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Prologue
Jason Wilton stood near the desk in the well appointed office of the president of Devlin Civil Engineering and Development. “Harry, for the love of God, please tell me you’re joking!”
“Hardly, Jase. It’s far too serious to tease about,” his stepfather, Harrison Devlin, seated behind his desk, said. “I’ve sent Gil to see Mary Danielle.”
“You can’t actually believe Nancy’s daughter is yours?” Jase asked, hearing the utter disbelief in his own voice. “On the strength of what? A letter Nancy arranged for her pastor to overnight to you after her death?”
“I was still married to Nancy when Mary Danielle was born,” Harry replied, his voice sounding pained. “I’m named as her father on the girl’s birth certificate.”
“You don’t need this kind of stress, Harry. It’s not good for your heart.”
“Probably not,” the older man admitted. “But, I have to know if she’s really my daughter. And you’d have to know as well, if you were in this situation. You know you would.”
Jase walked over to the window and looked out onto this late March Friday afternoon. He turned to face his stepfather. “Yes, I would. But, do me one favor?”
“What?” Harry said, clearly unwilling to give a blanket agreement without knowing the request. That didn’t sur-prise Jase. His stepfather was a cautious man.
“Let me have Lou investigate her.”
Jase watched Harry’s lips tighten into a thin line. Then his stepfather nodded in agreement.
“I’ll get Lou right on it,” Jase said.
“Tell Lou there must be only the original of the report.”
“Okay,” Jase agreed, puzzled at the request.
Harry continued, “One copy of the report, in his own handwriting, and I get all his notes. That’s not negotiable. If Mary Danielle is my daughter, and there is anything compromising in her past, I’d rather keep it quiet.”
Jase nodded. “Are you going to tell Mother about this?”
“Of course, I’ve already discussed this with Lyn. I’ve never kept secrets from my wife. But, this stays in the family, for now. I’m not ready for it to get out.”
Jase nodded in agreement. He looked at his watch. “I’ve got a meeting with Mike Peterson in twenty minutes to close on his property.”
“I’m sure you’ll handle it.”
Jase shrugged. “I’ll do what I can.”
Harry smiled. “You always do. I couldn’t be more proud of you, if you were my own flesh and blood, Jason.”
A couple of hours later, the signed deed and closing statement for the Peterson land lay on his desk. Jase looked at the papers and felt only marginal satisfaction. Ordinarily, he’d be more enthusiastic about this.
But, just now, Jase had other concerns on his mind. He looked at his wristwatch. Lou should be here any minute. Louis Jacobs was the best private investigator Jase knew. The company used the retired FBI agent from time to time in profoundly sensitive matters. Lou would turn up the facts about Mary Danielle Devlin.
He only hoped this wouldn’t be as painful to Harry as he feared that they might be. With a mother like Nancy, this Mary Danielle woman had to be a certifiable winner.
God save them all! The last thing this family needed was another Nancy O’Brien wrecking havoc on them. Jase promised himself he’d do whatever he had to keep his stepfather safe.
* * *
Gil Jermon dialed a number and waited for the woman to answer. “Harry’s sending me to Illinois to see Nancy’s brat,” he said without preamble when she answered.
“I see.”
“You can’t talk right now?”
“Correct.”
“Call me back.”
“Sure.” Then she hung up.
She called him back in eleven minutes. “Okay, I’m alone behind a closed door. Where are you?”
“I’m on my way to Dulles to catch a flight.”
“Damned shame our contractor didn’t finish the job. What does Harry want with the girl?”
“I’m supposed to either get her to agree either to a paternity test or take a settlement. He wants to meet her once the test results are in, if they come out proving the relationship.”
“Sounds like Harry.”
“Doesn’t it though?”
“I don’t suppose you can make certain the results are definitely adverse?”
“No. Harry wants a chain of custody lab to be used to protect his interests. I won’t have any access to the DNA samples.”
“Too bad. That would have been the easiest solution to the entire problem. Are you anywhere near the cottage?” she asked.
“No. I’m already on the highway for the airport.”
“Did you happen to take the inhaler with you?”
“No.”
“You know it’s at the cottage. Why didn’t you take it?”
He sighed heavily. “That’s not my style.”
“We both know that’s not true. You’ve never been averse to taking direct action. It would have been much cheaper than the fee the contractor wanted, if you or I had simply gone to see Nancy and the brat with the inhaler in our possession. A couple of sprays on their forks at dinner and the problem would have been over.”
“Neither of us could afford to be seen there. You know that. And I can’t afford to be linked to any harm that comes to this young woman. You know that. Especially not now. There’s too much at stake right now. Besides, the inhaler’s for a later stage of the plan. It was entirely too hard to come by to waste it. We’ll need it by January for the final stage.”
“There’s plenty there for multiple uses.”
“It would be too suspicious for someone as young as Nancy’s brat to just drop dead from a coronary,” Gil said. “And if that’s later linked to Harry’s own future passing, there will be hell to pay.”
“Maybe.”
“And we don’t know she really is Harry’s daughter, to begin with. Why would you want to take chances on something that might be easily resolved through the lab tests.”
“Do you think there’s really any chance she isn’t Harry’s child?” she dismissed.
“There’s always a chance.”
“I don’t like any of this.”
“And you think I do? You’re not the one who has to approach this woman at her mother’s funeral. Nancy’s funeral is the last place I want to be.”
Chapter One
The standing room only crowd for the vigil last night and the funeral this morning had shown how well Nan Devlin had been respected, even loved, locally.
Dani stood at her mother’s grave, long after almost everyone else had gone. Ron had wanted to stay with her, but she sent him home. He hadn’t liked being dismissed, but he’d gone. The sky on this last Saturday in March matched her mood; gloomy with threatening storms.
As tears flowed freely down Dani’s face, the cemetery workers finished their work, climbed into their truck, and drove away. Through blurry eyes, she read her mother’s granite headstone, “Nancy ‘Nan’ O’Brien Devlin.” The stone carver hadn’t been out yet to add the date of death.
Dani had fully expected she would lose her mother from the pancreatic cancer. The day after her mother’s diag-nosis last November, she and her mother had made these arrangements and paid for this simple funeral. Her mother had asked for memorials to the local food bank, in lieu of flowers and the “after funeral” meal. That was very much like her mother, always thinking about others.
After planning for the worst, Nan Devlin had then poured all her energy into fighting the cancer with surgery, chemo, and radiation. Dani was angry to the point of murderous rage that her mother, already weak from the cancer treatments, had faced a fierce beating. It would take a special sort of sociopath to torture of a sick woman, then to torch the house to try to hide the evidence of that abuse.
The police theorized Dani’s ex-fiancé, Edward, or one of his former money laundering/investment clients, had been responsible for Nan Devlin’s murder. But, thank God, they hadn’t talked about that theory publicly.
Oh, Mother! I’m so sorry.
Her new pistol hung heavily in its holster from her skirt waistband at the small of her back. She’d hated wearing a weapon into Church, hated breaking the state law forbid-ding concealed carry, but she needed to be able to defend herself. Bad times made for hard decisions.
“Dani?” Father Smith asked, his voice gentle, from just behind her.
She dashed the tears from her eyes and turned to see her pastor standing there with a tall, balding fellow. The balding man’s gray eyes reminded her of polished pewter in winter; beautiful but cold and totally lifeless.
“Dani,” the Episcopal priest continued, “you need to meet Mr. Gilbert Jermon. He’s your father’s attorney.”
“My father’s attorney?” Dani heard the shock in her own voice. The word ‘father’ rolled around in her mind, sounding fairly alien, even as the word ‘attorney’ sounded warning klaxons.
“I represent Harrison Devlin, Miss Devlin. He sent me here to offer you his condolences,” Gilbert Jermon said.
“I see,” she said, but she really didn’t “see” anything about this. Her mother was a widow. But, she let that slide, and asked, “He couldn’t have come himself?”
“Mr. Devlin is a very busy man,” the lawyer dismissed.
“Too busy to come to his wife’s funeral, obviously.”
“Ex-wife’s funeral. They’ve been divorced for a quarter century,” the attorney corrected. “He’s been remarried for over twenty-four years. His relationship with Nancy is ancient history. And it would have remained ancient history without the letter she had your pastor send.”
Dani sighed, not at all certain where to take this, or what this man, or rather his client, wanted from her.
“You’ve now extended his condolences, such that they were. He could have sent a card if that’s all he wanted.”
Gil Jermon nodded. “If you are my client’s child, he’ll want to establish a relationship with you.”
“Oh, he will, will he?” Dani replied, unable to keep her anger and cynicism under control. “How very generous!”
“Are you telling me you don’t wish to pursue this matter?” the lawyer asked.
“What do you mean if, if, I am your client’s child?”
“There was a reason your mother’s marriage failed. The Nancy I knew was a free spirit who lived by her own rules, which did not include fidelity.”
“Don’t you dare slander my mother!” Dani said through her clinched teeth. “This conversation is over.”
As she turned away, the lawyer took hold of her arm. “It’s not over until there is a resolution one way or another of your presumptive claim against my client.”
Dani closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths trying without success to get her temper under control. God, help me. I don’t know how to handle this. Then, she looked at him, and spoke in a far too calm voice her friends would have been taken for a “run for shelter, she’s about to blow” signal. “Take your hands off of me, right now!”
He loosened his grip and dropped his hand. “My client needs actual proof of paternity,” Gil Jermon said.
“Proof?” Dani echoed, feeling rather dense. “What kind of proof could I possibly supply? Virtually everything I own was lost in the house fire in which my mother died.”
“Your DNA remains yours,” the attorney answered. “My client is ready to offer you a generous settlement if you don’t wish to provide the proof necessary for him to be able to acknowledge kinship. But that’s contingent on your signing away all claims.”
She sighed. “I’m calling my attorney. You can talk with her. I just can’t deal with this, today,” Dani said as she took out her cell phone.
* * *
Three weeks later, at 12:15 a.m., the display on the digital alarm clock/radio cast the only light in the dark room. She’d been tossing on the sleeper sofa for almost two hours, restless. The only good thing about it being Sunday morning was she didn’t have to be at school by seven. She would be at Church, though, by nine, as the schedule called for her to serve as lay reader this morning.
Her sleeplessness was nothing new. She hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in the month since her mother died. Every bump in the night had her reaching for her pistol. Yesterday’s mail hadn’t at all helped her ability to rest.
The lab report verifying Harrison Devlin to be her biological father came in Saturday’s mail. She’d found lab report among her mail when she’d returned from lunch with Ron. She hadn’t believed, even for one moment, her father’s lawyer’s allegation of her mother’s infidelity. She knew her mother too well to believe those lies. Too bad her father hadn’t known her mother that well.
Speaking of not knowing people well, she could have lived the rest of her life without ever having gone through yesterday’s lunch at her favorite Mom-and-Pop Italian restaurant. Over walnut cake and coffee, Ron had proposed marriage, complete with his grandmother’s diamond reset as an engagement ring for her. The expression passing over Ron’s face when she’d declined his marriage proposal had been one of profound relief, not of either sorrow or regret.
With a sigh, she turned on the lamp and reached for her bible and prayer book. As she had every night since her mother was buried, she reread the burial office, praying once again the prayers, reading the scripture lessons that had been read at her mother’s funeral, reciting the psalms, and trying to find some measure of comfort by throwing herself into the arms of God. At least, now, she was able to do this without crying herself to sleep. But true comfort was still a mirage shimmering far in the distance in her angry spiritual desert.
“God, please, help me!” she whispered. “I don’t know what to do about any of this. Are you calling me to renounce the world or to become more involved in it? I’m trying to listen, but you seem so very far away right now.”
Putting down the books, she rose from the sleeper sofa and went over to her desk.
The only good part of camping out in the office of her art studio was she had access to her high speed internet connection. Well, maybe not the only good part. It was cheaper to sleep here than renting an apartment. She powered on her laptop, intending to write an email to Harrison Devlin. Funny, how she couldn’t call him “father”, not even in the silence of her mind.
In her inbox, there was an email from him. Had to be from him, she didn’t know anyone else who would be using harrison.devlin at devlincivilengineers.com as his email address. Speak of the devil, or at least of the Devlin, and he’s sure to appear.
She opened the email and read what he had written; “Mary Danielle, I would like it very much if you would come home. I will be happy to buy your airline ticket, provide for moving your property, and to provide for all your needs, as a father should provide for his child. Just tell me when you wish to come and I’ll make the arrangements to get you here. It’s well past time for us to get to know one another. Your father, Harry Devlin.”
Dani thought hard about that. Her contract with the school district would end on June fifth and wouldn’t be renewed as the district was cutting back on art instruction. Her last existing local art commission would be delivered on the morning of the sixth, when she was scheduled to deliver bronze portrait sculptures of the bride’s and groom’s heads to the site of their wedding reception. The lease on this studio would be up on the twentieth. She’d need to be out on or before then. She’d already told the landlord she wouldn’t be renewing for another year.
All of the application packets she’d sent out to public and private high schools in the bi-state area, as well as colleges and community colleges around the country, had listed her email address and her cell phone number, but not a physical address, as the ways to contact her. So, she wouldn’t miss any potential job opportunities if she went to see the man, her father.
She clicked on “reply”. Lord, now, what do I say to the man, my father, and his invitation? Let my words be gentle, please. She typed, “Thank you very much for your kind invitation. I’m obligated to finish out my teaching contract with the school district and to finish my current art commissions. However, I should be able to drive out for a visit sometime during the second or third week of June. I am anxious to meet you. Dani”
She read her reply and hit send.
He’d probably read “anxious” as meaning “eager”. But she meant precisely what she had written. Thinking about meeting her father filled her with anxiety, and it wasn’t even remotely of a pleasant sort.
Chapter Two
Dani’s restored red 1964 Volkswagen Karmann Ghia convertible rolled to a stop at the gate. She double checked the driving directions she’d received from her father. Yes, this was to be the place. Yet, how could it be? Did her father really live here, behind a stone fence and a steel gate? She had to have made a wrong turn someplace. There was only one way to know. She’d just have to ask.
Climbing out of the car and walking around to the reinforced steel gate that was flanked by a tall white stone fence seemed to take forever. It had been a long drive, even breaking it up into a four day trip, stopping for job inter-views along the way with two small liberal arts colleges and a public high school.
A middle aged uniformed man, an obviously armed security guard, came out of the gate house.
“Can I help you?” he asked, his voice clearly indicating he didn't think there was anything he could do for her. Dani couldn't blame him for that. She knew she probably looked like something the cat had dragged in, backwards, during a thunderstorm. Hours in a car could do that to anyone.
She forced a smile, anyway. “I hope that you can help me. I'm looking for Harrison Devlin’s house.”
“Why are you looking for the Devlin Estate?” the man asked, care in his voice.
The Devlin Estate, Dani echoed in her mind. The Devlin estate. My father has an estate. This is his place? Oh, good, merciful God, what do I have in common anyone this wealthy? Not much, aside from blood ties.
She sighed, before replying, “I'm Dani Devlin, and I'm looking for my father’s house.”
The guard smiled at her, “May I see your driver's license, Miss?”
“My driver's license?” Dani echoed uncertainly as she pulled her wallet from the front pocket of her denim skirt and removed the license from her wallet. “Sure. Here it is.”
He looked at her license and nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Miss Devlin. My name's Charlie Parker. I'm the day man here during the week. I'll just call them at the main house and tell them you're on your way up. They’ve been awaiting your arrival for weeks, excited about your coming.”
“Don't call them, Charlie. I want this to be a surprise.” That's putting it mildly. Only, I'm the one being surprised.
Charlie nodded. “Sure thing, Miss. Whatever you want. Drive on through when the gate opens. The main house is about a half mile up and off to your left behind the stand of trees. You really can't miss it.”
Both sides of the road—she wouldn’t call it a driveway since the asphalt pavement was a generous two lanes wide and striped—were lined with wooden rail fencing. Beautiful Thoroughbred horses ran and played within the lushly green enclosures. Dani stopped her car along the side of the road, parking in the grassy shoulder, well off the pavement.
Needing time to think, she climbed out of the car and walked over to the fence. Leaning on the top rail, she watched the horses for the longest time. Beautiful animals. It’s a rich man’s hobby. Deciding that she had to know what sort of man her father was, she got back in her car and drove up to the house.
She looked at the four story white stone American Greek Revival building. The house had to be at least a hundred years old. No one built like this anymore.
The man who lived here, in this stone mansion, was her father, the only family remaining to her. She hadn't driven to this exclusive area of rural Virginia, just to turn around without even meeting her father. She simply refused to do that. No one, nothing, cowed her! Not even a house as grander than her most self-indulgent fantasy.
Dani removed herself from her small car, closing the door more forcefully than was absolutely necessary. Then she felt ashamed of herself. It was silly to take out emotions on possessions, especially on things she relied on as much as she needed that old car. She climbed the several granite steps from the driveway up to the broad front verandah of the house.
She wondered if she should have stopped somewhere and changed clothes before coming to her father's house. Dani knew her thrift store bought denim skirt and blouse were a far cry from the clothing worn by the man who lived here. But, then, it wouldn't have done much good to change. She really didn't own much that was any better quality than what she was wearing, just one business suit and a single formal dress. But neither of those were appropriate for this meeting. Squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, while gathering her dignity around her like a protective shield, she rang the doorbell.
A tall, slender, sixty-plus year old, woman, wearing a black dress and white apron, her graying dark hair cut into a sleek short pageboy, answered the door. “Yes?” the woman queried.
“I believe that I'm expected,” she replied. “I'm...”
“Of course, you're expected. You're late. You were supposed to be here at eight this morning to begin your duties and here it is nearly eleven,” the woman said.
“I believe there is some misunderstanding,” Dani tried to correct the woman.
“The only misunderstanding, child, is in your not obeying orders on when to report in,” the older woman huffed. “If this is any indication of your ability to take direction, don’t unpack your bag.” Then the older woman's scowl deepened into plain disgust as she looked over Dani's shoulder. “And for heaven's sake, park your vehicle under the carport behind the garage. Then come to the staff entrance.” The older woman closed the door firmly in Dani’s face.
Dani stood there, fighting a mix of anger and amuse-ment. She didn’t know whether to laugh or scream in frustration. She was tempted to go back down the steps, climb into her car, and simply drive away, forgetting all about this visit to her father. However, she knew she wasn’t going to let anyone treat her as a servant in her own father’s house. So, she rang the bell again.
“I told you to use the staff entrance,” the older woman chided a moment later. “Go on, off with you! If you can't follow directions any better than that, I'll call the agency and have you replaced. It's bad enough that they've sent me a young nanny, but to send an impudent one to boot is far too much to bear. I’ll be talking to the agency about this, just you see.”
Nanny? Why would her father need a nanny? Did he have young children, at his age? Dani questioned in her mind. But, she let that slide for a moment.
“Just one minute,” Dani replied, her voice as gentle as she could make it. She put her hand on the door to block it being closed on her for a second time. “I’m Dani Devlin.”
“Oh, my! Dani? Miss Mary Danielle?” The housekeeper opened the door the rest of the way while looking at her in great curiosity. “You aren't in the least what I expected. Charlie was under orders to call me when you arrived. I’ll have his guts for garters over this. You just see if I don’t.”
“I told him not to announce me,” Dani said.
The housekeeper blinked twice, then sighed. “Well, then that’s a different matter, isn’t it? You took me by surprise, Miss Mary Danielle.”
“Obviously.”
“Well, child, come in,” the older woman said in a suddenly kind voice. “I'm Cecilia Green, the housekeeper. People around here call me Sissy.”
“Hello, Sissy. People call me Dani. Would you please inform my fa...Mr. Devlin I’m here?”
She stepped inside the gray marble walled entryway. A massive crystal chandelier gave light to the elegant room. Arrangements of exotic roses filled cut crystal vases, atop antique mahogany tables along the walls. The foyer stated decisively the wealth of the owner, but it lacked the warm feel of a home. Or maybe, it only lacked the feel of the only real home she had ever really known. She couldn't imagine the scent of fresh gingerbread, or of an apple pie, reaching these rooms from the kitchen.
Sissy answered her, “Harry’s away on business today, not expected back until evening. Mrs. Devlin is in her parlor, but she will be leaving shortly. No one else is at home. Except Mr. Jason and he's down at the stables, tending to his favorite mare.”
Mrs. Devlin? Dani wondered. Grandmother or Step-mother? No, it has to be my stepmother. Mother told me my grandmother was dead. Then again, she told me my father was dead as well. Besides, who’s Mr. Jason?
She’d known walking into her father’s life would be difficult. She hadn’t expected it to be this disconcerting.
“I suppose that I could come back, later,” Dani said with a small yawn. “Could you direct me to a respectable, inexpensive, hotel?”
“Harry Devlin would have my head in a handbasket, if I did that,” Sissy replied with a laugh. “Your suite has been ready for quite some time now. I have orders to make sure you have everything you need. Follow me.”
Dani followed the housekeeper past an incredibly beautiful black marble stairway. Two niches in the walls on opposite sides of the room held well executed life-sized white carrera marble busts; one of a woman, the other of a man. The woman’s face could have been Dani’s own. The statue bore a strong resemblance to the photo of her father that had always been on her mother’s bedside table.
