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Prologue
Palm Beach, Florida
Summer 2006
They had no idea they were about to be discovered.
Their rendezvous locale was a posh, cozy residence the man had leased near the Intracoastal Waterway—nearly five years ago.
Since that time, the quiet comings and goings, as observed by a vigilant neighbor, suggested more than a little impropriety…the elderly neighbor surmised that the couple was having an illicit affair.
But tonight, even the neighbors would feel the shock waves.
The powerful shock waves of the forbidden.
*~**~*
Forty-five endless minutes.
That’s how long she lay in bed, anxiously awaiting her lover’s arrival.
When she finally heard the front door opening, the woman smiled, snuggling deeper into the fluffy pillows and cool, silky bedding. Her breathing steadied, tension disappeared, and her forehead relaxed.
He’d finally come.
They still had a solid hour to spend together, and he was now all hers!
But if she’d only known what was to happen on this night. That her secret was about to explode and change her life forever…she would not be smiling.
The nature of their affair made the explosion inevitable.
There was only so much sand in an hourglass, and now their time was up…tonight would be the last.
The last of the secret rendezvous.
*~**~*
As he entered the house, the man noticed the vanilla-scented candles illuminating the hallway that led to the bedroom.
What was he doing here with her? Again.
He’d tried to end it so many times…why couldn’t he?
Placing his briefcase near the door, he allowed the soothing atmosphere to combat the effects of the day, and took a deep breath.
Okay. One more time.
Inhaling the sweet ambiance, he removed his tie and tossed it over a barstool.
Quietly he strolled into the bedroom. And as always, there she was. Lying against the creamy pillows, waiting for him. No secrets. No lies. No past.
Just lying there wanting him.
Holding her gaze, he removed his clothes and climbed into the bed. He breathed deeply, trying his damnedest to release the burdens and disappointments of recent months.
Of recent years.
He took her into his arms and closed his eyes. “Tonight,” he whispered, spooning the now familiar curves of her naked body, “I just want to lay here and hold you.”
She laced their fingers. “You okay?” she asked, concerned. “Something wrong?”
“No more than usual. I just…” He hesitated, squeezing her. He couldn’t say too much. “Tonight I just want to lie here. Just need to shut out the world and not think too much.”
“Hmm.” Turning in his arms, she planted a gentle kiss on his lips. “Okay, just relax then. I’ll be right here.”
They nestled together, their legs intertwining. After a little adjusting, his head rested lower, cushioned by her breasts. They enjoyed the quiet tranquility they had begun to find here. They never suspected that—this time—it would not last.
*~**~*
“Oh, my God! Nooo!”
The violent, bloodcurdling scream broke them apart.
They both recognized the voice. It was her.
Her!
Holy shit.
With a deafening crash, the bedroom’s window shattered and shards of glass showered them on the bed.
They’d been discovered.
She—of all the people in the world—had found them!
They jumped from the bed.
PART I
Chapter 1
Clearwater, Florida
Early 1985
“Elvis? You’ve got to be kidding me, Jeff. We’re not naming her Elvis.”
“Come on, don’t be that way. Elvis could work for a girl.”
“Yeah, well, not this girl.” Leslie Phillips rubbed her eight-months-pregnant tummy. “She’d be the laughingstock of the entire universe!”
Jeffrey’s smile grazed her cheek where their faces touched.
They were sitting up in bed together, her aching back supported by his broad chest as she relaxed in his arms. Elvis Presley’s Moody Blue album played on the stereo as Jeff’s palms stroked her tummy.
On account of Jeff’s newfound adoration, their home was filled with all things Elvis, right down to the life-sized Elvis: That’s the Way It Is poster that hung on the bedroom door. And now Jeff wanted to brand their poor unborn child with his obsession.
He tried again. “Okay, then…How about Elvis-Ann?”
Heaving a sigh, Leslie shook her head.
“Elvissa?”
She trembled with laughter, Jeff’s hands jiggling atop her belly.
“Elvisalynn?” he continued, deep in thought. “Lynnelvis?”
Now Leslie cackled so hard the baby started kicking. “Oh, boy…you’d better stop!” Guiding his hand across her stomach, she snickered. “You feel that? That’s your Elvisalynn beating me up in protest of those ridiculous names!”
Feeling the firm thumps, Jeff feigned chagrin. “Well…what about the ridiculous name you and Mom want her stuck with? Audrey. Who the hell names their kid Audrey anymore? That’s so yester-century.”
Finally recovered, Leslie pinched his hand. “It is not. Audrey is a pretty name.” She gently began tracing Jeff’s nail beds, running her forefinger over them. “But, really, honey—you’re not serious about naming the baby Elvis, are you? You are just joking…right?”
He nibbled on her cheek. “Well…maybe calling her Elvis outright is a tad much…but what about something Elvis-related?” He bit his lip, thinking. “Hey, I got it!” He tapped her hand. “How about Grace? You know, for Graceland?”
Leslie turned her head, staring at him. “Jesus, Jeff. Is it that necessary to tie her name into him? If I had known you’d get this crazy, we never would’ve gone to Memphis to see Ingrid last year. You’ve seriously just been nuts ever since!”
She reached around for the phone, placing it in front of them on the bed.
“Oh, boy. There she goes. Calling for reinforcements.” Jeff made a face and stuck out his tongue.
Leslie dialed Jeff’s mother in Memphis. “It’s official, Ingrid. Your son’s gone completely nuts.”
Hundreds of miles away, Ingrid Armstrong laughed. “Why? What’s he done now?”
“Now he wants to call her Grace! Short for Graceland.”
“Oh, no. Put him on. I thought we settled on Audrey…”
Leslie gave Jeff the phone. He stuck his tongue out again.
“So, what is this?” he said sternly, pretending to be offended. “A wife-mother team up? What’s so wrong with Grace, ladies?”
That night the debate went on until well after midnight. In the end, though Jeff remained disgruntled, they reached an amicable compromise. It was perfect.
Audrey Grace Phillips.
*~**~*
The following Sunday was Jeffrey Phillips’s twenty-sixth birthday. To celebrate, a few of his closest friends planned a festive barbecue at Glen-Frost Memorial Park.
His mother, Ingrid, and younger sister, Beth, flew in from Memphis for the occasion.
*~**~*
Jeffrey Phillips was a tall, lean, blond-haired, blue-eyed young man with charming features. A senior in the top of his class at the University of Clearwater, he’d decided to apply to medical school after graduation. He wanted to pursue a degree in neurology.
Jeff’s father had been L. Humphrey Phillips, a successful real estate mogul who’d pioneered much of the major industrial districts in Memphis, Tennessee. Though he’d been married when he and Jeff’s mother met, they’d fallen in love and had two children together. Having always adored his second family, Humphrey had seen to it that they were very well looked after.
L. Humphrey died of a brain aneurism when Jeff was six, and Beth only two. To his credit, his will provided amply for his “illegitimate” children, ensuring a prosperous financial and academic future, and he did not deny them the right to his name.
Thanks to his late father, they’d led a very comfortable life, enabling Jeff to fulfill his dream of lounging on the beaches of Florida once he’d graduated from Memphis High, a move that ultimately led to his future wife.
Leslie Sanders was a high-spirited redhead with eyes Jeff called “emerald gems.” She was just seventeen when they met, in her last semester of high school, but before too long Leslie knew that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Jeffrey Phillips. He became her whole life, saving her from an unhappy upbringing.
He’d had a rare appreciation for the things that matter most in life, and it was so endearing that she’d gravitated toward him like no other guy before. Jeff Phillips exuded an air of vulnerability that clutched at Leslie’s own vulnerable heart. She’d grown up swooning with the greatest Hollywood love stories: Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, Katherine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy, Clark Gable and Carole Lombard. They were all seared into her romantic hopes and dreams.
And when she met Jeff, she seared another onto the list: Jeffrey Phillips and Leslie Sanders.
*~**~*
One afternoon, about a month after they’d met, Leslie left school early and accompanied Jeff to pick out furniture for the home he’d just purchased. Unbeknownst to either at the time, they were shopping for the home they would soon share together.
About a week after the furniture was delivered, when Leslie got home from school, there was a gift in the mail: a large poster featuring the entire cast of the hit show Dynasty. Jeff knew she never missed an episode.
The note read simply: Thanks for the “woman’s touch.” The place is beautiful.
*~**~*
When they had been dating about four months, Jeffrey began studying for finals, which limited his free time.
He asked Leslie to come over one evening to grill him on the material. They wound up working until two a.m., and Leslie was late for her first-period class the next day.
That night, after dinner, Jeff treated her to ice cream at Carvel’s.
“You know,” he said as they sat together in a booth, “you’re so special, Emerald Eyes. Some catch. I appreciate your staying up with me and the books last night.”
