t imagine not speaking to them. Family is everything.”


  “Well,” I said, “that depends on the family.”


  Maybe that was too much pessimism first thing in the morning. Celeste seemed uncomfortable, so I tried to lighten things up. “Anyway,” I said, “I don’t mean to pry… but I’m wondering how things are going between you and Ned.”


  She smiled. “They couldn’t be going any better.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief as the doors opened into Femme. Celeste and I said good-bye, I walked through the lobby, and I was heading down the hall when I saw Caroline and Kitty standing outside my cube.


  “I’m sorry,” Caroline said immediately. “I didn’t want to rat you out to Ned, but—”


  “But you had no choice,” I said. “That’s what he told me, and I understand. Besides, you weren’t the snitch… it was the PI.”


  “Who had the same instincts about Terrence Miller that you did,” Kitty added.


  I nodded as I walked to my desk, where I put down my purse and unbuttoned my coat. “So I’ve heard. And I’ve agreed to stay out of his investigation for the time being.” I hung the coat on the back of my chair and sat down. Kitty and Caroline joined me in the cubicle and leaned against my filing cabinet.


  “Ned is happy with that decision,” Caroline said as she adjusted her glasses. “But he doesn’t feel the same about the other one.”


  “She means Wesley Caldwell,” Kitty said. “Caroline filled me in.”


  I sighed and swiveled slightly in my chair. “Are you both going to tell me what Ned did—that I shouldn’t involve myself with Wes?”


  “I think we have to admit,” Caroline began as she looked between me and Kitty, “that when we heard you were seeing him, we were surprised. We had reservations.”


  “You can’t blame us for that,” Kitty said.


  “But,” Caroline continued, “based on what I know about Wes… I think he’s a good guy. Even though Ned’s bias against him is understandable, it’s also unfair.”


  “You should make your own decisions,” Kitty told me. “If you believe you and Wes can have a relationship in spite of everything, Caroline and I support you.”


  So everybody was in my corner except Ned. But I didn’t need him there.


  A few minutes later, Caroline went back to the corporate division and Kitty closed her office door for a conference call, and I was in the middle of editing an article when my e-mail beeped with a message from Wes. You’ve been gone for one day and I miss you already, I read. How many hours until Saturday?


  Too many, I thought as I smiled at the screen.


  But I was so busy at Femme that those hours passed quickly, and suddenly it was Saturday night and I was at home, getting ready for my date. Wes had told me over the phone a few days earlier that he’d be landing at four and he’d meet me at six. My hair and makeup were done and I slipped on a gray mélange dress made of wool, thinking it would be perfect for dinner at Peter Luger Steakhouse.


  “You look fantastic,” Wes said when I opened my front door.


  “So do you,” I told him, admiring how handsome he was in black pants and a light-blue button-down. His coat was draped over his arm, and it pressed against my hip when he pulled me toward him and kissed me like he couldn’t wait a second longer.


  


  Twenty-one


  “I have to tell you something,” Wes said.


  We were in a cab heading toward the restaurant, and snow flurries swirled in the air outside. I’d been watching them while Wes took a call on his cell, and now I turned back to him.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked, squeezing his knee. “You seem nervous.”


  He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It’s just… our date might be ruined. That was my father on the phone, and—”


  “You have to leave?” I guessed, hoping I was wrong.


  “No… but you might want to when I tell you this.” He slid closer to me. “You know my parents aren’t together anymore, and my father is living in Manhattan. You also know he isn’t working… and considering what’s happened to his reputation, he might never find another job. He’s been filling his time with traveling, but he’s between trips and I think he feels… lost.”


  “Okay,” I said, trying to hide my lack of sympathy for Jonathan Caldwell. “But what’s that got to do with tonight?”


  Wes focused on the TV embedded in the back of the front seat. Then he looked at me again. “Before I made this date with you, he was expecting me to have dinner with him. He still wants to… and I couldn’t say no because if I did, he’d be sitting in the apartment all alone tonight. Right now he’s on his way to meet us at Peter Luger’s. So if you want the driver to turn the cab around and take you back to your place, I’ll understand.”


  I was tempted to take that offer. I’d been longing for tonight and I hadn’t expected to be forced into socializing with a tagalong parent—especially one who was the soon-to-be-ex-husband of my father’s mistress and might’ve had a role in Edward’s ruin.


  “You want to go home, right?” Wes asked dismally.


  A long stretch of silence passed between us. He looked so disappointed, and I couldn’t let him down. I decided I cared enough about him to tough this out.


  “No,” I said, resting my hand over his. “I want to be right here.”


  Soon we were in Brooklyn and at Peter Luger’s, which was in an old brick building that had a black awning over the entrance. We were seated in a corner room with lots of windows, and we weren’t there for very long before Wes’s father arrived.


  I could tell he’d been handsome once. I wondered if it was his recent circumstances that had grayed his thick hair and dulled his blue eyes and carved those craggy lines into his face. He was shorter than Wes and a little too thin, and he smiled at me when Wes introduced us.


  “My son has good taste,” he said.


  What a schmoozer. I forced a smile.


  “Savannah,” he began, “I just want to say that what’s past is past…”


  Oh, please.


  “… and it’s irrelevant to you and Wes. I’m hoping we can forget all of that and feel at ease with each other.”


  I wasn’t going to forget, and feeling anything other than awkward was impossible. But he’d obviously given that speech for Wes’s sake, and I resolved to endure this for the same reason.


  “Of course, Mr. Caldwell.”


  “Call me Jonathan,” he said.


  I nodded. Wes took the chair beside me and Jonathan sat across from us, but he did it slowly and held his back and let out a slight moan when he finally reached the seat.


  “Are you all right, Dad?” Wes asked.


  “I’m feeling a little achy tonight,” he said. “But I’ll be fine.”


  A waiter came by with menus, and Wes and I perused ours while Jonathan started fanning himself with his. Then he grabbed a glass of ice water and guzzled it down.


  “Is it warm in here?” he asked.


  “No,” Wes said. “It’s sort of drafty, actually.”


  Jonathan abandoned his menu and leaned back in his chair. “This is one of my favorite restaurants… but suddenly the smell of prime rib turns my stomach.”


  “You’re nauseous?” Wes asked.


  “Very,” he said, gripping his stomach.


  “You might be coming down with the flu,” I told him, hoping that might scare him away. “It’s going around… and the symptoms usually come on quickly.”


  He nodded, resting his forehead against his palm. “I should probably leave.”


  Good-bye. The door is right over there.


  “Savannah,” Wes said, “I’m sorry, but… if Dad is sick, I can’t send him home alone. There’s nobody at the apartment to help, and—”


  “Wesley,” Jonathan interrupted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I can take care of myself… and you should stay and have dinner with this lovely lady.”


  I was tempted to back him on that. But Wes seemed worried, and I understood why.


  “Wes is right,” I said. “I wouldn’t leave my mother alone if she was sick. We should go.”


  Wes squeezed my hand under the table and gazed at me admiringly. “I told you she’s an amazing girl,” he said, glancing at his father. “Beautiful, smart… and understanding, too.”


  “She certainly is,” Jonathan said in a weak voice.


  Wes pushed back his chair. “I’m going to the men’s room, and then we can head out.”


  He walked away. Jonathan kept his eyes on him until he was gone, and then he looked at me. “I’d make you an offer,” he said, “but nothing would be high enough, would it?”


  His voice wasn’t weak anymore. He wasn’t fanning himself or groaning. He seemed to have made a miraculous recovery, and I had no idea what he was talking about.


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “I’ve heard your father left you everything he had… which we all know is billions. So no financial offer will work, will it?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t understand what you mean.”


  “What I mean is,” he said, “I want you to stay the hell away from my boy.”


  What an idiot I was. I should have known that tonight was just a calculated ruse, a joke on me and Wes, and Jonathan had wormed his way into this dinner only to get rid of me.


  “You’re not even sick, are you?” I asked.


  He laughed, pulled the napkin off his lap, and tossed it onto the table. “Wes thinks I am, and that’s what matters. Thanks for mentioning the flu, by the way… that helped a lot.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It helped you to fool your son.”


  He shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve noticed I have a dutiful child. He’s also my only child, and we’ve always been very close. We’ve been even closer since his slut of a mother betrayed us. Wes is concerned about my welfare, and he tends to sacrifice his happiness for my sake… except when it comes to women. I didn’t care for his last girlfriend and I warned him that she was a superficial brat… but he didn’t listen, and he got his heart broken just like I predicted.”


  “Well,” I said, “I’d assure you that I have no plans to break his heart… but I don’t think that’s what you’re truly concerned about.”


  He leaned toward me. “Did you honestly think I’d stand by and allow Wes to sully himself with the daughter of Edward Stone? That man was a philanderer and a home-wrecker who destroyed my marriage and my life, and I won’t let his illegitimate spawn latch onto a child of mine.”


  Illegitimate spawn. He couldn’t have found a more cringe-worthy term, but he obviously wanted to make me squirm. Instead I sat up straight and tossed my hair.


  “You don’t have any say in this,” I told him. “Wes isn’t bothered by who my father was.”


  “In case you haven’t figured it out by now,” Jonathan said, “Wes is an idealist. He’s a dreamer. He sees sunshine in everyone, and he’ll keep looking at it until he gets burned. But I won’t let that happen this time—not after everything he’s been through, and definitely not by a daughter of the man who’s been the cause of all my family’s misery.”


  “Jonathan,” I began calmly, but he cut me off.


  “That’s Mr. Caldwell to you. The first-name thing was purely for Wes’s benefit.”


  “Clearly,” I continued, “you believe everything you’ve done tonight is for Wes’s benefit. I can’t say I blame you… I know he’s been hurt by what’s happened, and I don’t want him to suffer anymore, either. I’d never hurt him… but you will if you keep trying to break us up. I’m sure he’d be disappointed if he heard the things you’ve said to me tonight.”


  “But he hasn’t heard them. And I want to know what it’ll take for you to keep it from him. Tell me what I can do to make sure you never see my son again.”


  Unbelievable. I’d come here for prime rib and romance and I ended up with a bribery offer from a man with pure hatred in his cold eyes. “Nothing,” I said. “I will keep this from Wes… not because you want me to, but because I care about him. And I’m not going to stop seeing him.”


  He shook his head, suddenly focusing on my hair and my face. “Like father, like daughter—right? It figures a bastard would sire a bitch.”


  “That’s completely unnecessary,” I snapped. “You don’t even know me.”


  “But I knew him,” Jonathan said.


  “Look,” I said, “I understand your feelings toward my father. You hate him because he had an affair with your wife.”


  “And your mother,” he said with a snicker.


  My temperature spiked a few degrees. “You can keep my mother out of this, sir. Now I’m not condoning Edward’s relationship with Mrs. Caldwell, but he wasn’t the cause of all your misery. Your former employer had something to do with that, didn’t it? Maybe you did, too. Wes believes you’re innocent about Lake Kolenya, but I don’t.”


  He lowered his voice into an angry hiss. “Do you really want to talk about innocence? You can get up on your high horse and accuse me and Terrence Miller all you want—”


  “What?” I said.


  “How do you think I first found out that you’d slithered your way into my son’s life? Terry called to tell me that you were in D.C. and implying things—including that he might’ve been involved in your father’s death. Well, let me tell you something,” he said as he inched toward me on his chair, “you should save your judgment for those who deserve it. Terry and I might not be perfect people, but at least we’ve never screwed another man’s wife. And I don’t know if that drunk in Bensonhurst was responsible for getting rid of your father, but if he did… he deserves a medal. This world is better off without Edward Stone. God only knows whose family he would’ve destroyed next.”


  Wes was walking toward us. Jonathan saw him and starting coughing.


  “Sorry I took so long,” Wes said when he reached our table. He handed his father a glass of water and patted his back. “There was a line.”


  “No problem,” Jonathan replied, as if we’d been discussing something as benign as the menu. He sipped some water and then stood up slowly, grimacing all the way like he was in excruciating pain. He pulled his jacket off his chair and looked at me. “Are you ready to go, Savannah?”


  I didn’t miss the double meaning. He probably thought his venom about my father would drive me away from his son, but he was wrong about that. Still, my energy was sapped and I couldn’t fake pleasantries with him during a cab ride to Manhattan.


  “You know,” I said, “since I’m here… and I’m hungry… I think I’ll stay and have dinner by myself.” I looked at Wes. “Can we spend the day together tomorrow?”


  “My flight back to D.C. is early tomorrow afternoon. But we could spend the morning together… I can go to LaGuardia straight from your place. Can I come by at nine thirty?” he asked, and I nodded, and I felt guilty when he leaned down to kiss me good-bye. I wasn’t really going to eat dinner here, and I couldn’t wait to leave so I could call Caroline and tell her that Jonathan had moved higher on my suspect list.


  I watched through a window until he and Wes left in their cab, and then I dashed outside, hopped into a taxi, and immediately called Caroline. “I met Jonathan Caldwell tonight,” I told her breathlessly as the taxi headed toward Manhattan.


  “What?” she said.


  She must have been at a party. I heard music and laughter behind her. “I was supposed to have dinner with Wes,” I went on. “But his father came along for the sole purpose of trying to convince me to stop seeing his son.”


  The background noise quieted. I heard a door close, like she’d shut herself inside an empty room. “That doesn’t surprise me, Savannah. It makes sense that Jonathan loathes Dad.”


  “Does he ever,” I agreed. “In fact, he said the world is better off without Edward… and after seeing that man’s hatred first-hand, I think Ned’s PI should take a closer look at him.”


  “You’re right,” Caroline said. “Call Ned and tell him that.”


  “Can you do it? He doesn’t want to talk to me.”


  “What makes you think so?” she asked.


  “He said I don’t want to talk to you,” I told her, remembering the only time I’d seen Ned since our conversation in the limo. I’d run into him on Thursday morning in the lobby at Stone News, and I said hello, and what I’d just repeated to Caroline was all I got back before he walked into an elevator and let the doors shut in my face. “He’s freezing me out,” I went on, “because he’s unhappy I’m seeing Wes.”


  “He is unhappy about it. And I know I said I’d support you on that issue… but after what happened with Jonathan tonight, are you sure you still want to continue your relationship with Wes? It seems like you’ll be constantly haunted by—”


  “Dishonesty?” I asked, sinking lower into my seat.


  “Yeah,” she said. “That isn’t good. It’s not fair to Wes, either.”


  I thought about that through a sleepless night while I watched TV and roamed around my apartment. It was dawn when I decided Caroline was right, and even though I had feelings for Wes and couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing him, there wasn’t any choice. Maybe this time, I would have to be the one to make sure he didn’t get burned.


  ***


  There was a knock at exactly nine thirty. I’d been waiting for it since dawn, when I threw on jeans and a sweater and stared at the clock. Now Wes was here and I walked toward the door, running through all the let-him-down-easy lines I’d been conjuring up for hours.


  “Good morning,” he said cheerfully as he rolled his suitcase inside and closed the door behind him. We stood in the middle of the room, where he flashed his irresistibly crooked smile before he draped his arms around my hips and gave me the most hypnotizing kiss.


  “Wait,” I said, pushing him away… but not very hard.


  “For what?” he murmured in a breathy voice before kissing me again.


  I couldn’t remember. Or maybe I didn’t want to. I closed my eyes and kissed him back as we moved toward the couch. He rested me on the cushions, tore off his coat, and tossed it away.


  “I’m sorry about last night,” he whispered as he leaned down to kiss me again.


  Last night. I turned my head, remembering why I couldn’t let this go on.


  Wes’s forehead wrinkled. “What’s wrong? You look pale.”


  I sat up slowly. “I’m just… tired. I didn’t get any sleep.”


  “Aw,” he said sympathetically when he settled down next to me. “I hope you didn’t catch whatever my father had. I know you thought it was the flu, but it was probably just one of those short-lived stomach viruses… he was much better this morning.”