She stopped and looked at the statue of the woman. Was this a relative? It would have to be. But who?
Sissy came to stand beside her. In a low voice, the housekeeper said, “Your grandfather, rest his soul, was quite an artist. He created that of your grandmother, Katherine, and the other of his own self, the year they married. He missed his calling, James Devlin did. He should have spent his life doing his art, instead of letting sculpture be his hobby.”
“It’s beautiful work.”
“Mr. James was amazing when he put his mind to it,” Sissy allowed. “You would have liked him, but he was dead a long time before you were born. Come along, now.”
Her father inhabited a world she had never really known. Edward had shown her a glimpse of it. But her former fiancé had been a wannabe. Her father’s world was clearly old money. Do I really want to know anything about my father and his world? Can I ever fit in here?
Sissy Green led her into a formal sitting room where a perfectly coifed, immaculately dressed, blonde woman sat reading a quilting magazine and drinking coffee. The woman was probably, Dani guessed, somewhere in her early sixties. The blonde hair was obviously chemically assisted, although too well done to be the work of any except a very expensive salon. Everything about the woman screamed both money and leisure.
“Missus Devlin, this young woman is your step-daughter, Mary Danielle,” the housekeeper replied with some degree of relish.
Dani caught the tension between the other two women, although she didn't understand the cause.
“Thank you, Sissy. That will be all,” the blonde woman dismissed.
“Mary Danielle,” her father’s wife said, with a slight nod and motioning for Dani to take a seat. “Please sit. Would you care for a cup of coffee?”
Dani watched as the housekeeper smiled, winked at her, then walked from the room with a decided spring in her step.
“Please. That would be very nice, Mrs. Devlin,” Dani answered.
“Call me Evelyn, or even Lyn, as your father does. We might as well be on a first name basis, since I'm your stepmama. How do you take your coffee?”
There was tension in this house, between her father’s lady and the housekeeper. Dani suspected her presence was aggravating the situation.
Her stepmother poured a cup of the steaming black liquid from the silver service on the cherry table.
“Black, thank you, Lyn. My friends call me Dani.”
“You look quite weary, Mary Dan…er…Dani,” Lyn observed while handing over the bone china cup and saucer.
A single cup and saucer of this china would have cost a week’s teaching salary. Yet, Lyn treated it as casually as Dani might treat a ceramic mug from the dollar store. It couldn’t have been clearer how differently they saw money.
“I am tired. I left Indianapolis this morning at one.”
“Indianapolis? I thought you were from Illinois, not Indiana.”
“I had a job interview with a high school there yesterday afternoon. Then I met some old college friends for dinner, checked into a hotel, got some sleep, and woke up because of a loud party on the floor, decided I wasn’t going to get back to sleep with that racket going on. So, I showered, made coffee enough to fill my thermos, checked out, and hopped in the car,” she admitted after she sipped the extremely strong coffee.
“You drove all the way, at night, alone?” Lyn asked, horror in her voice. “Do you have any idea of the trouble you could have gotten into?”
Dani smiled, but she knew the expression probably didn't reach her eyes. “I can take care of myself,” she said. “But, thanks for the concern.”
“It's tempting fate for a young woman to be out alone, on a highway, at night. What if you experienced a flat tire? Or what if an assailant had cornered you at a deserted rest area? Don’t you have any concept of the danger you put yourself in?” Lyn shook her head. “Harry would have had a fit if anything had happened to you in transit.”
“I wouldn't have been too happy about that, either,” Dani said, hearing the dryness in her own tone.
Lyn chuckled. “I should imagine not. Why didn't you simply fly?”
“Do you have any idea of the cost of an airline ticket?”
Her stepmother shook her head “Your father would have gladly paid your fare. I know he told you that.”
“He did. But, I pay my own bills. I don't owe anyone anything. I prefer to keep it that way. Thank you very much,” Dani said with a hint of sharpness to her voice. “Besides, flying means renting a car or depending on someone else for transportation. Neither of those options were particularly appealing.”
Lyn nodded. “Especially when you weren't certain you could actually depend on us and money is rather tight?”
“I wouldn’t have put it that way,” Dani answered, not quite managing to squelch another yawn. “Besides, I had several job interviews scheduled over the past few days. It only made sense to drive.”
“I’ll say it again. You look tired.”
“I am.”
“I've had your rooms made ready for you. They've been waiting for you for the last few weeks.”
“I had to finish out my commitments before I could come,” Dani explained.
“Of course. That's what you told your father,” Lyn allowed. “How did the job interviews go?”
“Pretty good, I think. I’ll know in a week or so if they’re going to offer me any of the jobs I interviewed for.”
“Is the school in Indianapolis big?”
“Yes. It’s a high school with eighteen hundred plus students.”
“Do you really want to teach in a high school that large?” Lyn asked.
“It wouldn’t be my first choice.”
“Then don’t take the job, if they offer it,” Lyn replied.
“I have other opportunities. I’ve interviewed with two small liberal arts colleges and a community college. Teaching at that level would be a change for me. Probably a good change. It would give me the opportunity to work on my own art more. I’m also doing some active discerning about the will of God for my life. But exploring steady employment possibilities seemed the first step in that.”
Lyn nodded. “You’ve had a lot of things change for you lately. You should take some time for yourself and think about what you want to do with your life. If you didn’t teach art, what would you want to do?”
“I could go back to school, take my doctorate. I’ve thought about that. I’ve also thought about simply focusing on my art full time. I have enough money in the bank to be able to be able to concentrate on my art. Mother would have liked to see me do that.”
Lyn nodded again and smiled. “She would have, indeed.” The she added, more cautiously, “You used the word, ‘discerning’. Are you thinking about becoming a member of the clergy?”
“I’ve been contemplating becoming a nun,” Dani said.
Lyn put down her coffee cup, carefully. “You feel God is calling you to religious life?”
“I don’t know if He’s calling or not. I’m in a period of active listening. I have no commitments to anyone, and no debt. I thought He was calling during my senior year of college, and then I fell unwisely in love, right after graduation, and my plans to enter the convent went by the wayside. Now, I’m listening again.”
“Sometimes, young women think they’ve fallen into paradise, only to discover they’ve gotten involved with the snake,” Lyn allowed.
Dani sighed. “That’s a good way of putting it.”
Her stepmother nodded, “You could clearly use a nap. Let me show you up to your suite. I'll have lunch sent up for you.”
Dani smiled. “Frankly, Mrs...er...Lyn, I'd rather just see my father. But, I'm told that he's not at home?”
Lyn shook her head, again, as she picked up her cup and sipped the dark brew. “Harry's out of town, today, on business. I don't expect him home until around six. You are going to be quite a surprise for him. Do you know that?”
Dani sipped her coffee. “I can well imagine. He’s not the only one who’s experiencing surprise in this situation.”
“No. I imagine you’re feeling quite disoriented lately. Come along,” her stepmother urged, in a kind voice, putting down her own coffee cup on the table, once more. “I'll show you your rooms.”
“I really hadn't planned on staying here.”
“Oh, nonsense. We have more bedrooms than we will ever need. Unless, of course, they are eventually filled with grandchildren,” Lyn replied. “Trust me, it's not in the least an imposition to have you here. It’s a joy.”
“Grandchildren? Do you and my father have children?”
Lyn hesitated for just a second too long. Dani didn’t know what to make of that barely recognizable response lag. But she knew it was significant.
“I was widowed before I married your father. I have two grown children, from my previous marriage, Jason and Elizabeth. Beth, my daughter, has a three year old son, Jaime,” Lyn stated. “Beth and Jaime moved back home last year after her husband died. Jase actually lives in town, but we keep rooms for him here as well. Harry’s had your suite standing ready since the day he received your note.”
“Okay. If you are certain you want me to stay here,” Dani finally agreed, “I'll go get my things.”
“Harry’s quite eager to meet you, as you can imagine.”
Dani wished she could believe that. “I’ve had a moment or two’s anxiety about that myself.”
“I’ll bet. Dinner is at eight. We assemble here for drinks at seven,” Lyn said as she rose from the chair. “Don't worry about dressing. We do, but...”
“You’ll need to define ‘dressing for dinner’. That can mean many things. Are we talking cocktail dress, or something more?”
“It's only family, tonight, so it’s black tie. We always dress for dinner at home. Your father looks so wonderful in his dinner jacket, I like to enjoy the view across the table at him. It’s a small indulgence we give ourselves. I know it must seem strange to you. But every family has their quirks. This is one of ours.”
Only a family dinner. Black tie. Merciful God, what have I gotten myself into?
“I won't come down to dinner in jeans,” Dani replied.
Lyn smiled. “You're a Devlin to the bone. Aren't you?”
“Mother, rest her soul, always said so.”
Lyn's smile became sad. “I was so sorry to hear about Nancy's death. As odd as it may sound to you, I liked her.”
“Most people did. Thank you.”
Lyn looked at her watch. “Sissy will have to show you to your room. I didn’t realize time had gotten so far away from me. I'm sorry I won't be home this afternoon to entertain you. I've a committee luncheon I expect to last well into the afternoon. Then it's my afternoon to pick up Jaime. I'm taking him to get his first pony.”
“No problem. I can't expect you to rearrange your life on my account,” Dani answered. “Getting a pony is a big event in the life of a boy.”
“Yes,” Lyn answered with a smile. Then her face became a mask of concern. “Are you certain you will be happy to be left alone? I know it has to be strange to you.”
“I could really use the nap,” Dani answered. “Thank you for your concern.”
Her stepmother sighed. Lyn's forehead wrinkled into a frown. She looked at her watch again and sighed. “I swear, I’d be late for my own funeral.”
“Not necessarily a bad thing. At least, it’s better than rushing it.”
Lyn laughed. “Oh, definitely. I'm just sorry I must leave you to your own devices this afternoon.”
“No problem. Have a good time at your committee meeting.”
Lyn smiled, making her a truly beautiful woman. “Oh, I rather doubt it. We're planning our late fall fundraiser for charity. It's always the same event, a subscription ball and silent auction to benefit the local Habitat for Humanity affiliate. Last year, we raised enough money to build three houses from this one evening. This year, we’re aiming to clear enough to build four houses during the next year. But, we always have the same discussion, have had for the last five years, every time we plan this event. I'm about ready to list the points, assign each a number, hand out copies, and let people reference the arguments by number. It would cut way down on the time we spend in the meetings.”
In spite of herself, Dani was coming to like this woman who shared her father's life. “I was on the board of the Habitat affiliate back home. I’ll be glad to help anyway I can while I’m here.”
Lyn smiled. “Thank you. I’ll take you up on that. But for now, I really need to be running.”
Sissy returned to the room. “Yes, you do. Your car’s been brought around, Missus Devlin.”
“Thank you, Sissy. Please show Dani to her suite.”
“Would you like some lunch, before you go up?” the housekeeper asked after Lyn left.
Dani shook her head. “No. Frankly, I could use a nap more than a meal.”
“Move your car around to the back. The eighth bay of the garage has been set aside for you. This is the opener for that door,” Sissy said, bringing the control from her apron pocket. “I’ll help you in with your bags and show you to your rooms. While you are getting ready to take a nap, I'll bring you up a sandwich.”
“Don't go to the trouble, please. I'm not really hungry.”
“Are you sure? It’s really not any trouble for me to bring you up some lunch.”
“I’m sure. A shower and a nap sound like a good idea to me. I’m not really hungry. I’ll go get my things,” Dani said.
“Want some help with your bags? I can certainly carry those in for you.”
“I only have three bags I’ll bring in. I’m leaving my tools and other things in the car for now. I can manage my bags myself. I’ll go park the car.”
“Come in the kitchen door from the garage and I’ll show you up to your rooms.”
* * *
“Sissy,” Jase Wilton asked in clear consternation as he stepped into the kitchen about twelve thirty, “what is that antique red convertible doing sitting in the garage?”
“Miss Mary Danielle has finally arrived,” Sissy told him. “That’s her car.”
Jase rolled his eyes. “Damn! This is all I need today.”
“She’s a sweet girl,” Sissy defended. “You be nice.”
“I thought you had better sense than to be taken in by a con woman after everything you’ve been through in your life, Sissy! I suppose you installed her in the rooms Harry set aside for her?”
“Of course. It’s what Harry wanted.”
Jase shook his head. “This is all I need to make my day complete.”
“A problem with the mare?”
Jase sighed. “No. It was dicey, the foal was breach. But things look okay now.”
“Praise God for small miracles.”
“I’m going up to see that woman.”
“Leave Miss Dani alone. She hasn’t been here an hour. You let her rest. You hear me?”
“I hear you, Sissy.”
He saw the housekeeper roll her eyes, then smile.
“Go clean yourself up, Jason. You smell like a stable.”
Chapter Three
Dani unpacked her meager belongings. She laid her cameras and laptop computer on the desk in the sitting room. Following the written instructions she’d found on the desk for connecting to the local area network in the house, she checked her email. She still had no word from anyone about a job. But, she didn’t expect to hear quite yet, anyway.
A few minutes later, she had put away her clothes in the closet and in two of the dresser drawers. Her cheap clothes didn’t belong in this elegant house any more than she did. Hanging her only formal dress in the bathroom so the travel wrinkles would steam out when she took a shower seemed like a good idea.
She stepped into the large shower in her bathroom. The shower stall was larger than the entire bathroom in the tiny house where she had been raised. Multiple nozzles sprayed her with pulsating water from three directions and several levels. Luxury! She began to think she just might be able to get some sleep, after all.
Looking through the glass shower door at the dress hanging on the back of the door. If it hadn’t been at the drycleaners when the fire happened, she wouldn’t have still had it, either. The dress wasn’t much by the standards of high fashion, she supposed. But it would do for dinner just as it had sufficed for chaperoning school dances. The Regency lines of the black taffeta overlaid with organza dress were simple; high waist, cleavage, slim skirt, and cap sleeves.
Dani decided she’d wear her Great-grandmother O’Brien’s pearls. She wouldn’t have still had them either, if they hadn’t been in her safe deposit box down at the bank.
After finishing her shower, Dani wrapped one o f the plush bath sheets around her, sarong style before she unbraided and carefully combed out her hair, wondering for the thousandth time why she didn’t have it cut into a more practical length. She had no answer other than she liked keeping it long. She’d have to braid it before she took a nap, but for now, she’d just let it hang a bit.
She stopped dead as she returned to her bedroom. Standing there in profile, looking into her closet, was a tall, very dirty, dark haired man. Threads of silver were just starting to show in his hair. He had the strong face of any of Michelangelo’s models. Her gaze slid down his blue chambray shirt and jeans down to his well-worn boots. Here and there, under a spotty coat of stable muck, faded denim showed. The man stood about six foot two. Yet, he seemed much larger.
His build could be called athletic; broad shoulders, narrow waist, and well muscled. She’d bet he had hard muscles in places where mos t men didn’t even know they had muscles. She hadn’t seen such a well-developed physique since her undergraduate life studies course. He wore an air of power, as though he was well used to giving orders and being unquestioningly obeyed.
The bulge at the small of his back told her he carried a pistol at his waist. Who was he? And why was he rummaging through her things? More importantly, why was an armed man in her bedroom?
Her own pistol was under her bed pillows. It might as well been on the moon at the moment, for all the chance she had of getting to it, particularly if he drew his weapon.
He turned his head to look at her. A shiver of fear went down Dani’s spine as she saw the open antagonism in his piercing blue eyes.
She doubted there were many people who would fail to back away under the fierce look he was giving her. Dani wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of seeing her buckle under as a result of his quelling glare. She lifted her chin and met his eyes boldly, as if to tell him she was every bit as good as he. If the man wanted a fight, she was just in the mood to give him one, whether he was armed or not.
“Find anything interesting?” she demanded.
His lips quirked into a sardonic half-smile. “After seeing the state of the art electronics, your computer and cameras, this is not what I expected to find. Not what I expected to find at all.”
“I’d hate to hazard a guess as to what you expected. I don’t have much worth stealing apart from my professional tools. Sorry to disappoint you.”
“As though I’d be interested in your clothes. Speaking of clothes, put some on, woman. We have to talk.”
“You want to tell me just who you are?” she demanded. “Before I scream the house down?”
He laughed, but it was a most unpleasant sound. “I’m Jase Wilton.”
“Lyn’s son?”
“And you’re Mary Danielle…” he paused. “Devlin. So, now that we’ve identified ourselves, get some clothes on.”
“You know, I swear I locked both doors.”
“There are such things as master keys.”
“And no such thing in this house as privacy, obviously. I’ll remember that.”
He took a step towards her.
Dani automatically assumed a defensive posture. “Not even one step closer!”
“Listen, woman, I’ve just seen my favorite mare through a breech delivery. I’m in no mood to play games.”
“I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes. We can talk then,” she offered with a touch of panic in her voice. She cringed mentally when she heard it. Letting him know he made her nervous wouldn’t be wise.
He nodded. “Make it twenty. I need a shower.”
“Yes, you do, desperately.”
Dani watched as he left the room and the suite. After locking the sitting room door, she grabbed the chair from the sitting room’s desk and propped it under the doorknob. Master keys, indeed!
She returned to her bedroom, locked the door and put her motion sensitive door alarm on the doorknob before she quickly pulled on underclothes followed by jeans and a t-shirt. He had been through her closet. There was no sense in letting him think she had dressed up for him, especially since the first item on her agenda was to wring his—she hoped— freshly washed, neck.
* * *
“Thought you were going to nap,” Sissy said as Dani found her way to the kitchen.
“Shower woke me up. Can I fix myself some lunch?”
“Absolutely not. Tell me what you want. I’ll fix it.”
“Don’t go to any trouble. A sandwich would be fine.”
“Chicken salad?” Sissy asked.
Before she could answer, Jase walked into the room. He wore a dark blue summer weight silk blend business suit that fit too well to have been anything except custom tailored. His shirt was fine linen and his tie was silk. The price of his handmade shoes alone could have kept a family of four in groceries for six months.
Dani wasn’t prepared for the longing she felt to touch him. This is crazy, she mentally chided herself. You don’t even know him. And what you know about him, you don’t like. So, why are you drawn to him? Insanity?!
“Mary Danielle, I see you’re prompt, at least,” Jase acknowledged without warmth. “Sissy, how about some food?”
Sissy offered, “I could pack up a basket and the two of you could go out to the gazebo and have a relaxing lunch. It’s beautiful outside. Shame to stay inside.”
“No. Thanks, anyway, Sissy,” Dani refused.
“I have to go into the office in a little while,” Jase said.
Sissy shrugged before she sat out the bowl of chicken salad and a tray of cut up raw vegetables on the counter beside the refrigerator, then she pulled a tray of dinner rolls from the warmer and placed the rolls in a napkin lined serving basket. “You know where the plates and things are, Jason. I have to go supervise the cleaning crew.”
After gathering tableware, Jase instructed, “Bring the food and come with me.”
An informal breakfast room adjoined the kitchen. They sat across that table from one another with the food between them.
She felt his eyes on her as she bowed her head, crossed herself, and prayed in silence before taking her food. When she looked up at him, he was wearing a mocking half smile.
“What?” she demanded.
“You don’t have to pretend piety for my sake.”
“I never pretend anything, for anyone’s sake.” She took a serving of the chicken salad and a warm roll. “I am precisely as you see me. No more, no less.”
Jase stated in a neutral tone, “Not everyone could meet the guests at her wedding with the news the ceremony is off and keep her composure enough to invite them to the dinner dance as a celebration of her recent escape from a terrible mistake, saying the party had already been paid for and it would be a sin to waste it.”
She felt her face grow warm. Her appetite, only marginal to begin with, was now completely gone. “Seems you have done some research on me.”
“Thoroughly,” Jase answered before he took a bite of the salad.
She forced herself to take a bite. She wasn’t about to let him know how deeply he was upsetting her. The chicken salad looked very good; too bad it tasted like sawdust to her at the moment.
“I know everything that can be known about Mary Danielle Devlin,” Jase added.
Dani laughed, hoping that her nervousness wasn’t showing too badly, but fearing that it was. “That’s good. I’m not at all certain that I do. Care to loan me a copy of the report? I might find it interesting reading.”
“No, I don’t think that you would,” he continued. “You didn’t know anything about Edward Hastings’ illegal activities until the police arrested him at the church, just an hour before your scheduled wedding?”
“No, I didn’t know.” She forced herself to continue eating. Dani had the strong feeling he wasn’t above searching out a weakness and exploiting it for all it was worth. She wasn’t about to give him any sign he had hit a very painful area.
“I don’t understand how you could have possibly failed to know. You worked with him, lived with him.”
“Worked for him, part time while in grad school,” Dani corrected. “But I never saw any evidence suggestive of criminal behavior. If I had, I would have turned him in.”
“Sure you would have,” Jase agreed with more than a tinge of disbelief coloring his tone. “That would have been killing the goose who laid the golden eggs.”
She sighed. “Believe what you will. You’re going to anyway.” At the flash of anger in his eyes, she continued, “Just for your information, my part time job was to do the payroll and to make the employment tax deposits. I never saw the income side, except to verify the bank balances were sufficient to cover the payroll and taxes prior to my cutting the checks. And I certainly never saw the individual accounts. Proper accounting procedures require strict segregation of duties. You should know that. All I did was cut checks and make sure the employment tax deposits were handled.”