Later, when they were saying goodnight, Leslie couldn’t help herself. She took the plunge. “I’m in love with you, Jeff.”
“And I’m in love with you,” he murmured, staring into her eyes. And that was the night he had christened them his gems.
She’d been overwhelmed. Jeffery Phillips had genuine charm, polite sensitivity. He was a true gentleman—the first one she’d ever met.
Leslie was completely and totally enamored.
*~**~*
By the time her eighteenth birthday arrived, Leslie Sanders and Jeffrey Phillips were considered two halves of a whole. They’d become inseparable.
Jeff told everyone, constantly, how captivated he was with Leslie, how he loved her feisty but oh-so-tender spirit.
To celebrate her legal coming-of-age, he took her to dinner at a cozy seafood restaurant along Pier 60.
After dinner, as they walked along the pier in the moonlight, Jeff asked Leslie to be his wife. Without hesitation she’d jumped into his arms chanting, “Yes, yes, yes!”
And that night he became her first lover.
*~**~*
They had been married only three months when Leslie discovered she was pregnant.
Immediately packing up their station wagon, they’d driven to Memphis to break the wonderful news to Jeff’s family in person. This would be Ingrid Armstrong’s first grandchild, and Jeff knew she’d be ecstatic. The news was too good to share over the phone!
While in Memphis, Ingrid took them to visit Graceland, Elvis Presley’s venerated Tennessee estate.
Leslie Phillips had left Florida with a fairly normal husband. But when she returned, it was with an Elvis-saturated radical.
Overnight, Jeff became an obsessed fanatic. He’d bought every keepsake and collectible the gift shops had to offer, and declared Elvis Presley Boulevard the Eighth Wonder of the World.
Within a month there wasn’t an Elvis song he didn’t know or a book he hadn’t read. Their coffee table was covered with books, magazines, and videocassettes—all about Elvis Presley.
While cleaning up, cooking, or simply relaxing, Leslie enjoyed spinning Madonna, George Michael, or Cindy Lauper albums…but once Jeff was in the building, so was Elvis.
And he played his favorites repeatedly, nonstop, until Leslie, too, couldn’t help knowing all the songs by heart. She felt like she, herself, had written the lyrics to the likes of “Jailhouse Rock,” “Hound Dog,” and “Suspicious Minds.”
One day, she called Ingrid to complain. “If I have to hear ‘That’s All Right Mama’ spin one more time…”
“It’s that bad, is it?”
“Oh, it’s much worse, Ingrid. He’s possessed! He won’t let me listen to anything else. It’s maddening! He’s driving me nuts. I bet the baby comes out singing ‘Don’t Be Cruel’!”
They’d had a good laugh.
Chapter 2
That Sunday in April was a beautiful spring day, filled with vibrant sunshine and cool, tranquil breezes blowing in from the nearby beaches.
Glen-Frost Memorial Park was one of Clearwater’s biggest recreational prides. Named in honor of two World War II veterans, it boasted six acres of handsome landscaping and featured charming barbecue and picnic areas, blossoming shrubbery, and winding asphalt pathways.
They couldn’t have chosen a better place to have Jeff’s birthday barbecue. They’d invited all of their closest friends and neighbors, and while Madonna blared from a silver-toned boom box, everyone had an enjoyable time dancing, eating, and milling about.
Jeff and his buddies manned the grill, looking Crockett-and-Tubbs cool, while a very pregnant Leslie reclined in a lawn chair devouring barbecued chicken and hot dogs with Ingrid and Beth.
The three women had gone shopping for Jeff’s gifts the day before, and it was no surprise when they’d returned with heaps of bags that had nothing to do with Jeff. As a result of the minispree, Leslie now sported new maternity gear, complete with white leggings and a brand-new pair of jelly shoes, which were all the rage.
“May I tell you how sexy you are in that pink top?” Jeff whispered into Leslie’s ear. He had slipped away from the grills and knelt beside her.
She turned to face him and their eyes met. They shared a kiss.
On impulse, Beth pulled out her camera and snapped a picture.
When they didn’t break apart right away and began rubbing noses, Ingrid cleared her throat. “Hey, hey, you two. I’ll have none of that in my presence. Jeff,” she joked, “you’d better get back over there to that barbecue and light a fire under something else!”
“What?” He gaped at his mother. “No way! I’ve been working the grill since we got here, and it’s my birthday! No more work for me.” He planted another kiss on Leslie and stood. “It’s time to play, time for the fun! Hey, Brad,” he called out to his best friend, “when was the last time we rode skateboards?”
And off they went like a couple of high school kids, riding skateboards up and down a nearby path while the ladies resumed their chatter.
“It really is nice having you guys here,” Leslie was saying. “You should come down more often. Especially with the baby coming next month.” Rubbing her tummy, she sighed. “I’m so nervous! It would be great to have you both around to help out.”
“Oh, please, don’t you fret about a thing,” said Beth, sipping her Tab. “Of course Mom and I’ll come back down to help out when she gets here…Wow, I can’t believe it’s almost time,” she squealed. “It’s so exciting! My first niece!”
“I know—I’m nervous, but I can hardly wait to meet her. Thank you both so much…everything will be perfect since you’ll be here. I know Jeff will be a big help, but what with how giddy he’s been lately…”
“I know exactly what you mean,” said Ingrid. “That boy is so excited about being a father. He’s certainly giddier than I’ve ever seen him. Look at him over there,” she said, observing the men. “Making a fool of himself—skateboarding!”
They all laughed and turned to see that a few other guys had joined Brad and Jeff, revving around on the skateboards. Beth grabbed her camera, snapping more pictures.
“But don’t worry, dear,” Ingrid continued. “You’ll be a fine mother to little Audrey. A fine mother.”
“Thanks, Ingrid. And you’ll both be great company for me, too. It gets pretty lonely when Jeff goes to class. Before walking became a chore, I’d always end up at the mall to occupy my time, or at World of Babies. And Jeff’s constantly nagging at me for buying everything I see on sale!”
Beth laughed. “Well, we’ll definitely get along there, sister-in-law. I’ve been known to use a sale or two as an excuse to buy almost anything, myself!”
Ingrid tossed a napkin at the trash. “Leslie, dear, don’t you have any friends? And what about your folks? Do they live around here?”
Before Leslie could respond, they heard a commotion. All heads spun to see a few of the guys, Jeff among them, sprawled out on the pathway. They had fallen off of their boards. Everyone got up, teasing each other and laughing.
Everyone but Jeff.
When they noticed no movement from him at all, Ingrid and Beth shot from their seats, running over in alarm, with Leslie waddling behind.
Ingrid rushed to kneel over her son. “What the hell happened?” she cried.
Jeff’s eyes weren’t open.
“M-my wheel caught and got stuck on a dent in the path,” said Brad. “So then everybody just crashed into me.”
“Jeff?” Ingrid lifted his head, checking for blood. “Jeff, honey? Come on, open your eyes.”
Dropping to the ground, Beth tapped his jaw. “Jeff? Oh, good Lord, that must’ve been some fall!”
Panicked, Leslie grabbed one of the men standing next to her. “Somebody go call an ambulance—he’s badly hurt!”
But suddenly Jeff opened his eyes.
They all breathed a collective sigh of relief.
“Oh, thank Jesus,” sighed Leslie, cupping her stomach. “I was about to faint myself!”
“Ouch,” Jeff groaned, sitting up. “Did I black out? I landed right on the back of my head.”
As Brad helped him over to the picnic table, he joked, “Hey, somebody needs to learn how to skateboard!”
All the guys laughed.
“Jeff, this is no laughing matter,” Ingrid said, coming up behind him. “You were out for quite a few seconds. Let me take a look at that head.” She carefully parted his blond hair. “Sure enough, there’s a goose egg coming up. You need ice.” She glanced at Beth. “Honey, grab a towel and wrap some ice cubes. How do you feel, Jeff?”
“I feel fine, really.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Actually, I guess I feel a little dizzy, but I’m sure it’s nothing that sitting down a few minutes won’t cure. I’ll be fine. Back on the board in no time.”
He glanced about and saw that everyone had gathered around the table. “Hey, everyone, I’m fine,” he said, smiling. “Don’t let me spoil the good time. Eat. Drink. Be merry.”
When Beth brought the ice, Leslie took it and held it against the back of Jeff’s head. “How many fingers do you see?”
She held up four.
“Uh…” He squinted. “Is that eight or nine? I can’t tell…”
“What?” cried Ingrid.
“Eight or nine?” said Brad. “Hey, dude—maybe we really should get you over to Windmoor Memorial.”
“Not funny, Phillips,” Leslie said, thumping Jeff on the shoulder. “Look at his face—he’s faking! Don’t pay any attention to the man behind the curtain.”
Jeff laughed. “Look, you guys, I’m fine. Trust me. It’s just a little bump on the head, that’s all.”