  “Shocking,” I mumbled, staring at a lamp.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Never mind,” I said, and then he moved closer to me on the couch and went for another kiss. But I turned my head, and his lips slipped across my cheek and landed by my left ear.


  “Savannah,” he said, looking confused. “Please tell me what’s going on.”


  I started to wring my hands. “I… have to talk to you about something important.”


  Now he seemed worried. “All right,” he said, and sat back into the couch. “What is it?”


  “Wes,” I began, “I think you’re an incredible guy…”


  I stopped, watching his face fall. He was probably having a PTSD flashback to the last girlfriend who’d dumped him, and I hated to be the cause of that, but I kept reminding myself that I had no choice. So I inhaled a breath and pressed forward. “But I—”


  “You’re breaking up with me already,” he said, like he couldn’t bear the long-winded and flattering speech I’d spent hours preparing.


  “Well,” I went on, still wringing my hands, “it’s just—”


  “It’s because of my father, isn’t it? You’re upset because I left you at the restaurant and went home with him last night.” He gently sifted my hair through his fingers. “I’m sorry about that, Savannah. I’m really sorry. I just wanted to help him… but maybe I should’ve made you my priority. I promise to do that next time. Please don’t be mad at me.”


  I wished he wouldn’t plead like that. “The fact that you left to take care of your father,” I said, “is one of the things that makes you a fantastic person. I’m not upset about it at all.”


  “Oh,” he said, sounding surprised and relieved as he shifted his hand from my hair to my knee. “Then what could be wrong? Did I say or do something that bothered you? Just tell me what it was… and I’ll never do it again. I’ll fix the problem.”


  If only you could. But it’s unfixable.


  His palm was still on my knee. I rested my hand on top of his. “Please don’t blame yourself, Wes. You’ve done everything right. You’ve been amazing.”


  He tilted his head and studied my face. “Then why are you trying to end things? I mean… that’s what’s going on here, isn’t it? I’ve heard the You’re-an-incredible-guy line before.”


  So much for my originality. Maybe the rest of what I’d planned to say was just as trite and I needed a few extra minutes to come up with something else. “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked, springing off the couch.


  “No,” he said, and reached for my sleeve. But I was already too far away. “I just want you to tell me what’s—”


  “I need a drink,” I interrupted, wishing it wasn’t too early for that Southern Comfort left over from the holidays. “I’ll be right back.”


  I headed toward the kitchen and accidentally bumped into Wes’s suitcase. It toppled onto the hardwood floor, and I heard something crack inside.


  “I’m sorry,” I said quickly, glancing at Wes on the couch. Not only was I ending our relationship, I was also destroying his property. I couldn’t have felt worse for him. “I’m so sorry. That sounded like glass in the front pocket… was it your cologne?”


  “Probably… but it doesn’t matter,” he said.


  “Of course it does. I’ll replace whatever I broke.”


  He shook his head. “Just forget it, Savannah.”


  I crouched beside the suitcase. “They won’t let you through security at LaGuardia carrying luggage filled with liquid and broken glass. Let me clean it up.”


  “No,” he said. “I’ll deal with it myself.”


  I’d already unzipped the pocket and looked inside, but I didn’t find the shattered bottle I expected. Instead I saw a piece of crystal in the shape of a snowflake that was broken in half. It was inscribed with my name and STONE NEWS CORPORATION, and it was what I’d dropped on Senator Caldwell’s lawn the night I first saw Wes—when I didn’t know who he was.


  I pulled the pieces out of the pocket, straightened up, and turned toward him, feeling goose bumps erupt all over my skin. “Where did you get this?” I asked, holding two jagged crystal chunks in the air. My voice came out shaky.


  “Is that what broke?” he asked. “I figured it was my cologne like you said.”


  “No, Wes… it’s a Christmas ornament… and it belongs to me.”


  “It does,” he said regretfully. “I’m sorry it’s ruined. And to answer your question, I found it at my mother’s house. You must’ve dropped it outside when you were there.”


  I nodded. “I’m aware of that. But… when did you find it?”


  “The last time I was in Larchmont… I was planning to give it back to you.”


  I swallowed hard. “When were you in Larchmont? Was it… before we met in D.C.?”


  He shook his head. “Of course not, Savannah. If I’d found that thing back then, don’t you think I would’ve brought it up earlier?”


  I glanced down at the broken ornament in my hands. I cleared my throat to steady my voice before I looked at him again. “You should have brought it up. But you didn’t, and I can’t imagine when else you could have found this. I’ve known you for two weeks… we were together in D.C. during the first one, and you never mentioned being at your mother’s house during the second.”


  He shrugged. “We agreed to keep our parents out of our relationship, right? That’s what I was doing.” He stood up from the couch, walked toward me, and carefully took the sharp crystal pieces from my hands. “Let’s get rid of these before you cut yourself.” He left them on the arm of a nearby chair and gave me his left-sided smile. But it just didn’t look special anymore. “Moving on,” he said in a cajoling tone. “We have to finish what we were talking about before. I don’t want to lose you… and I want a chance to fix whatever is wrong. But you have to tell me what that is.”


  Jonathan had been what was wrong. But now there was something else, and a jumble of thoughts raced through my brain. “When, exactly, were you in Larchmont?” I asked.


  He let out a short, amused laugh. “Boy, you really are becoming an investigator. Why are you so stuck on that?”


  “Because if you were in New York during the past week, I’m sure you would’ve mentioned it. But… you didn’t.”


  “I wasn’t in New York then,” he said. “I drove up to Larchmont after I landed yesterday.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “How could you have driven?”


  “I rented a car. I picked it up at the airport.”


  “You couldn’t have. You met me here at six, and you landed at four… and by the time you left the plane and got your suitcase, and—”


  “Savannah,” he said gently and with a smile as he rested his hand on my shoulder, “I didn’t land at four. It was nine in the morning. I told you that.”


  I distinctly remembered otherwise. I shook my head. “That isn’t true.”


  “Sure it is,” he said, still speaking in a soft, calm voice. “You’re mistaken, that’s all. Now stop worrying about this, okay? You’re aggravating yourself over nothing. It doesn’t matter.”


  It did matter. I was sure he was trying to fool me, and he must have found that ornament lying in the snow the same night I dropped it. He’d most likely seen it on his way into his mother’s house after I ran into him on my way out, and she’d probably told him I’d been there and everything I’d said.


  Maybe our meeting in D.C. hadn’t been an accident. Maybe he knew who I was all along. And I hadn’t wanted to tell him that my suspicions about his father were why we had to stop seeing each other, but now I didn’t need to. I had a more frightening reason.


  “If you were going to give that back to me,” I said, nodding toward the crystal pieces on the chair, “then why didn’t you? You didn’t even mention it last night.”


  He shrugged. “I just forgot. There was so much going on… and I was planning to do it while I was here this morning… but you distracted me,” he said as he squeezed my shoulder and gave me a coy grin.


  He was coming up with good excuses, but I didn’t buy them. I wasn’t going to let him flirt his way out of this or seduce me into ignoring the voice inside my head saying he was a phony. I also couldn’t get rid of the sad, sinking feeling that I’d let him in on something that meant so much to me but was probably a big joke to him.


  I pushed his hand away, my heart plummeting at the very real possibility that Wes was with me only for hate-sex and revenge like Ned had suspected. Maybe Wes thought the best way to get back at a dead man was through his living daughter.


  “I’m sorry, but… I just don’t believe you,” I said.


  His smile faded. “Why would you talk to me this way? I’ve done nothing to deserve it.”


  Mom had said she trusted my judgment, and even though it had gone on the fritz for a while, I felt it coming back in full force. “You’ve been lying, Wes. As disappointing as this is to admit… I think you knew who I was when we met at the wedding reception.”


  He laughed airily. “That’s crazy. I didn’t—”


  “Was our meeting there even an accident? Did you know I was going to be in D.C?”


  His laughter disappeared and he examined me seriously, like I was showing signs of an unbalanced mind. “Come on, Savannah. How could I have known? These things you’re saying… they aren’t normal. You’re scaring me.”


  “You’re scaring me. You’ve let me down, too. I thought we were like… a team.”


  “We were,” he said, moving closer to me. “We are.”


  I took a step back. “That isn’t true, either.”


  “It is,” he insisted. “I had no clue until yesterday that you’d dropped the ornament on my mother’s lawn, and I was completely unaware you were going to be in D.C.… and I didn’t know who you were until you told me. Please stop being so paranoid.”


  I crossed my arms over my chest. He was making it easier to be less hurt and more angry. “When I gave you my name, did you really need to look me up to figure out who I was?”


  “Of course I did,” he said. “Don’t be so neurotic.”


  I unlatched my arms, and they dropped to my sides. “You think I’m neurotic? Don’t try to put me down when you’re the one who—”


  He held both of his palms flat in the air. “Relax,” he said soothingly. “I’d never heard your name until you gave it to me. My mother never mentioned you, and I’ve already explained that I don’t read the gossip blogs. I don’t even live in New York anymore, so I’m not up to speed on all the news here. And I see no reason to rehash this… but since you seem bent on it, don’t forget you knew who I was… and you pretended not to.”


  I shook my head again. “All I knew was that I’d seen you at Senator Caldwell’s house. I had no idea you were her son… and when I found out, I immediately said we shouldn’t see each other anymore. I guess I was right.”


  He scoffed. “I can’t believe this.”


  “I can’t, either,” I said. “I really liked you, but—”


  He came closer, looking down at me as wisps of brown hair dangled over his forehead. “I like you, too. Don’t you know that? Don’t you know by now how I feel about you?”


  “No,” I said, tapping my foot against the floor. “I don’t.”


  He shook his head as a frustrated grunt sprang from his throat. “My God, Savannah… now you’re really acting insane.”


  I didn’t want a fight. I just wanted him to go away and let me nurse my wounds in private. But he was getting me so riled up that I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “Crazy, neurotic, insane… are there any other adjectives pertaining to my psychological health that you’d like to insult me with?” I asked, raising my voice.


  “I’m the one who should feel insulted. You’re accusing me of being a liar.”


  I pointed to the broken crystal. “It’s not like I don’t have evidence. It makes me wonder if the main reason you wanted to meet me was just… to get into my hotel room.”


  “What?” he said, his eyes widening. “You think I devised some elaborate scheme just for that? You’re not the only girl who’d let me into her room, you know. That might sound disgustingly conceited, but you’ve driven me to it.”


  “But none of those other girls,” I said, “are Edward Stone’s daughter. Isn’t he what this whole thing was about?”


  Wes threw his hands in the air. “What are you saying? I don’t get it.”


  I shrugged. “Maybe you didn’t care about him as much as you claim. Maybe you wanted to get back at him for his affair with your mother… and using me was the best way to do it. You know… sleep with his daughter, get her to fall in love with you, and then drop her like trash.”


  Wes looked at me for a long moment before he shook his head disdainfully. “No,” he said in a firm voice. “I never had any intention of using you. Your accusation doesn’t even make sense, since you invited me into your room and I was the one who stopped what we were doing on your bed.”


  I paused, absorbing every word and letting them roll around in my head. “Maybe,” I said finally, “you only stopped it because you sensed I didn’t want to keep going. Maybe that was part of your act, too.”


  He blinked a few times. “My act? You can’t be serious.”


  “I wish I wasn’t. I think you knew I’d fall hard for you if I thought you were an honorable man. I’m also starting to wonder if you used your job and everything we have in common as a way to lure me in.”


  His mouth twisted into a snarl. “If you think I haven’t been emotionally wrecked by what happened with our parents or I haven’t truly sacrificed for my work—”


  “I never said that.”


  We just stared at each other for a tense moment before he grabbed his coat and his suitcase. He rolled the suitcase across the room, and I followed behind him until he stepped into the hall, stood right outside the doorway, and turned to face me.


  “Your stupid accusations,” he said as he slipped into his coat, “don’t make any difference. You were going to break up with me, anyway… right?”


  I drummed my fingers against my thigh. I’d been trying so hard not to mention Jonathan, but he’d left me no choice. “Yes,” I admitted. “But until a few minutes ago, that wasn’t because of you. The truth is… it’s because of your father. I just don’t believe he’s as innocent as you think.”


  Wes was glaring at me now. “Well,” he said, “since we’re talking about innocence and the truth… I know how much you want to clear your father’s name. I know you want to believe he was a good man. I didn’t want to tell you this before, but to be perfectly honest… he wasn’t.”


  I stopped tapping my fingers as my body stiffened. Wes’s last two words confirmed all of my suspicions about him. But most of all, they made me wish I’d never touched him or let him touch me. I couldn’t even stand to look at him anymore as he stood on my threshold with a smug smile and a cold gaze.


  I wiped my hand across my lips to clean him off. Then I slammed my door shut.


  


  Twenty-two


  I never thought I’d have such a burning desire to apologize to Ned. But I couldn’t get in touch with him because we’d never exchanged personal phone numbers, and Caroline’s cell had gone straight to voice mail when I called to get his information from her. I also tried Ned at Stone News, thinking he might be working this Sunday like last. But there was no answer.


  I did have Celeste’s number, though. So I sat at my kitchen table that afternoon and called her, and she sounded happily surprised to hear from me.


  “I don’t know where Ned is right now,” she said. “But he’ll be at my parents’ house in Jamaica Estates at five. We’re having Sunday dinner… it’s an Italian tradition.”


  “How nice,” I said, thinking that things must have been progressing well between them if he was having dinner with her family. Setting them up might have been a good idea after all. “Could you please ask him to call me when he gets there? I really need to talk to him.”


  “So you two are speaking again?” she asked.


  “Not as far as he knows,” I said. “But I’ve realized the problem between us was my fault… and I want to tell him that.”


  “I don’t think you should do it over the phone, Savannah. Why don’t you meet him here and have dinner with all of us?”


  That was a good idea, so I freshened up and changed into a knit dress and my Hermès boots, and then I called Tony. “Are you in Manhattan?” I asked.


  “Yup,” he said. “If you need a ride somewhere, I’m available.”


  He arrived at my building not long after that, and we stopped at the Silver Moon Bakery on our way to Queens so I could buy a dessert. Soon we were outside a home that resembled Virginia Stone’s place in Larchmont. It wasn’t quite as big but had the same Tudor style, and it looked like a cross between a small castle and a gingerbread house.


  Tony cut the engine. “Nice place. Is your friend a fellow heiress?”


  “I’m not sure,” I said. “This is actually her parents’ home.”


  “They’ve got some money, then. Jamaica Estates is a pricey area, and this house is worth a few million. Trust me… I’ve been studying the real estate market for the past couple of years.”


  I didn’t doubt it. I got out of the car and told Tony I’d call when I was ready to leave, and then I walked through a fancy iron gate and up a few steps to the front door, which was inside an alcove made of stone. I rapped the door with a brass knocker, and Celeste answered it, wearing a violet dress and a welcoming smile. She gave me a hug and I handed her a bakery box filled with apple tartlets, and she thanked me and brought me into a circular foyer that had a marble floor, a cathedral ceiling, and a spiral staircase leading to the second level.


  “What a beautiful home,” I said while she took my coat.


  “Thanks,” she answered modestly.


  I heard noise in another room—a baby cooing and people chatting. “Do you live here?”


  She shook her head and hung up my coat in a nearby closet. “To my parents’ horror, I share an apartment in the East Village with a roommate. They can’t understand why I’d pay rent when I can live here for free… but I prefer to take care of myself.”


  “I can relate to both sides of that argument,” I said with a grin.


  Celeste smiled as she closed the closet door. “Ned isn’t here yet,” she said. “But everyone else is… so come this way and I’ll introduce you.”