Jase cleared his throat. “Oh, really?” Blatant disbelief was written all over his face.
She challenged, “I suppose you tell everything about your work to the women you date? I suppose everyone who works for you has complete access to every one of your files and ledgers?”
He smiled at her. His smile was just as devastating as it had been earlier. She forced herself to breathe. This man touched her in ways that she had forgotten any man could reach her.
“Touché,” he acknowledged. “But then again, I’ve never taken any of my employees, full or part time, for a week’s vacation to Grand Cayman Island. Quite a romantic spot.”
“That was a wonderful week,” Dani replied without hesitation. “The island is quite beautiful. The sea...Oh, the sea there. It was a dream. One of these years, if I save my pennies, I might be able to go back.”
He cleared his throat. “You didn’t know anything about his activities, yet at the first sign of trouble, you broke your engagement.”
She sighed. “This is really none of your business.”
“Under ordinary circumstances, I’d agree with you. People deserve a chance to live down their mistakes. However, I don’t want a criminal living under this roof.”
“I am not a criminal!” she denied, heat in her voice.
She wondered, bitterly, if she didn’t have a character defect leaving her only attracted to men who were bad news for her, as Jase Wilton clearly was, as Edward Hastings had been. Heaven knows, there were good men who had made it clear to her that they would have been interested in pursuing a relationship with her over the past few years. But, the most she had ever felt for any of them had been friendship. She’d hoped maybe Ron would work out, but kissing him had been dull... flat...boring, totally uninspiring, which could have been why Ron had been relieved when she’d declined his proposal. She wondered how Jase would kiss, how he would hold a woman, what it would be like to be touched by him. Then, with difficulty, she dismissed those thoughts.
“Didn’t you accept a large diamond from Hastings? What about the car? The furs? The jewelry? The designer clothes? The trips? The house?”
“Those were gifts.”
Jase shook his head, “They were gifts purchased with the proceeds of criminal activity. That makes accepting them a criminal act.”
“That’s not fair!”
He pressed, “You did take those gifts from Edward Hastings, didn’t you?”
“I’ve never denied I accepted those gifts from him. The house was to be our home. I lived there for about a year.”
“Alone?”
“No. But, I’d bet almost anything I still own that you’ve had more lovers than my one and only. So, don’t go getting self-righteous with me,” she said quietly, too quietly, as she fought to hold in her temper.
He looked at her for a long moment. She met his eyes. Something, she didn’t know what, glimmered in his eyes. “What about the car and the jewelry, the trips, and all the rest?”
“Edward gave me the Ferrari, the mink, most of the jewelry, and the clothes because appearing successful was important to him, especially when we entertained his business clients. The Ferrari was a wonderful automobile, a pure pleasure. I do love fine cars.”
“That’s why you drive what you do,” he replied, disbelief in his voice. “How old is your car?”
She shrugged. “The car’s reliable. I can work on it myself. It gets good gas mileage, is mechanically sound, and relatively cheap to insure,” Dani said. “Besides, it’s a pleasure to drive.”
“It’s quite a comedown from the Ferrari,” Jase stated. “In fact, your whole life is quite different from the lifestyle you lived with Hastings. Weren’t you just living in your art studio?”
“A lot of artists live in their studios, always have. After the fire that destroyed my home, it seemed the best solution.”
“I can’t believe you actually saw nothing wrong with your accepting those large gifts from Hastings.”
Dani sighed. “At the time, I was blindly in love with him. Giving gifts made Edward happy. I never asked him for anything, but loving him as I did, I wanted to make him happy. I would have been delighted with a picnic in the park and quiet evening walks,” she replied, her voice as tired as her body.
“Sure,” he dismissed.
She fought back the anger she felt rising at his intractability. It would take ten tons of TNT to blow this man off his mountain of self-righteousness. She sighed and decided to make one last effort. Although, why she cared was beyond her.
“When I discovered how Edward made his money, I broke the engagement, immediately. I sold the house, the jewelry, the furs, and almost everything else of value which could be sold, and donated the proceeds to a drug treat-ment center, figuring that was the most appropriate use for the money. I agreed to testify against him, in the event it came to trial, which it didn’t because the Feds wanted Edward to testify against his clients for whom he laundered money much more than they wanted to try him. I don’t know what else could have been required of me.”
“He was more than twice your age when you met. You were eighteen. He was thirty-eight,” Jase stated. His voice could have frozen nitrogen. “Didn’t it bother you that he was old enough to be your father, that he was less than ten years younger than your mother?”
She felt her face grow hot. Dani mentally berated herself for letting him see her embarrassment. “Edward was an established, dynamic, successful, very handsome man when we met. He was about your age, actually. Maybe a little younger than you are. I was a new college graduate heading for grad school and looking for a summer job when I met him at his office when I went there to interview for an accounting job.”
“I would not chase after a girl young enough to be my daughter! And I’m thirty-five, for your information.”
She heard the irritation in his voice and debated if she should dig a little further into that soft spot of his, deciding doing so would only start a bigger fight. Instead, she said, “I’ve found we often don’t know what we’ll do in any situation until it arises. I’m not proud of that period in my life, but I can’t change the past. I can only try not to repeat those mistakes. I’m sure you did things in your youth you weren’t particularly proud of, as well. Most people have.”
He shook his head. “During my late teens and early twenties, I was a Cadet at West Point. I certainly never willfully associated with criminals, then or now.”
“Fine. Be that way. You’d already made up your mind about me before making any effort at understanding my life. That’s your loss.”
“My loss?” he demanded.
“We might have been friends.”
“I don’t have any criminals among my circle of friends.”
“Look, Jase, I’ve made my share of mistakes. I admit that. Maybe more than my share. However, I was cleared of any and all involvement in Edward’s business affairs after an intensive probe by the various law enforcement and justice agencies. So, don’t you dare accuse me of complicity in Edward’s crimes! I had absolutely nothing to do with them.”
He sighed, then spoke, she thought almost reluctantly, “How much money would it take to convince you to leave quietly without a forwarding address, before Harry becomes attached to you?”
It took all of her strength of will not to allow her mouth to gape open. “I beg your pardon. I hope that I didn't hear what I thought that I did,” she said quietly, too quietly, in a tone her friends would have recognized as a danger signal.
“I can give you a half million dollars in bearer bonds right now,” Jason offered. “I have them in my briefcase. They’re yours on the joint conditions you sign a document relinquishing any and all claims to Harry's estate and leave here immediately after receiving the money, before he comes home, and never contact him again.”
“I can't believe what I am hearing. Let me get this straight, Jason. You’re offering me a bribe to leave my father’s house without ever even meeting him?”
“I'd prefer to think of it preventing Harry from being hurt,” Jason answered.
“I'm quite certain you would prefer to frame it that way.”
“Five hundred thousand dollars is a lot of money.”
“I’m not interested.”
“Three quarters of a million,” Jason increased his bid, obviously quite seriously.
She sighed heavily and shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”
“I’m quite serious. Do you want to see the bonds?”
“That won’t be necessary. There’s nothing in the world you could offer me to keep me from meeting my father.”
“Everyone has a price.”
She shook her head in denial, “I feel sorry for you, if you really believe that.”
“A million dollars; seven hundred fifty thousand in bearer bonds, fifty thousand in cash, and two hundred thousand in Krugerrands.”
Dani sighed and shook her head in rejection. “Keep your money, Jason,” she said wearily. “He's my father. All I want is to get to know him.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“That much is painfully obvious,” she allowed as she stood. “I’m really far too tired to have any further interest in the food, or this conversation. Excuse me.”
“Is there an excuse for you?” he demanded.
“Probably not. But I seriously doubt there’s any excuse for anyone. If there were, God wouldn’t have had to become incarnate and to have died for our redemption, before rising again, would He have?”
After watching his jaw drop, she walked from the room as quickly as she could.
Chapter Four
Coming down the stairs before dinner, Dani paused when she heard raised voices. A glance in the mirror told her she had no cause for concern about her appearance. Her punctuality was another matter. She should have been downstairs a half-hour ago.
“Oh, for God’s sake, Harry!” Jase’s voice bit out.
An older man spoke, “I know you’re worried, but I won’t have you using that tone with me in my own house.”
“What does her coming here mean for us?” an unknown younger woman’s voice demanded.
“Beth, Dani is my daughter. I claim her happily,” her father’s said. “But my including her among my heirs won’t diminish the love I feel for you, or for Jamie. Besides, none of you would ever miss my money.”
“Dad!” the younger woman said in exasperation. “You know that wasn’t what I meant!”
Dad? Courtesy title? Or for real?
“Look, I know both of you love me. All I’m asking is you keep an open mind. Can you do that? Please?” Harry asked.
“Not so open that our brains fall out,” Jase replied.
“Yes, Dad, we’ll try,” Beth answered.
“She certainly isn’t punctual,” Jase complained.
“Cut the child some slack, Jason,” Lyn replied.
“Mary Danielle is hardly a child. She’s a woman with a tongue acid enough to etch glass,” Jase said.
“Jason Alexander!” his mother warned.
Dani stood there immobile on the steps. She debated turning around and returning to her rooms. But, she needed to make an appearance. She needed to meet her father.
Beth asked, “Is Dani pretty?”
“Quite,” Lyn answered.
“Pretty?” Jase echoed. “No, Beth. ‘Pretty’ is far too tame of a word. She has the face and body of a Renaissance courtesan. Her mind is sharp. Lord knows her tongue is as sharp as her mind.”
Renaissance courtesan. Oh, Lord, give me strength!
“Noticed all that right away, did you?” Beth teased.
“When a package comes wrapped that enticingly, it’s impossible not to notice it, even when you know the contents are pure poison.”
“Jase,” Lyn warned. “That was uncalled for.”
“You know, big brother, you wouldn’t be so susceptible to poison if you would finally make an honest woman out of Sarah Richards.”
“Sarah is a profoundly honest woman,” Jase replied.
“Well, I would like for Jaime to have some cousins to grow up with,” Beth teased.
“Jaime could use a brother or sister more than a cousin or two. Why don’t you do something about that, if you’re so concerned?”
“That’s a low blow, Jase,” Beth said in a pained voice, before she continued in a warning tone, “You might be able to father children into your twilight years. But Sarah’s biological clock is definitely ticking.”
“Butt out, Beth,” Jase told her, without heat.
“She’ll marry someone else, if you don’t ask her.”
“I’ll dance at her wedding,” he said.
“What does she look like?” Beth asked.
“You know Sarah,” Jase dismissed.
“I’m asking about Mary Danielle. What does she look like?” Beth said with exaggerated patience.
Jase said, “She’s tall for a woman. Except for her eyes being dark, she greatly resembles Harry’s mother’s portrait.”
Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, gathering her courage like a mantle, Dani walked into the room.
The first person she saw was Jase. He took her breath away standing there in the stark black and white of formal evening wear.
“Dani?” Harry Devlin asked.
“Yes,” she answered softly, turning her attention away from the younger blue eyed man to the older man who had to be her father. One look was all it took to convince her he was indeed her father.
“Come here and let me look at you, my dear,” he said. Harry looked at her for the longest moment. Dani forced herself not to flinch under his frank appraisal.
“Don’t you think she favors Mama, Thea?” Harry asked.
“Yes. It’s amazing,” a lilting voice allowed. The voice belonged to a woman she hadn’t noticed when she had come into the room. Dani suspected she would look much like this woman when she reached Thea’s age. The woman had to be a relative.
“Come with me, Dani. I want you to see something,” Harry Devlin invited.
She followed her father through the house to his home office. The rest of the family followed them into the spacious room. Above the fireplace mantle, there hung a large oil portrait of a young woman. Except for the vintage clothing and the color of the woman’s eyes, she could have been looking into a mirror.
After looking at the oil portrait for a long time, she asked, “This was my grandmother?”
“Mama painted this self-portrait just before her marriage to my father,” Harry told her. “The portrait was her wedding present to your grandfather.”
She looked up at the portrait again. This was her grandmother. It had been one thing to see the marble bust, recognizing her own features in her ancestry. It was another thing to see this oil painting, to be able to see the skin tone, the smile. She felt a strong sense of belonging. This was her father, her family, the only family she had left.
“Genetic ties, in and of itself, mean very little,” Jase asserted, cutting into her thoughts.
Dani looked at Jase for the longest moment without speaking. Then she sighed. “Just what is your problem?”
Jase looked at her in disdain. “My problem is with people trying to take advantage of my stepfather.”
Dani shook her head. “Then you should have no problem with me. Taking advantage of anyone, especially my father, isn’t on my agenda.”
“What are the items on your agenda?” Jase demanded.
“To get to know my father.”
“Sounds good to me. Come on, let me get you some-thing to drink before dinner,” Harry stated as he took her by the arm.
Returning to the sitting room, Harry asked her, “Please sit down. What would you like to drink, my dear?”
“Club soda and lime, please.”
Harry laughed. “Girl, you don’t have to abide by my teetotaling ways. Have whatever you want.”
“I really don’t drink. So club soda and lime will be fine.”
“You don’t drink at all, Dani?” Lyn asked.
“My life is saner when I abstain.”
“Why have you decided to show up just now? Why not years ago?” Beth demanded.
“If my presence is causing problems, I’ll simply walk away,” Dani offered.
“No!” Harrison denied. “You are not walking away from me now I’ve found you. There will be adjustments to be made by all of us. Now, let’s make the introductions so we can get to know one another a little better. After all, we are all family.”
“Are we?” Dani asked pointedly. “And there’s more to family than sharing genes. Right now, at best, I’d say we are only relative strangers.”
Harrison sighed. “So we are. But, that doesn’t mean we can’t get to know one another.”
Jase said, “We can start with a real introduction to everyone. This is my mother, Evelyn Devlin.”
“Your mother and I met earlier today. Good evening, Lyn. I’m sorry to be down late. I overslept.”
“Understandable. I’d probably still be sleeping after driving most of the night,” Lyn allowed, her voice kindness itself.
Jase continued, “And this lovely woman is my sister, Beth. And the elegant woman there is Thea, Althea, Devlin, Harry’s sister. Then, of course, the man beside you is Harry Devlin. But you already knew that.”
“I recognized him immediately from the wedding photograph my mother always kept on the nightstand between our beds,” Dani said.
Beth asked, breaking the silence that fell heavily after Dani’s statement, “They tell me you’re a teacher. What is it you teach?”
“Generally, I teach high school art. But I’ve also taught some accounting courses at the community college.”
“Sounds like you really love teaching,” Beth said.
“I do. I hope to find another teaching position before the start of the next school year.”
“You’re unemployed?” Beth asked.
“I’m never unemployed, because I run my own business with my art. But I’ve sent my credentials out to every public school district and private high school in both Illinois and Indiana, as well as several colleges around the country. I’ve had a number of interviews already. But, if I don’t find a teaching job, I do have other skills I can use to make a living.”
“Then you aren’t planning to stay in Virginia?” her aunt, Althea, Thea, asked.
“I just wanted to meet my father before I get back to real life.”
Harry laughed. “This is real life.”
“Your life is a world away from mine,” Dani dismissed. “This is a pleasant, I hope, interlude, while I seek God’s direction for my life.”
“What do you have back in Illinois?” Harry asked. “You don’t have a job, a place to live, or a family there."
“I’m quite aware of what I lack,” Dani said, hearing the tightness in her own voice. “I don’t need a list.”
“If you want to teach, Dani, there are certainly schools here that could use you,” Harry offered, his voice kind.
Lyn said, “I’m certain you’ll have no problem getting a teacher’s license in Virginia. It’s a matter of filling out the forms with the Department of Education, paying the fee, and submitting your transcripts.”
“You know a lot about this,” Dani said.
Lyn shrugged. “I sit on the board of Westfield Academy. One of my responsibilities is the hiring of teachers. Our art teacher resigned late this afternoon, after thirty years with the school.”
“Convenient,” Thea remarked. “You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you have, Harry?”
Dani watched her father’s lips thin into a tight line.
“What could I have possibly had to do with a teacher leaving Westfield?” her father asked.
Somehow, Dani wasn’t convinced by his tone. Could he have created this job? How would he have done something like that, bribe the teacher to leave? I’ve certainly seen that bribes aren’t unheard of in this house. My only question is whether bribes are the normal behavior.
“We all know you’d do whatever you’d have to do to keep Nancy’s daughter here. She’s developed into an unhealthy obsession for you,” Thea replied, more than a hint of anger in her voice. “Why else would you have cleared out and refurbished Daddy’s studio for her? How much money did you spend on that, anyway?”
“Is what I spend on anything any business of yours, Thea?” her father replied, his voice cold and controlled.
Dani watched her aunt shrug.
“No, it’s not. Since Mama left the house and grounds solely to you, you can certainly do whatever you want to do with Daddy’s studio,” Thea allowed, ancient bitterness abundantly clear in her voice. “I just think it’s beyond strange you want anything to do with Nancy’s daughter after the utter hell that woman put you through, after the scandal she caused when she stole money from the business, when she left you, after the mur...”
“That’s enough!” her father snapped, stopping his sister in mid word.
Mur? Murder? What else starts with ‘mur’? I doubt she was talking about the European river. Murmur? Murrelet? Get real! Murder. But whose murder?
Lyn picked back up her previous topic, as though she’d not been interrupted, “The job teaching at Westfield is yours if you want it, contingent on your licensure in Virginia. It’s a full load of seven class periods a day.”
“Just like that?” Dani asked. “You don’t know me from Adam’s housecat, and you’re offering me a job.”
Lyn smiled. “Families take care of one another. Are you interested in the job?”
“It’s worth thinking about,” Dani admitted. “I hadn’t contemplated settling here. I’d planned for this to be only a summer visit.”
Harry said, “I’d really prefer it if you did relocate here. It would give us time together. I’d like that a good deal. Please consider it. I’d certainly love having you here.”
Dani sighed. “You’ll need to give me some time to pray about it. This is a big decision.”
“That’s my girl,” Harry replied.
Just then Sissy announced dinner. Everyone quickly took his or her positions around the dining room table. Harry invited, “Come sit here at my right hand, Dani.”
The offered spot was between Harry and Jason.
“Would you please say grace, Dani?” Harry asked her as they settled in.
She nodded, blessed herself, and prayed, “For these and all thy gifts, give us grateful hearts, O Lord. And make us ever mindful of the needs of others, even as we are blessed by such abundance of thy good gifts, through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
Everyone said, “Amen.”
Dinner conversation became pleasant over the soup course.
“I’m puzzled by something, Mary Danielle,” Jase said after Sissy cleared away the soup course.
“I doubt much eludes you for long, Jason Alexander,” Dani answered.
“Boy! Has she pegged you, Jase,” Beth said, chuckling.
The housekeeper placed a roast turkey before Harry.
“Looks wonderful. Thank you, Sissy,” Harry said as Sissy gave him the cutlery and put a stack of dinner plates on the table next to the turkey.
“Would you like dark meat or light, Dani?” Harry asked.
“White, please, Sir.”
“I’d prefer it if you’d call me ‘Dad’,” Harry said. “Or at least ‘Harry’.”
She replied as she took her plate from her father, “I’m not sure I feel comfortable with either. It seems profoundly disrespectful to call one’s father by his Christian name or even a nick name. Calling you ‘Dad’ implies a closeness of relationship that just doesn’t exist between us, yet.”
“It will,” Harry said.
“I hope so,” Dani agreed. “I really do.”
Her father continued carving the bird and passed plates down both sides of the table to the rest of the family, not asking anyone else for their preferences. But then again, why would he? I’m sure he’s well used to all of their tastes.
The housekeeper returned with the side dishes and placed them in the center of the table.
Jase took a serving of roasted root vegetables, saying, “You graduated from college with a triple major in Art Education, Sculpture, and Accounting, with minors in Management Information Systems and Secondary Edu-cation. Odd combination. Subsequently, you earned your Masters of Fine Arts in Sculpture.”
“My heart lies in sculpture. But, neither teaching nor art necessarily pay well. I knew I could make a living in accounting. Besides, any artist who leaves her finances in the hands of others is a fool or worse. Besides, accounting is a lot like art. It’s finding order and form from chaos.”
Thea agreed, “A good set of books has a rare beauty.”
Jase stated more than asked, “Money is important to you, Mary Danielle?”
“Not as important as you thought it was when you offered me five hundred thousand dollars to leave here without even meeting my father,” Dani replied.
The serving spoon in her father’s hand clattered against the bowl of steamed broccoli. The silence in the dining room was deafening.
“You did what?” her father demanded, his voice coldly controlled. He passed her the bowl.
Jase shrugged. “I offered her a settlement of half a million dollars in bearer bonds in exchange for her waiving all future claims on your estate. I wanted to see if she would bite on it.”
Dani passed the broccoli on to Jase without taking any of it and said, keeping her tone as level as possible, “But because I rejected the offer, even when he eventually bid it up to a million dollars, he still doesn’t know whether to trust me or not. So, let me put everyone’s mind at ease, just in case any of you are thinking the same thing. I’ll sign any document waiving my right to inherit anything, if my father asks. And I’ll do so willingly without being paid. I don’t want any of your money.”