But they were at Glen-Frost Memorial Park another three and a half hours—and Jeff never left the table. Although he laughed, joked, and talked to everybody who came over, he never left the table.
*~**~*
When they arrived home, Jeff said, “I think I’ll take a few aspirin and go straight to bed.”
“Honey?” Leslie called out, getting the aspirin from the kitchen. “Are you sure you don’t want to get that bump looked at?” Something was wrong. She sensed the fall had been serious—more serious than he was letting on.
“Yes, Jeff. Maybe you should,” his mother said, leading him over to the sofa. “Your eyes haven’t looked well since you fell off that skateboard, you know.” She sat him down, examining the bump.
It was the size of a small plum.
“Jeffrey, this thing is huge. Let’s not take any chances. We’re getting you to a hospital.”
“And you haven’t seemed all that steady on your feet either,” added Beth.
“No, I’m fine, really. Just have a mild headache…and feel a little dizzy…but it’ll go away.”
“But, honey,” said Leslie, handing him the aspirin with a glass of water, “your mom’s right—let’s not take any chances. After all, it is your head we’re talking about, and dizziness can’t be good. Let’s just drive over to Windmoor.”
He swallowed the pills in one gulp, and then got to his feet. “I’m telling you, you’re all overreacting…which is typical of women, I might add.” He managed a half smile. “I just need to lie down awhile. I’m sure the headache will be gone soon enough.”
They all watched, worried, as he slowly made his way toward the bedroom.
*~**~*
A few minutes later Jeffrey stood in the shower, staring down at the single bar of soap that he held in his hand.
He could see seven of them.
Determined not to be alarmed, he closed his eyes and leaned to the side, resting against the tiled shower wall.
Breathing deeply, he inhaled the hot, moist steam being generated by the spray of water, and waited patiently.
Thirty seconds passed. Then forty-five.
Sixty.
Jeff opened his eyes.
Only one bar of soap.
See? I’m fine.
Chapter 3
The following morning, after Jeffrey left for his eight o’clock class, Leslie told Ingrid and Beth that she was still very worried about that bump.
“He looked okay this morning, but he’s definitely not himself. Not a hundred percent. He took an awfully nasty hit on that pavement.”
“Well, just keep an eye on that goose egg,” advised Ingrid. She and Beth were scheduled to fly back to Memphis the next day. “It’s very swollen, and this morning he wouldn’t even let me get near it with the ice pack.”
*~**~*
They were in the nursery, the guest room Beth was sleeping in, going through all the baby things they’d bought on their shopping spree, when Jeff returned quite unexpectedly.
It was only eight forty-five.
They heard the front door close. “I need more aspirin,” he called out.
The three women looked at one another. More aspirin?
When they went out into the hall, Jeff was already in the kitchen, downing the pills.
“Jeff!” Leslie rushed over to him. “You’ve already taken two of those, just before you left. How come you’re back so soon? What happened?”
“Shit, I couldn’t focus on a thing for this blasted headache. I asked Brad to make a copy of his notes for me and drop them by later.”
His mother grabbed his hand. “That’s it. We’re going to a hospital. You have to get that thing looked at, Jeffrey. It could be serious.”
“No, Mother, really. The hospital wasn’t necessary yesterday, and it’s not necessary today.” He pulled away his hand. “The aspirin should do just fine. I just need to lie down…relax a bit.”
“No—you need to see a doctor,” Leslie insisted through clenched teeth. “I can’t take this, Jeff. You fainted, and I’m afraid something could be seriously wrong.” She grabbed him by the jaw. “Please, honey. I’m really scared about that swelling. Let’s just drive over to the hospital. Let a doctor tell you that you just need rest. Okay? Please.”
“Women,” said Jeff, dropping a kiss on her mouth. He walked to the entryway of the kitchen, shaking his head. “Okay. How’s this? I’ll make you guys a deal: If the headache’s not gone by tomorrow, we’ll go to the hospital. Just give it a few hours. I’ll lie down and give it some more time. How’s that?”
Though still apprehensive, they agreed. They watched him stroll off into the bedroom.
“I so don’t like this,” Leslie murmured.
“Me either,” said Beth as they headed back into the nursery.
*~**~*
For the remainder of the morning and into the early afternoon, they periodically looked in on him, making sure the swelling hadn’t worsened.
Around one o’clock, he suddenly emerged from the bedroom. “What time’s the flight tomorrow, Mom? When do you two leave for the airport?”
“Twelve forty,” Ingrid replied, eyeing him carefully. “We’re planning to leave the house around ten o’clock so we have plenty of time to check in once we drop off the rental. How’s the headache?”
“It’s actually not too bad now,” he said going over to rub his wife’s tummy. He nuzzled her neck. “How’s my little Grace?”
Beth and Ingrid balked immediately.
“Oh, I’m sorry—Audrey.” Jeff snorted. “How’s Audrey?”
“She’s great,” Leslie replied, laughing. “Just about ready to get out of there! This is way more uncomfortable than it looks! Oy.”
Jeff stared at her stomach. “You know what? I don’t give a damn what her birth certificate says—I’m calling her Grace.” He kissed his wife and straightened with a smirk. “Audrey sucks.”
They all threw sofa cushions at him in mock indignation.
“It does not!”
“Audrey’s a beautiful name!”
“Well, it sure beats Elvissa!”
Sprinting back to the bedroom, he called out, “Look, I don’t want to miss 60 Minutes tonight, okay? Roger that? Wake me if I’m asleep!”
*~**~*
Around five p.m., the ladies sat in the kitchen chatting and giggling over a dish of leftover key lime pie.
Glancing up at the clock, Leslie rose from the table, saying, “I’m going to check on him again.” She shook her head in concern. “It’s just not normal for him to sleep this much, and he hasn’t eaten anything since breakfast.”
“You think he might have a concussion?” ventured Beth. “Because I don’t think this much sleeping would be good for a concussion.”
Nodding in agreement, Leslie left the kitchen, her worry returning. When she entered their bedroom, she heard peaceful snores. But as she approached the bed, her breath stopped.
Jeff was lying on his side in a pool of vomit.
“Ingrid! Beth! Come quick; he’s vomited!” She rushed over, shaking him awake. “Bring towels!”
“W-what?” Jeff mumbled, opening his eyes. “W-what’s wrong?” Suddenly his forehead crumpled with apparent pain.
Ingrid and Beth came rushing in.
“Honey, you’ve puked all over the bed,” Leslie said, wiping his mouth with tissues. “We’re cleaning you up, and then we’re getting you to Windmoor. No more arguments.”
“Come on, sweetheart, into the bathroom,” his mother said, reaching the bed. “Let’s clean you up first.”
“W-wait,” he stammered, blinking rapidly. “Turn on a light. What time is it? H-how long have I been a-asleep?”
“It’s after five now,” said Beth. “You slept for about—”
“After five!” His eyes widened. He blinked. “Five a.m.?”
“No, five in the afternoon,” said Ingrid.
“Afternoon?” He turned about frantically. “Then why the hell is it so damned dark in here?” He brought his hand up and wiggled his fingers in front of his blinking eyes.
“Holy shit!” Now in a full-blown panic, Jeffrey gripped his wife’s arm. “I can’t see, Leslie! I don’t see a goddamn thing!!”
Chapter 4
They raced to Windmoor Memorial Hospital.
Beth rode shotgun while Ingrid drove the rental car like lightning through the residential streets of Clearwater. Since the hospital was nearby, they’d decided against waiting around for an ambulance, but now they had to tackle the heart of rush-hour traffic.
Holding her husband in her arms, Leslie gave Ingrid frantic directions from the backseat to avoid the main roads. Jeff had lapsed into an eerie quiet, clutching his head at the temples as if to shield against every bump in the road.
“Can you see anything now, honey?” asked Ingrid as she navigated traffic. “Anything at all?” She shot a quick glance at the rearview mirror. “Any bit of light?”
There was no response.
Leslie started crying. “Oh, my God!” She quickly kissed Jeff’s forehead. “Honey, can you hear us? Please say something, okay? Say anything.”
Slowly, his hand rose—but he did not speak.
“Jeff?” She lifted his head, looking his face over. “Honey? Jesus—can you talk? Say something. Let us know you can speak.”
“Head hurts…” he managed. Opening his eyes, he looked about blankly, without focus. “Still can’t see…just dark…”
Frightened and weeping, Leslie kept kissing Jeffrey’s forehead, clutching him very close until they finally pulled up to the entrance of the emergency room.
*~**~*
Once inside, the triage nurse immediately had Jeff carted off on a gurney. She asked the three frightened women to have a seat out front in the semicrowded waiting room.
Shortly thereafter, a security guard stepped through the sliding doors. “Excuse me, madam? You can’t leave your car out here in the entrance like this. You’ll have to park it.”