  I followed her across the foyer and into a dining room with walls painted a deep shade of red. I could see a lovely garden and a covered pool through the windows, and I was surrounded by antique furniture that included a long table. There were sixteen chairs around it, and only three were empty. Celeste introduced me to everyone—her parents, her older brothers, her sisters-in-law, and her nieces and nephews, including the baby I’d heard earlier. He was in a high chair, and Celeste bent down and kissed his cheek before we joined everyone at the table.


  “Do you like Italian food, Savannah?” Celeste’s father asked.


  He was a sixtyish man with a slight Italian accent, a full head of white hair, and a matching mustache. He sat at the head of the table and his wife sat at the other end, and I smiled as I turned toward him. “Yes, sir,” I said. “My ex-boyfriend used to make it for me.”


  I shouldn’t have brought up Alex. I hadn’t planned to, but the Italian food reminded me of him. Then I started thinking of Wes and how stupid I’d been, and that brought a dip in my mood that Celeste seemed to notice.


  She edged toward me on her chair. “Don’t be sad. You’ll find another boyfriend soon.”


  Ned obviously hadn’t told her I’d already done that. And I didn’t want to mention how it had turned out, so I steered the conversation elsewhere.


  “Has Ned ever been here?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “This is the first time I’ve invited him.”


  I nodded, wishing Ned would get here already so we could sort things out between us and everyone could start eating. They waited patiently and talked about other things, and then one of the kids knocked over a glass of wine that splashed onto his mother’s blouse.


  “You know where to take that,” Celeste’s father said with a laugh. “Don’t let me catch you at my competitors’ place.”


  “What does he mean?” I asked Celeste.


  “My parents own a chain of dry cleaners in all five boroughs,” she said.


  That explained Jamaica Estates and this expensive house. I nodded again, and I looked across the table at one of Celeste’s brothers. He had a shaved head and big shoulders, and he checked his watch before he spoke up.


  “Celeste,” he said, “where is this guy?”


  “Chris,” she said reprovingly, “his name is Ned, and he isn’t just a guy… I’m dating him, and he’s Savannah’s brother. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.”


  He wasn’t, though. And he didn’t pick up his phone when Celeste called, and he didn’t return her voice mail. It didn’t take much longer for Chris to lose his patience.


  “Pass the soppressata,” he said. “I’m not waiting anymore.”


  His mother handed him a plate. Everyone started eating, but Celeste didn’t and I couldn’t.


  “Something must’ve come up,” I told her, even though I doubted it.


  “Then why doesn’t he call?” she asked, staring at her phone like that would make it ring.


  “I’m sure he will,” I said, which I didn’t believe, either. But I kept hoping and didn’t stop until dinner was over and everybody started getting up from their chairs so they could go into the living room for dessert. “Celeste,” I began, trying to find something comforting to say, but she didn’t give me a chance. She held up her hand, shoved back her chair, and put on a brave face.


  “Don’t worry about it, Savannah,” she said. “It isn’t your fault.”


  That wasn’t exactly true. I’d initiated this whole thing. But I couldn’t tell her that, so I stayed quiet in my seat, watching her open a set of double doors that led to the living room. Chris walked through them and into the dining room, and he tried to say something nice to her, but she brushed him off and stomped away. Then he glanced at me and closed the doors.


  “Do you know what went on with Celeste’s fiancé?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” I said glumly.


  He nodded. “What happened today… she doesn’t deserve it. You seem to be a sweet girl and I don’t mean to offend you… but if your brother doesn’t have a damn good reason for not being here, then he isn’t worthy of my sister. You can tell him I said that.”


  I intended to. I left a few minutes later and asked Tony to drive me to Ned’s building, where I stormed through the lobby and toward the concierge.


  “Mr. Stone asks the reason for your visit,” she said after calling his apartment.


  This routine again. “His missing heart,” I told her.


  She looked at me strangely but gave Ned my answer, and soon I was at his door. He opened it and stood in his front hall, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt.


  “My missing heart?” he said. “Should I assume that has something to do with my disapproval of your relationship with Wesley Caldwell?”


  I’d been so angry about what he’d done to Celeste that Wes wasn’t even on my mind. “I have no relationship with Wesley Caldwell,” I said brusquely, clomping past Ned and into the apartment with its gray walls and view of the East River. I saw business documents scattered across the L-shaped couch and Chinese takeout on the coffee table.


  “When did this happen?” Ned asked, still lingering by the open door. “Was it after you decided you didn’t want a possible murderer as a future father-in-law?”


  “I guess Caroline passed along my message,” I said as I stood in the living room.


  He nodded. “The PI is looking into Jonathan. Now tell me what happened with Wes.”


  I wasn’t in the mood to talk about this now, but I did anyway. “I think he was playing me all along. He pretended to have no idea who I was when we met, but I found out otherwise. He was probably plotting what you suspected.”


  Ned closed the door. “So you’re here to concede that I was right?”


  “I was planning to do that in Jamaica Estates,” I said. “But you weren’t there.”


  He walked slowly toward me. “Why were you in Jamaica Estates?”


  “I was going to apologize for doubting your motives about Wes, and Celeste invited me to dinner so I could see you. She’s a very thoughtful person.”


  “I know,” he said as he joined me in the living room.


  “Do you?” I asked tersely. “Then why didn’t you show up?”


  He nodded toward the papers on the couch. “I was working. I couldn’t make it.”


  I glared at him. “Why not just tell her that?”


  He headed toward the couch, where he sat down on the longest part of the L and snatched a pen from beside a carton of moo goo gai pan. “It was better not to. That’s why.”


  Ned started reading a contract like I’d already left. I stared at him for a moment before I walked around the coffee table and sat on the shorter section of the couch, where I put down my purse and sank into the black leather. “Ned,” I began in a low and seething voice, “how can it be better to stand her up and humiliate her in front of her family instead of giving her a reasonable excuse? She’ll probably never speak to you again.”


  “That’s the idea,” he said as he flipped a page.


  Was he serious? “You swore you wouldn’t hurt her. Remember that?”


  “Yes,” he said, keeping his eyes on the contract. “Not hurting her is exactly what I’m trying to do.”


  I punched the couch. “That makes no sense. You’ve fixed it so she’ll probably never trust a man again. First she gets left at the altar, and—”


  “She what?” he said, finally looking at me.


  “You heard me. Her fiancé bailed on their wedding just like you bailed on her today.”


  Ned leaned his head back as he studied the ceiling. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “I didn’t know that. Why didn’t you tell me that?”


  “Because no girl wants her most degrading moments advertised to a new boyfriend.”


  He shook his head. “I wasn’t her boyfriend. It was just a casual thing… a few lunch dates, dinner twice… and we never even had sex. It was nothing.”


  “That’s not how she saw it,” I said.


  He nodded and tossed his papers and pen onto the table. “That was the problem.”


  I stared at him for a moment. “So you didn’t want to be her boyfriend. But why is that? Did you think a secretary from the boroughs wasn’t good enough for you?”


  He reached for a set of chopsticks on the table. “Don’t be stupid, Savannah. Would I have dated her at all if I felt that way?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe you overlooked it at first, and then you couldn’t anymore. And not that it should matter… but her father owns a chain of dry-cleaning stores throughout the entire city, and his house is huge. It’s probably worth millions. So if you think Celeste isn’t high-class enough for you—”


  “Damn it,” he said, clenching the chopsticks in his hand, “that isn’t what I think. I knew nothing about her financial status until just now… and it’s irrelevant to me.”


  I eyed him skeptically. “So the class thing isn’t why you broke up with her?”


  “Oh my God,” he said in an exasperated voice, reaching up with one hand to rake his fingers roughly through his hair. “That has nothing to do with it. You have no clue what goes on in my mind… so why don’t you stop trying to figure it out? And while you’re at it, go the fuck away and leave me alone.”


  He tossed his chopsticks onto the table. I stood up slowly and stared down at him.


  “You know what, Ned? Celeste’s brother thinks you aren’t worthy of her. There was a time when I would’ve disagreed with that, because I believed you were changing for the better. But after what you’ve done today, I can see I was wrong.” I leaned down, swiped my purse off the couch, and headed for the door. I was almost there when I glanced at him over my shoulder. “By the way… if you keep treating people like this, you will always be alone.”


  I reached for the lock, but Ned’s voice stopped me.


  “Savannah,” he said. “Don’t go.”


  I let out a heavy sigh and turned around. He was still on the couch. He motioned toward the spot where I’d been sitting, and I sighed again as I reluctantly headed in his direction.


  “Celeste,” he began after I sat down, “is better off to hate me, and I’m confident she does now. Her family probably feels the same way… and they’ll convince her to forget me.”


  “Stop being ambiguous, Ned. How can she be better off to hate and forget you?”


  He focused on his Rolex, which he took off his wrist and held in his hand. “I don’t want to talk about that… and I don’t have to.”


  “That’s true,” I agreed, watching him leave the watch on an end table. “You’re not obligated to explain anything to me… but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. I put you and Celeste together with the best intentions, and it’s only right for you to tell me why you fouled everything up. But if you want to keep on being a soulless jerk… go ahead.”


  I crossed my legs and tapped my foot in the air. Ned rolled his eyes.


  “Thanks for the guilt trip,” he said.


  I shrugged. “It’s the least I can do.”


  We stared unflinchingly at each other until Ned stood up, walked to the windows, and lingered there with his back toward me. “I couldn’t…” he started, then gazed at the East River.


  I waited for more, but there was just silence. “You couldn’t… what?” I asked finally.


  It took him a moment to face me. He leaned his back against a window and folded his arms over his shirt. “I couldn’t…” he repeated. “I mean, I… I can’t. I can’t be with a woman like her. I thought I could, and I was handling it fine when things were casual… but then she started with the family dinner, the Italian tradition, the parents and the brothers, and…”


  He stopped talking. I suddenly remembered him telling me to lower the pressure and saying my eagerness about his relationship with Celeste was putting him on edge, and I wondered if I had even more responsibility for what happened today than I’d originally thought.


  “And you got scared,” I said.


  “No,” he replied incredulously. “Stop being a moron.”


  Of course he wouldn’t admit fear—not to me or Celeste or anyone—because Virginia had raised him that way. But I saw through his act, and I understood everything now—especially when I remembered Caroline saying I’m still not confident he’s ready to be monogamous.


  “You weren’t prepared for another relationship,” I said. “You thought Celeste was in Kitty’s league, and you felt things heading in a serious direction, and you didn’t trust yourself. You thought you might make the same mistakes again… and you didn’t want things to end with Celeste the way they did with Kitty.”


  Ned fiddled with his right earlobe. “In a manner of speaking,” he said.


  So I hadn’t been wrong about him after all. His intentions toward Celeste were noble, but he still hadn’t learned how to execute them in a way that wasn’t pure Stone.


  “You think you aren’t good enough for woman like Celeste,” I added.


  “Do you have an off switch?” he snapped.


  I had to be right or he wouldn’t look so angry. I sighed and moved on. “You should’ve gone about ending it differently, Ned… very differently… but if you thought you couldn’t do right by Celeste, it was best to stop seeing her. Still, I hope this experience showed you that I wasn’t wrong when I said there are plenty of women you could have a real relationship with.”


  He crossed his feet at the ankles, still leaning against the glass. “I must admit my pessimism has decreased.”


  “Then I guess you’ve also realized I was right about something else,” I said. “Every cloud does have a silver lining.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Considering what happened with Wes, I’m surprised you continue to believe that.”


  “I’ll always believe that. And I’m surprised you’re not gloating about what happened with Wes.”


  “Are you really?” Ned asked.


  I flashed back to our conversation in the limo, when I’d accused him of discouraging me from seeing Wes because he was worried about it how would look. Appearances are the least of my concerns, he’d said, and I didn’t believe him… but maybe I should have.


  I shook my head. “No,” I said, “I’m not.”


  He nodded, left the window, and took his seat on the couch. “I have to get back to work,” he said, glancing at the documents around him.


  “Well,” I said, “then I’ll leave. I’ll also stay out of your love life from now on… which is what you wanted in the first place. But can I give you one last piece of advice?”


  He gripped a leather cushion like he was bracing himself. “Go ahead.”


  “Don’t go back to what—and who—you were doing before you dated Celeste.”


  Ned’s hand moved above his left eyebrow, to the place where his skin had been sliced apart by a champagne glass. The doctor really had done a good job with those stitches, because only a faint mark was left. “I won’t,” he said.


  “Another thing,” I went on. “Don’t—”


  He looked at me wearily. “You said there was only one thing.”


  I ignored that. “Don’t get involved with someone like Celeste again until you’re sure you’re ready. And when you are… please remember that you’re better than you think.” I grabbed my purse and headed for the door, and I heard Ned’s voice when I was in the hallway.


  “Tell me something, Savannah.”


  I turned around. “What?” I asked.


  “Do you really believe,” he said slowly, “I’m always going to be alone?”


  I stared at him sitting by himself in that desolate apartment. I was sort of stunned that he cared about what I believed, and it made me unexpectedly happy.


  “No,” I said. “I don’t believe that at all.”


  ***


  My cell phone rang when I was in an elevator at Stone News the next morning. I saw Mom’s name on the screen, but I didn’t answer because I hadn’t spoken to her for a few days, and so much had happened since then that I needed to block out at least an hour for our next talk. So while the elevator headed toward my office, I sent her a text and promised to call soon. I also sent one to Tina saying the same, because we were due for a marathon conversation, too. Then the doors opened into Femme, and I was at my desk a minute later.


  “Good morning,” Kitty said brightly as she walked into my cubicle. “How are you?”


  I swiveled my chair in her direction. “I guess Ned told Caroline about my latest dating disaster, and she told you… and now you’re trying to cheer me up?”


  She was wearing a blouse made of persimmon silk, and she rubbed the collar between her thumb and forefinger. “Am I that transparent?”


  “Yes,” I said with a laugh. “But it’s fine… and so am I.”


  She smiled, moving her hand from her blouse to her shiny copper hair. “I’m happy to hear that. I’ve also been meaning to tell you,” she said as she pushed her hair behind her shoulders, “that your editing work is excellent.”


  “Is it?” I asked, stifling my excitement. “Or are you still trying to cheer me up?”


  She shook her head. “If my opinion has that effect, then I’m glad… but that wasn’t how it was intended. Your editing skills rival your writing talent.”


  “Thank you, Kitty,” I said, thinking I should start using my writing talent again. I’d have to find the time eventually, but I had other things on my mind now—including Celeste. I’d made a few attempts to call her last night, but she hadn’t picked up, so I left my cube and went upstairs to the corporate division, where I found her empty desk.


  “She quit,” Caroline said from behind me.


  I turned around. Caroline was standing there with her glasses on the top of her head.


  “Ned filled me in,” she continued. “He was here early this morning and then he left for a meeting. Fortunately, I had enough time to bitch him out for what he did to her. But I have to give him credit for one thing: He had the sense to be a prick before she invested too much time.”


  I nodded, glancing at Celeste’s desk and a framed photo of her and her family. “I guess we have to be grateful for that… as strange as it is,” I said with a sigh as I turned my eyes back to Caroline. “I wonder what she’ll do now… for a job, I mean. I don’t think she really needs to work, but I know she’ll want to.”


  “She’s a competent person with a college education… she’ll find something.”


  “Yeah,” I said, thinking about Celeste’s degree in art history and her artistic ability, and that made me think of someone else. “How are things going at Trish’s gallery?”


  Caroline reached up for her glasses and slid them onto her face. “Fine. Why do you ask?”


  “Because Celeste has the qualifications to work at a place like that… and I’m sure she’d want to. It’s the least we can do to clean up our brother’s mess.”


  She nodded slowly. “I’m not sure if the gallery is hiring… but if it is, I can probably convince Trish to give her serious consideration. I have a few of Trish’s cards in my office… you can pass one along to Celeste and tell her to call.”