“I won’t ask you to sign anything. You’re my child. You stand to inherit a substantial sum when I’m gone,” Harry stated. “God knows, that’s the least I owe you.”
“I’ve just lost one parent. Don’t even talk to me about losing you, too!” Dani demanded.
Jase said, “You honestly scare the daylights out of me, for Harry’s sake.”
“I know you love my father,” Dani allowed. “So, I’m trying to make allowances for that fear. But, you’re not making it easy, Jason Alexander.”
“It’s not easy for any of us, Mary Danielle,” Jase said.
“No, I don’t imagine it is,” she replied as she began to eat. The food all looked lovely. But just like lunch, she might as well have been eating sawdust for all the enjoyment she had from the meal.
Harry asked, after a short silence, “You’ve planned to return to the midwest. Is there a man back in Illinois?”
“Millions of them,” she dismissed with a smile. “And they can stay there for all I care.”
“You no longer like men?” Jase questioned.
“You commissioned the private investigator’s report, you tell me,” Dani replied.
Jase shook his head. “No, you tell me,” he demanded. “Who’s Aaron Young to you?”
“Ron has been a very dear friend, for many years,” she told him.
“Your ‘very dear friend’ spent some time in jail three years ago,” Jase said.
She nodded, tightly, “Yes, he did.”
“Why was he in jail?” Harry asked.
She sipped her water before replying, “A terrified student asked for help concerning a drug ring operating in the child’s neighborhood. The child trusted Ron to handle the situation.”
Beth asked, “So, how did…Ron end up in jail?”
“He passed the objective information on to the police, but refused, and still refuses to this day, to name the student who gave him the information, feeling a strong obligation to protect the anonymity of the child, for the child’s own safety. The judge didn’t like that.”
Harry nodded, “Sounds like a man who has his priorities straight.”
Dani nodded. “I respect him for that.”
“Respect?” Harry asked. “Is that all that’s between the two of you?”
Dani shrugged. “Ron has been a good friend to me. But I’m not in love with him and am unlikely to ever be in love with him, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“You sound like you don’t believe in being in love,” Beth observed.
Dani sighed then sipped her water. “Of all the things I’ve experienced in my life, romantic love and arson have been the two most dangerous, painful, and destructive.”
Jase broke the silence that followed that statement. “You’ve had a fair amount of contact with people who have been in trouble concerning drugs, one way or another. You want to tell us about how that came about?”
“I don’t think you’d like to hear what I’d like to tell you.”
Jase laughed, but the look in his eyes was anything except amused. “Is that supposed to be a threat?”
“A warning. Frankly, I’ve just about taken all the abuse I’m going to take from you, Jason Alexander Wilton. If I ever walk out of my bathroom again to find you in my bedroom ransacking my things, I’ll chop you off at the knees and beat you about your head and shoulders with the bloody stumps!”
Lyn looked at her son, clearly aghast. “You did what?”
“What?” Harry simultaneously demanded.
“I took the pass key and went into her suite this morning,” Jase admitted. “And I searched her rooms.”
“While I was in the shower,” Dani added in disgust. “I’m just glad I was securely wrapped up in a big towel when I left the bathroom. Otherwise, he would have been singing soprano, permanently.”
“You might have found that more difficult to do than you think,” Jase offered. “Besides your hair would have covered you, in any event. I swear I’ve never seen any woman with hair as long as yours.”
Dani felt her face flame.
Jase looked at her for the longest moment. “It’s amazing you can still blush.”
She glared at him. “Don’t keep pushing me or I’ll push back. That won’t be pleasant for you, I guarantee it.”
He smiled, but it was an empty expression. “Don’t fight me. I could ruin you.”
“Jason Alexander, you are being profoundly rude,” his mother chided.
“Ruin me?” Dani echoed his words, talking to him at the same time Lyn admonished him. She laughed. “You haven’t the power to ruin me.” She sipped her water before continuing, “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I don’t underestimate your ability to spread gossip and innuendo, or your mastery of the art of the snide cut. I don’t underestimate that at all. You’re quite proficient at those particular skills. Then again, most bullies are.”
“I am not a bully!” Jase countered.
“Couldn’t prove it by me at this point! The one thing I’ve learned in my life is the only person with the power to ruin me is me. So, do your worst, I dare you. If your report on me is as complete as you purport it to be, you already know this one thing — I’ll always get back up fighting, no matter how hard I’m knocked down. I always have and I always will. It’s a Devlin and O’Brien characteristic. So do your worst.”
“Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s dangerous to dare people, especially people you don’t know,” Jase replied, a degree of heat in his voice. “And I am not a bully.”
“That stung, huh? I find the truth frequently does,” Dani offered, her voice way too quiet.
Beth chuckled. Dani saw Jase glare at his sister.
“Of course you will survive,” Harry said, obviously trying to diffuse the situation. “You’re a Devlin.”
Thea said, “That’s what the DNA tests said. But there’s more to being part of a family than genetics.”
“Yes. There is. For now, I think it would be best if I took a hotel room someplace,” Dani replied.
“Nonsense,” Harry replied.
“I’d call it common sense. When certain people can accept me as your daughter, I might be back,” Dani replied. “It is profoundly unreasonable of you to expect me to stay in a place where my motives and morals are being actively questioned. You wouldn’t put up with it. Why do you expect me to?”
“I don’t see how you can blame us for being cautious. The fact is your mother bedded everything in pants, before and after she married Harry,” Thea complained, old hatred obviously boiling over in her tone.
Dani glared at her aunt. “That’s a damnable lie!”
“Thea,” Harry warned at the same time of Dani’s denial.
“Excuse me,” Dani said, standing in preparation for leaving the table. She heard the ice and control in her tone, and knew she wasn’t far from totally losing her temper.
Dani saw Jason and Beth exchange looks, but didn’t understand the meaning of the silent exchange.
“You aren’t excused. Sit down,” Harry ordered. Then he explained, in a calmer tone, “My family worries about me.”
“And I’m an unknown quantity about whom the private investigator’s report was not favorable,” Dani offered her voice dry, not taking her seat.
“Then you understand?” Harry asked.
“Understanding doesn’t mean I like it. Frankly, I don’t like anything about this situation,” she replied.
“Please sit back down,” Harry asked her.
The plea in his eye was something she couldn’t resist.
Beth unbent a little after Dani resumed her seat. “You lost everything in the fire?”
“Nearly,” Dani replied, as she fingered the pearls at her throat.
“That must have been awful, losing your mother like that, and everything else too,” Lyn offered.
“Things are largely replaceable.” She swallowed hard and blinked back the tears before continuing, “Mother was another matter. She was resolved to fight the cancer. She’d been through so much, becoming so terribly frail, there at the last. Chemo was the worst. She’d lost her hair. She was sick all the time. She weighed less than ninety pounds when she died.”
“That had to have been horrible for her,” Lyn said, “and for you.”
She bit her lip and looked down at her plate for the longest moment trying to compose herself.
“I have a canvas Nancy painted. The portrait is of Beth and Jase,” Lyn offered, her voice kind. “I’ve always cherished that portrait of them as children. Beth was a toddler when it was painted. Jase was seven.”
She forced a smile as she looked at her stepmother. “I’d like to see it.”
“Anytime,” Lyn said. “It hangs in my workroom.”
“I’ll look forward to viewing it.”
Harry cleared his throat.
“Do you paint in oils?” Lyn asked, care in her voice.
“Yes, I paint, at least well enough to teach painting. Sculpture is my preferred medium of expression. I work in almost every media, two and three dimensional, but there’s nothing quite as satisfying as turning a block of wood or stone, or a pile of clay, into a work of art.”
“You designed and made the dress you’re wearing,” Lyn stated more than questioned.
“Yes, I did.”
“I have a well equipped sewing room here. You’re welcome to use it anytime you want. Quilting is my hobby. But I’ve done enough dressmaking to recognize your skill.”
“An elderly neighbor taught me to sew when I was a child. I designed this dress several years ago so I had something to wear to chaperone school formal dances. It’s been a long time since I’ve had more than one formal dress in my closet at a time.”
“Chaperone,” Jase echoed. “You?”
“The people who have known me longest trust me. Most of the high school faculty are pressed into service for either formal dances or the after dance overnight lock-in party. Lucky me, I usually get to do both.”
Harry laughed. “That must be interesting.”
She sighed. “Anytime you put a mixed sex group of seventeen and eighteen year olds together overnight, it gets interesting quickly, especially for the chaperones. The struggle goes on to keep the kids together, but above all to keep them apart.”
“I’m just glad you decided to stay, Dani,” her father said.
“I haven’t made a decision, yet. I’ll pray about it. It all depends on how God calls.”
Harry smiled at her. “You’ll stay. I’m confident.”
* * *
Dani sipped her cup of mint tea later that evening. Tonight had been an eye-opener. The whole day had been, for lack of a better term, interesting. She’d easily won the chess game her father had insisted on after dinner. Then Jase had challenged her to a game. She’d just played him to checkmate. She’d opted to finish her tea before announcing it. The expression on Jase’s face made her want to smile, gloat, and chortle. But that wouldn’t be wise. She’d had enough conflict today. All she wanted to do was to go upstairs into her room and be alone. But she had to admit it felt good to checkmate him in a very short amount of time.
Chapter Five
An angry female voice said over the telephone late that night, “I could simply strangle Harry with my bare hands. I really could.”
Gilbert Jermon, Harry’s attorney, leaned back in his bed listening to the woman. “I wouldn’t recommend it, Sweetheart. But I understand the sentiment.”
“I just can’t believe it. I really can’t. Harry talked that brat into staying here. She was all set to make this a flying visit, and he talked her into staying in this house. She could have conveniently disappeared from a hotel. I don’t need this aggravation. Not when we are less than a month away from the next stage. She’s going to be a monkey wrench in the works. I know it.”
“Take it easy. You aren’t helping the cause by getting upset about this. We’ll deal with her. It won’t be hard to take care of her. The girl has too many skeletons in her own closet to be much of a real threat.”
“I can’t take it easy. She’s going to dig. I know it. She’s got the Devlin disposition. Lord, Gil, you should have seen her at dinner. That brat is Harry’s daughter, through and through. There’s no doubt in my mind. Just like Harry, she won’t let this go until she’s satisfied.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Of course, I trust you,” the woman replied in a tone full of hurt. “How can you even think otherwise? But this is our necks on the line. I want her taken care of. Let me be clearer, we can’t afford to have her asking questions, stirring up old matters that should have been forgotten decades ago. There is no statute of limitations applicable, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“I haven’t. But, there is really nothing to worry about. All the girl will be able to discover from the public records is that Peter died from drowning in the lake behind the house after having been beaten, and that Nancy was implicated in his death. That isn’t likely to be something that she is going to want to look into further.”
“What are we going to do?” the distraught female voice questioned over the telephone line.
“Just take it easy, sweetheart. There is no sense in worrying about the girl until she gives us cause,” Gil replied into the telephone receiver. “As I believe I’ve said before.”
“By then, it may be too late, and you know it.”
“Look, love,” Gil said after he drew on his cigar while he leaned back on the bed pillows. “If the girl starts asking too many questions, then we’ll take care of her. We’re so close to getting everything that we’ve always wanted, I don’t believe we can afford to take chances which aren’t absolutely necessary.”
“How close, Gil? How close?”
“Another six months, love. By the middle of January at the latest. I promise. It would have been a lot sooner if Nancy hadn’t been so greedy and demanding.”
“Can the end really be that close?”
“Yes, just a few more months until everything falls into place, until we have everything we’ve ever wanted.”
“Very well. I won’t do anything rash.”
“Promise me!”
“I promise,” the woman assured him.
“Thank you.”
“Can I see you tomorrow night?”
“Sorry. I’m entertaining the Michelson widow.”
“I wish that you didn’t have to do that.”
“It’s only for a little while. The Michelson estate is ripe for the plucking. Amalie won’t know what hit her by the time probate closes. Still, the estate is large enough she’ll never miss what I take from her.”
“I still can’t help wishing you didn’t have to ingratiate yourself with her.”
“Jealous, love?” Gil demanded.
“Of course I am.”
“You know you don’t have any cause to be jealous. You’re the only woman who has ever meant anything to me.”
“Oh, Gil...”
“Come to me, love. We could spend the night together. Then you would know you have no reason to be jealous.”
“You know how protective Harry is about the women under his roof. A harem would be less well guarded than the women in this house. He would know I’ve gone, then there would be the devil to pay.”
“Probably. But it would be worth it.”
“I’m so sick of this sneaking around. Of being scared all the time. We’ve played this game for too many years. I want some sort of normal life, Gil.”
“Trust me. We will have our freedom soon. I promise you. We’re almost there.”
“I want to believe you.”
“Then do. Can you get free tomorrow afternoon?”
“Yes.”
“Come to the cottage at one. My calendar is clear between noon and six.”
“I’ll come at noon. I don’t want to waste even one minute of time that we can be alone. Our time together is far too valuable to me.”
“I wish you would reconsider about tonight.”
“I can’t. Harry would ask questions. You know it has never been easy for me to lie to his face.
“Ah, my dearest, I think you’re underestimating your considerable skills in the area of deception.”
“I’ll see you at the cottage when you get there, tomorrow. Don’t be late.”
Gil laughed. “I do love you.”
“You’d better.”
Chapter Six
Early the next morning, just after dawn, Dani set out for a long run. Normally, she ran at least ten miles each morning. Most mornings of the last few years that run had been as coach of the cross country team from the High School. It would take some time until she had a good route for her morning run established here. The only question in her mind was whether she would be here long enough to bother with exploring various routes.
The beauty of the day filled her with optimism. Charlie, the day man on the security gate, had been whistling when he had let her out of the gate and wished her a good run. She certainly needed the uplift to her spirits.
Jase disturbed her. She would like to believe he was simply looking out for her father, his stepfather. Somehow, she rather doubted Harry Devlin needed to have anyone look after his interests. Her father was a strong man.
Yet, a strong man was also a good description for Jase Wilton. She wanted to believe his heart was in the right place in his desire to protect his family. If that were so, she couldn’t really fault him for being defensive of his people. It would be very nice to have someone love her enough to want to be that defensive of her. Nice, but she couldn’t see it happening.
The sun felt pleasantly warm as she ran. Warm. Some-how, that was a word she had always attached to family life. Yet this group of people whom she had met last night could hardly be called warm. Perhaps, she allowed as she continued to run, it was simply that they were as nervous around her as she was around them.
Partially because of the warmth, or rather the lack thereof, of her newly found family, she was now glad to be out running in the early morning sunshine. Maybe the exercise would clear away the cobwebs and dark shadows from her mind.
She’d dreamed last night, or rather early this morning. In her dream, she had been compelled by curiosity to enter a maze. At the end of the maze was a wonderful reward. If she made it through, she would be given the reward. If she didn’t, she would die. There was no way to backtrack. She couldn’t return to her starting point. Those had been the rules. Distorted mirrors lined the walls. She ran into dead ends. Sections of floors gave way as she started to cross them, leaving her to scramble to safety. Then there were the pits of hungry lions she had to leap over with only the aid of frayed ropes. The maze, as she went deeper into it, became darker until the only thing she could see were dark shades of gray. The only illumination was the weak, badly focused, beam of the battery-powered light on her miner’s hard hat. Even that small amount of light was swallowed up by the darkness as she went deeper into the maze. Then there had been blinding flashes of light at irregular times, usually but not always, just before a serious hazard. The curiosity that had compelled her into the maze had quickly given way to fear, then the fear shortly became pure terror.
She’d awakened, shaking, in a cold sweat at four o’clock.
She knew a Freudian analyst would have had a field day with that dream. But, she didn’t need the assistance of a dream analyst to understand it. Her mind was simply working overtime, thinking about her coming to her father’s house. The problem was, she wasn’t convinced the threat was totally within her own mind.
Something, or someone, had been responsible for her mother severing ties and fleeing the area. Given the conversations last evening — before, during, and after, dinner — she was well aware that everyone knew more about why her mother had left than she did herself. Or at least, they knew a version of the story that painted her mother in an extremely bad light.
She categorically refused to believe her mother had been unfaithful to her father. Obviously, everyone here thought so. Whether anyone knew the truth or not was another question entirely.
Not pacing herself, needing to think, she ran flat out. She thought best while running. She always had. Her mother had never been a runner. Yet, during Dani’s early years of running, Nan had ridden a battered old coaster bicycle to accompany her.
Whatever her mother’s faults, a lack of love had never been among them. No matter what Dani learned about her mother, Nan Devlin had been a good mother. Nothing could ever change that.
“Oh, Mother, forgive me,” she whispered as she continued to run. She unsuccessfully fought back the tears.
There was nothing, nothing at all, she could do to change what had happened to her mother. Nor could she continue to wallow in her pain. All she could do now was try to pick up the pieces of her own life and move on.
Dani wondered if she really should agree to stay in the area. Frankly, she wasn’t at all certain she wanted to be in this place, long term. There were too many undercurrents at her father’s house she failed to understand, and far too many she understood only too well. Besides, she wasn’t at all certain God wasn’t calling her to a consecrated life.
What had frightened Nan so much that she ran away, severed all ties to the people here? Maybe now was not the time to be asking questions. Dani wasn’t even certain that she wanted to know. What possible good could be served by digging up the past?
Yet, from some of the things said last night, it was obvious that the past was not all that deeply buried. She wasn’t at all sure she wanted to continue in this situation where everyone apparently knew more about the facts than she did.
What these people knew was directly related to why her mother had left. From the comments last evening, it was clear her mother was not held in high esteem among several family members. That lack of esteem had been passed on to her, at least in the eyes of some of the members of the family, a bitter inheritance from her mother.
There had to be a way of finding out what she needed to know without stirring up trouble and even more hard feelings. This situation was tricky enough that the last thing she wanted was to stomp, unknowingly, on an emotional landmine. Surely, there existed a way of getting the answers to her questions. But how?
Maybe the thing to do would be to simply keep her eyes and ears open. If the past was as close to the surface as she suspected, then by piecing together bits of what people said to her, she should be able to gain the answers which she so desperately wanted. A low key approach like that might work.
About three miles from her father’s front gate, Dani became aware of the sound of a barking dog. She continued running. The barking grew louder as she passed a large house that was fairly close to the road.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a Doberman on an anchored tether in the front yard of the house. Then she realized that the dog had pulled the tether’s steel spiral anchor free from the ground and was headed toward her, growling, barking, and showing his teeth.
Dani began to frantically search her mind for a way to defend herself against the dog. She wished she had brought the small pepper spray canister she had always worn while running in Illinois, or even her pistol. Either would have stopped the animal. But she’d hate to be charged with carrying an illegal weapon. If nothing else, that would give Jase more ammunition to use against her with her father.
There was a big tree in the meridian about fifteen feet ahead. She reached the tree and managed to swing herself up into the boughs and out of the reach of the dog, just in time to avoid a nasty bite. Dani forced herself to catch her breath as she stood on a big branch. For now, she was safe. How long she would have to remain on this thick limb, she didn’t know. Clearly, she would be here until someone rescued her. Even if the dog went away by himself, she knew she would not climb down out of the tree. Unless it started raining, this was the safest place she could be at the moment.
She laughed as the words from an old camp song came into her head, “The Bear Song.” The verses of the song told of a man meeting a bear on the mountain and the man running in fear for a tree, jumping for a high branch, missing it, but catching it on the way back down. Dani took it as a good sign she still could find something humorous in this situation.
The dog continued to bark and growl. He stood on his back paws and jumped in an effort to get higher up on the tree. Dani scrambled onto a higher branch just to be on the safe side. She sat down on the branch, figuring she’d have to be here for a while. The dog showed absolutely no sign of going away. If anything, the animal was growing more upset with each passing moment.
She spoke as calmly as she could to the dog, “Hey, fella. You’re probably a good dog. Go away. Go chase a rabbit or something. Shoo. Scat.”
But the dog remained at the base of the tree, eyeing her malevolently. Dani thought she had never seen such sharp teeth on any animal. On occasions like this, having been a ‘tomboy’ had its advantages.
The dog continued to bark, growl, and jump up, trying to get to her.
She took her cell phone from the case clipped to her waistband, checked her location on the GPS feature of the phone, then dialed 9-1-1.
“What’s your emergency?” a woman answered the phone.
“I’m eight foot up in a tree, having been forced here by a Doberman. The animal’s still down there, at the base of the tree, looking up at me like cross country runner is his favorite breakfast. I need someone to get this dog under control.”
“Where are you?” the female dispatcher asked.
Dani gave the dispatcher the address her cell phone GPS had given it to her. “Please send help?”
“Sure thing. Chief Hunter lives out that way. I’ll call him for you. Do you need an ambulance? Did Buster bite you?”
“No. I scrambled up the tree just in time. Aside from some small scrapes on my hands and knees from the tree bark, I seem to be fine. Scared, but fine… You named the dog. You know this animal?”
“Oh, yeah. We know him. Unfortunately, this isn’t the first time we’ve had trouble with Emily Chance’s Dobie, Buster. That dog usually chases horses, bicyclists, and cars. This is the first time he’s come after a runner.”
“Think we can make it the last time?” Dani demanded.