Ingrid rose, turning to Beth and Leslie. “If someone comes out, hold them here until I get back!” Then she rushed through the doors, the guard quick on her heels.
Leslie looked at Beth, their eyes locking in fear. They embraced each other.
This was not good.
They could feel it.
*~**~*
“He needs a cerebral MRI—stat!”
He heard the flurry of activity around him, but by now Jeffrey Phillips had lost the ability to speak.
As they wheeled him down the hall, all he could think of was his wife.
Leslie. That luxuriant main of auburn hair that fell just below her breasts. Those beautiful green eyes. The soft features of her lovely oval face. Her distended tummy…heavy with the child they had conceived in their love. Heavy with Grace.
Would he be able to see his baby when she was born? Would this damned blindness be permanent?
Just then a sharp pain ricocheted through Jeffrey’s head—a pain stronger than any he had ever felt in his entire life.
He could no longer think about Grace.
He could no longer think about anything.
*~**~*
Out in the waiting room, where they sat filling out insurance forms, Leslie’s apprehension grew. Her prayers were fast and urgent as the tears flowed.
Dear God, she thought, clutching her tummy, it can’t be good that he lost his sight. Oh, God…It just can’t be good…
“There, there,” Beth soothed. “Let’s not jump to the worst conclusions.”
Leslie flinched. She was unaware she’d spoken aloud.
“No…it doesn’t look good at all right now,” Beth continued, clinging to her mother’s hand. “But it has to be a temporary thing from the fall he took. He passed out, for Pete’s sake!”
Overwhelmed by fear, Ingrid began to weep. “I knew we should’ve brought him here yesterday—immediately after it happened and he passed out! He just didn’t look well. But Jeffrey’s so damned stubborn—he refused to listen!”
They lapsed into a sniffling, tear-filled silence, losing all sense of time.
They waited.
*~**~*
“Ms. Phillips?”
All three heads snapped to attention, and they rose to their feet.
Just how long had they been sitting there?
It was a stout, balding man in a long white coat. “I’m Dr. Saul Benedict,” he said. He was not smiling.
“I’m Mrs. Phillips,” said Leslie, shaking his hand. “I’m Jeffrey Phillips’s wife. This is his mom and sister. Is he going to be all right? Has his sight returned?”
The doctor’s gaze fell briefly, taking in her belly. He seemed to hesitate. “Would you ladies come with me, please?” He motioned toward a hallway. “Right this way.”
They were led into a small room behind the triage area. He closed the door behind them.
“I’m so very sorry to tell you this…but I don’t have good news.” He paused, his eyes sad. “Unfortunately, Mr. Phillips has died. It appe—“
Ingrid screamed. “No!” And collapsed on the spot.
Beth grabbed her as her own knees buckled.
The blood drained from Leslie’s face.
“D-died?” she managed. “Died? What do you mean ‘Mr. Phillips has died’? H-how could he…Dead?” Suddenly she couldn’t breathe. Her voice became hysterical. “No, no, no! You’re making a terrible mistake! He was just talking to me in the car! He can’t be—”
“I’m so very sorry,” Dr. Benedict interjected, his voice full of compassion. Touching Leslie’s shoulder, he gently guided her toward a chair. “Perhaps you should have a seat, Mrs. Phillips.”
His voice droned on, explaining something about the occipital lobe and an acute subdural hematoma. He could scarcely be heard over the gut-wrenching wails of Beth and Ingrid, who had collapsed to the floor, bawling, clutching each other, devastated. They were inconsolable.
Shocked into silence, Leslie slumped into the chair, the girth of her belly preventing a fall to the floor. She stared up at the doctor, horrified.
Her brain turned to mush.
Chapter 5
Jeffrey Phillips was laid to rest at Serenity Gardens Cemetery, just west of the beautiful beaches of Pier 60. He had so loved Florida. Ingrid decided against taking him back to Memphis.
All of his college comrades attended the funeral. Family and friends had flown in from Memphis, every one of them unable to believe this had happened. His mother gave the eulogy with Beth by her side. Together they released half a dozen white doves in celebration and honor of his precious memory.
Leslie Phillips—prostrate with grief and in a palpable state of disbelief—merely sat staring at her young husband’s casket. She was lost. In a trance.
She hadn’t spoken since they’d all left the hospital—without Jeffrey—nearly a week before.
*~**~*
“Doesn’t she have any family? Any at all?” asked Beth, joining her mother in the kitchen. “Is there no one we can call?”
It was the day after the funeral, and a few neighbors had come by, offering warm food and heartbreaking condolences.
Beth had just given Leslie a bath and propped her up in bed.
“You know, it’s just the darnedest thing, but I can’t recall her ever making mention of any family. And I don’t think Jeff ever said anything about them either.” Ingrid paused, drying a dinner plate. “I just assumed we’d meet them sooner or later. But now…”
“Well, I’m really worried about her and the baby. I know the hospital told us to monitor her blood pressure and make sure that she eats, but...” She sighed. “Why won’t she talk, Mom? It’s been a week.”
Ingrid turned to her daughter, fresh tears in her eyes. “She’s in shock, dear. We’re all in shock.” The plate slipped from her grasp, shattering against the sink’s faucet.
“Oh, Mom!” Beth burst into tears and ran to her mother.
They clung to each other.
“I cannot believe this,” Ingrid sobbed. Her tears soaked Beth’s cotton blouse. “I just can’t believe it. How in the hell could this have happened out of left field like this? Twenty-six years old! How can my son be gone?” Pulling back, she locked eyes with her daughter. “Dear God, Beth. Is it punishment? Am I being punished after all these years? Is this my punishment for Humphrey?”
Unsure of what to say, Beth simply drew her mother into another embrace, reassuring her. They cried together until the kitchen grew dark as the sun made its crawl into the west.
Finally Beth rose and reached for napkins to dry their faces.
“So…what are we going to do about Leslie?”
“Merciful heavens—I don’t know. Maybe she has a phone book or something. Let’s look around. There has to be some way to get in touch with her parents or some other relative.”
But in the end, even after checking with the neighbors, they were unable to locate any information about Leslie’s relatives. There wasn’t even the slightest indication that she had any close friends.
Exhausting all possible alternatives, Ingrid decided they would simply take Leslie home with them. Given her late stage of pregnancy, they would have to drive back to Tennessee.
Jeffrey’s child would be born in Memphis.
And they would name her Grace.
Just as he’d wanted.
PART II
Chapter 6
Palm Beach, Florida
Christmas 2004
Until tonight they had been only platonically acquainted. He had preferred it that way.
Until tonight he’d never dared to consider the open invitation he’d seen in her eyes from the very beginning.
And so, with a meeting of the eyes, it began.
Eye contact was such a powerful medium. A full-blown conversation could take place within the rock-solid confines of a stare. And on this night, their conversation began.
Her look had posed the question. His, though initially surprised, had fallen under its spell. His had responded.
In her pointed gaze he saw the offering—the offering of what he wanted more than anything else. In her eyes he believed he was seeing exactly what he needed, but had been deprived of.
In those eyes, he saw her.
He had to get out of there. He had to get away, or…
“Can we talk?” She had followed him out into the garage.
Oh, God. Please. No.
That was all she’d said, but he’d heard so much more being offered in those three harmless words. So much more.
Before he could stop himself from telling her where and when to meet him—
He already had.
*~**~*
The man poured himself a drink. She was leaning against the wall, just inside the foyer. Watching him.
They had not spoken since entering the house.
The woman wasn’t sure she should speak at all. He looked as if he would change his mind at any moment. And she didn’t want that.
No. She wanted him. She had to have him. Her body tingled with the excitement of being with him, the anticipation of having this—the oh-so-forbidden.
He had actually brought her here. He’d obviously wanted this all along, just as she had.
It was hard to think clearly as she stood gazing at him. He was tall and lean, quite muscular, but not bulky. Deliciously blond. Strong jawline. Nice, full lips.
He was standing there, just three feet away from her, looking incredibly sexy in a solid black sweater and a pair of dark blue Levis.
And best of all…they were alone. She grew moist at the thought.
Why did this happen whenever she was near him? Why did her pulse quicken, her thoughts scramble, and her vagina throb all at the same time?
Why was she plagued by the same forbidden fantasy whenever they were apart?
Well, it might still be forbidden, but his inviting her here tonight made it quite clear that it was no longer a fantasy.
On that note she made the first move. Walking over to him, she took the snifter from his hand. He let it go.
She then began kissing him with a hunger that excited him ferociously. They began peeling off each other’s clothes, shuffling their way into the bedroom.
He was anything but gentle with her. He mauled her breasts without apology, as if to punish her for being a temptation to him. He bent, biting her nipples as his hand found her sex. He jabbed his fingers into her wetness.