  “I have one of those cards in my wallet. I’d love to give it to Celeste, but she seems to be ignoring me.”


  “Well,” Caroline said, reaching for a cardboard box on an empty desk nearby, “you can ambush her. When she called the office administrator this morning to give her resignation, she asked that someone pack her things and leave them with the concierge in the main lobby for her to pick up at noon.” She handed me the box. “I was going to have my assistant do it… but you’d be more appropriate.”


  Caroline returned to her office, and I got busy clearing Celeste’s desk. I went back to Femme after that, but I left at lunchtime and rode the elevator to the main lobby, where I stood by the revolving doors with that cardboard box in my hands. Then Celeste walked in, wearing a plaid coat and a matching cap.


  “Savannah,” she said, “I’m sorry I didn’t answer your calls. It’s just—”


  “You don’t have to apologize,” I told her as I fought my urge to explain things. I wanted her to know why Ned had jilted her and that it wasn’t her fault, but the truth might make it harder for her to lose all hope about him. Ned’s method guaranteed she would. “I understand. And this is everything from your desk.”


  I held out the box. She took it and clutched it to her chest.


  “I assume you’re going to look for another job,” I said, reaching into my pocket for the business card I’d put there earlier, “and I thought you might want to try this place.”


  I put the card on top of the box. She read it and then looked at me.


  “This is for an art gallery,” she said.


  I nodded. “It’s in the East Village… so it’s convenient to your apartment. Trish is the director and the curator… and I know her, and that’ll get your foot in the door. I also know you’ve tried before to find a job that used your degree, but I think this time you’ll have better luck. All you have to do is call the number on that card.”


  Celeste laughed. “Luck is one thing I rarely have.”


  I squeezed her arm through her coat. “Sometimes,” I said, “you have to make your own.”


  ***


  It was five o’clock when Kitty stopped by my desk, wearing a coat and carrying her purse. “What are your plans for tonight?” she asked.


  I’d been working on an article, and I stuck my Frosted Tulip pencil behind my ear as I turned toward her in my chair. “Working late,” I said. “What about you?”


  She pulled a scarf from her purse and looped it around her neck. “I’m taking care of Ethan while Charlie is working.”


  “Do you do that often?” I asked.


  She nodded. “After his wife passed away, Charlie hired a live-in nanny who’s fantastic… but for some reason, Ethan likes to eat dinner with me. Maybe it’s my cooking.”


  “Maybe it’s you,” I said.


  She smiled as she stroked the tassels that hung from her scarf. “He’s such a wonderful boy, Savannah… and we really do get along well. I make dinner, we watch TV… Charlie always wants to pick up Ethan after work, but it’s really late then, and I hate for Ethan to wake up out of a dead sleep. So he stays over… and Charlie comes by in the morning before I leave for work.”


  “Sounds like a good arrangement,” I said. “Do y’all have breakfast together?”


  She nodded again. “Charlie would prefer to have dinner with Ethan and put him to bed at night… but unfortunately, his schedule doesn’t allow that. His show airs live and he has to be at the studio a few hours early to prepare. He loves his job, but working at night isn’t ideal… not to mention all his foreign assignments. He was fine with everything when he was hired three years ago… but back then, he didn’t know he’d end up raising a child alone.”


  “Yeah,” I said, thinking about Charlie’s wife and everything she was missing. I was sure she’d be happy to know that these days Charlie wasn’t raising Ethan alone.


  “Anyway,” Kitty went on, glancing at the work on my desk, “don’t stay too late.”


  I told her I wouldn’t, but I didn’t mean it. She left, I called Tony to let him know I’d take a cab home, and then I buried myself in work and kept going even when the nighttime cleaning crew arrived. I blocked out the sound of vacuuming, and soon it was quiet and I didn’t look at the clock for a while. When I finally did, it was after eleven.


  I headed out of Stone News into a mix of rain and sleet that blew my umbrella inside out the moment I left the building. I struggled to fix it while I tried to hail a cab, but I didn’t get any takers and I finally gave up on a taxi and staying dry. I dumped the mangled umbrella into a trash bin and rushed toward the nearest subway station, nearly tripping twice in my heels as sleet pelted my face and rain drenched my hair.


  Soon I was down in the station, where I joined a few other people in the stuffy air. A middle-aged man with dreadlocks and mocha skin was playing a saxophone on the platform for spare change, and I stuck some cash into his jar. Then I walked a few steps away from him toward the tracks, listening to the murmur of conversation and “Summertime” coming from his sax.


  I smiled, feeling sure his song selection was wishful thinking. June seemed so far away as I shivered inside my damp coat. Still, it was nice to think about flowers and sunshine while I peeled off my gloves. I heard my train barreling through the tunnel when the song ended, and I turned toward the sax player.


  “That was absolutely—”


  Beautiful was what I’d meant to say. But I didn’t because I felt hands on my back and a shove that knocked me forward. I dropped my gloves and my purse, skidded in my heels, and fell onto a thick yellow line painted on the platform, where I stared into a dark trench at an overfed rat scurrying across the rails. I heard the roar of the train growing louder and commotion around me, and someone grabbed the back of my coat and yanked me to my feet.


  The train pulled into the station, screeching its brakes and sending up a gust of wind. Nobody rushed toward it like they normally would because they were all frozen and gaping at me. I saw an elderly couple, a group of Asian girls, a few businesspeople, and the man who’d been playing the sax. He was the closest and had to have been the one who’d hoisted me up.


  “That crazy chick almost killed you,” he said as he glanced between me and the exit. “Good thing they’ve got cameras in here… even though she was all covered up in that coat and baseball cap. I did see blond hair, though… it fell out of her hat when she ran.”


  Who had almost killed me? And it was a woman? That push had felt more like I’d been hit by a truck. I wanted to say all of this, but I couldn’t talk. I was shaking and my heart was pounding and I was wearing only one shoe. But I was alive and my limbs were still attached, and all I’d lost was a layer of skin on my palms when I broke my own fall.


  The train sped away and I spotted my shoe at the edge of the platform. It was near my gloves and my purse, and it teetered there before dropping onto the tracks.


  “That could’ve been you,” the sax player said. “You must be truly blessed.”


  “Yes,” I said, trying to get my hands to stop shaking. “I am.”


  


  Twenty-three


  Maybe Ned had been wrong that day in the Indian restaurant when he told Caroline and me that we weren’t in a CSI episode, because it felt that way while the three of us sat inside a police station. I’d called Caroline after my brush with death, and she and Ned had met me here.


  They were beside me now, sitting at a table across from the detective who had been in charge of the Edward Stone murder investigation. We were in a stark room with fluorescent lights and no windows, and there was a bar attached to the table that was probably used to handcuff prisoners. I’d seen that during Law & Order reruns.


  “Forgetting your father’s enemies for a moment,” the detective said, “is there anyone with a motive to harm you? Do you have any disgruntled ex-boyfriends?”


  Alex and Wes crossed my mind, but it was just Wes who didn’t leave it. I couldn’t imagine he was behind what had happened tonight, but maybe I was as wrong about that as I’d been about him. Still, it wasn’t easy to accuse.


  Caroline must have seen me wavering. “Wesley Caldwell,” she said.


  The detective looked at her over his glasses. “The senator’s son?” he asked.


  She nodded. “My brother and I have been acquainted with him for years, and I really doubt he’d orchestrate something like this… but I guess it’s possible.”


  “Yeah,” the detective agreed as he scribbled onto his notepad. “It’s also possible this incident is completely random.” He looked at me. “You’re not the first person in New York to be shoved toward an oncoming train. But you’re one of the fortunate few who’ve survived.”


  I nodded, shuddering at the thought of how close I’d come to being unfortunate.


  He asked more questions, and a half hour later, Ned and Caroline and I left the precinct and walked down six steps toward the street. We’d just hit the sidewalk when Ned turned to me.


  “We’ll take you to your apartment,” he said.


  “That’s not necessary,” I told him.


  “It is,” Caroline insisted.


  Ned reached into his coat and pulled out his cell. “I’ll call the security company we use for our parties. There’ll be a guard at your door by morning.”


  Now he was going too far. “I don’t need a guard, Ned. Didn’t you hear the detective? He said what happened tonight could’ve been completely random. It could’ve just been some mentally-ill woman who was offended by my shoes or something.”


  “Could have been,” Caroline said. “That’s not a definite. So we need to make sure you’re protected until we know for sure. Okay?”


  I couldn’t be too stubborn, considering she was right and they were both being so nice. I nodded, and the next morning there was a man named George outside my door.


  “Can I get you anything?” I asked him as I poked my head into the hallway and kept the rest of myself inside the sunny apartment. I was in my fleece pajamas and far from presentable. “I have juice and I can make coffee… and I might whip up some sausage biscuits and gravy.”


  There was time for a Sunday-morning breakfast even though it was Tuesday. Caroline had told Kitty what had happened, and Kitty subsequently ordered me to take a few days off, and I called Tony to fill him in and let him know I wouldn’t need a ride for a while. Now I had empty hours stretching out in front of me, and my nerves were frazzled in a way that only Southern cuisine could cure.


  “No, thanks,” George said.


  I nodded, closed the door, and went to the kitchen, where I took a pan from a cabinet and a bag of flour out of the pantry. I found some eggs in the fridge but couldn’t crack a single one of them into a bowl. I’d wrapped my scraped-up hands in gauze, my palms stung something fierce, and the rest of my body hadn’t stopped trembling since last night. So I accepted that I was temporarily disabled and in no shape to cook, put everything away, and brought a jelly doughnut with me to the living room.


  I sat on the couch and turned my TV to NY1, which reported about last night’s storm that had drifted out to the Atlantic and a bank in Brooklyn that had been robbed this morning. I watched while I finished my doughnut, and I was brushing powdered sugar off my bandages when I saw grainy black-and-white video—an overhead view of a subway station, a few people on the platform, and a woman in a trench coat and a baseball cap bull-rushing another woman from behind.


  I sat up straight, listening to an anchorman. “In an odd twist to the scandal surrounding the late Edward Stone,” he said, “his daughter Savannah Morgan—who is the sole heiress to the Stone News fortune—escaped injury late last night when she was shoved toward the path of an oncoming subway in a Midtown station. The unidentified woman who assaulted Morgan is currently being sought.”


  I turned off the TV and rushed to my office down the hall, where I found that video all over the Internet. Then the phone rang, and I knew who it was without even checking caller ID.


  “Mom,” I said as I picked up the receiver, “don’t worry. I’m fine.”


  “What is going on up there?” she asked frantically as I heard my call-waiting beep. It was Tina, so I patched her in to avoid two phone calls about the same subject.


  “I’m fine,” I said again after explaining everything, even though that wasn’t completely true. “Ned hired a bodyguard for me… and you shouldn’t worry. What happened might’ve been the random act of a deranged lunatic. The detective even said so.”


  “Do you honestly believe that?” Tina asked. “It’s too coincidental.”


  She was right, but there was no point in them freaking out about it as much as I was. I tried to reassure both of them, refused Mom’s offer to fly up to New York so she could be my second bodyguard, and spent nearly an hour on the phone. I’d just hung up when I heard knocking on my door, and I opened it to find George with his bulky arms crossed.


  “I got a call from the concierge,” he said. “Someone downstairs says he wants to make sure you’re okay after what happened last night. You know a Jackson Lucas?”


  That name sparked a tingle in my body—the kind I’d felt from Jack when we first met, before I’d totally soured on the guy. Even though he’d recently improved my opinion of him, I still wouldn’t have expected a rush of giddiness just because he wanted to see me.


  I didn’t want to feel that way, though. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice, and after Wes, I wasn’t in a man-trusting mood. But it was polite of Jack to check on me, and I couldn’t be rude enough to turn him away.


  “Yeah,” I said, grabbing the bathrobe I’d left on a chair. “Please let him up.”


  George called the concierge while I tightened the belt around my robe and reached into my pocket to pull out an elastic band I used to gather my hair into a ponytail. I supposed Ned would criticize me for being au naturel, but this was the best I could do on short notice.


  That didn’t stop me from being self-conscious when Jack was at my door, looking preposterously handsome for such an early hour. He wore one of his finely woven suits beneath his coat, and his jade tie brought out the same color in his eyes. He was tan in the dead of winter, and his blondish-brown hair had grown since the last time I’d seen him. It was full on top and brushed off his face, while the back kicked out haphazardly behind his ears. He was probably about three weeks overdue for a cut but I hoped that when he got one, the stylist would go easy with the scissors. This length was perfect for him and I wanted to mention that, but I didn’t. Hair praise might sound flirtatious, and I just wasn’t going there.


  “Come in,” I said, holding the door open wider.


  He stepped into the living room, carrying his scent with him—the spicy cologne on his skin, that cinnamon Altoid in his mouth. I heard it crack between his teeth as he turned toward me when I shut the door.


  “Ned’s got you well protected up here, Savannah. You’re a princess in her castle, surrounded by a moat.”


  I laughed, glancing at my bandaged hands and my pajama pants sticking out from beneath my robe. “I don’t feel much like a princess.”


  “You always look like one,” he said.


  I was flattered, but I couldn’t encourage that kind of talk. An awkward moment passed between us, but Jack smoothed it over by asking if he could sit down.


  “Where are my manners?” I said, even though I knew I’d forgotten them because Jack’s sudden appearance had gotten me all flustered. “Of course you may… and let me take your coat.”


  He slipped out of it, and I hung it in my hall closet before joining him on the couch.


  “Can I get you something?” I asked. “I could make coffee.”


  He shook his head and nodded toward my hands. “You’re not in any condition to wait on me. Did you go to the hospital?”


  “No,” I said. “It wasn’t necessary. I’m a little scraped up, that’s all.”


  “You’re lucky. I saw the video on TV… and Ned told me everything else. I agree with him that it wasn’t random. He tells me you’ve poked a few hornets’ nests.”


  “Are you going to criticize me for that like he has?”


  Jack shook his head again. “I’m not criticizing. But I wouldn’t have encouraged you to go rogue. Ned felt the same way… and you shouldn’t hold it against him. He just wants to keep you safe.”


  I couldn’t help smiling. Those two were in such a bromance and always defending each other. “I know he does,” I said after a moment. “That’s quite a change, isn’t it?”


  He nodded. “It’s a good one. Your father would want his kids to get along. And putting aside how dangerous your investigation was… I would’ve done the same thing.”


  Jack was the first person to tell me that, and even though all my efforts had gotten me was a close look at a filthy floor, he somehow made me feel like they hadn’t been for nothing.


  “You knew my father,” I said. “Disregarding the infidelity and scandal… what did you think of him?”


  “I was unaware of the infidelity and scandal until he was gone. But yeah, I knew him since I was a kid… and I had serious respect for that man. There was this one time,” he said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees, “when I was about nine and I stole my father’s pager. This was before cell phones, of course. He counted on that thing to keep himself connected to the office when he was away. I don’t know why I took it, but—”


  “Probably because you wanted him to pay attention to you and not that,” I said. I knew more about Jack and his childhood than he realized, and I was sure he had no idea that Kitty had filled me in about his workaholic father, his prescription-drug-junkie mother, and their negligent parenting ways. He might have even forgotten he’d told me about the mean old lady who’d taught him to speak perfect French. That must have been why he looked so surprised.


  “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “I think you’re right. But anyway… I ended up accidentally dropping and breaking the damn thing. I came home from school that day and hung around outside my building, terrified to go upstairs because I knew I was in for it when Dad got home. So I’m just standing there on Park Avenue… and suddenly Mr. Stone steps out of a limo.”


  “Mr. Stone?” I said.


  “He was my best friend’s father… so that’s what I called him, even when I grew up.”


  “That was polite of you,” I said.