The dispatcher chuckled. “We can only hope. Who am I talking to?”
“Dani Devlin.”
“I’m Michelle Gray. Hold the line, I’m calling Chief Hunter on the radio. I’m sure he’ll be there in a few minutes. Stay on the line, I’ll be right back.”
Dani overheard the radio call to Chief Hunter. When that was done, Michelle kept her on the line, talking, for the fifteen minutes or so it took for help to arrive. Still, the elapsed time seemed like hours, as the dog continued to growl at her and jump trying to get to her. She heard the sound of a car coming down the road. Looking around, she saw it was a police car.
“Your Chief Hunter has arrived, Michelle,” she said. “At least, there’s a marked patrol car coming.”
“You’re in good hands, then, Dani. Take care. We’ll have to do lunch one day. I’ll introduce you to a bunch of people you ought to know, since you’re new to the area.”
“I’d appreciate that, Michelle. You have my number logged, I’m sure.”
“I’ll call you. Got to go. Another call coming in.”
Then the dispatcher hung up.
The car stopped. A sixtyish uniformed police officer and a much younger man both climbed out of the vehicle.
The front door of the house opened. A thin elderly woman dressed in deep blue quilted satin robe and slippers came out of the house. “Buster, come!” the old woman commanded with more force than Dani would have otherwise thought the old woman capable. The dog immediately obeyed, going immediately to the woman’s side.
“Sit. Stay,” she heard the old woman command.
“Come on down from the tree, Miss,” the police officer commanded. “The dog is under control. You don’t have to remain there any longer. How did you get up in the boughs, anyway? That bottom branch has to be more than six foot off the ground.”
“Do you need help down? We can get you a ladder,” the younger man asked in concern, without giving her a chance to answer the other man’s question.
“A stiff burst of adrenaline can do wonders for a person’s jumping and climbing abilities,” she replied as she climbed down to the lowest large branch. “If you’ll stand back, please? I’d really hate to land on anyone by accident.”
The men backed away to give her room.
“You’d prefer to land on us on purpose instead of by accident?” the younger of the men teased.
“Something like that,” she replied as she tried to work up the courage to get the rest of the way down out of the tree.
The older man, the one in the uniform, asked, “Are you sure you don’t need any assistance, Miss Devlin?”
“I’m coming down, now.” She sat down, then stretched out on the branch, wrapped her arms around it, before rolling off, straightening out, and dropping the few inches to the ground. “Thanks for rescuing me from the beast.”
The younger man winked at her. His green eyes sparkled with amusement. “You’re welcome. It’s seldom I get to play white knight, rescuing the fair damsel from the jaws of death.”
She felt herself smile. The younger man obviously thought himself to be a lady’s man. Probably correctly. He was a handsome man, in a boyish way. Dark red hair, green eyes, freckles, athletic, somewhere in his mid to late thirties. His suit was expensive. So was the shirt. He definitely hadn’t bought either off the rack. Whoever he was, he had money and good looks, as well as some sort of relationship to the law. The certain air of authority about him, coupled with his obvious money and good looks, probably had the local female population tripping over themselves to get to him.
“No?” she replied, finding herself flirting with him in return. “I would have thought you the type to carry about your suit of shining armor, always ready to do battle.”
The younger man smiled and winked at her, but could not answer before the elderly woman interrupted. She hadn’t noticed the woman and her dog had come out to the road.
“I want her arrested, Bob,” the elderly woman said. “Charge her with criminal trespass to property to begin with, and whatever other charges you can make stick. And you, Steven Anderson, I’m glad that you were here to see this, it will make it easier for you to prosecute.”
Dani looked over at the elderly woman in total disbelief.
“Now, Miss Emily,” the man called Bob, Chief Hunter, replied, the barest hint of impatience in his voice. “There isn’t any indication she was ever on your property. We found her on public property. And if she was ever on your property, there isn’t a shred of evidence that she stole, or intended to steal, anything. Certainly, she’s not equipped to carry off anything.”
“Don’t, ‘Miss Emily’ me, in that tone, James Robert Hunter, III. Your mama and I were best friends, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“No, Miss Emily, I haven’t forgotten. But it’s not relevant to this at all.”
“I’m tired of being stolen from. No one else but a thief would have been out at this ungodly hour. Good dog,” Emily stated firmly as she scratched behind the big dog’s ears.
“There are many words I’d use to describe Buster, Miss Emily, but ‘good dog’ isn’t remotely among them,” Bob, Chief Hunter, said. “You’ve been warned about keeping that dog from becoming a further public nuisance. You’re just lucky this young woman could take shelter in the tree and Buster didn’t get a chance to take a hunk out of her hide. Now, I’m telling you, you either keep the animal under control or I’ll have Buster put down. This is your last warning. I suggest you heed it.”
“Buster did no harm at all. He was just protecting my property,” the old woman protested. “Now, I want to make an example of this thief. You hear me, Steven Anderson. You’re the Commonwealth’s Attorney for this county. I want a speedy conviction.”
“I am not a thief!” Dani denied.
Then the officer turned to her. “Of course not. But what were you doing out this early?”
“Before I was assaulted by that…mail carrier’s night-mare?” she replied, her voice dry.
The man Miss Emily had called Steven Anderson laughed. It was a pleasant sound of genuine amusement.
Chief Hunter smiled and answered, “Yeah, before that.”
“I was making my morning run. I usually run at least ten miles,” Dani replied.
“Training for a marathon?” Steve Anderson asked.
“Not right now. Just staying in shape,” Dani replied as she looked at the younger man.
“Not right now. Interesting phrasing. Run many marathons?” Steve Anderson asked.
“A few,” she dismissed before getting to her point. “I don’t know the law in Virginia, Mister Anderson. Is there some sort of law making owners criminally and civilly liable for the actions of their domestic animals? I know there is back home. If so, I want to file whatever charges are appropriate against that woman in relation to the actions of her dog.”
She labeled Miss Emily’s expression as “poleaxed”.
The older woman said, “Of all the unmitigated gall! How dare you threaten me, young woman! Do you have any idea to whom you’re speaking?”
“Actually, I was speaking to Mr. Anderson,” Dani replied as she turned her attention to the old woman. “I seriously doubt, ma’am, whether you want me to tell you what I think about being terrorized by your dog.”
The officer commanded, “There is no need to be getting all hot under the collar, on either of your parts.”
“I was out for my morning run,” Dani asserted, “minding my own business, running down a public road when her dog broke free and chased me. If almost becoming the victim of a vicious dog, and having to take shelter in a tree, isn’t cause for getting hot under the collar, then I don’t know what might be.”
“Ladies, ladies. Let’s just cool off for a minute,” the policeman urged. “It doesn’t appear that any real harm was done to anyone.”
“Aside from the fact I was frightened out of my wits?” Dani demanded.
“It appears,” Steven Anderson said in clear amusement, “witlessness was a short lived phenomenon.”
Dani teased, “Perhaps. But then again a woman has to be careful not to think of herself as a wit for fear of being only half right.”
* * *
Bob Hunter laughed as he looked at the young woman standing before him. He could believe this was Harry’s daughter. She looked an awfully lot like her grandmother.
“Okay. We’ve got the situation resolved. No one is pressing charges against anyone else,” he said. “We’re going to let this drop right here, both of you. Is that understood, both of you?”
The old woman huffed. “Fine, Bob. The next time that I report a burglar, I expect you will arrive before the house is cleaned out!”
“Miss Emily, it was ten years ago that you were robbed. You were in Europe at the time,” he reminded Miss Emily. “We did catch the thieves. They did time for the crime. Don’t you think you’re being unduly harsh?”
* * *
The elderly woman fixed Bob Hunter with a glare of such intense ire Dani felt sorry for the officer.
“Now, let us give you a ride back to your father’s house,” Chief Hunter insisted.
“That’s a crock,” Emily interjected. “She’s not related to anyone who lives along here.”
Dani looked at the older woman.
“Oh, my sweet God! Katie Devlin, come back to life! O God! Harry Devlin’s bastard by that O’Brien whore,” Emily replied in genuine horror as the situation dawned on her. “The best thing Harry Devlin ever did was to get his disaster of a marriage to her annulled.”
“What?” Dani replied, stunned at the vehemence of the old woman’s words.
Emily huffed in an angry voice. “If you ever come onto my property again, I’ll shoot you. I’m not waiting to be murdered the way that your mother murdered my poor nephew, Peter, beaten and drowned. On that you have my solemn word.”
Dani looked at the older woman. “I’d be careful about making threats, if I were you, ma’am, especially in the presence of witnesses. Particularly if those witnesses are sworn officers of the law and of the courts. If I were to end up shot, you’d be the prime suspect. People have been convicted and executed based on lesser evidence.”
“Just stay off my property!” Emily said. “Better yet, why don’t you just crawl back under whatever rock you slithered out from under? We have a nice community here. We don’t want bohemian trash like you around.”
“Oh really? But the community accepts bigoted and clearly mentally unbalanced persons like yourself? How very interesting.”
“The acorn never falls far from the tree. You look like Katie Devlin, rest her soul. But you were raised by Nancy O’Brien. That woman is no good. No good at all. An artist. A tramp without morals or honor! She killed my nephew, darned near killed her own husband, then stole money from his business and disappeared. If she raised you, then you must share her lack of morals. Tell me what’s that murdering whore doing now? Twenty to life in a federal prison?” Emily demanded.
“My mother died a few weeks ago.”
Emily seemed to blanch a little. “I can’t say I’m sorry to hear about Nancy. Death couldn’t have happened to anyone who deserved it more,” Emily replied, clear anger in her voice. “I hope she had her fire insurance paid up.”
“What do you mean by that?!” Dani demanded as her stance became very aggressive.
Emily shrank away. Fear showed in the elderly woman’s eyes. “Bob, keep her away from me!”
“What do you mean you hope Mother had her fire insurance paid up?” Dani demanded as she stepped toward the elderly woman.
“One more step toward me and Buster will be at your throat. Stay away from me. Stay off my property. Stay out of my sight.”
“If you’ll clarify what you meant by the fire insurance crack, I’ll be glad to stay as far away from you as possible!”
“She’s crazy, Bob. Keep her away from me!” Emily Chance pleaded.
“Just explain your statement about the fire,” Dani insisted.
“Eternal flames are too good of a fate for Nancy O’Brien. And they are too good for the likes of you. Now, stay off my property, you brazen hussy,” Emily huffed, turned, and walked away, Buster obediently at her heels.
“What was that about?” Steve Anderson demanded.
Her gaze stayed on the departing form of the elderly woman. She found herself trembling.
Steve Anderson walked over to her. “Miss Devlin?” he asked, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Miss?”
Dani shook her head as if to clear it. “God! Tell me about her.”
But it was the officer who answered her, “Don’t go stirring up trouble, Miss Mary Danielle. Leave the past alone. Your mama wasn’t well liked locally, and that is putting it mildly. There are a few folks who still hold a grudge against Nancy, no matter how irrational that sounds. Miss Emily is probably the worst of the bunch. That old woman never forgets anything, and has never forgiven anyone. Still, it wouldn’t take much for some of them to transfer that grudge to you. Especially since your mama is out of their reach. Do yourself a favor and stay away from Miss Emily. She could make more trouble for you than you care to handle. And although you have my sympathy about your mama’s death, I don’t want to hear that you’re stirring up trouble.”
“Do you know how my mother died?” Dani demanded of the officer.
“I’ve heard,” the officer said.
“Then, you can understand how her comment was too suspicious for my peace of mind.”
“Miss Emily is a cantankerous old woman who has no trouble consigning anyone to burning hell,” Bob stated, his voice both authoritarian and flat. “She couldn’t have had anything to do with the fire in which your mama died. She’s a gossip and a backbiting old biddy, but she lacks the moral courage to take any direct action against anyone.”
“Anyone who can harbor that much hate for that long is capable of anything,” Dani responded in a tight voice as she fought for her control. The burst of adrenaline had sustained her during the dog’s attack had faded. She began to tremble. But she couldn’t afford to fall apart now.
“Come on, my uncle Bob and I will run you back to your father’s house,” Steve offered.
“Planning on staying around long?” the officer asked carefully as they reached the car.
“My plans are in a state of flux at the moment,” she answered. “And they’re none of anyone else’s business.”
“Look, Miss Devlin, I’ve known your father for sixty plus years,” Bob Hunter, the chief, said, “since we were both in short pants.”
“Why do I think there is a ‘but’ attached to that statement?” she demanded.
Bob smiled. The expression wasn’t at all pleasant. “Crime is low around here. We have a quiet community. And we would like to keep it that way.”
Dani looked at him. “I’m very glad that your workload is so light. However, why don’t you simply make your point, so there’s no possible misunderstanding between us?”
“I don’t want any trouble from you. Even as much as the barest hint of trouble and I’ll run you in so fast that it will make your head spin, my longstanding friendship with your father notwithstanding,” Bob Hunter warned. “If you as much as jaywalk, I’ll slap you in jail for creating a public nuisance. Do you understand me?”
“That’s clear enough. Silly me, I wasn’t aware the Commonwealth of Virginia had adopted Code Napoleon,” Dani replied as she realized she would be riding in the back seat of the police car, if she took the lift. She had no desire to put herself at the mercy of these men. “I’ll forego the ride, thank you very much. I’ll just cut my run down to seven miles today and go back to my father’s house, now. Good day, gentlemen.” Then she took off running as if her life depended on her doing a three minute mile.
She didn’t look back, even though she was completely aware of the police car following her at a safe distance until she was inside her father’s gate.
Chapter Seven
Dani’s mind was full of the conversation with the old woman. Peter? Why did the old woman accuse Mother of murdering him? Was the woman simply deranged? Or was this why Mother had really left the area? Thea did start to say ‘murder’ last night when my father cut her off.
More importantly, did that old woman, Emily, actually know anything about the fire? Or was the comment simply Miss Emily’s bitter way of consigning Mother to perdition? Either way, I didn’t much care for the comment. But what if it were the former instead of the latter?
I may have really blown it. God, when I am going to be able to keep my temper under control?
What did Bob Hunter mean about people holding grudges? What had Mother done? Had she actually been involved in a murder? Somehow, Dani doubted it. Murder, violence of any sort, wasn’t anything she could imagine her mother having any part in.
Besides, there would have been a murder warrant out on Mother, if there were any real evidence. Any warrant on her Nan Devlin would have discovered a long time ago when her mother had undergone the criminal back-ground checks required of anyone teaching public school in Illinois. Murder is a crime for which there is no statute of limitations. It would have been easy enough to find her, had anyone really cared to look.
These were questions that needed to be answered. But how was she supposed to go about asking them? Her previous plan of patience clearly had to be scuttled, now. She had to have answers. And there was only one person who could give them to her. Maybe.
“Oh, there you are,” Harry Devlin said, coming down the stairs, as Dani entered the house. He was dressed for riding, in the English style: tan breeches, white shirt, brown tweed jacket. “Been out running, this early, my dear?” he asked in clear surprise.
“Brilliant deduction,” she replied with a forced laugh as she looked at this man who was her father. “We have to talk.”
Harry nodded affirmatively. “Yes. We do. Come, I’ll show you your grandfather’s sculpture studio, then you can have some breakfast with me.”
Dani followed her father to her grandfather’s studio. The older outbuilding was a sculptor’s dream of a work-space. She told her father so.
Harry just smiled. “My father was a perfectionist of the highest order. Anything he put his hand to, he did well. I’ve tried to keep this building in good repair. Although, frankly, it’s become mostly a storage shed in the years since Mama died. I’ve just had a new roof put on and the mechanical and electrical systems upgraded for your comfort.”
“That was kind of you.”
“You can move your tools in and start work any time. I’ve stocked supplies for you; clays, marble, granite, wood. You should be set for a while. But if you need anything else, I’ve set up lines of credit for you with a half-dozen top art and stone supply houses around the country. The account information is in the file drawer of your desk. Those bills come to me.”
“Why?”
He smiled and said, “I thought that’s what fathers were for. Besides, I’d very much like to have you produce a portrait bust of Lyn, and one of me, in marble. I’ll be happy to pay you your normal commission for the work.”
“Nonsense! I’ll give you the work as a gift. You’re providing the studio space and have provided the supplies. This is the least I can do to pay you back for all you’ve offered me.”
He shook his head. “That’s a tremendous gift. I don’t know a sculptor who charges less than ten thousand dollars for a portrait bust in marble. Some charge less for terra cotta or for terra cotta and bronze, both.”
She shrugged. “You know the market. But I don’t feel right about charging family. If I charge you, you’d better charge me rent for the studio and room and board for my lodging.”
“That’s ridiculous! I’d never do that.”
“It’s no more ridiculous than my charging you for a little work. Are you sure you want the pieces in marble?”
“Yes. I’d like to replace the pair of my parents’ portrait sculptures with ones of Lyn and myself.”
“Those are fine pieces. What are you planning to do with them?”
“They’ll go into storage, unless you want them.”
“I’d like to have them, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to take them.”
“Lyn told me you’re thinking about going into a convent,” he said, clearly uneasy.
“Exploring possibilities. I’ve done exploratory weekends with three communities over the last year. I’d be welcome to enter any of them. I’m still praying about it.”
“Is this what you want to do with your life, being a nun?”
“The question is what God wants me to do. God knows I’ve never been attracted to a man who was actually good for me. The saying is when God closes a door, he opens a window. But religious life should be an expression of great love for God which frees you to love everyone selflessly, as God loves. I’m pretty sure that for me, religious life would be nothing more than a shield to protect myself from further heartache.”
“It’s a hard thing to love another person, to open yourself up for the pain and disillusion that comes with dealing with flawed souls, and all people are flawed. Still, love is the greatest gift God has for us. At the end, it’s the only thing that lasts,” her father said. “St. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, ‘Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Charity never faileth.’”
“Sounds like you memorized First Corinthians 13 a long time ago,” she said, feeling happier than she had in a long time.
“Mama made sure we knew our bibles. I have a good deal of the Authorized Version in my head.”
“I can think of worse things to have in your head.”
He nodded. “I owe you so much, Dani. You should have had an easier life than you’ve had.”
“It’s all in the past. It should be left there. All we can do is move forward. I’m not complaining about my life. I never lacked for anything. I may not have had the newest and the best, but I’ve never gone hungry and I’ve always had a roof over my head.”
“That’s generous of you. Probably more generous than I deserve,” he replied.
“It’s just being realistic. No one can change the past. ‘Woulda, coulda, shoulda’ won’t change anything. The only course of action is to carry on the best we can.”
He looked at his watch. “I’m sure Sissy’s going to be looking for us for breakfast, soon. Shall we go back to the house?”
“I guess.”
“No one else will be up yet,” her father said as they walked back to the house. “So we’re free to talk. I imagine you have quite a few questions.”
“That’s an understatement.”
Sissy came out a few minutes later pushing a loaded service cart.
“Looks delicious, Sissy. Thank you,” Harry told the housekeeper as she uncovered and put his plate in front of him. Her father’s plate contained an egg white omelet stuffed with bell peppers, onions, spinach, and mush-rooms, a side of plain grits, and one slice of whole wheat toast spread with orange marmalade.
Dani’s mouth watered as Sissy put a bowl of fresh strawberries on the table.
“You can have the berries, too, Harry, but keep your hands off the biscuits and butter,” Sissy warned.
“There’s no way I can eat all of this,” Dani said in dismay, looking down at her own breakfast; a plate containing a mound of at least six eggs, scrambled with the same vegetables as in her father’s omelet, a thick slice of grilled country ham, and a generous serving of grits with butter. A napkin lined basket contained four large biscuits along with ramekins of both whipped butter and honey.
The housekeeper sighed. “You barely picked at your lunch yesterday and your dinner last night. If you don’t eat something substantial, you’ll blow away with the next strong wind.”
After Sissy walked away, Dani said, “Mother used to say the same thing to me about eating.”
“That sounds like Nancy,” her father agreed.
“You should know that when I was out, I encountered a thoroughly unpleasant old woman named Emily who lives down the road.”
Harry raised an eyebrow. “Emily Chance is allergic to mornings.”
“Her dog isn’t.” She told her father about her encounter with the dog.
“Damn...That’s all we need.”
“It’s okay. I learned some interesting things.”
Harry shook his head negatively. “Don’t believe most of the things Miss Emily says. The woman is dotty.”
“Is she? Aside from an almost irrational hatred of my mother, she seemed reasonably able to cope with life. Are you honestly telling me the woman is certifiably crazy?”
Harry sighed. “No. I can imagine what she told you.”
“Can you imagine that she threatened to shoot me if I ever came on her property?”
“That is going too far, even for Emily.”
“She made a comment I probably took the wrong way.” Then she told her father about it.
He nodded and sighed. “I see why you would have taken that the wrong way.”
“So, I’m afraid when that woman made her comment, I rather lost my cool.”
“Understandable. I’m sorry, Dani. I probably should have had this talk with you last night, or even before you came here. I just didn’t think you would hear the ancient gossip before I would have a chance to explain things to you.”
“So, explain. I’m owed that much.”
“I never did believe even half the allegations that surrounded your mother. I did love her, and I believe she loved me.”
Dani nodded. “I know Mother loved you.”
“Nancy really kept my picture?”