She moaned. She would not complain. She was getting what she wanted, and nothing could be better than what was happening right here. Right now.
His body was firm and solid as a rock. His skin felt so good against hers. Covering her. Rubbing against her. He wanted her—very badly. Hell, he seemed to need her.
When he finally slipped into her body, the hesitation was brief before he completely lost himself in the pleasure, pounding his need all the way home.
He cursed.
His thrusts became even more punishing than she could’ve anticipated.
She would be sore, possibly walking awkwardly, for a month.
When he finally caught his breath, he quickly withdrew from her. “I don’t fucking believe this,” he said in disbelief. He looked down into her eyes. He dared not look down toward the sheets beneath them. “Please tell me that you were not a virgin.”
Chapter 7
West Palm Beach, Florida
Early 1990
Twenty-five-year-old Dawn Chadwick rushed to grab the phone as she downed the last of her coffee.
“Hello?” Her appointment was at nine thirty sharp, and she had traffic to factor into the commute.
“Hi, sweetheart. I’m glad I caught you.” It was her soft-spoken mother. “Just wanted to wish you good luck with the interview today. I have a feeling this is gonna be the one.”
“Thanks, Mom. I sure hope so, because you know Crystal Clear’s always been my first choice—getting in there would be perfect. Pray hard. I’m on my way out the door right now.”
“Knock ‘em dead, honey. Good luck.”
*~**~*
She arrived at the Crystal Clear office park with fifteen minutes to spare.
Dawn parked her Grand Am and flipped down the visor, doing a final check of her hair and makeup. Everything was perfect. Her foundation was flawless, her full lips colorful and sheer, her eyebrows perfectly arched. Her smooth, deep-brown hair grazed her jawline in a symmetrical cut, which had proven to be extremely high maintenance.
Accenting the generous curves of her five-foot-six figure, she wore a shapely forest green suit with a multicolored scarf, and a custom-made silver broach formed the initials MC. Her appearance screamed competent. Capable. Proficient. She was the consummate professional.
Well, let’s hope that’s what C&C thinks when I’m through with them, she thought, chuckling.
Dawn glanced at the photo of Michael that hung from her rearview mirror in a protective plastic sleeve. Leaning over, she dropped a kiss on it. “Wish me luck,” she told him.
Then, grabbing her purse and briefcase, she went to knock ‘em dead.
*~**~*
“Good morning,” Dawn greeted the receptionist. “I have a nine-thirty interview with Cynthia McFarley.”
“Okay, could you sign in here, please?” the woman said pleasantly, indicating the clipboard. “Then take a visitor’s badge and have a seat right over there. I’ll call HR to let them know you’re here. Someone’ll be out to escort you up.”
“Thank you,” said Dawn, adding her name and arrival time to the sheet. There were three other people seated in the elegant lobby. Dawn grabbed a badge and joined them. She wondered if they were all applicants, here for the same accounting position. Lord, I sure hope not, she thought. From where she sat, they all looked rather impressive.
Silently, she struck a deal with God. Dear Lord, if you bless me with this C&C position, I promise to get out more. I’ll even go to church with Mom and Brenda every Sunday…She paused. Okay, every other Sunday…
“Dawn? Dawn Chadwick, is that you? From Mr. Greer’s ecology class at PBCC?”
Startled, Dawn looked up, reaching for her briefcase. She immediately recognized that long mane of red hair. “Oh, my gosh—Leslie Phillips! I remember you—hello!” Smiling, they shook hands. “How’ve you been? You’re working for C&C now?”
“Yes, I’ve been here almost a year. Human Resources. It’s awesome to see you after all this time; you look great! Love the haircut. Come with me,” she said, turning back toward the desk. “I’ll be taking you up to meet with Cynthia.”
Dawn followed her to the bank of elevators, and they headed for the fifth floor.
“So how’ve you been?” asked Leslie. “It’s been at least two or three years since I last saw you, hasn’t it?”
“Wow. Has it really been that long? Time surely does fly. I’ve been well. Hanging in there. You?”
“Oh, you know how it goes. Work, work, work.”
When they reached the fifth floor, Leslie led her down a long hallway and into an empty conference room. “Here we are. Just have a seat and she’ll be with you shortly. And just as a heads up—she may have the finance director, Victor Crowne, with her. He likes to sit in on these interviews.”
“Oh, great—thanks for the warning,” Dawn replied with an appreciative wink. “It was great to see you again, Leslie.”
“You too. Good luck.”
Once Leslie Phillips had gone, Dawn took a seat and waited. She hated interviews, but this one she had to ace. She needed this job.
Crystal Clear was one of the largest pharmaceutical and retail health-product companies in the nation. They paid very competitive wages, had an excellent benefits package, and best of all, the corporate office park was only ten minutes from her apartment.
This job—if she landed it—would be her first foray into the workforce in nearly three years. It would also be her first attempt at starting over. Creating a new life with the New Year.
Life after Michael.
*~**~*
The news came five days later while she was working out at the gym. Thanks to her weekly dedication, everywhere she went most men did double takes.
Dawn was peddling uphill on the elliptical glider—sweating off the sweet-potato pie her mother had practically force-fed her the night before—when she heard the psychedelic chirping of her pager. She found a pay phone and called the number on the display.
It was Leslie Phillips at Crystal Clear. She’d gotten the job!
Chapter 8
It was two weeks before Dawn Chadwick ran into Leslie Phillips again.
She normally had a light breakfast at home before leaving for work, but that morning she’d overslept and had to rush to be on time. She saw the ever-stylishly dressed Leslie downstairs in C&C’s employee eatery, waiting in line at the breakfast grill.
“Hey, we meet again! Good morning!”
“Good morning, Dawn!” said Leslie, turning with a smile. “You know, I’ve been meaning to call you, see how things are going for you. Is everything coming along all right?”
“Oh, everything’s great, thanks. It’s awesome. Cynthia’s the sweetest person.”
“Oh, yeah?” Leslie laughed. “Well, let’s hope you still think so come month’s end. That’s when everybody in finance is pulling their hair out by the roots!”
“Hey,” the cook cut in hastily, looking at Dawn. “What can I get you?”
“Oh—fully loaded omelet, please,” she quickly replied. Glancing behind her, she saw that the line had lengthened considerably. Several people had come up on her heels.
Turning back to face Leslie, she resumed the conversation. “Well, now, month’s end…it can’t be all that bad, can it? Give me a call on the first and I’ll tell you how much of my hair is left.”
“So, what have you been doing for lunch?” Leslie reached for her order.
“Oh, I usually bring something, but yesterday a few of us went to the new Macaroni Grill. Why, is something special going on?”
“No, no, I was just going to invite you to join Melanie, Shirley, and me. We work together in HR and go out most days. You’re free to join us anytime.”
Dawn smiled. “Aw, thanks, Leslie. That’s so nice of you. Where are you guys going today?”
“We never know. Sometimes we don’t actually make up our minds until we get in the car!”
*~**~*
She joined the club. Dawn began lunching with the “HR gang,” as they’d been nicknamed by coworkers. She soon realized, as she got to know each woman, that of the three, Leslie Phillips was the most stable.
Melanie Burkis was the twenty-seven-year-old mother of four, whose boyfriend was currently serving a stiff sentence for turning their living room into a meth lab.
Shirley Wells was a thirty-two-year-old Cher wannabe who was engaged to husband number three after recently divorcing husband number two.
Leslie Phillips’s life was far less colorful. At twenty-four, she was single, lived with a roommate named Amber, had no children, and was “sort of” dating a guy named Paul who worked in IT.
It didn’t escape Dawn’s notice that aside from an occasional remark during polite conversation, Leslie was reserved about personal matters. So Dawn was quite surprised the afternoon Leslie put her on the spot—at least, that was how it felt—for the exact same thing.
They were at a table in Applebee’s waiting for their food in the middle of the lunchtime crowd. Melanie had just finished a rant about how her boyfriend called the house every night, which was sending their phone bill soaring through the roof. She was debating whether or not she should continue accepting the charges. After all, they’d long since run out of things to talk about.
“So, Dawn,” Leslie began, sipping her Pepsi. “I remember you were getting married to this hunk when we were in school—looked like he could give Mike Tyson a run for his money! How’s the hubby?”
Up to that point she hadn’t shared very much about herself. Only that she had no children, and lived ten minutes away from C&C…nothing more. It had been all she could manage with virtual strangers.
“Uh…” She hesitated. “Michael died. He was killed three years ago. Car accident.”
“Oh, my God.” Melanie gasped.
“Oh, you poor thing,” said Shirley, reaching for her hand.
Only Leslie said nothing. She just sat, staring at Dawn.
“It’s okay, you guys. I’ve learned to live with it, and it’s gotten a lot easier to talk about him. I feel like I have an angel in heaven watching over me. My Michael.” She gave a warm smile.