  “I’m glad you approve,” Jack said with a laugh. “Now as I was saying… Mr. Stone steps out of a limo, and he sees me, and I probably look like I’m headed for the hangman’s noose. So he just stands there with his cigar smoldering in his mouth, and—”


  “He smoked cigars?” I asked. His office in Larchmont had smelled that way.


  “Only if they came from Nat Sherman’s,” Jack said. “That’s a shop on Fifth Avenue. He wasn’t an avid smoker… I think he did it to relax… and only when Virginia wasn’t around, since she didn’t like the smell. So he’s standing there with his cigar and he asks me what’s wrong, and for some reason I tell him the truth. I guess I trusted him… and that wasn’t a mistake.”


  “Why?” I asked, inching toward Jack on the couch and feeling grateful for every scrap of Edward information. “What happened?”


  “He didn’t turn me in,” Jack said. “I showed him the broken pager, and he put it in his pocket and told me to pretend I hadn’t stolen it. He promised to take care of everything. Well, you might not know this, but the Stones lived down the hall from us, and—”


  “I know,” I said.


  Jack seemed surprised again, but he just carried on. “That night he shows up at my apartment. He claims he’d accidentally stepped on something while he was passing our front door that morning, and when he saw that it was a pager, he figured it must belong to Dad. Then he pulls out that mangled piece of plastic and insists on replacing it. My father bought the whole thing without question… and that, Ms. Morgan, is how your father rescued me.”


  “Aw,” I said, thinking about how kind it was of Edward to take the rap for a nine-year-old as I gazed past Jack and out my windows. “I love that story.”


  “Savannah,” he said, and I looked at him. “You’re bleeding.”


  His eyes were on my hands, and I looked down at crimson streaks soaking through the gauze. I cringed, thinking about how repulsive I must have seemed with my pajamas and my ponytail and my hemorrhaging palms. “I need to change these bandages,” I said, standing up.


  “Let me help you,” he offered.


  “That isn’t necessary,” I said, but he was already off the couch.


  “You know something? You don’t have to handle everything alone.”


  It took me a moment to nod. Then we went to the kitchen, where the sun glinted off the stainless-steel appliances as Jack pulled out a chair at the table, sat down, and crooked his finger at me when I lingered in the doorway.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he said in a soft but joking voice. “I won’t hurt you.”


  He had before. But I supposed I had to let that grudge go for once and for all. So I walked toward him, stared at the amber flecks in his eyes for a long moment, and held out my hands.


  Jack took them in his and gently unraveled the gauze. When my hands were bare, he held on to them and examined my palms, which looked like they’d been sliced with a razor.


  “It’s nothing. It could’ve been so much worse,” I told him.


  His eyes moved to my face. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if it was.”


  I wasn’t sure what to say. I kept quiet and Jack stood up and led me to the sink, where he turned on the faucet and carefully checked the temperature before guiding my hands beneath a warm stream of water. After that, he dried them with a clean dish towel and we went to my bathroom, where he wrapped my palms in a fresh layer of gauze.


  “There you go,” he said with a smile.


  I smiled, too. “Thank you, Jack.”


  The phone rang. I told Jack that he could wait in the living room and I headed down the hall to my office, where I answered a call from the detective I’d spoken to last night.


  “Ms. Morgan,” he said, “we think we’ve got a lead on the woman who assaulted you… we received an anonymous tip from someone who recognized her. Do you have any connection to a Tammy Burns?”


  “Tammy Burns?” I said, sliding into the chair at my desk. “No, I don’t think I—”


  “She might be linked to Wesley Caldwell. She’s from the D.C. area,” he said, and my mind raced back to Old Town and that blond waitress and her name tag printed with TAMMY B.


  Wes knew her so maybe Jonathan and Senator Caldwell did, too. Had one or both of them paid her or pressured her into trying to get rid of me? Or had she been involved with Wes before I was or when I was, and was she just an angry girlfriend seeking revenge? Then there was the most frightening prospect—that Wes had been behind it all.


  


  Twenty-four


  I felt dazed as I walked into the living room a few minutes later. I’d given the detective all the requested information and told him about my suspicions, but I’d left out one thing.


  “What’s going on?” Jack asked from his seat on the couch. “Are you okay?”


  I shook my head as I plopped down beside him, where I explained everything. “I kept something from the detective,” I said, “because I want to look into it myself.”


  Jack’s forehead furrowed. “Look into what?”


  “There’s this man,” I said, “named Peter Hansen. He was one of those people who used to protest outside Stone News.”


  “I remember those people,” Jack said.


  “The cops and Ned’s first PI cleared him… but I spoke with him over the phone last month and tried to find out what he knew… and he told me that what I was looking for wasn’t in New York. That’s what led me to D.C. and Terrence Miller and—”


  “Wesley Caldwell,” Jack said.


  I nodded. “I’ve always believed Peter Hansen knows more than he lets on… and I think that so far, I’ve been the closest to making him crack. He’s got kids, and when I spoke with him I thought he was slightly sympathetic that I was trying to get justice for my father.” I paused and thought for a moment as Jack stared at me intently. “I just wonder if I can do a better job of convincing him to come clean if I do it in person. I know he lives in Putnam County, and I’m sure I can find his address online… but I don’t know if he’ll be around if I go up there, and I can’t exactly call to make an appointment. He threatened to get a restraining order if I ever contacted him again.”


  Jack shrugged. “People do that sort of thing when they’re scared. But I’m sure he’s seen the latest news reports about you, and that might scare him in the right direction.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “You’ll see,” Jack said, pulling his cell out of his blazer. “What’s his number?”


  “You can’t call him, Jack.”


  “Why can’t I? He threatened you, not me.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not what I mean. I can’t let you get involved in this.”


  “Savannah,” Jack said, “I’ve explained how I feel about your father. You know how close I am with Ned. So let me do this for them… and for you.”


  I supposed I had to, since he’d put it that way. And it wouldn’t hurt to have a new accomplice, especially such a gorgeous one. So I nodded, grabbed my cell from the coffee table, and found that number with the 845 area code. I read it to Jack, and then he punched the numbers into his phone and hit the speaker button. I held my breath as we listened to the line ring.


  “Don’t offer him money,” I said quickly. “Appeal to his morality. I think he might have some… even if it doesn’t seem that way.”


  Jack nodded as Peter Hansen answered in his gruff voice. “Yeah?” he said.


  “Mr. Hansen,” Jack began in a businesslike tone, “my name is Jackson Lucas… and this call is regarding Edward Stone.”


  “God damn it,” Peter said disgustedly. “I thought I told you people to stop bothering me.”


  “You told Savannah Morgan to stop bothering you,” Jack corrected him. “I’m not her… but she’s here with me. And I can’t understand why you’d be so hostile toward her when all she’s trying to do is find out who’s responsible for her father’s death.”


  “Because I don’t know anything about it… that’s why.”


  “Mr. Hansen,” Jack went on in his calm but persistent tone, “Savannah is a friend of mine… and I wonder if you know she was assaulted last night.”


  “I heard about it on the news. I saw the video. But they say she wasn’t hurt.”


  “Not this time,” Jack said, “although she might not be so fortunate in the future. I want to prevent any further violence against her and the rest of the Stones… and from what Savannah tells me, you might be able to assist us with that.”


  “Listen,” he said angrily, “I don’t—”


  “You don’t want to get involved. You’re afraid of the Caldwell family and Amicus Worldwide. Well, let me tell you this,” Jack said, pointing his finger in the air like Peter Hansen was right in front of him. “If you can live knowing a murderer is free because you don’t have the guts to open your mouth, then I’m not sure how you can call yourself a man. I don’t know how you can stand to look your kids in the eyes while Edward Stone’s children suffer every day, wondering what happened to their father.”


  I heard Peter’s smoker’s cough and his voice coming out in a raspy hiss. “You’ve got some fucking nerve to bring up my kids. All I’m trying to do is protect them.”


  “They’ll only be protected,” Jack said, “if the people you fear are behind bars. If those people suspect you’re a threat—and they very well might—they could come after you… or your children. Don’t tell me the possibility didn’t cross your mind after you saw what happened to Savannah in that subway station.”


  Jack put the phone on the coffee table. We stared at it until that gravelly voice came through again. “I can’t do this over the phone… or at my house or anywhere near my family. I can meet you at a diner in Yonkers in a couple of hours.”


  Finally. I was so relieved, and I just couldn’t keep quiet anymore.


  “Give me the address,” I said, leaning toward the phone, “and I’ll be there.”


  A few minutes later I was in my bedroom with the door closed while Jack waited in the living room. I changed my clothes, brushed my hair, and stuck the Yonkers address I’d written on a slip of paper into my pocket. Then I opened the door and walked down the hall and found Jack standing in the living room, wearing his coat.


  “George will drive us up there,” he told me. “I called Ned and Caroline, and they’re fine with this as long as George and I are with you to make sure you’re safe.”


  I went to the closet and pulled out a periwinkle jacket with a faux fox collar. “That’s fine,” I said as I slipped into the jacket and walked toward Jack. “It’s good of you to blow off your entire workday to do this… and I can’t even express how grateful I am that you were able to tip Peter Hansen over the edge. Your business skills come in handy sometimes.”


  “Don’t give me too much credit,” he said. “You’re the one with all the courage and perseverance. I’m impressed that you went one-on-one with Senator Caldwell and her husband… not to mention Terrence Miller. I’m not surprised… but definitely impressed.”


  I laughed and zipped my jacket. “Did Ned tell you about that?”


  Jack nodded. “He also told me you’re not with Alex anymore… and believe it or not, I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “You might not believe this,” I said, “but I do believe you.”


  He smiled with his mouth closed. Then he glanced down at the floor and back at me, looking serious. “Another thing Ned told me is what happened between you and Wesley Caldwell… and Ned also mentioned what he initially suspected about him. If Caldwell achieved that goal, I’m going to wring his neck.”


  I was glad Jack was too well bred to elaborate on what Ned had suspected about Wes. “I value your concern for my honor,” I said, “but it’s intact.”


  Jack seemed to get the message. “Oh,” he said. “Well… that’s good.”


  “But the more I think about it,” I said, “the more suspicious of Wes I become.”


  Jack’s brow furrowed. “Why’s that?”


  “Well,” I began, “maybe his main reason for getting involved with me isn’t what Ned thought. Maybe he also wanted to keep an eye on me to protect his parents. He kept trying to convince me that they had no responsibility for Lake Kolenya… and he probably wanted to redirect my attention from them to Terrence Miller. That must be why Wes was so eager to give me access to him.”


  Jack nodded slowly. “Could be,” he said.


  “Another thing,” I went on, “is that Wes has this tattoo—the scales of justice—and he said it’s what he believes in. At the time, I respected him for it… but now I’m wondering if his idea of justice is completely warped. Like Ned once told me, Wes probably hates Edward and blames him for everything that happened to his parents—and the fallout that came down on Wes personally—and maybe he thought getting rid of Edward would balance things out.”


  “A sick and angry mind might see it that way,” Jack agreed.


  “A sick and angry mind might not be satisfied with one victim,” I said, “especially one who wouldn’t accept that Edward’s death was an accident. And that could explain the subway-station shove.”


  “You think he paid off that girl?” Jack asked.


  I shrugged. “Maybe he didn’t have to. She might’ve felt indebted to him because of how he treated her. Wes rescued her from an abusive baby-daddy and helped her to find a job. Maybe she isn’t used to kindness and would do anything for a guy who showed her some.”


  “Jesus,” Jack said. “That’s so messed up… and completely possible.”


  I put up my hood, preparing to face the cold. “Or maybe I’m totally off the mark,” I said.


  He shook his head. “I’ll take a gamble on your instincts any day.”


  That made me smile—especially because I’d lost some confidence in my instincts lately.


  “Listen,” I said, “you mentioned my perseverance. Well, since I was the one who invested so much time and energy in this, I want to finish it by myself.”


  “That isn’t a good idea. Like I told you before, you don’t have to—”


  “—handle everything alone. You’re right… but I won’t be alone. You and George and I will drive to the diner just as we planned… and then you can wait in the car.”


  Jack folded his arms and thought for a moment. “We’ll sit with you and keep quiet.”


  “That won’t work. You can come into the restaurant, but sit far away.”


  “Unacceptable,” he said. “You need to be within sight.”


  I mulled that over, stroking the synthetic fur that circled my face. “All right,” I said finally. “As long as you pretend you don’t know me. This guy will probably be more honest if he doesn’t feel intimidated.”


  He nodded. “Okay, Savannah… you’re right, and you’ve convinced me. I agree to your terms. Now should we seal this arrangement with a handshake?”


  I took a step forward and pushed back my hood. “We can seal it like this,” I said before I kissed him lightly on his lips. I tasted cinnamon on mine as I stepped back and he smiled, denting the deep dimples in his cheeks.


  “Well,” he said, “That’s something I didn’t expect today.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “Today has been full of surprises.”


  ***


  I’d never been to Yonkers before, so I didn’t know what the rest of it was like, but the diner where Peter Hansen had instructed me to meet him was in a run-down area, on a street lined with ramshackle houses and businesses.


  It was noon when I sat inside the diner at a booth next to a window, ignoring Jack and George. They were at a table across the aisle, pretending to be part of the lunch crowd as they drank coffee. I’d ordered coffee, too, but didn’t touch it because caffeine was the last thing I needed when I felt so jittery that my legs trembled against my red vinyl seat.


  I stared through the window, where I saw a battered old Toyota pull into a space across the road. A middle-aged man wearing a brown parka and a baseball cap got out and headed toward the diner, and he spotted me when he walked through the door. He headed my way, slid onto the seat across from me, and tossed his hat on the table. It wasn’t a Mets cap like the one he’d worn last summer—this one had an emblem embroidered with NEW YORK RANGERS.


  I looked over my coffee at Peter Hansen, who was clearly one of those men who refused to accept his baldness and go for the full shave. The top of his head had just a few meager strands of hair that matched his gray goatee, but he’d grown the back and sides into a frizzy nest that reached his shoulders. I wasn’t sure what to say as I stared at him and the Spain-shaped birthmark between his eyebrows, but I cleared my throat and started talking.


  “Thank you for coming,” I said as the waitress stopped by.


  “Nothing for me,” he told her.


  “Are you sure?” I asked. “I can buy you lunch.”


  “No,” he said so forcefully that the waitress gave him a funny look and hurried off. Then he drummed his fingers—including the one with the missing tip—against the table. “The first thing I want you to know,” he began, “is that I am not here for Edward Stone.”


  “That’s all right,” I said. “I know you hate him because you think he had some responsibility for Lake Kolenya. But when I first spoke with you over the phone, you said Senator Caldwell had fooled him… she convinced him that Amicus Worldwide wasn’t doing anything wrong. But how do you know that?”


  He shrugged. “I heard things when I worked at her house. I was painting the bedrooms upstairs, fixing the pipes in the basement… and voices carried through the vents. I heard Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell talking about Amicus and what it was doing… and I heard Mrs. Caldwell with your father. She used to bring him around when her husband was away.”


  “Oh,” I said uneasily.


  “Yeah,” he went on, “she’s a shifty bitch like my ex-wife. Other than my mother and my daughters… I don’t trust any woman.”


  His loathing for Edward clearly extended past Lake Kolenya, but I wasn’t going into that.


  “So Senator Caldwell definitely tricked Edward about Amicus,” I said.


  He loosened his hands. “Of course she did… it was her re-election year, and she wasn’t going to let that shit run her out of office… especially because it was her husband’s fault. The two of them knew chemicals from Amicus were poisoning the lake… and when all those people from Lake Kolenya went to Stone and asked him to investigate, he confronted her about it. But she used her womanly wiles to brainwash him.”


  “But not forever,” I said.


  He shook his head. “He finally got so suspicious, he told her he was going to put a team of reporters on the story… and he was also going to call the head of Amicus to confront him with the allegations. I can’t remember that guy’s name…”


  “Terrence Miller,” I said.