“Yes, a photo of the two of you on your wedding day. It always sat on the nightstand between our two beds in our bedroom at home. She told me how much she had loved you.”
Something like anguish passed over his face. “I loved her. Dearly. When she left me, I wanted to die.”
She nodded. “She told me you had died in an auto accident.”
Harry closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. “So that was why she left. She was scared. I always wondered why she really left. Thank you for telling me.”
“There was an accident?”
“Yes. She was driving us.”
“Was it her fault?” she demanded.
“No. There was a mechanical failure in the steering linkages. It was just an unavoidable accident. It was a new car. But the steering went out as she was driving. It was only a stroke of fortune both of us weren’t killed.”
She shook her head. “She told me you had died. I don’t know when she found out you were still alive. But I suspect it was well after it was too late to do anything about it.”
“I was in a coma for over a week. When I woke up, she was gone. I tried to find her. But it was almost impossible, then, to track someone who didn’t want to be found. Your mother definitely didn’t want to be found. Through my attorney, I hired private investigators to search for her. I kept the men on the payroll for almost three years, before I decided I would never find her. Things are a little easier these days, I understand.”
“Did you have your marriage annulled?”
He sighed and sipped his coffee. “I divorced Nancy.”
“On what grounds?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Oh, yes, I do. I don’t like the feeling everyone is keeping things from me. I’ve walked into a situation where I have become a focus for old animosity. I have a right to know why people feel this way. I have a need to know.”
“I wouldn’t like not knowing, either, were I in your shoes.”
“You know, I can find out the grounds that you used for the divorce, rather easily. That should be a matter of public record. It should be a small matter to find out. A visit to the local courthouse should do it. Either you can tell me, or I can do some digging. Of course, if I start asking questions, I can imagine the local gossip. Surely you don’t want that.”
He sighed and looked at her, his expression pained. “I divorced your mother because of her adultery with Peter Filson and for her abandonment of me.”
“I don’t believe this. Mother loved you. She would have never been unfaithful to you!”
Harry looked at her, compassion in his eyes. “Dani,” he said gently, “I have good reason to believe otherwise.”
“What reason?” Dani asked. “What reason could be good enough to make you believe that?”
“She was seen.”
“Doing what, with who, and by whom?”
“I don’t want to speak badly of the dead,” Harry said. “Please don’t put me in a position where I must. Nancy raised you. From what I can see, she did a good job. It couldn’t have been easy raising you by herself.”
“It wasn’t,” Dani agreed.
“I have a hard time seeing Nancy as a schoolteacher.”
“She was the district’s elementary school art teacher, spending one day a week at each of the five elementary schools. Every child who went through the public schools had her for art from first through sixth grades.”
Harry shook his head. “Her art was always so important to her. I can’t imagine her setting her own work aside to do arts and crafts with kids.”
She sighed. “Mother enjoyed teaching. She was good at it. Besides, teaching provided a steady income. But, she never abandoned her own work. Now, don’t wander off topic. I’m serious. I need to know whose word was good enough to make you believe these lies about Mother.”
Harry only shook his head negatively. “Don’t ask, Dani. It still hurts. Even after all these years, it still hurts.”
“I don’t really understand any of this.”
He smiled sadly at his daughter. “I’ve never understood it, either. I’ve just had to accept the fact your mother and I weren’t meant to be together. You’re a redeeming feature to an otherwise short and tragic episode in our lives.”
“Mother loved you until the day she died. I came into our bedroom after my shower on the day she died, and saw her stretched out on her bed holding your picture and crying.” She sighed heavily and fought back her tears.
“You and your mother shared a bedroom?”
“We had a small house; a kitchen, a living room, a bedroom, and a room that had been the master bedroom that Mother had turned into her art studio because the light was best there.”
“Where did you sleep when Nancy…had…company?” Harry asked, his voice hesitant.
“She never had ‘company’, not the way you mean,” she said. “Mother was as celibate as a nun all the time I lived with her. She went to school when I did, and she was home every weekend and evening. Her big nights out were teaching at the community college, but I usually went with her, sitting in on her classes or other classes, and the art association meetings, which I also attended. Her life revolved around mine. She made no room for men.”
“But you weren’t at home from the time you graduated from High School until you came home after you broke up with Edward after graduate school.”
“I was home on college vacations. There certainly were no men hanging around then or when I came back home following my terminating my engagement. There were always men interested in her, but she never gave any of them even a single look. I tried once to set her up with a very nice man. She wouldn’t have anything to do with it. She said her heart belonged to you, and always would.”
Another wave of pain crossed over his face.
“Are you okay?” Dani asked in concern.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”
“That’s like asking water not to be wet. I don’t at all like how pale you are this morning. You don’t look at all well.”
“I’m fine. Don’t worry. I’m too mean to die.”
“Yeah, right. There’s no one too mean to die. We’re all mortal.”
He nodded. “Unfortunately, that’s true. And some of us are closer to the end than others are.”
“Is there something you want to tell me?”
He sipped his coffee. She recognized the stalling technique. She’d used it herself.
“What is going on?” she demanded.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?” she echoed. “Why don’t I believe that?”
He shook his head. “Mary Danielle,” he began.
“I prefer to be called Dani,” she corrected. “I’ve always disliked my given name.”
He sighed and shook his head, “Your mother and I chose that name for you one night when we lay in bed thinking about what we’d name our children, when the babies started coming along. If you’d been a boy, your name would have been James William, after my father and Nancy’s. You were named after Danielle who was my twin sister. Mary was for your mother’s grandmother who raised her after her parents died.”
“You said ‘was’ your sister. She’s dead, then?”
“Yes. Polio took her when we were seven years old.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago,” he dismissed.
“There are some wounds that time doesn’t heal.”
As the two of them were finishing breakfast, Jase walked out onto the patio, dressed for riding in the English style, very much as her father was dressed. “Good morning, Harry, Mary Danielle.”
“Jase,” Harry replied. “Getting ready to ride?”
“Don’t I usually ride with you on the mornings I’m home? You’re up early, Mary Danielle,” Jase said.
“I’ve been up since before dawn and have already made my morning run,” she replied seemingly easily, hoping she was the only person aware of just how nervous he made her feel. Letting him know just how deeply he affected her was not wise. This was a man who wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of any weakness. She wasn’t going to expose her heart to him.
“I was going to have some breakfast then take a ride. Would you like to join us? It would give us some time to talk and to get to know one another,” Jase offered. “I’m sure we could find a mount tame enough for you.”
Dani laughed, but the sound wasn’t really pleasant. “I think I can handle any horse in the stables,” she answered. “I’ll have to decline your offer, however. My riding boots burned up in the fire. I really don’t want to ride in running or dress shoes. That wouldn’t be safe.”
“What size boot do you wear?” Harry asked.
“Seven and a half, medium width,” she answered auto-matically before asking, “Why?”
“We keep spare boots in common sizes for guests. I’m sure we have some in that size. You’ll find them in the tack room,” her father informed her.
“I’m not really comfortable with English saddles,” Dani said.
“I imagine we can find you western tack,” Harry replied, indulgently. “Go put on jeans and come riding with us.”
“I had thought I’d spend time this morning doing research to see what I’d have to do to open my business here and to get my teaching license and driver’s license and car registration transferred, if I decide to stay.”
“You’ll stay,” Harry said, no doubt in his voice.
She shrugged. “If I’m going to even think about staying in the area, I need to be able to do my art,” Dani replied. “Many of my commissions come through my website, but I need to see how difficult it will be set up things legally here to pay sales taxes and that sort of thing. I have to know what I would have to do in order to be able to stay. I need the information first, before I can make any decision.”
* * *
Harry sighed. He recognized his own stubbornness in the girl. He had to respect her for standing by her guns. Oh, she had an excess of pride. But, he liked the fact she intended to stand on her own two feet.
“We’d be happy to help you with all the details,” he said.
“Thanks. But no thanks. This is a decision I need to make on my own.”
* * *
Dani met Jase’s eyes. She read only questioning there.
Jase cleared his throat. “I have a summer job for you in the accounting department at Devlin. It’s entry level, accounting clerk in receivables,” he offered. “But, it’s yours, if you want it. If you take it, you’ll have to have a Virginia driver’s license.”
Dani felt herself smile, but she knew the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “Why?”
“Why what?” Jase asked.
“Why are you offering me a job and why would I need a Virginia driver’s license?” Dani asked, spacing her words for emphasis. She didn’t like the fact she could hear the suspicion and dislike in her voice as she knew they would be hearing it, too. “Yesterday, you were doing everything in your power to discourage me from staying here. Seems an awfully sudden change.”
“I acted like a jerk,” Jase offered.
“Putting it rather too mildly,” Dani corrected. “But as you recognize you’ve done this, it must not be your standard behavior, which means I’ve been singled out for the honor. I can’t say I like it. However, I’m willing to entertain an apology.”
“To entertain, but not to accept?” Jase offered.
“You don’t want me here. You’ve made that abundantly clear.”
Jase sighed. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”
“You see, that’s just it. I don’t know what an apology from you is worth.”
Her father said, “Trust me, an apology from him is a rare thing.”
She looked at her father and smiled at him. “You’re actually very lucky to have people who care about you so much. I hope you realize how truly blessed you are.”
Harry took his daughter’s hand. “Let us be your family, Dani.”
“I’m not certain that’s possible. As much as I’d like to have a family, as much as I’ve always wanted a father, I’m just not certain we can make this work.”
“Anything is possible if you want to make it possible, my dear.”
“Now that’s naïve,” Dani answered.
Harry smiled. “That’s not an accusation which I’m used to hearing leveled at me.”
“I would think not,” Dani said. “But in this case, it’s accurate. Face it, no one, except you and Lyn, has made me welcome. Your housekeeper slammed the door on me after she ordered me to go around to the staff entrance, thinking I was the expected nanny, whom I’ve gathered has not yet made an appearance. Your stepson went on the attack from the first moment we met. Beth was better, but not totally warm. And Thea, well... I don’t know about your sister; she’s about a cuddly as a den of rattlesnakes…”
Jase chuckled. “You do have a way with words.”
She shrugged. “Then this morning, I’m chased up a tree by a dog, threatened with being shot, and consigned to burning hell. Immediately after that lovely, enriching experience, the local police chief warns me to keep my nose clean or he’ll run me in. Now, you ask me to become part of this family. I don’t know I can. I don’t even know I should. And I question my sanity for even wanting to.”
“I see your point,” Harry allowed with a sigh. “I just wish it could be different.”
“So do I. But I didn’t start it,” Dani replied. “I would end it if certain people would let me.”
Jase nodded and stated, “Okay, let’s try to move forward. You might as well learn the family business, as long as you’re staying.”
“That’s a generous offer. Besides,” Dani offered reason-ably, “if I’m working in the office, you can keep an eye on me, right? If I prove to be less than competent, then you won’t have me becoming an embarrassment to the family. Also, you won’t have the problem of my going to work for a competitor.”
Jase sighed. “Your reasoning is sound. But I don’t doubt your competence. You’re more than capable of handling the job I’ve offered you. If anything, you’re likely to be bored out of your mind with the work. It’s entry level. You’re way over qualified for the job.” He paused slightly before continuing, “But, I’m not going to pull any punches. I really don’t trust you as far as I can throw you. I don’t know you well enough to trust you. Maybe that will change. My only goal in this is to see Harry isn’t hurt. Nothing else matters to me, except protecting him.”
“I understand. I don’t like it. But, I understand. Know this, Jase, I don’t want to hurt him either,” she replied. “He’s my father. The only thing I want is an opportunity to get to know him better.”
“So you’ll take the job?” Jase asked.
“Has the position been created for me?” she asked.
“No,” he told her. “There have been several applicants for it.”
“So, why haven’t you filled it before now?”
Jase shook his head. “The department head is difficult to work under. She’s fired three young women in the past two weeks before they even had an hour put in on the job. Delores Teague is demanding and has very low tolerance for less than professional demeanor.”
She poured herself another cup of coffee, “I see. And what makes you think I won’t be the fourth woman fired?”
Jase took a gulp of his coffee. “If I didn’t know you could handle the work, I wouldn’t have offered the position. Everyone at Devlin pulls his or her own weight. Even Thea, when she audits the books. If anyone fails to pull their own weight, she doesn’t work at Devlin for long. It’s a summer job and will give you a bit of spending money, at least until you get your teaching license recognized here and/or you actually launch your business locally, or you decide to move on. Working in the business will help you understand your father’s world better. You can help us around the office and we can help you. Seems a fair exchange to me.”
Dani nodded. “Fine, as long as I’m not receiving special favors, I accept the job. When do I start?”
“Tomorrow morning,” Harry stated with a smile. “We have things to do this morning. After the ride, I’ll help you get your residency and business established. You can fill out the employment paperwork at Devlin this afternoon.”
“Fine. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to my room and get ready for the ride and the rest of the day. Here’s hoping the remainder is less eventful than the first part has been.”
* * *
“She is your daughter through and through, isn’t she?” Jase asked after Dani had left.
“With some of her mother’s better traits thrown in,” Harry replied.
Jase looked at his stepfather carefully. He remembered Nancy. He remembered the scandal of Peter Filson’s death. And he remembered his mother leaving him and Beth with their great grandmother for a week so that their mother could sit at Harry’s bedside after the crash that had nearly taken his life. Jase didn’t want to see Harry ever go through the same sort of emotional pain again.
“I only hope that she doesn’t have some of her mother’s worse traits,” Jase replied after a long pause.
Their conversation was cut short by an anguished scream. Jase looked around, then looked up, and noticed her balcony door was open.
Chapter Eight
Jase burst into her suite and into her bedroom without knocking. There she stood, tears welling in her eyes, staring in horror at the top of the dressing table, at the pieces of what had been her string of pearls. Someone had cut the string in several places, and had left the pearl necklace laying in pieces on her dresser. The pieces were laid out to spell the command, ‘GO!’
On the mirror above the dresser was written in childish printing and bright red lipstick, “Leave OR DIE!”
“Beth has to do something about Jaime. This is entirely too much,” he said.
He watched her shake her head and gather her composure around her like a cloak. He had to give her credit for that ability to pull herself together.
He saw her look over at the door. Jase saw his step-father standing there.
“I’m sorry to have frightened you. I shouldn’t have screamed,” she said, her voice small, hurt, vulnerable.
Harry entered the room. After assessing the situation with a glance, he said, in his very controlled voice he used only when he was extremely angry, “Excuse me, I have a little boy to spank.”
Dani reached out and grabbed Harry’s arm. “No, please. He’s just reacting to the tension level in the house. I’m the obvious target because the tension revolves around my being here. He feels threatened. And he showed initiative. That’s something that you shouldn’t squelch, even though it has to be redirected, into ways that are less hostile and destructive.”
Jase looked at her, amazed at her perception. “That’s quite an assessment from someone who has never even met the child.”
“And whose fault is it I’ve not been introduced to him? Certain people have done everything in their power to isolate the boy from me as though I were contagious,” Dani demanded.
He heard the bitterness in her voice and couldn’t blame her for her feelings.
“I can’t believe the boy normally goes to bed by seven thirty in the evening,” she continued.
“Not normally, no,” Jase admitted. “He usually is in bed by eight, though.”
She continued, “As for my assessment, I do know children. I’m good with kids. They generally like me. Young children are especially sensitive to changes in their environment. Lyn told me Jaime is just three years old. This has to be strange to him.”
“Even so,” Harry replied, “that doesn’t excuse this.”
Jase saw her nod before Dani spoke, “No. He must be made to realize what he did was wrong. Still, you have to admit he shows initiative and a large amount of invention in his vindictiveness. Paddling him will only reinforce his developing hatred and fear of me. That isn’t something we really want to do, not if we’re all to merge together into any kind of family unit. Let me handle this, please.”
Beth spoke from the doorway of the bedroom, “Jaime knows he is n ot to go into other people’s rooms. And he knows better than to destroy other people’s belongings.”
Dani said, “I’m not worried about the damage. The threat is another matter, entirely.”
“Threat?” Beth asked.
Dani motioned Beth in.
Jase watched his sister’s face lose all color when she read the mirror. Beth hurriedly assured Dani, “He’ll be punished for his actions, I promise you.”
“Please, may I talk with the boy?” Dani asked. “Will you let me have a chance at straightening this out before more damage can be done? Please? I really don’t want him to hate me. There’s enough hatred in this house without any of us adding to it.”
“I suppose I owe you that courtesy,” Beth replied just before she left.
“I’ll need the name of a good jeweler,” Dani told Harry. “I’m almost certain the pearls can be restrung. I don’t think there was any permanent damage done. I’m sorry to make the fuss.”
Harry looked at her. “I’ll have them restrung for you. Those were Nancy’s grandmother’s pearls, weren’t they?”
“Yes, it’s virtually the only link with the past I’ve ever had,” she said. “Mother gave me the pearls when I received my master’s degree...If I hadn’t kept the pearls in my safe deposit box, it would have been lost in the fire as well. This was one of the two good pieces of jewelry she had, the pearls and her rings. Until the last, when her fingers were down to skin and bones, the only time she took off the rings was when she was working. If I hadn’t kept them in the box at the bank, they would have been lost in the fire, like most everything else.”
Jase watched closely as tears welled up in her eyes. Dani blinked away the tears. He could see her struggle for control. She brought out a small worn velvet ring box from a dresser drawer and opened it.
“We had some really lean times when I was growing up. There was never money for a lot of extras. Mother often said she thought about selling the rings or the pearls, but she could never bring herself to do either. She said that it would be like cutting off a piece of herself. Mother told me she didn’t want to be buried with the rings on her finger. She wanted me to have the rings. I suppose they should really be returned to you.”
She offered the rings to Harry.
Jason watched her distress. He had no doubt the pain was real. No one could be that good of an actress. He remembered Nancy as a vivacious woman. He couldn’t even imagine her in the shape described.
* * *
“Her rings should stay with you,” Harry told her, hearing the pain in his own voice. That she could even think of giving those rings back to him when they were virtually all she had in the world told him more about her than anything else could have done. “I want you to keep them, Dani.”
She shook her head. “I really shouldn’t have come here. All I’m doing is causing pain all the way around,” Dani said tightly. “I’m sorry, Father. Please forgive me. This wasn’t my intention when I came.”
Harry swallowed with difficulty. It was the first time she had addressed him by their relationship. He wanted to hear her call him ‘Father’ or even ‘Dad’ more often. “Dani,” he began before he was cut off by Beth.
* * *
Beth stood at the door with a small, too serious, young boy at her side. “This is Jaime.”
Dani assessed Jaime as a small framed, sturdy looking, towheaded boy with large green eyes. He was just barely beyond the babyish look of toddlers.
She sank to her heels, so that she could look the child in the eye. His eyes wore the look of someone who had endured way too much pain in his short life. Lord, please, give me the right words to heal this, to make peace.
“Come here, Jaime, please.”
The boy looked up at his mother for permission. Beth nodded affirmatively and gave the boy a firm, motherly shove.
“Jaime, do you have a favorite toy, something that you love a lot?” Dani asked when Jaime stood before her.
The little boy nodded. “Yeah.”
“What is it?”
“My teddys and my baseballs,” Jaime said. “My daddy gave me my baseballs. His daddy gave some of them to him.”
“How would you feel, Jaime, if someone went into your room, when you weren’t there, took a pair of scissors and tore apart your baseballs, leaving them in small pieces, then left a hateful note for you?” Dani asked.
The little boy looked completely distressed as he apparently realized the seriousness of what he had done. He began to cry soundlessly.
“Jaime, that’s how badly you’ve hurt me. What do you have to say for yourself?”
“I only wanted you to go ‘way. Mommy and Unca Jase said you would cause trouble. I don’t want trouble,” the boy sobbed. “They said they couldn’t make you go ‘way. I want you to go ‘way, now!”
“You wanted to help Uncle Jase and Mommy?” she asked, keeping her voice gentle.
“I don’t want trouble,” the boy said once more, almost defiantly. “I don’t want my gran’pa hurt. I don’t want bad people living in my house.”
“Of course you don’t want bad people living in your house or to see your grandfather hurt. No one would.”
“Then you’ll go ‘way? You won’t hurt my gran’pa?”
“No, Jaime, I won’t go away. But, I promise you I have no intention of causing any trouble or hurting anyone. And I’m not a bad person.”
“Mommy and Unca Jason don’t lie,” Jaime protested.
“I don’t want to hurt your grandfather, Jaime. He’s my daddy. I would never hurt him.”
The little boy’s tone became intensely belligerent, as he repeated, “Mommy and Unca Jason don’t lie.”
“Your mommy and Uncle Jason told the truth, as they saw it,” Dani assured the boy. “But they were wrong, Jaime. They were just plain wrong.”
Jaime looked puzzled.
Dani continued, “Even grown-ups make mistakes sometimes.”
Jaime’s expression told her this was a new concept to the child and she had to tred lightly.
“Really?” the boy asked.
He swung around to look at his mother. “Mommy? Do grownups make mistakes?”
Beth nodded. “Yes, Jaime. Sometimes bad ones.”
“You made a mistake, Unca Jason?”
“I did, Jaime. Are you very disappointed in me?” Jase answered.