Finally Leslie spoke. “You lost your husband?” Her tone was unusually low, and she was visibly uncomfortable. “I’m…I’m so sorry.”
Dawn nodded reassuringly. “Thanks. It has been rough, but as my mother reminds me: I’m still here. I am still very young, and life must go on. I’ll always have Michael in spirit.”
The waiter came with their lunches then. By the time he left—to Dawn’s relief—Leslie had prudently segued into another subject. But she’d definitely seen something in the other woman’s eyes.
What was it?
*~**~*
Dawn was glued to her desk one afternoon, diligently crunching numbers, when Leslie phoned from downstairs.
“How much do you pay for rent where you live?” When Dawn told her, she continued, “I’ve decided it’s time to get a place of my own. Amber’s driving me crazy. She’s got a different guy coming in every other night, and as time goes by the choices seem to be getting worse. Last night it was another one she met at the nightclub, and he was as drunk as a skunk. He absolutely reeked—stank up the entire apartment. Disgusting.”
Her roommate, Amber Mancini, was a working girl. She stripped at a club called Jiggles and seemed to think that dating all the paying customers completed her job description.
“I’ve had enough,” Leslie told Dawn. “I need my own abode.”
“It must be awfully hard to live like that, having strangers parade in and out of your house every day. The rent’s a bit on the high end at my place, but since I live alone I like having the security of the gates, and there’s an alarm in the apartment, washer/dryer, private entrances, et cetera. It’s really nice. Suits me fine.”
“It sounds great. I’m planning to pick up an apartment guide and drive around this weekend…” Leslie hesitated. “I’ll go by your complex first. Do you think you’ll be home? I could drop by before I leave…”
“Oh, sure.” She told her the apartment and building number and they hung up. Before returning to her ledgers, Dawn tapped her number two pencil on the desk, deep in thought. Thus far, though they’d established a comfort level with one another, their acquaintance had not yet ventured beyond the Crystal Clear realm.
Dawn had grown quite curious about Leslie in the weeks since they’d become reacquainted. Who exactly was the well-coifed and trendy Leslie Phillips, off the clock?
Chapter 9
“Gee-whiz, sis. Must you buy everything in bulk?” Brenda Ross complained. “There’s, like, no more room in this pantry for anything.”
“But the stuff lasts longer,” Dawn replied, folding a plastic bag. “And I live to bargain-shop.”
The sisters had just finished putting away Dawn’s groceries. They often shopped together on Saturdays, and since Dawn’s place was on the way to hers, Brenda always stopped over to help her unpack. It was a routine that had started innocuously enough, but Dawn had always suspected there’d been a motive.
They—her mother and sister—felt a need to thread themselves into her life.
“So, any plans for the evening?” asked Brenda, peeling a banana.
“Umm. No, not really.” Putting away the rest of the grocery bags, Dawn joined her sister at the table and grabbed herself a banana. “A coworker of mine might be dropping by—Leslie. We had a class together back at PBCC, and now she works in HR at Crystal. I ran into her when I had my interview.” She took a bite. Then, with a mouthful, she continued. “She’s having problems with her roommate, so she’s shopping around for a new place. She might end up renting something here.”
“Well, what’s she like? Is she someone you could live with? Why don’t the two of you room together? You’d both save a lot of money, splitting the rent and the bills…”
Dawn shook her head. “Nah, I’m managing fine on my own, I don’t want to deal with the hassles of, you know, sharing space with someone else. Besides…Michael’s still here.”
Brenda Ross, a gentle-faced mother of two with short dark hair and deep dimples, looked affectionately at her sister. “But that’s just it, Dawn. Maybe it’s time to…Maybe a roommate would be a good thing. Not to replace Michael’s presence, of course, but to provide some other human stimulation, some other company in the house.” She hesitated. “What do you think?”
Dawn glanced at the drawing of Michael that hung above her kitchen table. It was a caricature they had gotten when they’d visited Busch Gardens in Tampa Bay—only one week before he was killed. One week after their wedding. Boasting a ridiculously wide and exaggerated smile, the likeness was dressed in Levis and a red V-neck. His muscular physique had been comically condensed by the artist’s skillful pencil. His dark hair was cut short, buzz-style.
Dawn stared at the painting, her heart trembling. She looked over at Brenda. “No roommates,” she finally murmured.
“Dawn…” Brenda sighed. “This can’t be healthy.”
She glanced up again, looking at Michael. “No roommates.”
*~**~*
Brenda was leaving just as Leslie Phillips arrived.
“Leslie, this is my sister, Brenda. Bren, this is Leslie from work.”
The ladies exchanged pleasantries before Brenda continued out the door. “Well, it was so nice meeting you, Leslie. Good luck on the apartment hunt.”
“Your sister seems so nice,” Leslie said, following Dawn into the kitchen and accepting a can of Coke.
“Oh, yeah, she’s the best. But I have noticed that she and my mom got so much nicer about three years ago…” Dawn chuckled. “Not sure if Michael’s death had anything to do with it.”
Leslie glanced around. “Is that him in all the pictures? Michael? He’s all over.”
“Oh, yeah. All over. I even have one in the car hanging from my rearview mirror, in my locker at the gym, et cetera. Keeping my angel visible at all times has helped me a great deal.”
“Well,” Leslie began brightly—perhaps a little too brightly—“I loved the apartment model they showed me here. This seems like a pretty quiet place, but would you like to drive around with me? Look at a couple others? I saw a few nice ones in the guide, and they looked pretty good, price-wise.”
“Sure,” replied Dawn, heading toward the hallway. “Just let me use the bathroom and grab my purse.”
*~**~*
By late afternoon they’d visited three apartment complexes around the perimeter of town before Leslie found a model in Palm Beach Gardens that she simply couldn’t refuse. The development was brand-new, the last two buildings undergoing the final touches of construction. It was called Solidity Isles.
With its colonial architecture, green stucco design, and beige trim, the complex was very attractive to drivers approaching from the palm tree-lined road.
Leslie chose a one-bedroom, one-and-a-half bath unit that had an attached garage, washer and dryer, and plenty, but plenty, of closet space. Her apartment would be in building seven (one of the two to be completed) and would be ready for occupancy in early February.
“I’m going to give Amber notice,” Leslie told Dawn as they were walking back to the car. “Then I’ll buy my way out of the remaining portion of the lease.”
“Will she be angry, do you think?”
Leslie snorted. “Hell, at this point, I really don’t care. She’s had plenty of warning, and I’m through beating up my gums. Let her get one of her countless strip-club patrons to walk her dog at night and help her foot the rent every month. I’m out of there.”
Chapter 10
They were heading to the Palm Beach Valley Mall in Leslie’s car, a late-model Toyota Celica, when it occurred to Dawn…
Leslie was an HR generalist, an entry-level position. As far as Dawn knew, they didn’t exactly break the bank with net pay. Still, Leslie Phillips seemed to have the finest of everything. New car. Designer clothes. Chic handbags. Stylish jewelry. And she’d just laid down a hefty deposit for a luxury apartment, complete with an attached garage. The rent was nearly double what Dawn was paying over at her place. And it didn’t even include water and sewage!
After leaving Solidity Isles, Leslie had suggested a visit to the mall, which, as luck would have it, was just a stone’s throw from the development.
Dawn glanced over at Leslie as she drove. How was she affording such a lush lifestyle? Did she work a second job? Have rich parents? Or perhaps her beau, Paul from the IT department, just happened to be an extremely generous lover? Maybe she just had lots of money saved?
Well, although her curiosity was piqued, Dawn decided against verbalizing her provocative questions, ever the diplomatic soul.
But even more than diplomacy, she thought, it’s simply none of my business.
*~**~*
“Oh, this is too gorgeous! I wonder if they have it in solid colors…It’d look terrific in blue.”
They were in Saks Fifth Avenue, browsing the Michael Kors collection.
Leslie was walking around a blouse rack holding a shimmering, multicolored top—scoop-neck style, with three-quarter sleeves. She shuffled through the hangers.
“Ah,” she said in satisfaction. “Found it in blue!”
“That is a pretty one,” Dawn agreed. “Gonna try it on?”
“Oh, no. I know my clothes—it’ll fit. I never waste time trying anything on…” She shuffled through the rack again. “Um. Now look at the green,” she said, lifting one from the rack. “Gorgeous, too, don’t you think? I think I have a pair of green sandals that would match this perfectly.”
“So, go with the green, then,” said Dawn, pointing at it. “Both colors look great.”
“Which one would you go for?”
Dawn looked back and forth between the two. “Hmm…I’d have to say the green. That jade really brings it alive…but the blue looks just as pretty also.”
“Well, that settles it then. I have to get both. Thanks.” Smiling, Leslie turned toward the register, which was in the center of the clothing racks. She had both tops in tow.