  “Yeah. That’s right. Stone and Mrs. Caldwell had a huge brawl about him. Her husband was staying at their place in Manhattan overnight because he had a business meeting… but their son was visiting from D.C. I was doing some wiring in the attic, and Wes was in the guest bedroom. Mrs. Caldwell kept telling Stone to keep his voice down, but he said he wasn’t going to listen to her anymore and he’d be as loud as he wanted. So I heard everything… and Wes must have, too.”


  Wes had heard everything. I dug my nails into my palms.


  “Please go on,” I said.


  He slung his arm over the back of the booth. “Mrs. Caldwell begged Stone to butt out… but he wouldn’t. I guess he’d finally found his balls, and he laid into her pretty good before he stormed out of the house.”


  I wished that had been caught on camera. I’d watch it fifty times. “What did he say?”


  “That she was a liar. That she’d deliberately misled him just to keep her career intact… and he wanted nothing to do with her anymore.”


  I wanted to cheer, but I kept my poker face. “What was her response?”


  “She was bawling. She was hysterical. But she was probably more worried about her career than about him… and it’s too bad he didn’t figure that out from the beginning. But even though he finally woke up, it was too late. The rest of the media broke the story before Stone News did.”


  “And then he was gone,” I said.


  “Because of Wesley Caldwell,” Peter added.


  Even though that possibility had been brewing in my head, hearing it stated so unquestionably made me shiver. “Are you speculating about Wes because he overheard that conversation, or—”


  “I’m not speculating,” Peter said, lowering his voice. He leaned toward me, and I smelled tobacco on his breath. “I know it for a fact. That kid was enraged. After Stone left, I heard him screaming at his mother, calling her a filthy whore and saying she’d destroyed their family and his future by having that affair. He said Edward was going to ruin all of them.”


  How could I have given Wes even the smallest benefit of my doubts? I was furious with myself for ever letting him trick me like his mother had tricked Edward, but maybe it wasn’t our fault. Maybe Wes was exactly what he’d called Terrence Miller—a very convincing fake.


  “Not long after that,” Peter continued, “he had an offer for me: He’d give me a quarter of a million dollars from his trust fund to take out Stone and make it look like an accident.”


  “But that made you angry,” I said, remembering our first phone call, “because you don’t take money unless you earn it legitimately… and you’re not a criminal.”


  “Damn straight. I told Wes all of that… and I reminded him I have a family that needs me around. And since he’s a hot-headed young guy—same as I was once—I tried to give him some advice. I tried to convince him to forget his scheme because it wouldn’t end well for him, but that just set him off. He threatened to make trouble for me if I didn’t keep quiet.”


  The waitress came by and asked if I wanted a fresh cup of coffee. I shook my head.


  “So that’s why,” I said when she was gone, “you didn’t want to get involved. But it must’ve been eating away at you… and that’s the reason you tried to tip me off outside Stone News last summer.”


  He shrugged as he scratched his goatee. “That friend of yours who called me this morning said some things I’d been thinking for a long time… and so did you. If Wes had finished me off, I would want my kids to make sure he paid for it.”


  “You think Wes drove a car into Edward’s himself?” I asked. “I mean… if he offered you money, he might’ve done the same with someone else.”


  “If you mean that poor drunk in Brooklyn who got blamed for this, you’re wrong. Wes didn’t like my reaction to his offer… and since he already had me to worry about, I’m sure it was safer to do the job alone.”


  “Would you testify to that?” I asked, clutching my paper place mat. “Will you come to Manhattan and tell the detective who’s in charge of Edward’s case everything you’ve told me?”


  He scoffed. “Why should I say it again? You’re wired, aren’t you? Why don’t you just play back the tape?”


  “What?” I said. “I’m not—”


  “Do you expect me to believe you came all the way up here from Manhattan to politely request I help you?”


  I glanced out the window at George’s car parked at the curb, between a rusty Saturn and an old Camaro with a flat tire. “Actually,” I said, turning back to Peter, “that’s exactly what I did. And I hope it shows that your mother and your daughters aren’t the only women in this world you can trust.”


  ***


  That night, Tammy Burns rolled over on Wesley Caldwell. Her loyalty ended when she was given a choice between charges of attempted murder or simple assault. Then she copped a plea and admitted everything, and I learned she was craftier than I was. She’d made a secret recording of a conversation with Wes in which he offered her money in exchange for eliminating me.


  It was the same amount he’d pitched to Peter Hansen, who told the NYPD the story I’d heard at the diner. He didn’t have evidence other than his word, but his statement—and Wes’s arrest for conspiracy to commit my murder—were enough for the police to open an investigation into the possibility that Edward Stone had been intentionally killed by Wesley Caldwell.


  I saw Wes the next morning, when I woke up to snow falling outside my bedroom windows and his image on TV. He was everywhere—MSNBC, ABN, CNN, and especially Stone News, which constantly replayed a video clip of Wes being picked up by the police in Virginia before his extradition to New York.


  “Wesley Caldwell,” said a Stone News anchorwoman, “the only child of the former New York senator Carys Bowman Caldwell and Jonathan Caldwell—the ex-COO of Amicus Worldwide—was arrested early this morning at his home outside of Washington, D.C., for conspiracy to commit the murder of Savannah Morgan. Morgan is the daughter of our network’s founder, Edward Stone, who died last year under suspicious circumstances. Morgan recently had a brief romantic relationship with Wesley Caldwell.”


  I pushed off my comforter and sat up just as the cell on my night table rang. I glanced at it and saw Joan Morgan pop up on caller ID, and I was sure she was watching the same news report I was, but I couldn’t talk to her about it now. I was transfixed on the TV, savoring every word the anchor was saying. As soon as it was over I’d call her back, bring in Tina, and spend however long it took to explain everything.


  “Sources tell us,” the anchorwoman went on, “that Wesley Caldwell is now a suspect in Stone’s death due to the statement of a witness whose identity is being withheld for his or her protection. Our sources have also indicated this witness has provided information which might clear Stone in the Lake Kolenya scandal. According to the witness, Edward Stone was misled by Senator Caldwell about Amicus Worldwide’s wrongdoing, but was poised to launch an investigation of the company at the time of his death. Authorities believe this might have been a motive for the alleged murder.”


  My landline rang in my office down the hall. It was probably Tina, but I couldn’t answer that call, either, because there was a knock on my door. I figured it had to be George, who was still standing guard in the hallway at Ned’s orders. So I sprang out of bed and headed toward the door in my bare feet, and when I opened it I saw George wasn’t alone.


  Beside him were Ned and Caroline, who were wearing coats and had snowflakes on their shoulders. “Savannah,” Caroline said, her voice coming out hoarse. “I… I don’t know what to… I mean… if it weren’t for you, we’d probably never know who took Dad from us. I realize Wes hasn’t been convicted yet… but I’m sure it was him. It all makes sense now. And Dad’s name is close to being cleared.”


  I shrugged, thinking Wes might not be in jail if it hadn’t been for Tammy Burns shoving me in the subway station. I’d been right to keep believing in silver linings. “I can’t rightfully take much praise, Caroline. It’s been mostly accidental.”


  “Still,” she said, “I didn’t believe this day would ever come.”


  I nodded as she stared at me through her glasses. Then she took a step forward and gave me the tightest hug while I remembered the first time she and Ned walked into this apartment, when they’d tried so hard to scare me back to Charleston. Now Ned was smiling, and I silently agreed with Caroline. I hadn’t believed this day would come… but here it was.


  


  Twenty-five


  It was a beautiful Sunday morning. Spring’s official beginning had been just forty-eight hours ago, but it had bloomed prematurely, awakening trees and opening tulips in Central Park. Joggers and dog walkers and people with baby carriages headed in that direction as I strolled toward my building with a bag of groceries I’d bought at Zabar’s on Broadway.


  “I think,” my doorman said when I was near the entrance, “winter is gone for good.”


  I felt the sun warming my hair. “Lucky for us,” I replied, grateful the coldness of winter had melted with the snow. I smiled at the doorman, he let me inside, and a few minutes later I was in my kitchen.


  I unpacked the groceries and placed them neatly in my pantry, lining up Manhattan and Charleston favorites—a bag of bagels beside cornmeal, a tin of rugelach next to homegrown pecans shipped directly from Mom.


  I closed the pantry door and moved to my window seat, where I settled down beside the screen and soaked up a balmy breeze. I wasn’t there for long when the phone rang, and I dashed across the room to grab the receiver off the wall.


  “Hey, you,” said a voice that was deep and smooth.


  It was Jack. I hadn’t seen him for weeks, since the day he’d gone to Yonkers with me. He’d sent me flowers after Wes was arrested and included a handwritten note that read Congratulations. I’d called him to say thanks, and that was the last I’d heard his voice until now.


  “What are you up to?” I asked.


  “Nothing at the moment,” he said. “My day is free… and I’d like to spend it with you.”


  I walked across the kitchen, bent my leg against the window seat, and gazed out at the one section of Manhattan that had been virtually untouched by time. “Central Park,” I said, “is the perfect place to spend a Sunday. And the weather is right for a picnic.”


  “A picnic,” Jack said. “I haven’t been on one of those in Central Park since… well… I can’t even remember. I’ll pick up some lunch… we can eat it on the Great Lawn. Do you want to meet by the Turtle Pond at noon?”


  “Sure,” I said. “I’ll bring a blanket.”


  That blanket had a pattern of red and white squares, and it was rolled up in my arms when I waited beside the pond a couple of hours later. The temperature was so unusually high for this time of year that I’d broken out my summer wardrobe, and I stood there in a knee-length, crepe de chine tunic dress with a damask design in pink and cream. Espadrilles were on my feet and a string of pearls circled my neck, and I saw myself in the water as I leaned over a railing to watch a hatchling turtle climb a rock.


  “Your hair is so blond in the sun.”


  I turned around and saw Jack through my tinted Chanel lenses. He looked like a sample of J.Crew’s latest spring collection in his beige twill pants and white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Aviator sunglasses covered his eyes and his Cartier watch was on his wrist, and a bag from Marché Madison dangled from his hand.


  I noticed his hair had been clipped since February. Maybe I’d been wrong about the longer length suiting him best, because right now he looked like a fair-haired nobleman who belonged in Belvedere Castle across the pond.


  “Yours, too,” I said.


  Jack smiled and pushed his glasses to the top of his head. “Have you been online or watched the news in the past hour?”


  “No,” I said. “Why?”


  “Two things have happened: First, the car that caused your father’s wreck has been found. The cops think Wesley Caldwell stole it and then ditched it on some desolate road in Pennsylvania. He probably hitchhiked back to D.C. after that. I guess it took them so long to find it because they didn’t know where to look… but it must have been easier once they started retracing Wes’s steps. They found the car right after he was arrested… it wasn’t reported in the media until now because they were waiting for the results of the forensic tests from some things they found inside… and Wes is a match.”


  I held my palms over my mouth. They’d healed well, and my fall to the subway platform had left no scars at all. “That’s great news,” I said, dropping my hands to my sides and feeling even more relieved than I had when Wes was arrested. “I’m sure it’ll help in the trial next winter. Not that Wes is getting out of jail anytime soon, since they’re holding him without bond on the conspiracy charge, too.”


  We started walking toward the lawn, which was dotted with people sunbathing and tossing Frisbees. “I doubt he’ll get out of jail ever,” Jack said, covering his eyes with his glasses again. “The cops must have other evidence that we won’t hear until we’re in the courtroom.”


  I looked up at him as we strolled along. “You’re coming to the trial?”


  “Of course I am. I want to see Wesley Caldwell fry as much as the Stones do. I also want to be there to support Ned and Virginia and Caroline… and you.”


  I smiled, stepping onto the lawn. “You said two things have happened. What’s the second?”


  “Coincidentally,” Jack said, “federal indictments are coming down tomorrow against Terrence Miller, Jonathan Caldwell, and some other higher-ups at Amicus Worldwide. I guess the government finally put together enough evidence to prosecute them.”


  “Finally,” I said, staring out at a clear blue sky and skyscrapers hovering over a wall of trees. I’d already thought today was perfect, but it had just soared to another level. “What about Senator Caldwell?” I asked as we reached an empty spot on the lawn. “Isn’t the government going to indict her, too?”


  Jack shook his head while I unfurled my blanket. “She didn’t work at Amicus, so she didn’t have the same responsibility as her husband and Miller.”


  He put the grocery bag on the ground and grabbed one end of the blanket. Then we spread it out on the grass and sat down.


  “Well,” I said, “that’s disappointing, but I can’t whine about it. Everyone else is getting what they deserve… and I guess she has, too, even though it’s in a different way. Her marriage is over, her son is in jail, and her career and reputation are gone. It’s amazing how things like this tend to sort themselves out.” I glanced over at the Marché Madison bag that was still on the grass. “Let’s not waste another minute on those people. We’re having a picnic, aren’t we?”


  “We are,” Jack said with a grin as he reached for the bag. He started unpacking it, lining up containers on the blanket, and organizing the most frou-frou picnic lunch I’d ever seen. I’d been expecting sandwiches, and instead I got ratatouille and brie and chocolate croissants. We dug into everything while we lounged beneath the sun, and soon the food was gone but Jack and I stayed where we were, effortlessly passing the time as we talked and looked at each other through our shaded lenses.


  “You still live across the street from Kitty, don’t you?” I asked.


  He nodded. “You know… I bought that house expecting a certain type of life. A wife, kids… but at the moment I have no prospects of either. Maybe I should just sell the place.”


  He sat with his legs stretched out and his arms extended behind him. I was lying on my side and perpendicular to his feet, but now I sat up straight and crisscrossed my legs beneath my skirt. “Don’t sell your house,” I said. “You’ll find the life you want sooner than you think.”


  Jack’s eyebrows rose above his sunglasses. “Will I?”


  Our conversation had flowed so easily until now. Suddenly it was quiet inside our private sphere, and all I heard was a hippie-type guy tuning his guitar a few blankets away. I watched him pluck the strings until there was a sigh beside me, and then I turned my head toward Jack.


  He took off his glasses. “Savannah,” he said, “things were rocky between us in the past. But that’s all over now. I’m not that guy anymore.”


  “I know you’re not.”


  “Good,” he said, leaning forward. “So let’s pick up where we left off.”


  A swarm of women surrounded us—the cute redhead in the cowboy hat, a voluptuous brunette with a dandelion behind her ear, two lithe blondes stretching their hamstrings. Jack could have his pick of them, and of so many women who were far more captivating than I was, and yet he was looking at me like I was the only girl in Manhattan.


  “I’m flattered,” was all I said.


  Disappointment crossed his face. “I just thought… I mean, I’ve kept my distance because I didn’t want to pressure you, but when we kissed that day in your apartment…”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have done that,” I said, and thought for a moment. “No, that isn’t true. I can’t act like I regret that kiss because I don’t. I guess I did it because I was overcome by how I felt about you… and I just couldn’t help it.”


  “Then what’s the problem?” he asked.


  I shrugged. “You want to settle down.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” he said. “I’ll be thirty-two this summer.”


  “And I’ll be twenty-five on Saturday. You know exactly what you want, but I’m just starting out. We’re not in the same place… and it wouldn’t be fair for either of us to pretend otherwise. We’d only end up unhappy that way.”


  He bent his head back, letting the sun wash over his skin. “Oh, Savannah,” he said, “you’re killing me. Why do you always have to be so damn… right?”


  I laughed. “Not always… but I am this time. Although most people would think I’m insane not to jump at what you offered. Believe me… other women will.”


  He gave me a halfhearted smile. “Thanks for the ego boost. But since you’re pushing me toward other women, should I assume you want me to lose your number?”


  I touched his hand. “I want you to memorize it. I want you to call me anytime. I want you to be my friend, Jack.”