Jaime shook his head from side to side.
Dani continued, “Now, I want you to understand this Jaime. Can you listen very carefully to me? It is very important that you try to understand this. Will you try?”
Jaime nodded.
“My mommy died a few weeks ago. Your grandpa is my daddy. I only came here to spend some time with him. Is that really such a bad thing for me to want to do?”
“Your mommy is dead?” Jaime asked. “My daddy is dead. Do you miss your mommy?”
Dani nodded. “More than I can tell you, Jaime. It hurts so bad sometimes that…” her voice trailed off.
“I’m sorry,” Jaime said. “I didn’t meanta hurt you.”
“We both know that’s not true, Jaime. You certainly did mean to hurt and scare me. That was the point of all this, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah,” he admitted, his voice full of shame.
“Are you ever going to do anything like this again?” Dani demanded.
“No,” the boy said, misery on his face. “I’m won’t.”
“Very well, Jaime. I accept your apology. But I want some help cleaning up the mess that you made on the mirror. I’ll spare you the embarrassment of going to the store with me, when I take the pearls in to be restrung. No one but family has to know about this. I won’t embarrass you. Are we in agreement?”
“Okay,” Jaime said. Then he turned and looked at his mother. “Mommy, can I pay to have the nec’lace fixed?”
Beth nodded and smiled at her son. “That would be appropriate. And you have no television, not even PBS or videos, nor can you ride Donny Pony for two weeks, as punishment. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, Mommy,” Jaime said.
Jaime turned back to Dani and pulled a face when his mother couldn’t see.
Rascal! Dani lightly kissed the little boy’s forehead. She looked at Jase and Beth as she spoke. “All I want is to spend time with my father in peace. That isn’t so very much to ask. Is it?”
“If Gran’pa is your daddy, are you my mommy’s sister?”
Beth’s face wore a strained expression. Jase looked upset.
Dani shook her head. “No, honey. Your grandfather was married to my mother before he married your grand-mother.”
“Billy-Dean’s mommy and daddy are d’vorced. His mommy married anudder man. Billy-Dean never sees his daddy. Is that what happened?”
“Basically, but my mommy never remarried.”
The boy asked, “Are you mad ‘cause you never saw your daddy when you were a litta girl?”
Dani closed her eyes and sighed. “I’m just glad that I have the chance to know him now,” she said. She looked at the boy, “Jaime, you don’t have to be worried about me. I’m not trying to take anyone’s place. All I want is a chance to be friends with my father. Can you understand that?”
Jaime nodded. “Do you have a litta boy?”
“No, Jaime. I’m not married.”
“Oh,” he said as he tried to process that information. “Nicky’s mother’s not married, and she has a litta boy. Doya haveta be married to have litta boys?”
Dani felt her face grow warm. “It’s better than way. But, Jaime, I really think this is a conversation you need to have with your mother.”
“Gee, thanks,” Beth replied dryly.
Dani looked at her and smiled. “I really don’t want to overstep,” she explained. “Values education is your place, not mine.”
Beth smiled, genuinely relaxed. “I appreciate that.”
“Could I spend some time with Jaime, Beth, please?” Dani asked.
Beth demanded, “Do you really want to?”
“Very much. He’s precious, and precocious. I think we’ll be fast friends, he and I.”
Beth smiled. “I have no objections, Mary Danielle.”
“That’s a dumb name. Who ever hearda a girl with two first names?” Jaime complained.
“Jaime!” his mother corrected.
Dani laughed. “You don’t think it’s so dumb that your friend Billy-Dean has two first names.”
“That’s diff’rent. He’s a boy!”
“Why don’t you just call me Dani?”
Chapter Nine
Gil was on his way out of his door when the telephone rang. With a heavy sigh, he went to the phone. It better be important!
“Gil,” the woman said without preamble.
“What’s happened?”
“Jaime went into that girl’s room this morning and cut up her pearls and left her a threatening message. We shouldn’t underestimate the brat. She turned this all to her advantage without even raising her voice. She got the kids both feeling guilty about how they’ve treated her.”
“Look, I’m supposed to be at the office in a half hour. I really don’t have time to talk now.”
“I wish you would take this seriously, Gil. She accepted a job at Devlin. She starts tomorrow. The brat is settling in for the long haul.”
“A job? Doing what?”
“Clerking in the accounting department. Accounting is the last place that we need her to be. And you know it.”
“I see,” Gil replied. “She was engaged to a man who could have taught her all the fine points of the art of cooking books. It should be easy enough to create an appearance of her having implemented some of those techniques. Harry’s computer security is astonishingly lax, as we both well know. It’s very easy to get money out of there. And even easier to hide the fact that you’ve done it.”
“I hadn’t thought of that. You’re so brilliant, my love.”
“That’s one of the reasons that you keep me around, darling.”
It’s not the only reason,” she replied.
“I have an appointment with a client in forty minutes.”
“I’ll let you go, love.”
“Please just don’t do anything rash. Let’s just sit back and see what happens.”
“I’ve told you that I would,” the woman stated.
“I really do have to go.”
“Have a good day, love. I’ll see you at the cottage?”
“I’ll be counting the minutes, Sweetheart. A week away from you seems like an eternity,” Gil said.
“I wish we could come out in the open with our relationship.”
“How many times have we been over this?” Gil replied his voice holding a hint of anger. “You know that we can’t come out of the shadows yet. Harry would never understand. Just be patient, love. You’ve got to work your end, while I work mine. In just a little while longer, we’ll be able to leave here and live a life of leisure.”
“I know. My end is working fine. We’ll be ready to launch the next phase in a few weeks. But it worries me that the brat is going to add more complications to the plans.”
“Don’t worry about her. We’ll figure some way of reducing that threat,” Gil replied. “I’ve had some thoughts on the matter.”
“So have I. We need to talk in person.”
“Yes. At the cottage. I have to go. I can’t keep Amalie waiting.”
The female voice huffed, “Amalie! I wish you paid half as much attention to me as you do to your widows...”
“The widows are an essential component in our plan for retirement, love. I only do it for you, for us. They mean nothing to me.”
Chapter Ten
She followed her father into his home office following their ride around his property. Both her father’s stables and property were exceptional, but she had expected they would be. Jase walked right behind her. She was all too aware of him.
As soon as they were inside Harry’s home office, her father walked over to his desk and sat down at his computer. With two clicks, he pulled up the webpage from the Virginia Department of Taxation to let her register her business on-line.
“There you go, Dani. You need to fill this out to do business in the state of Virginia,” her father said, rising from the chair and motioning for her to sit down.
She sat and looked at that webpage. “This is a big decision. I’m not sure I want to do this.”
“It’s up to you, Dani,” her father said. “I want you to stay. And like you said, you need to be able to do your art to be able to stay. If you’re going to run your business, you need to register it with the department. I’ve never met a government yet that didn’t want its taxes.”
Jase agreed, as he stood on the other side of the desk from her. “Now that’s the truth.”
She sighed. Lord, is this the right thing to do? I’m not sure I want to put down roots in this place. But I want to get to know my father better. Registering to pay business taxes isn’t necessarily putting down roots. It’s just making sure I can earn a living with my art while I’m here.
“Well, it’s not like I’m incorporating here or anything,” she dismissed as she began to fill out the form.
“It would be better if you ran at least as a limited liability company,” Jase offered.
Dani looked up at him and said, “I don’t really think it’s worth the effort.”
Jase countered, “It’s the cheapest insurance policy you’re ever going to be able to take out to protect your assets, becoming a LLC.”
“I don’t think it’s really appropriate for me.”
“Care to explain why?” Jase demanded.
“The pieces I produce are solely my work and it’s all done on commission in consultation with the client. I’m ultimately responsible for all my work. It wouldn’t take much for the courts to lay aside the protection of the LLC and to hold me liable, even if I did go through the process of setting one up.”
“An LLC would protect you personally from any employment claims.”
“I don’t intend to have any employees, ever. My business is mine. I take on only those commissions I can do. Given the nature of my business, I can’t see any advantage to operating as anything except a sole pro-prietor. I’ve always operated as Dani Devlin, sculptor. That’s my website URL; danidevlinsculptor dot com.”
“You’ve got the Devlin stubbornness, all right,” Jase dismissed.
Dani typed in the information on the form on the screen. “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she teased, glancing up at Jase.
Her father laughed.
For a moment, only a moment, she saw, thought she saw, something, perhaps respect, perhaps something warmer, in Jase’s eyes. But it was gone, almost before she could register it, hidden behind his all-too-polite mask.
Her father said, “Anyone underestimating my daughter would be making a grave mistake.”
Dani heard the pride in her father’s voice and was touched by it.
* * *
There were several very well dressed women in the store, even at this hour of the morning. Dani felt their strong curiosity as she walked into the shop on her father’s arm. She was glad she’d worn her one good business suit for this trip into town. Otherwise, she would have felt out of place.
She met their curious glances. Most of the women looked away, clearly embarrassed for having been caught staring. However a couple of them only smiled at her and continued following her father and her with their eyes. Because there was nothing she could do about it, she just smiled at them.
Yes, these were the area gossips. Every town had them. Women with too little to do, and too much time to do it in. She doubted it would take even until lunch time for the news to spread that Harry Devlin was in this shop with a woman other than his wife.
A handsome brown haired man who was obviously the owner or manager of the store greeted them with great deference. “Mr. Devlin. This is an unexpected pleasure. How may I be of service to you, today, Sir?”
Dani spoke up, as she handed the store owner the old velvet box in which she kept her pearls. “I need to have these restrung. Can you do the work for me?”
The man looked at Harry then at Dani, before he took the box. He opened it and examined the pearls. “These are very fine. Old, but in excellent condition. There should be no problem restringing them for you. We’ll deliver them to you next week.”
“Thank you,” she said.
Harry said, “You haven’t met my daughter, Mary Danielle, have you, David? Dani, this is David Rogers, an old friend of the family.”
David smiled, but she could see the puzzlement in David’s eyes as he spoke. “No, I haven’t had the pleasure. Miss…Devlin?”
“Mr. Rogers,” Dani replied, feeling really tired of people hesitating over her last name.
“David,” Harry said, “I’d really like to buy my daughter a welcome home present, something intensely beautiful, so I immediately thought of your work.”
Dani smiled as she watched the way her father was working this man, knowing exactly how to get the best out of him. Harry Devlin was definitely shrewd.
David led them over to a display case.
She turned her attention back to her father. “I don’t need anything, Dad.”
Harry laughed. “Women never really need jewelry. But I don’t know any woman who would actually turn down a gift of gold and diamonds.”
“Well, there’s a first time for everything, isn’t there?” Dani asked, her voice low.
“Pick out anything you want. I want you to have something significant and gorgeous to mark your homecoming. I insist,” her father said.
She shook her head negatively. “No, thank you, Dad. I already have more jewelry than I ever wear.”
Harry laughed. “Come on. Pick out some gorgeous bauble to adorn yourself with. How about that diamond collar there. It’s absolutely stunning.”
“I’m really not a gorgeous bauble type of person,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I feel utterly ridiculous and self-conscious when draped in diamonds. Besides, I prefer stones with stronger hues and far less glitter. However, this definitely qualifies as stunning.”
David brought the collar out for Dani to see.
She picked up and examined the piece. “What is it, twenty carats of stones total weight?”
David smiled at her. “You certainly have an eye. It’s twenty point two five carats in a platinum setting.”
Dani looked at the piece, carefully. “The workmanship of the setting is quite masterly. The stones are well cut with no immediately visible inclusions.”
David nodded. “They’re all perfect stones. I selected them myself, and created this piece from my own design.”
“This is master work. I did some precious metals fabrication in graduate school. I know how hard working platinum is,” Dani replied.
“Why would you have done graduate level metal work?” David asked, genuinely curious.
“I’m a sculptor.”
She saw David smile. “Are you any good?”
“What a question to ask!” she replied with a laugh. Then she reached into her purse and brought out one of her business cards. “Why don’t you look at my website and make up your own mind?”
“I will. Would you care for the loan of a loupe to look at the stones?”
Shaking her head, she returned the collar to David. “No. Thank you. This piece is absolutely not my style,” she agreed. “It’s beautiful and beautifully made, but I’d never be in the least comfortable wearing it.”
“It would be lovely on you,” Harry said.
Then she turned to her father. “No. I don’t think so. However, I can easily can see it on Lyn, Dad. One almost needs to be as fair as she is to carry off this piece. Why don’t you surprise her with the necklace? I’m certain she’d absolutely adore it. Diamonds, blonde hair, and cleavage, are an unbeatable fashion combination, particularly with black chiffon. You buy that collar for her, and I’ll sculpt her wearing it.”
Harry smiled. “That, I’d love to have, Dani. I think you’re right. Lyn would love that necklace.” He looked at the shopkeeper, “David, put that collar on my account and deliver it to Lyn on our wedding anniversary next month, wrapped in silver paper and ribbons.”
“Of course, Sir. I’d be happy to.”
Harry nodded, “Thank you, Dani. I was wondering what I would get Lyn for our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. I’m going to have to take you shopping with me more often.”
She laughed. “You’d go broke, if you bought like this very often, Dad.”
“I think I can afford a few pieces of jewelry for special occasions,” Harry said, his tone indulgent. “I can’t thank you enough for solving my problem of what to get Lyn for our wedding anniversary.”
“Rightly, it should have been something silver. But, I’m glad to be helpful, Dad.”
“Okay, now it’s your turn. Pick out something more sedate from David’s collection,” Harry suggested. “But we aren’t leaving here without getting you something to mark the occasion of your homecoming.”
“Pushy old man,” she stated with humor in her voice.
“Stubborn child,” Harry replied.
“Mother, rest her soul, always said I was either blessed or cursed to have inherited both the Devlin and the O’Brien genes for stubbornness.”
“That, you are, daughter,” her father agreed with a smile.
She turned to David Rogers. “You are to bill me, not my father, for the restringing of my pearls. I want that clear.”
“As long as you’re under my roof, I’ll pay your bills,” Harry told her in a tone which couldn’t be heard by anyone farther away than David.
“I don’t have to stay under your roof,” she replied, maintaining a similar volume. “Know this, Father. My bills are my own. I trust you fully understand me?”
Poor David as if the man had just swallowed a frog, whole.
Harry smiled. “Completely.” He turned his attention to the shopkeeper. “Bill her for the work.”
“Very good. Now, what can I show you, Miss Devlin?” David asked, with a smile.
“Nothing. Thank you.”
“I insist you let me buy you a gift,” Harry replied.
“We’ve been through this already,” she replied. “I have everything I want and need.”
“You can pick something out, or I’ll surprise you. One way or the other you are getting something substantial to mark your homecoming. I insist.”
Dani sighed. “I see... Stubborn old man!”
“Stubborn female!” Harry countered with a smile.
She felt obligated to try to discourage this one more time. “Dad, you really don’t have to buy anything for me.”
Harry looked at his watch. “Nonsense. I want to give you a little something. And I’m at the place in my life where I don’t have to ask the price on anything I want. Just relax and pick out something you’d enjoy.”
“Are we going to have a contest to see who can teach stubborn to a mule? This could prove interesting. I don’t want jewelry, Dad. I won’t accept any large gift. Anything you buy for me in the way of jewelry, I’ll bring back and have credited to your account. If you really want to do something, make a donation to the local Habitat for Humanity group in my name. That would be putting the money where it’s needed, and would help Lyn as well in the fundraising for this ball she’s planning. The last thing I need is more things. Is that clear?”
Harry sighed. He looked at his watch, again. “Very well, my dear. Jase and I have a meeting in about an hour. Drop me at the office, then you can have my car for the rest of your errands, before you come back to the office at four.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
* * *
Harry smiled at the animation and anticipation that had come into her eyes when he told her she could drop him at the office. Suddenly, he knew what the perfect gift for her would be. But, he also knew he would have to time it just right, or she wouldn’t accept it. He tossed her his keys.
“Since you won’t let me buy you anything, we won’t take up any more of David’s time. Thank you, David.”
“My pleasure, sir. Any time that I can be of service... Miss Devlin?”
“Dani,” she corrected. “Please.”
David, smiling, asked, “Would you care to have dinner with me, sometime, Dani?”
She smiled at the store owner and shook her head negatively. “Thank you, no. I’m not undertaking social engagements at this time. I remain in mourning for my mother who recently passed away.”
“I’m sorry,” David said his voice gentle.
Dani nodded. “Thank you.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you at the moment?” David asked.
“I don’t think so. It was a pleasure meeting you, David.”
“Come in anytime.”
“Okay,” she said as she started the BMW a few moments later. “There was some subtext going on there. What is David’s store? The local gossip clearinghouse?”
Harry laughed as he punched in the destination into the car’s GPS system. “Just follow the directions from the navigation system. It will get you to the office.”
“Yes, sir. But you didn’t answer me.”
He continued, “The local gossip clearinghouse? I wouldn’t have phrased it that way, but that’s an excellent perception, my dear. That’s exactly what David’s store is. You handled that quite well, as I knew you would.”
She shook her head as she drove, following the audible directions from the navigation system. “You want everyone to know that your daughter has come home and further you couldn’t be more pleased about it, I take it?”
Harry nodded in the affirmative. “You know, I couldn’t be more pleased. As for David Rogers, he serves his purposes. He’ll spread that around, and if he doesn’t, any one of the half dozen women who were in the shop will, before the day is over. The word will be out that Harry Devlin’s beautiful daughter is home and that I couldn’t be more delighted about it. David’s actually a very fine young man. He and Jase were at Westfield together, along with Steve Anderson. The three of them used to be inseparable.”
“Jase went into the army, Steve into law, and David into the jewelry trade?” Dani asked.
“The jewelry trade is David’s family business. He does very well at it. This is only one of the thirty or so stores in the chain. But he spends most of his time here, because this shop has a good manufacturing facility,” Harry said. Then he added, “David has been in love with Beth for years. They dated when she was in college. I’ve never found out what separated them. I suspect we’ll be seeing more of that young man, when Beth’s ready to date again. But she’s been widowed for just about a year, and her heart is far from whole.”
She sighed. “Father. You don’t have to warn me away from him. I have no intention of taking him up on the dinner invitation.”
“I wasn’t warning you away from him,” he protested. “I was just trying to bring you up to speed. It has to be difficult for you, just now, to know which end is up.”
“It’s all of that,” she admitted, as she pulled into the parking lot and parked in the reserved parking place with the sign proclaiming “Harry Devlin, CEO”.
“Come on in, and take a look around. Then be back here by four. I’ll want to introduce you to your new supervisor, Dolores Teague, this afternoon and get the employment paperwork taken care of.”
Chapter Eleven
Dani walked into the Junior League resale store just before noon. She’d found clothes for the office at another thrift store. Now, she needed formal dresses for dinner at her father’s. She knew she was more likely to find those here than at Goodwill. She culled through the racks of evening gowns and found two suitably modest dresses in her size. Both bore designer labels, although both were clearly several years old. The costs were more than the fabric would have cost, but far less than she’d have to pay for new formals. Besides, she wouldn’t have time to sew until she got the sculptures completed for her father. She really couldn’t wear the same dress to dinner every night.
On another rack, a brown tweed riding habit caught her eye. It clearly wasn’t new, but it was in her size and it was affordable.
The clerk did a double take after reading the name on the charge card.
“Just sign here, Miss Devlin,” the clerk said, with deference, as she handed Dani the charge slip.
“Devlin?” a woman queried from behind her. “Are you Mary Danielle Devlin?”
Dani turned to look at the woman. “Yes.”
“Sarah Richards,” the elegant auburn haired woman said as juggled the bags of clothes she was obviously donating. Extending her hand in greeting, Sarah said, “Jase said you were coming home.”
Dani took Sarah’s offered hand. So this was Jase’s lady friend. Somehow, she had expected someone harder, more like Jase. “Pleased to meet you, Sarah. My friends call me Dani.”
“Dani, I publish the local newspaper. Harry Devlin’s daughter is a news topic.”
“For news, read ‘gossip’,” she answered, her voice as dry as Death Valley in July.
Sarah laughed. “That, too. Would you consider giving me an interview? I guarantee it would probably be the most read piece in the local paper.”
At that, Dani shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. While I don’t subscribe entirely to the old code that a woman’s name should appear in the papers only three times — at birth, when she marries, and at death — I am basically a private person. I would be uncomfortable with an interview. Besides, I should seriously doubt you would get anything worth printing. I’m not a very exciting person.”
“I doubt that. The rumors I hear say you’re an interesting woman. Bob Hunter and Steve Anderson both told me a most interesting tale when I phoned them after hearing the dispatcher on the scanner, early this morning. And my great aunt Emily has been talking about you.”
“I can just imagine,” Dani said, hearing the defensive dryness of her own tone.
Sarah smiled. “I’d bet you could.”
“Although, I doubt I would want to.”
Sarah smiled. “I like you, Dani.”
Dani felt herself smile. “The feeling’s mutual. Everyone can always use another friend. I’d very much like to have your friendship, Sarah.”
The auburn haired woman looked at the clock. “May I take you to lunch? Or have you eaten already?”
Dani sighed and confessed, “Actually, I was planning to skip lunch.”
“Why? You certainly don’t need to lose weight.”