Dawn hesitated before following her. Goodness. She was going to buy them both! Seeing as they were Michael Kors, Dawn wondered what they cost. Lifting the sleeve of one of the tops on the rack, Dawn eyeballed the tag: IRIDESCENT ITALIAN SILK BLOUSE: $450.00
Dawn’s fingers went limp. The tag slipped from her hand.
Four hundred and fifty—times two.
Wow, thought Dawn.
Wow.
*~**~*
After strolling and perusing the mall shops for another hour or so—with Leslie buying a pair of blue pumps to match the new top—they were finally back on the road, making their way to Dawn’s apartment.
When they arrived Leslie found a parking space; then, turning toward the backseat, she reached around and grabbed the Saks shopping bag.
Pulling out the blue blouse, she wrapped it securely in the tissue paper enclosed and tossed it—sans bag—onto the backseat.
Then she placed the shopping bag on Dawn’s lap.
“This one’s for you,” she said quietly. “Just to say thanks for accompanying me today on the apartment hunt.”
For a moment Dawn was speechless. She had a flashback of the price tag.
Now, while she’d had a rather comfortable upbringing, never in her life had she worn a four-hundred-dollar shirt! Never. She couldn’t accept it.
“Uh, Leslie…no. It was really no big deal. I was glad to go with you. I can’t accept this—I saw how much it costs!” Taking it off her lap, Dawn placed the bag between them, resting it on the emergency brake. “If you seriously bought it just for me, it’s awful sweet and generous, but please take it back. I could never accept such a—”
“Dawn.” Looking at her pointedly, Leslie put the bag back on her lap. “No arguments. I’ll take offense if you don’t accept it. Don’t you know some folks are funny that way? You can’t not accept a gift.” She chuckled, tucking a strand of red hair behind her ear. “It’s quite rude.”
Hesitant, Dawn looked down at the bag. She shook her head. “Oh, Leslie…this is so sweet of you, but no, I couldn’t. I just wouldn’t feel comfortable. It’s far too expensive a gift. And it was no trouble at all to ride around with you today. Really. I was happy to do it.”
“You liked the blouse, didn’t you? You preferred the green one, right? Well, it’s yours.” As Dawn opened her mouth again to protest, Leslie quickly raised her palm. “End of story.”
*~**~*
A few minutes later, after locking and engaging the chain on her front door, Dawn went over to the living room window. She peeked through the curtain in time to watch the taillights on Leslie Phillips’s red Celica as it cruised out of the parking lot.
She stared after the car long after it disappeared down the street.
Going into her bedroom, Dawn sat on the bed and took the blouse from the bag. For a moment she simply sat staring at the price tag. This was too much to keep to herself.
A $450 blouse!
Grabbing the phone, she called Brenda.
Her sister answered on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Bren! You are not gonna believe this.”
Chapter 11
Moving day arrived. Leslie enlisted the help of the HR gang from work, along with her boyfriend, Paul, who recruited a couple of his friends to help with the furniture.
Since she was the only one who drove a stick, Melanie drove the U-Haul Leslie had rented, while Shirley and Dawn followed behind in their jam-packed cars.
“Boy, you sure have a lot for one person,” Shirley had remarked when they began loading the cars with garbage bag after garbage bag. “No kids, no husband. Are you a pack rat or something? Can’t throw things away?”
Leslie had laughed, waving her off. “Leave me alone!”
Now as they arrived at Solidity Isles, they saw a crew of workmen installing a large, stylish granite water fountain just inside the entrance gate. It depicted three cherubs through which the water circulation flowed.
“Oh, that’s beautiful,” said Melanie, maneuvering the U-Haul around the bend that led to building seven. “Gives the place a nice serene feel.”
“Yeah, it looks great!” said Leslie, admiring it. “Hey, just drop me off right here. I still have to sign the lease and get the keys, so I’ll meet you guys over there. You remember where it is, right?”
“Sure,” replied Melanie, stopping.
Grabbing her purse, Leslie jumped from the truck and headed toward the leasing office.
Where she would meet Luke Cavanaugh for the very first time.
And her five-year-old façade would have its first crack of reality.
*~**~*
Luke Cavanaugh was exiting the office, having just met with the property manager about the fountain installation, when a young lady with a mass of red hair was strolling in. When their eyes met, she gasped—practically screeched—causing everyone to stop and look curiously toward the doorway.
Now, Luke Cavanaugh knew he was no ogre, but he’d certainly never had a woman look as though she were going into cardiac arrest from the mere sight of him either.
Chuckling, he stepped back through the doorway. “Um…what is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost! Do I know you?”
The girl said nothing, just stood there, staring at him. Then, blinking, she seemed to regain her senses—quite slowly, at that.
She stammered, “I-I’m so sorry. I mistook you for someone else. Gosh—I’m so sorry.” Then she continued walking, as if nothing even remotely peculiar had happened at all.
*~**~*
Luke Cavanaugh decided to wait for the girl outside. Something was off, and his curiosity was piqued.
Shock. Clear and present.
For a moment, her eyes had registered total shock.
*~**~*
Twenty minutes later she emerged. She was stuffing papers into her purse, her head down. She nearly collided with him before she finally looked up.
“What happened in there a while ago?” Luke asked, eyeing her warily. “Have we met before or something? Do I know you?”
“Uh, no…I-I don’t think so.” She was visibly uncomfortable. “Like I said, for a minute I thought you were someone else; that’s all. I’m really sorry for the happening.” She started to walk away along the sidewalk.
Casting a glance toward the workmen, he fell into step beside her. “Well, judging from your reaction, the idea of seeing that ‘someone else’ again must really scare you. Do you mind if I ask who it was? I have two brothers and we do look alike…quite a bit, actually.”
“No, forget it. Truly. It’s no one from around here.” She tucked a mass of hair behind her ear and looked up at him. “Look…I feel so foolish. I don’t know what I was thinking. I really am sorry if I alarmed you, but don’t worry about it. I was mistaken; that’s all.”
Luke took her in. Her sun-kissed skin was smooth, her face delicate and sweet. She was wearing a grass green spaghetti-strap tank top that bared her midriff. It also matched her eyes. Her jeans were stonewashed, with rhinestone studs lining each pocket. They fit her well. Like a glove.
“You know,” Luke ventured, “I think I’d be more inclined to accept that apology if you’d agree to have a drink with me.”
She stopped walking. “A drink with you?”
“Yes. How about tonight? Do you already have plans?”
She hesitated, thinking of Paul. “Well, I’m moving in today, and you know how moving goes—it’s so draining. So tonight’s definitely out. Then, of course, I’ll be unpacking for days, if not weeks.”
Luke grinned. “In other words, not now and not ever? Is that it? Trying to cut me off at the pass?”
Tentatively, she grinned back. “Not to mention that I’m currently dating someone, so I guess you could say that I’m not too available right now.”
“My loss then.”
Their eyes met.
“Thanks for the compliment.”
“So, who’s moving your furniture? Could you use some help?”
Chapter 12
“Leaving already?”
“Yeah. Tomorrow’s an early one.”
“Call me?”
“Sure.”
Planting a parting kiss on her lips and disengaging her clammy body from his, Luke Cavanaugh threw back the covers and left Janet Hale’s bed. In the darkness of the bedroom he retrieved his briefs, jeans, and shirt, and dressed quickly.
Escape. He had to escape before the damn talking started.
She’d never quite caught on that he just wanted to knock off after sex. No chitchat. No gabbing. Just a nice, serene float into blissful slumber.
Out in the living room, Luke grabbed his keys and gently closed the front door behind him.
*~**~*
The following day, on his way to meet with city zoning officials, Luke decided it was time to break ties with Janet Hale.
Sure, she was a great lay, but as with most women, emotions were getting in the way. And if there was one thing Luke detested, it was a clingy woman who wanted to bond and engage in deep, meaningful conversations in bed. He was partial to a self-reliant woman. A woman rooted in her own wherewithal.
A Leslie Phillips kind of woman.
They’d gone out on a few dates since the day he and the guys had helped her with her furniture.
Granted, she hadn’t exactly been enthusiastic about going out with him at first, but she seemed comfortable enough now. He’d made subtle attempts at getting her to talk more about the way she’d reacted when they first met, but in those waters she remained reticent, very evasive and tight-lipped. If Luke knew nothing else about her, he certainly knew she was a master at changing the subject, expertly segueing into another.
Luke liked Leslie. He liked her very much. He welcomed the challenge she presented. He would enjoy discovering who Leslie Phillips was beneath the cool, polished exterior.
Oh, yes. It was definitely time to say good-bye to Janet Hale. He decided the “it’s not you, it’s me” parting line was in order. Maybe he could even throw in one last roll in the hay, just for good measure. Why burn the bridge?