  He seemed to be mulling that over, and then he laced his fingers into mine. “You’re still killing me… but I suppose I can do that,” he said finally. “I guess I should look on the bright side, right? Friendship usually has a longer life than romance.”


  His smile broadened, bringing out those deep dimples in his cheeks. “That’s very true,” I said. “And we need to keep each other around so we can spend more time together, just like this.” I glanced at the grass and the sky and that guitar player strumming a whimsical tune. Then I turned my eyes to Jack. “How would you describe today in French?”


  “Belle,” he said, looking right at me.


  ***


  Monday was as bright and mild as the day before, and it was too nice outside to spend my lunch hour cooped up. So I left Stone News, bought a gyro from a cart on the corner, and ate it while I took a walk.


  I browsed through some shops for a while, and I was heading back to work when I saw Kitty and Charlie Beckford on the opposite side of the street. Her red hair flowed in the breeze and their hands were joined, and they seemed happily oblivious to everyone and everything while they strolled toward a restaurant and disappeared inside.


  I smiled to myself as I continued on, and soon I was nearing the revolving doors at Stone News. I paused to let a stream of people out, and one of them was Virginia Stone. Her dark hair was loose and she wore a chic silk dress with a botanical print, and I seemed to have startled her.


  “Oh,” she said, holding her hand to her chest as she stopped short. “Hello.”


  “Hello,” I replied, and it took me a moment to find more words. “Lovely day, isn’t it?”


  She glanced up at a cirrus cloud in the blue sky and then back at me. “It’s beautiful… and we’re not even in April yet. Maybe global warming is a more valid theory than I suspected.”


  I nodded and checked my watch. “Well… my lunch hour is almost over, so I should get back to Femme. I hope you enjoy the rest of the day.”


  I headed toward the door, but I stopped and turned around when I heard her highbrow accent. “A few months ago,” she said, “I told you that I wanted the right person to pay for what happened to Edward. Now he is… and so are the rest of them. I know you had a role in making that happen… and I want to thank you.”


  I probably looked as surprised as she had a few moments earlier. I tried to think of an eloquent reply, but all I could come up with was “You’re welcome, Mrs. Stone.”


  That seemed to be enough. She gave me a smile. “Call me Virginia,” she said as she walked away, and even though I’d heard that before, I believed she meant it this time.


  I turned toward the doors, went into the lobby, and was back inside my cube a few minutes later. I’d edited some articles that I needed to submit to Kitty, so I brought them to her office, where I noticed a new photo in a frame on her desk. The picture seemed to have been taken recently—during a sunny day, in front of a pear tree. Kitty was sitting on a park bench with Charlie and Ethan, and they looked like a model family from a photographer’s portfolio.


  I glanced at Kitty’s corkboard on the wall. Notes were tacked there as usual, and so was a finger painting with Ethan’s name signed on the bottom by an adult’s hand. Next to the painting was an empty square—the space where that card from an adoption agency used to be.


  I was still holding my articles. I put them on Kitty’s desk while I stood there and thought for a moment, mainly about what I’d told Jack about how things tended to sort themselves out. Then I left Kitty’s office, walked down the hall, and caught an elevator that took me to the corporate division.


  “Is he busy?” I asked Ned’s secretary, nodding toward his closed door.


  “Eternally,” she replied.


  “Then I guess this is as good a time as any,” I said before I turned the doorknob and walked into Ned’s office. He was typing furiously on his keyboard, and he didn’t stop even after I closed the door and sat in a chair in front of his mahogany desk.


  “Can we talk?” I asked.


  Whenever I barged into his office before, he would get irritated and ignore me and keep working. He still seemed annoyed at being interrupted, but at least he stopped typing. He sighed, pushed the keyboard away, and leaned back in his big leather throne.


  “Okay,” he said, folding his hands in his lap. “What are we talking about?”


  This was so dicey. I wasn’t sure how to start. “Remember,” came out of my mouth, and I just went from there. “Remember the day I came back from D.C. and you said you were interviewing someone to replace Zachary Parker on the Stone News morning show?”


  He nodded. “She didn’t work out. We’re still looking.”


  “That’s good,” I said.


  “No, it isn’t. If I don’t find somebody better, that show will sink us.”


  I slid to the edge of my seat. “I’ve found somebody better.”


  “Oh, have you? And who is that?” he asked in a droll tone.


  “Charlie Beckford,” I said.


  Ned’s chiseled jaw stiffened. “Is this a joke? I think it has to be. There’s no other reason you’d mention that name in my presence unless you’re toying with my mental stability. And now that we’ve gotten to know each other better… I doubt you’d do that.”


  “Of course I wouldn’t,” I said as I rested my forearms on his desk. “Listen, Ned… you know Charlie Beckford is the reason ABN is first in the ratings. But what you might not know is this: His contract with that network expires in June.”


  “I do know this. I’ve heard it around. And I assume he’s staying there.”


  “He might not be,” I went on. “I witnessed him saying he’s exploring his options. I also have it from a reliable source that he’d prefer not to work at night or go on so many foreign assignments.”


  Ned stroked one eyebrow with his thumb, eyeing me tiredly. “The source is Kitty?”


  “Yeah,” I said as gently as I could. “She told me that Charlie never gets to have dinner with his son during the week or put him to bed at night. He’d like to do that… and to travel less. And you’d like to bring Stone News back to number one. I’m confident that hiring Charlie Beckford as your lead morning-show anchor will guarantee your success. You’re aware of how highly regarded he is.”


  Ned nodded. “Yes… his popularity and prestige have reached a nauseating height.”


  I could practically smell Ned’s envy. I didn’t blame him for that, but I couldn’t indulge it. I sat back in my chair, crossed my legs, and got serious. “Ned,” I began, “I understand how you feel about Charlie. But are you going to let that stand in the way of a smart business move? I’m sure Edward wouldn’t.”


  He glared at me. “I was wrong. You are trying to screw with my mind.”


  “I’m just telling you the truth. You know that.”


  He kept glaring. Then he rolled his chair closer to his desk and deliberately knocked over a metal cylinder filled with pens. They spilled across the desk and fell to the floor.


  “Damn it,” he said, but I knew he wasn’t angry about the pens or even at me. He was just furious that a prime opportunity had arisen and he couldn’t grab it without sacrificing some pride. “Okay… I give up. You’re right… it would be a smart move to steal Charlie away from ABN. But are you sure he’d even consider working here? People in the industry know I’m ousting Parker… and Charlie hasn’t tried to snag the job.”


  “He probably thinks you’d never consider him for it. But you’re a bigger man than that… aren’t you, Ned?”


  He combed both hands through his wavy hair. “To be honest, Savannah… I’m not sure.”


  I pushed back my chair and stood up. “Give what I said some thought… and I bet you’ll see that offering Charlie that job is the best thing to do in more ways than one. And remember this,” I said, pointing my finger at him. “Knowing what is right to do and not doing it is sin.”


  Ned squinted at me. “What the hell is that… some kind of a riddle?”


  “Sort of,” I said. “But I think you can figure it out.”


  


  Twenty-six


  A box of cupcakes was delivered to my place on Saturday morning, fresh from a bakery on the Upper East Side. Happy Twenty-fifth was printed on a card inside. Always, Jack.


  “I only mentioned my birthday in passing,” I said into the phone as I sat at my kitchen table with flower bouquets and a bunch of Mylar balloons from Mom and Tina. “I’m impressed you remembered, Jack. Thank you so much for the cupcakes.” I lifted the lid on the box and ogled a swirl of vanilla icing.


  “You’re welcome,” he said, and I heard noise behind him—people talking and an undecipherable voice over an intercom. “I’m at LaGuardia… I’m heading to Chicago for a week on business. But I’d like to take you out for a belated birthday dinner when I get back.”


  A balloon in the shape of a star broke away from the rest. I reached for it, but I wasn’t quick enough and it floated toward the ceiling. “I’d love to… and it’s thoughtful of you to offer.”


  “Not really,” Jack said. “I do the same for all my friends.”


  I laughed, we talked until his flight was ready to board, and then I left my phone on the table and walked down the hall to my office. I had a video chat scheduled with Mom and Tina, and it wasn’t long before they appeared on my monitor. They were together at Mom’s, sitting on her plaid couch, which Mom held on to no matter how much money I sent her. I wished she’d buy a better one, but it was nice to know that no matter how much things changed, some things always stayed the same.


  “Ya’ll look great,” I said, smiling at Mom’s auburn curls and Tina’s emerald eyes.


  “So do you,” Mom said. “Happy birthday, baby.”


  “I’ve lived a quarter of a century,” I reminded her. “I’m no baby.”


  “But you’ll always be mine,” she said.


  “We miss you down here,” Tina added, reaching toward an end table. She pulled a Yellow Jessamine from a glass vase and held it up by its stem.


  “Don’t touch the petals. You’re allergic,” I reminded her.


  “I know. And you probably miss these. They bloomed just a few weeks ago.”


  “Beautiful,” I said. “Just like the flowers you two sent me. Thanks so much.”


  Mom smiled. “You’re welcome. How are you celebrating today?”


  “By myself,” I told her. “I do have plans… Tony invited me to his daughter’s latest dance recital this afternoon—it’s for her ballet class—and then he’s driving me to a show at Trish’s art gallery. But nobody other than Jack knows it’s my birthday… I don’t want them to feel obligated to do anything, and I’m satisfied to enjoy it alone. So stop giving me your compassionate look, Tina Mae Brandt… I’m perfectly happy.”


  “Okay,” she said with a nod. “Then I’m happy, too.”


  “What are you doing tonight?” I asked. “Going out with Bryce Newell?”


  “I am… and we’re also taking Raylene to see a movie. She’s crazy about him.”


  “Well,” I said, “if your little sister has put her stamp of approval on that boy, then you’ve got no worries. Maybe you can bring Raylene and Bryce along when you and Mom visit me this summer. That is… if you’re still planning to come.”


  “Nothing could keep us from it,” Mom said.


  “Let’s toss around some possible dates,” Tina added. “Would July work?”


  It worked for me, and it was so hard to believe that April was two days away and summer waited around the corner. It had once felt so distant, especially on that winter night when I heard “Summertime” echoing inside a damp subway station. I didn’t think about that much anymore, but I was reminded a few hours later, when I sat with Tony and Allison at a Staten Island dance studio. We were looking at an empty stage, waiting for Marjorie’s show to start.


  “Sorry to bring up a sore subject,” Tony said, “but that woman from Virginia… Tammy Burns, I mean… the plea deal she took got her two years in jail, right?”


  “Right,” I said as a line of seven-year-olds in pink leotards and matching tutus headed for the front of the room. Marjorie spotted me; I waved, and she smiled. “Why do you ask?”


  Tony folded his arms, watching Marjorie and the other girls take their places on the stage. “I read something about her this morning. She has an autistic daughter who’s staying with a relative while Tammy serves out her sentence. The father is supposedly some derelict loser… but luckily for the kid, an anonymous donor set up a trust fund for her.” He looked at me. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  I turned toward the stage. “I would not.”


  “Yeah,” Tony said, “that’s what I figured. It’d take a rare breed to give money to the child of a person who almost killed her.”


  “I suppose so,” I agreed, catching Tony’s smirk in my peripheral vision and wondering if he’d someday read about the money that had been donated to Halstead Simms’s family to make up for his name being unjustly smeared. Then the lights went down, and I was glad Tony couldn’t see me well anymore. It was hard to stifle my smile.


  ***


  It was almost five when we left the studio. Tony had parked the sedan at the curb and Marjorie skipped toward it, still wearing her leotard and her satin ballet shoes. He and Allison and I trailed behind, and I slipped a cardigan over my dress as we walked. The sun was shining and the air smelled like spring, but the temperature had dipped from its record-breaking highs last week and a cool breeze blew through Allison’s red hair.


  “Savannah,” she said, “would you like to have dinner with us tonight?”


  “Allison’s a good cook,” Tony added, wrapping his arm around her. “My mother will be joining us… so you can finally meet her… and you’ll have plenty of time to eat. You don’t have to be at the art gallery until eight, right?”


  “Right,” I said. “And I’d love to have dinner with all of you.”


  Then we were in the sedan. Allison sat up front with Tony and I was in the back with Marjorie, who pointed out the window after Tony pulled into a space in front of their building.


  “There’s Alex,” Marjorie said.


  I looked through the glass and saw him walking toward the curb, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and carrying a cardboard box. Marjorie opened the car door and rushed across the sidewalk toward him, and he put down the box when he saw her.


  Allison turned toward me from the front seat. “Sorry. I didn’t know we’d run into him.”


  “That’s okay,” I told her, watching Alex lift Marjorie into his arms.


  “He’s moving,” Tony said. “He found a bigger place in Brooklyn.”


  Allison reached for the door handle. “I’d better tear Marjorie away or she’ll never let him finish packing.”


  She got out of the car and shut the door, and I glanced over my shoulder and saw Alex’s Honda parked behind the sedan. The backseat was filled with boxes.


  “Want to take a spin around the block?” Tony asked.


  I turned around and saw him looking at me in the rearview mirror, and I knew what he was trying to do. But it wasn’t necessary.


  I shook my head. Tony nodded, and then we got out of the car and walked toward the building, watching Alex say good-bye to Allison and Marjorie on the sidewalk. He caught sight of me as Tony and I headed toward him.


  “How’s the moving coming along?” Tony asked cheerfully, like his tone would wipe the awkward surprise off Alex’s face.


  “Fine,” Alex said, looking only at Tony. “A friend of mine has a truck, and he’s going to pick up my furniture tomorrow. I just figured I’d bring the rest of my stuff to Brooklyn tonight.”


  “Brooklyn,” I said. “That’s a nice place to live.”


  Alex’s blue eyes turned toward me. I looked at the yellowish-gold circle around each of his pupils, the mole on his jaw, that little scar near his eyebrow.


  “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Happy birthday, by the way.”


  He remembered just like Jack had. I loved that. “Thank you,” I said with a smile.


  Tony lightly punched my shoulder. “You didn’t tell me. What’s wrong with you?”


  I laughed at his scolding tone. “Oh, you know… when a lady gets to be my age, birthdays don’t exist anymore.”


  “Sure,” Tony said wryly as he rubbed the thin layer of auburn stubble on his chin. “I forgot how ancient you are. Do I need to carry you upstairs to my place or can you stagger up there on your own?”


  “I think I can manage,” I said. “But make sure Allison purees my dinner because I can’t chew very well with these false teeth.”


  Tony chuckled and went inside the building. Alex looked at me.


  “I didn’t know you had dental problems since New Year’s,” he said with a wink.


  “No dental problems,” I told him, “but other kinds. They’re all sorted out now, though.”


  He combed his fingers through his dark hair as his face turned serious. “I’ve heard. You know… I almost went up to your apartment after I saw the news reports about what happened in the subway station. I actually drove past your building the next day, but I didn’t go in. And I’ve picked up the phone so many times to call you… and then I just… hung up.”


  The air was getting cooler; I hugged my arms around my sweater as the wind blew the scent of Acqua Di Gio my way. But it didn’t bother me at all anymore.


  “Why?” I asked.


  “The same reason I didn’t contact you after the first time we broke up. I figured you wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”


  I shook my head. “That wasn’t true then… and it isn’t true now.”


  He glanced down at a scrap of orange chalk that must have been abandoned by the teenage girl a few feet away. She was drawing graffiti art inside a square of cement. “I’m sorry,” Alex said, crushing the chalk beneath his sneaker, “that I discouraged you from what you were trying to do. I’ve seen on TV that you were successful.”


  He looked up, and I shrugged. “It wasn’t all because of me,” I said. “And I just did what I thought was right… same as you. There’s no need to apologize for that.”


  He nodded slowly, and we were quiet for a moment as a dog barked in the distance.