“Have you ever eaten a breakfast like my father’s house-keeper cooks? I really could go without eating anything else the rest of the day.”
“Sissy does tend to put on spreads,” Sarah agreed.
“Actually, I was going to go to the library and do some reading on local history,” Dani added.
“Come to lunch. I can fill you in on anything you need to know. In fact, I took the liberty of going through the morgue at the paper and producing photocopies of some stories I thought you might like. Come to lunch with me and I’ll give them to you,” Sarah offered after the clerk had gone to wait on another customer.
“That was thoughtful of you,” Dani returned. “In that case, I’d love to have lunch with you, but it’s strictly off the record.”
Sarah nodded. “If you insist.”
“I do.”
“Very well.”
Lunch was served elegantly in the small tea room down the street from the Devlin offices. The tea room had a limited menu; shrimp salad or turkey casserole. Their lunch came very quickly.
Sarah smiled at her after they had begun to eat. “I went into journalism because people interest me... and because my family owns the paper... The draw certainly wasn’t the salary.”
“Yeah, I know that feeling. I love teaching. But that isn’t a vocation for anyone without good budgeting skills.”
“I find it hard to think of any member of the Devlin family needing to stick to a budget,” Sarah replied.
Dani shrugged. “I’ve always supported myself.”
“Of course. I didn’t think otherwise. You really taught high school art?”
“Sure. I would have preferred to be able to spend most of my time in a studio, sculpting. But, there’s such a thing as paying the bills and keeping food on the table. There’s a reason the stereotype of an artist is of someone starving.”
Sarah laughed. “I know a few fairly successful artists. I minored in art and hung out with the artistic types.”
“Not a bad bunch to hang with,” she agreed. “Where did you go to college?”
“William and Mary. I majored in public policy and minored in art. Then I did my Masters at Harvard in Journalism.”
“Except for college, you’ve lived around here all your life?”
“Yes. Why?” Sarah asked.
“My pastor back home gave me the name of one of his buddies from seminary. What do you know about Franklin Greer?”
Sarah nodded. “Frank Greer is the rector of my parish. I like him, immensely. He’s a literate and thoughtful preacher and a very good, dedicated, pastor. He and his wife, Bette, have just walked in. Let me introduce you.”
“Please.”
Sarah waved the couple over.
Dani looked at the two people who walked over to their table. Frank Greer was a tall, extremely thin, fiftyish fellow dressed in a khakis and a polo shirt, not clericals. His wife appeared to be a pleasant sort of person, also middle-aged, not as thin as her husband, but not particularly plump.
“Sarah?” the rector greeted.
“Frank, Bette, this is Dani Devlin, Harry Devlin’s daughter.”
“Miss Devlin,” the priest greeted her with a smile.
“Father Greer,” Dani acknowledged. “I was just telling Sarah, Father Josiah Smith asked me to convey his greetings to you.”
His smile became broader. “I received a letter from Josiah this morning. He said you were coming and that I’d probably be seeing you soon. We may be substantially more evangelical than you’re used to, Miss Devlin, since no one around here calls me ‘Father’. Most people just call me ‘Frank’.” He handed her his card. “That’s the church address and service schedule on the back. You have a lovely voice. Do you sing?”
“Frank!” Bette Greer chided.
Sarah laughed. “He’s always trying to recruit people for the choir,” she explained.
“No, I don’t sing particularly well. But, I’ve served on Altar Guild for fifteen years. I’ve also served as a licensed lay reader,” Dani said. “I’ll be happy to serve in either capacity here, if I would be welcome to do so. I don’t want to step on any toes. I’ve found that altar guilds and reader rotations do sometimes tend to guard their little fiefdoms rather jealously.”
“There won’t be any problems. Call me tomorrow. I’ll show you the church and we’ll talk about the way we do things in this parish.”
“It will have to be over lunch. I start working for my father tomorrow. It’s a summer job.”
Frank Greer nodded. “Very well. Harry does like to keep family involved in his business. I’ll meet you at the church around noon, tomorrow. See you then.”
Dani watched as the rector and his wife walked away. “They seem nice.”
“They are genuinely good people. Bette teaches history at Westfield Academy. They’ve been married thirty years, have three grown children and seven grandchildren. Frank’s been at the church for fifteen years. You’ll like him, when you get to know him.”
“I already do.”
Then Sarah looked around furtively before she removed a thick envelope from her purse and placed it beside Dani’s plate. “I’m very glad to see that you’re as strong minded as you are.”
“What’s this?”
“What you wanted at the library. Those are photo-copies of the pieces that ran locally about your mother before and after her disappearance.”
Dani looked at Sarah. “Why are you giving me this?”
“I don’t believe your mother had anything to do with Peter’s death. The whole thing reeks to me,” Sarah confided. “I remember your mother. She was a fine woman. In fact, I took drawing lessons from her as a child.”
“You did?”
Sarah laughed. “I did. She was a great teacher. Every-thing I really know about drawing, I learned from her.”
Dani smiled. “Me, too.”
“That’s why I don’t believe she had anything to do with Uncle Peter’s death. She was far too gentle to do anything that vicious, especially to anyone she cared about. And she was very fond of Peter, maybe even loved him, although I really don’t think she was ever in love with him. If she had ever loved him, she wouldn’t have been swayed by your father’s wooing. She’d been engaged to Uncle Peter before she met your father. They weren’t in any hurry to marry.”
Dani filed that away. “Why does any of this matter to you? It was so long ago.”
“Peter Filson was my uncle, my mother’s brother. I grew up hearing all about how bad Nancy O’Brien was. I don’t buy the story your mother was involved in his death,” Sarah said. “And I would like to see the people really responsible brought to justice, if that’s possible after all these years. The problem is I’m not certain it’s possible.”
Dani looked at Sarah. “If you really believe my mother had nothing to do with it, why haven’t you gone to the police and had them re-open the case?”
“I don’t have any evidence, well no hard evidence. Things just don’t add up. Which is why no charges were ever filed,” Sarah replied. “Besides, the case isn’t closed. It’s just ended up in the ‘cold’ files.”
“What do you want me to do, Sarah?”
“Read the articles. Keep your eyes open. If I’m right, someone else at your father’s house was involved here. That person isn’t going to like having anyone snoop around. There’s been at least one murder. Another isn’t going to matter to whoever killed Uncle Peter. You ought to know you could very well be in danger.”
Dani drew a deep breath. “You’re serious!”
“There is no statute of limitations on murder, Dani.”
“I know. But are you sure about any of this? Really? Isn’t all of this a little far fetched?”
Sarah continued, “Perhaps. But, I wouldn’t rule out the possibility your mother knew something about Uncle Peter’s death.”
“I see.” But Dani didn’t see at all.
Sarah said, “Something scared Nancy enough she ran...Something someone might have had her killed to prevent her from telling, even over decades later.”
Dani suppressed a shudder. She’d had that thought herself.
“Be very careful. Don’t trust anyone, except Jase and Beth. They were both too young to have anything to do with Uncle Peter’s death. Harry was away on his annual Reserve training when Uncle Peter died. So, you can trust him, too.”
Dani smiled. “Should that ban on trusting people include you?”
Sarah looked startled for a moment. “Probably. I have my own agenda. Our goals may not be identical.”
“If there is something to your theory, then like you said, I could be putting myself in danger. For myself, I don’t care. I can take care of myself. But I really don’t want to put anyone else, particularly my father, at risk.”
“I understand that. I really do. But if I’m right, don’t you want to catch the person or persons responsible for your mother’s death?”
Dani’s expression became very fierce. “Oh, yes. If I ever found out who killed my mother, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be responsible for my own actions. I want to see whoever killed Mother hung out to dry.”
Sarah nodded. “Then look into this. At worst, I could be totally wrong. At best, we might have a real chance of catching the killer or killers. If I’m right, they’ve killed at least two people: Uncle Peter and Nancy.”
“Who’s your suspect?” Dani whispered, not wanting to be overheard.
Sarah shrugged. “I could be sued for saying. I have no proof. But I would ask you in legal terms, ‘Cui bono?’, who benefited from your mother abandoning your father?”
“Who?”
“He never could have married Evelyn unless your mother was out of the way,” Sarah replied.
Dani was silent, thinking about this. “God...” was all she said. She sighed. “Dad couldn’t be taken in that badly.”
“Love can make fools of us all.”
“Can’t it though?” Dani agreed with feeling.
Sarah wet her lips, nervously. “Evelyn had been in love with Harry for years, before your mother came into the area. Her husband, Nick, died, the victim of a mugging gone wrong, only months after Beth was born. The rumors were Beth was not Nick’s child. Those rumors come up every once in a while, still.”
Dani remembered the tight expression on Jase’s face when Jaime had asked if she were his aunt. Then there was that odd reaction from Lyn in response to the question about her father and her having children. Could it be? But she didn’t say anything to Sarah about that. “I don’t listen to rumors,” she replied. “Most of the time, they’re just vindictive fantasies.”
“Sometimes, rumors are the only way we can get a handle on the truth.”
Dani sighed. “I’ve several things I need to get done today, including a run to change my driver’s license and car registration and license. I’m sure you need to get back to work.”
“Soon.”
“Would you like to play tennis, sometime?”
Sarah smiled. “Tennis is my favorite sport.”
“Good. I want to try out the courts behind Dad’s house.”
“The courts at the Country Club are also good. I frequently play there.”
“I’m not a member.”
“I’m sure you’re covered by the Devlin family member-ship.”
“My father and I haven’t discussed it.”
Again, Sarah looked around furtively. “Dani, don’t be taken in by Harry’s sister, Thea. Under that gentle façade, lies one of the more ruthless personalities, and sharpest minds ever to grace this town. Thea is a CPA. She’s got clients all up and down the eastern seaboard.”
Dani sighed. “You sound like you don’t like her.”
“She’s not one of my favorite people,” Sarah admitted. “She used to date Uncle Peter.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yes. He once the club tennis champion, and the resident breaker of women’s hearts. At one time or other, Uncle Peter dated Evelyn, your mother, Thea, and your father’s housekeeper, Sissy Green, among many others.”
“Sissy?”
“Before Sissy’s father lost all his money, her family was very well to do. Sissy married badly. Her husband spent most of Sissy’s inheritance, then died in a bar fight. There was virtually nothing left, except some real estate. She’s been working for your father since before your mother left him.”
Dani absorbed that information. Complexities upon complexities, she thought.
“Why are you telling me this?”
“People are their history. You’ll want to clear your mother’s name, if you’re planning to stick around. Other-wise, your children will hear tales of their grandmother. And those legends will not be pleasant.”
“I see.”
“Just be careful. I don’t want to be visiting you in the hospital or, worse, attending your funeral.”
“Neither of those options are high on my list of preferences, either.”
Chapter Twelve
The two weeks Jason had been gone on Reserve duty had been a godsend, both on a business and personal level. She had gotten a real feel for the company without Jase constantly checking on her. The family business was a vast and diversified operation with many interests in civil engineering, but increasingly in land development and construction.
Having found her way into the Devlin corporate computer network, Dani had learned much about her father’s business, and she was still learning. But her exploratory forays into the system were limited to the time before and after regular office hours, or during her lunch hour. Not the least among her discoveries was her father’s computer system security was far too lax. Dani was able to easily access information which she should have never been permitted to see, or even to know of its existence. If she had wanted to, it would have been easy to alter the files to reflect anything, including the transfer of large sums of money to herself or to anyone else.
This whole situation made her nervous. She wondered if this was a test of her honesty. That sounded to her like something Jase would orchestrate. If it was, then she knew someone was monitoring everything she was seeing and doing on the system. If it was, there was a log showing everything at which she had looked. That would not be a difficult thing to do. The only thing she liked less than being monitored was the thought perhaps her father’s computer security was actually this inadequate.
Yet before she spoke to her father about this, she wanted to make sure just how bad the system actually was. She needed more time to do that. She was making notes and had the outline of a preliminary report already drafted in her mind. She knew she would have to talk to her father soon, one way or another, about this. It wasn’t a conversation she anticipated with any degree of joy.
The phrase ‘right hand man’ fit Jase’s role perfectly. Just seeing the day to day operations with him here, and with him gone, convinced her of her father’s dependence upon both Jase, as VP operations, and upon Beth, as VP finance. It was painfully obvious to her that her father knew just how much he truly leaned on both of them. Harry was expected to retire within the year, leaving the reins of the company firmly in Jase and Beth’s capable hands.
Dani wondered if there would ever be a real place for her in the company, or within the family, for that matter.
It was clear to her that her father’s health wasn’t particularly good. Yet, no one had bothered to tell her what was wrong with him. From the diet Sissy had him on, it was probably something to do with either his heart or blood pressure, or both. But Dani hadn’t brought up the subject, and neither had anyone else.
Dani’s concentration was on the computer monitor and the figures displayed there as she was preparing a report on the cash flow of one of her father’s less profitable operations. She didn’t hear her father walk up behind her. She did see his reflection in the monitor. “Just a minute, Dad,” she said as she issued the commands to place the report she was working on into the print queue. Only then did she turn around.
“Dani,” her father said, a shade of desperation in his voice, “please tell me you play golf?”
“Yes, Father. I’ll never play on the WPGA circuit, but I play a decent enough game of golf.”
“Good. A member of our foursome is down with the virus that’s going around. We’re playing this afternoon with Norman Richter, the head of Richter Development.”
“How’s the proposed buyout coming?”
“Not well. Norman is resisting the offer. He’s just stubborn enough to sit still while his company goes down the tube, rather than lose any degree of control. That’s why we need you with us. I want to soften him up with some low pressure socializing, then zing him with the hard facts.”
“My clubs burned up in the fire. I haven’t replaced them, yet.”
“Minor problem. Pick up a set of clubs and a new bag at the pro shop out at the club. Pick up a new outfit and shoes, as well. Don’t go cheaply on anything. Norman knows top quality and tends to judge firms and people by possessions. Have everything put on my tab.”
“When’s the tee time?”
“Two hours from now.”
“Cutting it close, aren’t you?”
“You go on out to the club. Talk to Jim Henderliter, the club golf pro. He’s expecting you and has been told to charge everything to my account. Get the lowdown on the course from him. We’ll meet you at the clubhouse in an hour and a half minutes.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “I’m going. Just make certain you clear this with Miss Teague. I don’t want any problems with her.”
Harry smiled. “I still sign Dolores Teague’s paychecks, so don’t worry about that.”
“We aren’t expected to lose, are we? As a way of softening up Mr. Richter?” she asked, feeling suspicious.
“Dani, if you don’t play your very best, I’ll be very disappointed in you,” Harry said. Then he smiled. “You should know Norman Richter is a scratch golfer. He’ll be difficult to beat.”
“That’s all I wanted to know. I’ll be going out to the club in a few minutes, then. You said that the family member-ship covers me?”
“I added your name when you came home. You don’t need to have any concerns about using the facilities of the club.”
“I was never concerned about that,” Dani replied.
“Weren’t you?” her father demanded. “You’ve not want-ed to go out there with us.”
She shook her head. “There’s something to be said for the old convention of a period of mourning. I’m not quite sure I’m really ready to be out in company, yet.”
“I know,” he told her in a gentle voice. “But you need to move on with your life. You’ve turned down almost every invitation you’ve received.”
That was true. Several of her co-workers had invited her to lunch, to dinners, or to parties. But aside from lunches, she had turned them down. She really hadn’t felt much like being in company. The one exception to that had been her growing friendships with Sarah and Michelle, who was one of Sarah’s friends as well as the day dispatcher for the local EMS system. Most of the time, she and at least one of the other women had simply gone out for lunch, or played tennis on the courts on the Devlin estate, or had ridden her father’s horses.
“Meet us in the clubhouse bar in an hour and forty-five minutes,” Harry informed her. “Charge the clothes and equipment to me, please?”
* * *
Dani was seated at a table in the clubhouse bar, wearing her new golf outfit, with her new, terribly expensive, clubs in the new bag by her side, when Steve Anderson, dressed for tennis, came up to her. She was reviewing a stack of print outs, trying to get the figures in her head before this meeting with Norman Richter.
“Hello, Ms. Devlin. Drinking alone at this hour. Shame on you,” Steve teased. “Can I sit?”
“Can you sit?” she teased, feeling herself smile. “Do I look like a physical therapist, that I should be able to size up your abilities at a glance?”
Steve laughed. “Point taken. May I sit with you?”
“I’d be happy for the company. I’m expecting my father in a very few minutes, however. We have a tee time in about a quarter hour.”
Steve Anderson lowered himself gracefully into a chair beside her. “Need a bracer to meet your father, Dani?” he asked in concern.
She took a sip of her beverage. “Never. This is tonic and lime. Very refreshing and non-alcoholic.”
“So, I hear you’re working for your father.”
“That’s right. It’s a summer job.”
“We haven’t seen much of you, except in passing at Church. I was impressed with how well you read last Sunday.”
“We serve as we can,” she dismissed.
“Aside from seeing you at Church, I was beginning to wonder if you were just a figment of my imagination.”
“You frequently conjure women from the depths of your imagination? Funny, I would have thought you would have had enough live companionship to make an active fantasy life completely unnecessary.”
She wasn’t going to take this guy seriously. But, it was fun to be with someone who appreciated her as a woman, for a change.
Steve laughed. There were few people in the bar at this hour of the afternoon, yet all eyes turned at the sound of Steve’s open laughter. “There isn’t a woman, anywhere, who could hold a candle to you.”
“Certainly not. I wouldn’t let them. Wax burns can be nasty things.”
Steve laughed again. “Come on, why the hermit act?”
“No act. I am a hermit.”
“Come on. ‘Fess up,” Steve urged.
“The only confessions I make are to priests,” she replied with a laugh. “Somehow, I don’t think you qualify.”
Steve shook his head. “That laugh of yours does strange things to me...”
“Heavens, I wouldn’t want to do that. Doing strange things to lawyers can be hazardous to my financial health.”
“Only if your intent was malicious... And I don’t think you have a malicious bone in your body.”
She laughed again. This man made her feel happy. She wasn’t going to take him seriously, though. “Bone, no? Cartilage, sinew, muscle, maybe.”
He chuckled. “Why have you really been in hiding, Dani?”
“I haven’t been in hiding. This is just the first chance I’ve had to come out. I’ve been pretty busy.”
“Doing what?”
“Finding my feet.”
“They’re where they’ve always been; at the end of your gorgeous legs.”
Dani laughed. “I should hope so.”
“What’s an office slave doing at the club in the middle of the afternoon on a weekday?” he asked.
“Preparing to play a business round of golf. What’s an officer of the court doing here during the middle of the afternoon on a weekday?” she countered.
“The judge took ill. There wasn’t anyone available to cover at such short notice. I couldn’t stand the idea of being cooped up on a gorgeous day like this, so, I’m giving myself some well deserved time off. Say, tomorrow evening, I’ve time scheduled on the tennis court. My planned opponent is down with this summer flu that’s going around. Would you take pity on a poor man and play tennis with me tomorrow evening?”
“What makes you think I play?” Dani asked.
“Sarah and Michelle both say you have a fierce back-hand.”
“Respectable, at least.”
“Then, will you take pity on me and come play tennis with me tomorrow evening?”
“What time?”
“Six.”
“I should be able to get here from the office by then,” she told him, after a moment’s thought.
“Loser buys the winner a steak dinner afterwards?”
“I hope that your pockets are deep. I’m extremely hard to beat on a tennis court. There are few things I like better than a good steak,” Dani replied.
“There will be a band here tomorrow night. There could be dancing. You might want to dress in something which will knock my eyes out.”
“But they’re such nice eyes,” she teased. “It would be a shame to knock them out. I detest waste of any kind.” Then she laughed and added in a more serious tone, “This is a roundabout way of asking me for a date, Steve.”
“Isn’t it, though?” he admitted unabashedly. “Well, anything that works. I’m a pragmatist.”
With a chuckle, she said, “Steve. I just don’t know about you!”
“Good. Keep ‘em guessing is the motto I live by. It’s always served me well.”
“Funny. I had thought your motto was something like, ‘Woman is just woman, but bail is a bond’.”
Steve laughed. “Dani Devlin, why don’t you marry me?”
“Possibly because I strongly suspect any woman who became seriously involved with you would face a lifetime of dealing with a revolving array of women, none of whom would last long, but a constant parade of females, nonetheless. You don’t strike me as the type to settle down and be faithful to any one woman.”
Steve looked at her, suddenly serious, “I wasn’t joking. Will you marry me, Mary Danielle Devlin?”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were serious.”
“I am serious. It shocks the crap out of me, if you have to know the whole truth.”
“Do you normally propose marriage to women who you don’t know?” she asked, not at all certain of what to make of this man.
His smile lit up his eyes. “Have to. The ones who know me won’t have me.”
She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Steve...”
“The answer to your question is ‘No’. In fact, I’ve never proposed to anyone, except you.”
“Well, I won’t hold you to it,” she offered. “Temporary insanity and all that.”
“I wouldn’t mind if you did hold me to it. Besides, what makes you think anything about how you make me feel is temporary?”
“I think we had better work on being friends long before we think about anything else, Steve,” she hedged on a sigh. “Besides, I would not be at all good for your legal career.”
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