  “How are things at Femme?” Alex asked finally.


  “Very good,” I said. “You must be doing well at Fletcher Cole… Tony told me this new apartment in Brooklyn is bigger than the one you have now.”


  He folded his strong arms across his shirt. “It is… and I am doing well. I like my job and having a nine-to-five schedule, and I’ve been writing more… which is what I’d planned. I’m getting another short story published in a magazine… it’ll be out in June.”


  I smiled. “That’s fabulous.”


  He smiled, too. “I also made some contacts through my job, and I just signed a contract for a part in an independent film.”


  “Good Lord,” I said. “Seriously? Do you have to go out to Hollywood?”


  “Nah,” he said. “It’s shooting on location in the Bronx. I only have to take three days off from work to shoot my part… which is obviously very small.”


  “There are no small parts,” I said, and didn’t finish with There are only small actors because Alex seemed to catch the reference and laughed. “What’s the name of this film? And when is it going to be released? I’ll be first in line to buy a ticket.”


  “The movie is currently untitled… and it’ll be out next year. But you won’t have to buy a ticket. There’ll be a modest premiere in the city, and I can invite a few guests. You can be one of them… if you want.”


  He glanced down at the orange powder on the concrete like he was bracing himself for rejection. I was glad he’d had less of that lately, and he wasn’t going to get any from me.


  “I’d be honored,” I said, “to attend your debut. I can’t wait to start bragging that I have a movie star as a friend.”


  Alex looked at me as cars drove by and a group of women speaking Spanish walked past.


  “Is that what I am?” he asked.


  “A movie star? Well, you are going to be in a movie, so—”


  “No,” he said. “Am I really your friend?”


  “If you want to be. I mean… I don’t see why we have to cut each other off just because the boyfriend-girlfriend situation didn’t work out. There were other things between us that are worth keeping.”


  “I know,” he agreed, unfolding his arms. “Nobody has ever supported my career goals like you did. I wouldn’t have accomplished what I have if it wasn’t for you.”


  I shook my head. “I helped you with that first story. But I had nothing to do with the second one… or your role in the movie. You did that yourself.”


  “Yeah,” he said, “but you made me feel like I could. That didn’t go away when you did.”


  I suspected this was the way teachers felt when students resurfaced years after graduation, saying, I owe it all to you. It was the best feeling, knowing that a worthwhile part of me had stuck with someone long after I was gone.


  “You did something important for me, too,” I said. “You know I’d only been with one guy before you, and that put me in a vulnerable position… probably more vulnerable than I realized at the time. But you never took advantage… and I’ll always be grateful that when I dared to jump back into the dating world, it was with you.”


  Alex leaned his shoulder against the building. “I’m happy you feel that way. But I’m not the only trustworthy man in this city… even though it might not always seem like it. Remember that… okay?”


  He was looking at me intently, like he was trying to get a message through. I supposed he’d heard about my brief romantic relationship with Wesley Caldwell, and his point came across very loud and more than clear. It was the same one I’d made to Ned.


  “I’ll remember,” I said.


  We smiled at each other for a moment while that girl filled in a section of her drawing with pink chalk. Then Alex nodded toward his car and said he had something to show me. I followed him to the curb, where he leaned into the Honda’s backseat and pulled out a gym bag—the one I’d asked Tony to deliver after Alex and I had broken up.


  “I didn’t open this,” Alex said, lifting the bag onto the trunk, “until today.”


  “You didn’t?” Considering the shape he was in, I doubted he’d canceled his gym membership. “Why?”


  He leaned his back against the car. “I just couldn’t look inside. Memories… you know?”


  “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “I know.”


  “I bought a new bag and left this one in the closet. But it’s been almost three months, and since I was packing up my apartment, I figured it was time to face this thing. So I opened it,” he said, turning sideways. He unzipped the bag and riffled around inside. “And I found this.”


  He held up a piece of paper and the necklace he’d given me, the one I’d returned. I didn’t read what I’d written in the note because I remembered every word: I know you’ll be a success at your new job. Please keep the necklace… it wouldn’t be right if I did.


  “I was correct about your job,” I told him.


  “But not the rest of it,” Alex said. He stuffed the paper into his pocket and held on to the necklace. “If I’d known this was in the bag, I never would’ve kept it.”


  “I couldn’t keep it, either. You gave it to me because we were together… but then we weren’t. So I had to give it back.”


  Alex sighed as the necklace dangled from his fingers. “I understand… but I still want you to have it. So… will you take it as a birthday gift from a friend?”


  The sun was beginning to set behind him, streaking the blue sky with bands of fiery red. Birds twittered in the trees and that girl on the sidewalk was studying her work, and two women laughed raucously as they sat on the front steps of the building across the street.


  “I’d be honored to,” I said.


  Alex smiled, unlatched the chain, and locked it behind my neck. Then he put his arms around me and hugged me as I closed my eyes and pressed my face against his shirt. I felt so lucky to have another friend.


  


  Twenty-seven


  It was dark outside when I sat beside Tony in the sedan as he drove through the East Village and stopped the car in front of the art gallery at St. Mark’s Place, which was an area with old buildings that had fire escapes and concrete stoops. There were lots of shops and restaurants, and the neighborhood bustled with people.


  “I just love this,” I said, glancing at the makeshift birthday card that Marjorie had crafted after dinner from construction paper and pipe cleaners.


  “If you hadn’t been so secretive, we would’ve had a real card for you.”


  I hugged the construction paper to my heart. “This is real.”


  Tony smiled and glanced at the clock while I slipped the card into my purse. “I’ve got to pick up somebody in the Bronx. I guess you’ll call me when you’re ready to leave?”


  I nodded, and a minute later he was driving away and I was walking toward the gallery. I went inside and stepped onto a wooden floor where I was surrounded by white walls covered in paint-splattered canvases. The room was crowded with people carrying wineglasses and examining pictures, and I didn’t recognize anyone until I saw Medium-Ash-Brown hair.


  “Celeste,” I said, tapping her shoulder.


  She spun around. “Savannah,” she said with a smile. “Trish told me that she and Caroline invited you. So what do you think?” She motioned toward the canvases on the walls.


  “I think everything looks great. You must be keeping this place together.”


  “That’s Trish’s job. I’m just a coordinator… but I love it here,” she said, glancing at the art and the track lighting above our heads. Then she looked at me and smiled again. “I never did thank you for your help.”


  “You don’t have to,” I said. “Like I told you… I opened the door, but it was up to you to get inside and stay there. Obviously, you did.”


  Her smile broadened. Then she pointed to servers carrying wine bottles and a table covered in crudité. “I have to check on a few things, but you should get something to drink and eat… and Caroline and Trish are right over there.” She nodded to a corner where the two of them were mingling with guests. Not far away were Kitty and Charlie, who admired a painting as they sipped wine. I joined them when I walked away from Celeste.


  “I was planning to talk to you about something on Monday morning,” Kitty told me after she and Charlie and I had chatted for a few minutes. “But since you’re here, I’ll do it now. You don’t mind discussing business on a weekend, do you?”


  “No,” I said as I took a glass of wine from a server.


  “Well,” Kitty began, “July will be your one-year anniversary at Femme. I’ve been thrilled with your performance during the past few months… you’ve worked so hard and put in tons of extra time without being asked. And because of that… I’d like to promote you to assistant editor, effective next week.”


  My hand went limp and I dribbled wine onto the floor. I handed a passing server the glass so I could reach into my purse for some tissues to clean up the mess, and I pulled out a bunch along with Marjorie’s card. It drifted to the floor, and Charlie bent down to grab it.


  “Happy Birthday, Savannah,” he read after he straightened up to his Adonis height. “When is your birthday?”


  “Today,” I admitted, crouching down to clean my spill.


  “We have people for that,” I heard Caroline say. She was suddenly hovering over me, but I stayed where I was and finished sopping up the mess.


  “It’s Savannah’s birthday,” Kitty said, “and she didn’t tell us.”


  I stood up, tossed my tissues into a nearby trash can, and saw Caroline looking at me from behind her glasses.


  “You won’t be able to hide that from us next year,” she said. “And if you think you’re going to get away with it this time, you’re wrong.” She turned to Kitty. “Are you free for lunch on Tuesday? We need to discuss our plans for Savannah’s belated birthday party.”


  I shook my head. “That really isn’t necessary. I—”


  “Need to shut up,” Caroline said. “We don’t ignore special occasions in our family.”


  Our family. I kept thinking she’d take that back, but I should’ve known better by now.


  Trish called Caroline from across the room. Caroline walked away, and I was alone with Kitty and Charlie again. Charlie handed back my birthday card, which I folded into my purse.


  “So,” Kitty said, “I’m waiting for an answer. Do you accept your promotion?”


  “Of course I do,” I told her, trying to control my giddiness. “Thank you, Kitty.”


  “You’ve earned it… and the salary bump.” She let out a laugh. “Not that you’ll need the extra money… especially when your weekly inheritance checks go up this summer.”


  Her deep-set eyes moved over my shoulder and lingered there. I turned around and spotted Ned, who was wearing casual tan pants with a white polo shirt and looking just as GQ as Charlie. I didn’t know he was going to be here, and Kitty seemed even more surprised.


  “Ned,” Charlie said in a light and friendly way, like he was trying to quell the discomfort that saturated the air. He stuck out his hand, and Ned took it.


  “Nice to see you,” Ned told him in the good-sport tone he’d used on Charlie before.


  “I guess you’re here in support of Trish?” Charlie asked.


  “Yes,” Ned replied, glancing around at the paintings. Then he stroked his chin and stared at Charlie while I suspected he’d figured out my riddle. But he didn’t seem quite ready to put it into action, so I gave him a subtle nudge that made him shoot me an irritated glare. It faded quickly, and he cleared his throat and turned to Charlie again. “I’m glad you’re here,” Ned began. “It saves me a call to your agent.”


  Kitty looked confused. Charlie cocked an eyebrow.


  “My agent?” he said.


  Ned nodded. “You might’ve heard I’m not renewing Zachary Parker’s contract.”


  “Yeah,” Charlie said slowly. “That’s the rumor.”


  Ned slapped his hands together. “Let me put it to you like this: I’m interested in replacing him with you. It’s no secret that ABN’s ratings skyrocketed when you joined its team, and I can use a man with your talent on mine. I know your contract is up next month… and if you want to make a move to Stone News, have your people call me on Monday and we’ll start negotiations.”


  Charlie’s mouth had been halfway open during Ned’s speech, and now Kitty’s was, too. She and Charlie looked at each other and back at Ned, and then Charlie smiled.


  “To be truthful,” Charlie said, “I’ve been dying for that morning-show job ever since I heard it was going to open up… but I didn’t think you’d even consider me.”


  My words exactly. I glued my eyes to the floor so I wouldn’t laugh.


  Ned cleared his throat again. “I don’t let my personal life get in the way of business.”


  I swallowed a giggle as someone called Charlie’s name from a corner of the room. He looked that way, waved, and turned back to Ned.


  “That’s a friend of mine I haven’t seen for two years,” Charlie said, “and I’d like to talk to him… so I hope you don’t mind if I excuse myself. But I really appreciate this opportunity, Ned… and you can be sure my agent will be in touch first thing on Monday morning.”


  Charlie stuck out his hand for the second time. Ned shook it, and then Charlie stepped away but Kitty stayed where she was, just staring at Ned.


  “Why’d you do that?” she asked suspiciously.


  Ned was quiet as he stared back at her. “Because,” he said finally, “it was the right thing. And… I owe it to you. I owe you much more, actually.”


  Kitty studied him as people maneuvered around us to get to a painting on a nearby wall. The room was filled with conversation, but a hush fell when a glass slipped off a server’s tray and shattered on the floor. Then everyone started talking again, and so did Kitty.


  “Thank you,” was all she said.


  Ned gave her a nod. Kitty walked away and joined Charlie, and then Ned squared his broad shoulders and lifted his chin like he was absorbing a shot to the kidneys.


  “That was the right thing,” I told him.


  He kept his eyes straight ahead. “You should tell her that it was your idea.”


  “No,” I said, “I shouldn’t.”


  He looked down his straight nose at me. Then he nodded once more and moved his gaze to the other side of the room. I looked that way and saw Celeste greeting guests at the door.


  “Good night, Savannah,” he said, shifting his attention to me again.


  I smiled. “I’ll see you soon, Ned.”


  He smiled back before he turned and walked away. I watched him weave through the crowd, and I kept watching when he was with Celeste. I wished I could get closer to eavesdrop, but I just stayed where I was while Ned began to talk and Celeste looked up at him, nodding occasionally. She gave him a smile when he was through. Then he headed for the front door, and a minute later he was gone.


  I hurried over to Celeste. “What did Ned say?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “Not much. Just that he was sorry about what happened between us… and he wished me all the best.”


  “He told you he was sorry?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t you think he should be?”


  I nodded. “Of course he should.”


  “Then why do you look so surprised?”


  I was surprised because I’d never heard with my own ears or been told by anyone that Ned had uttered those words. I’d thought his fear of looking weak would keep him from ever saying them. But maybe he’d figured out that they made him so much stronger.


  “The thing is,” I began, struggling to summarize decades of Stone family history into a few sentences. It was the only way to explain. I couldn’t though, so I just said, “Ned’s apology might seem like nothing to you. But believe me… for him, it’s a lot.”


  She nodded slowly. She seemed to understand things I hadn’t said. “I know. I could tell. And it didn’t seem like nothing.”


  “Oh,” I said, surprised again. “Well… I’m glad, Celeste.”


  She put her arms around me and gave me a warm hug. “Good-bye, Savannah.”


  “Good luck,” I said, hugging her back.


  ***


  I walked out to St. Mark’s Place and called Tony. He showed up a few minutes later and soon we were parked in front of 15 Central Park West, where we sat together in the car and I told him about my promotion.


  “I’m going to be an assistant editor,” I said.


  He whistled like that impressed him. “Congratulations, boss. You deserve that. It seems like you’re finally being appreciated.”


  “Yeah,” I said, thinking that was true about more than just my job. I reached for the door and opened it, letting in a rush of beautifully cool air. “Enjoy the rest of the weekend, Tony.”


  He smiled. “Enjoy the rest of your birthday, Savannah.”


  I smiled, too, got out of the car, shut the door, and watched him drive away. Then I greeted my doorman and walked through the lobby and went upstairs to my apartment. I slipped out of my sweater but stayed in my dress as I strolled around, looking at everything the way I had during my first day there.


  I admired the pale lemon walls, the shiny hardwood floors, the bedrooms with their amazing views. Eventually I went into my room, where I took off my aquamarine necklace and cleared a special spot for it inside my jewelry box, right beside my brooch from Edward.


  A few minutes later I was in the kitchen. I’d left the window open and my flowers on the table, and that star-shaped balloon was still hovering in a corner. I walked past it and toward the cupcakes that Jack had sent, which were inside their box in the middle of the counter. I grabbed a plate from a cabinet and chose a cupcake from the box, and then I searched inside a drawer, sure I had some candles left over from Alex’s last birthday.


  There was something else in that drawer—the outline for the novel I’d started working on last fall. I’d had reasons to abandon it, but those reasons didn’t exist anymore. So I decided to get back to work in the morning, and I left the outline on the table so I’d see it before breakfast. After that, I rummaged through another drawer.


  I found just one candle. I stuck it into the cupcake, snatched up a book of matches, and carried everything to the window seat, where I lit the wick before I sat down and gazed at Manhattan—at the buildings glittering against the dark sky and the stretch of trees beneath them.


  I tried to think of a wish, but it was hard to find… and I knew why. So many wishes had already come true. But there were more waiting out there, and they came to mind as the candle flickered and the city stared at me. Then I smiled and closed my eyes and made a string of brand-new wishes as I heard my voice inside my head saying Happy birthday to me.
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