*~**~*
Live from Tokyo. Pay-per-view.
The weekend of the much-anticipated Tyson fight had finally arrived. The atmosphere bristled with the sheer energy and excitement of it all. As usual, the anticipation was quite infectious, and all anyone talked about was how they were looking forward to Mike Tyson KO’ing James “Buster” Douglas by round three.
As with every boxing event, Luke and his brothers congregated at their parents’ home for the benefit of watching the action on the gigantic sixty-inch television screen.
“So, who’s buying the beer?” he asked his brother Evan later that evening.
“You are, dude. Isn’t it your turn?”
“Heck, no.” Luke laughed. “I supplied the beer last fight, when Tyson pummeled Williams. It’s not my turn.”
They finally agreed that George, their eldest brother, would be charged with bringing the cold stuff.
“I’ve also invited this new girl I’m seeing,” he told Evan. “Her name’s Leslie, Leslie Phillips. She’ll be bringing a friend.”
*~**~*
Luke’s family fell in love with Leslie, and everyone had a great time watching the fight, which became one of the biggest upsets in boxing history. Pure excitement, every moment live from Tokyo, Japan.
Millions around the world watched in jaw-dropping shock as “Iron” Mike Tyson was—in his first loss ever—knocked out, defeated in the tenth round by James “Buster” Douglas. For weeks thereafter, it was all anyone talked about…or heard about.
The day after the infamous fight, while out for lunch at Bailey’s Steakhouse, the HR gang was buzzing about the upset.
As they cackled away, Dawn casually mentioned Luke—that they’d watched the fight with the delicious-looking blond guy they met the day Leslie moved to Solidity Isles. He was interning with the architectural firm that designed and built the development.
Melanie was all over it. “I knew it. I knew it. I knew it,” she said, smacking the table with a knowing smile. “Stevie Wonder could’ve seen the chemistry flowing between the two of you!”
Shirley chimed in. “Yep. Sparks were flying all over the place.” She dipped a nacho in cheese and fanned her face. “What a hunk. Don’t you think he looks a lot like that guy Lorenzo Lamas? You know, Lance on Falcon Crest? Umm…hunkola!”
Leslie reached for her Pepsi with an awkward giggle. “Girls, can we not make a mountain out of it? We’ve only been out on a couple dates…” She proceeded to change the subject.
Dawn nibbled a french fry, watching Leslie. The vibes were obvious—she’d said too much.
Chapter 13
By the end of the day, Dawn had developed a pounding headache.
She wasn’t sure whether it could be attributed to number crunching or…something else.
Her earlier observation was confirmed later that evening when she got home from work. There was a message from Leslie on her answering machine: “Dawn, it’s me. We need to talk. Could you please call me at home when you get this? Talk to you soon. Bye.”
Taking a few aspirin, she waited until late evening to return the call. She lay across the bed wondering, with some degree of anxiety, what Leslie was going to say to her. Finally, when the headache had abated, she reached for the phone and dialed the number.
“Hi, it’s me,” she said when Leslie answered. “Got your message. What’s up?”
“Hey, thanks for calling back.” A pause. “I was just a little surprised earlier when you told the girls about Luke and me. It…it made me feel a little uncomfortable.”
Dawn took a deep breath. “Yeah, I kinda picked up on that right away. I’m really sorry. I didn’t realize it was a secret. I mean, you spoke pretty freely about Paul with us sometimes, so I just thought—” she broke off, feeling a bit uncomfortable herself.
“See, I thought you understood,” Leslie continued. “I thought an understanding was there between us. At least in these past weeks since we’ve been hanging out, it felt like our friendship had developed to that point, you know?”
“No, I’m not sure I’m following you. An understanding of what, exactly?”
“Well…” Leslie trailed off, sounding hesitant. “Oh, never mind. I feel really silly now for even making an issue of this at all.” She laughed nervously.
“Oh, now, come on, Leslie.” Dawn shifted her weight on the bed. “We have become good friends, and the last thing I want is for you to feel like you can’t talk to me…but I guess we do need to make sure we’re on the same page about some things. So you were absolutely right—we did need to talk. Tell me why I should’ve known not to mention Luke.”
She heard a long sigh; then Leslie replied, “Oh, you couldn’t have known—obviously. I’m overreacting. Let’s just forget it.”
Silence drifted loudly through the line and hung between them.
Finally, Dawn decided it would be foolish not to make the most of the conversation. Who knew when a more appropriate time would present itself?
“Um…hey, Leslie?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but…if we’re being honest, I can’t really say that I feel the ‘understanding’ you mentioned before. In fact, I’ve always felt like you’ve really been kind of distant…”
“Distant?”
“Yeah…emotionally. Like there’s a lot more going on with you than you let on.” There. She’d said it. There was no turning back.
“More going on?” Leslie repeated in an edgy tone.
“Well, what do I really know about you? Do you have any family? Any relatives at all? It’s just a strange feeling I get, because you don’t talk…or even behave like someone with a yesterday. It’s always superficial conversation with you…and it’s really weird. And now this…
“I personally think it’s wonderful that you met a great guy like Luke. He seems really nice and down-to-earth. He’s rugged and cute as hell. Why would it be a big deal to share that with Mel and Shirley? That we were invited over to watch the fight with him and his family?”
No response.
Dawn sat up. “Hello? You still there?”
“I’m still here,” Leslie answered. “I was just thinking about what you said.”
“And?”
“You know, it’s funny, but it just occurred to me as you were talking: This is exactly why I’ve never had any close friends.”
“Why?”
“Everyone has a past, Dawn…but not everyone talks about it.”
A bit unsettled, Dawn was at a loss for an adequate response. What did you say to something like that?
After another lengthy silence, Leslie continued. “Listen, it felt as if we really clicked when we ran into each other again at work. I guess I saw something in you I could trust—more so than the others. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt that comfortable about anyone.”
“Well, I’m glad you feel you can trust me, but Leslie, how can I ever know that I can trust you? You seem to feel a closeness that I don’t—” She broke off. “Wait, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I meant that—”
“No,” Leslie cut in softly. “It’s okay; I think I know what you meant.”
“Oh, God.” Dawn flopped back onto the pillow. “Now I feel really bad.” This was going all wrong.
“No, don’t feel bad,” said Leslie. “I overreacted, is all. You’re right. It really shouldn’t have been a big deal to tell Mel and Shirley about Luke.”
Dawn couldn’t be sure, but her friend sounded close to tears. “Leslie, you said you felt you could trust me…Well, you can.” She paused. “Now, I’m no shrink, but I can tell something’s definitely wrong. Something big. Did anything bad happen to you?”
Silence.
Dawn waited patiently.
It seemed like ages before Leslie replied. Her voice was scarcely above a whisper. “Well…Luke just looks a lot like…like someone I used to know. That’s all. It bugged me for a while, messed with my head. It’s not a big deal.”
“Who, Leslie? Who does he remind you of? An old boyfriend? Your father? A brother? Who?”
Another deep sigh came through the phone.
“I can’t say any more just now, Dawn. Not right now.” Leslie coughed, sounding muffled. “I just can’t.”
“Okay, I won’t press it. But please know that I am your friend, and I’m here. Any hour of the day or night, if you want to talk, I’m here.”
“Thank you. You have no idea how much that means. Really.” Leslie paused. “Oh, and about what you said before…I hope you know that you can trust me, too. I know how important real friends are—and how hard they are to come by. No pretenses, no judgments. Just a genuine friend.” Leslie’s voice lowered and she added, “‘Not now’ doesn’t mean ‘not ever,’ Dawn. One day…we’ll talk.”
“Whenever you’re ready,” Dawn replied, still feeling a little out of sorts. She decided to bring the puzzling conversation to an end. “So, I’ll ‘C and C’ you tomorrow?”
“I don’t know. I was thinking of calling in sick. Not sure I’m running on a full tank right now…I could use the break.”
“Oh…okay…Well, if I don’t see you, take it easy. No worries. Things have a way of working themselves out.”
“Yeah? Well, that’s probably what I’m most afraid of: things that are beyond my control.”
“Leslie?”
“Hmm?”
“Monsters hide in the dark.” Dawn paused. “My mother always said that.”
This time the silence that followed was deafening.
“I hope she’s right,” said Leslie finally. “Good night, Dawn.”
“Night, Leslie.”
*~**~*
That weekend, as they strolled through Costco, Dawn filled Brenda in on her recent conversation with Leslie Phillips.
“So, what do you think it could be?” Brenda said, tossing a bag of rice into her cart. “Maybe she’s an ex-con? Killed somebody?”
“Nah, I don’t think it’s anything that dramatic. I think she just doesn’t like talking about her past. I know one thing for sure—she hates it when I talk about Michael. I picked up on it, so I stopped. I think she must’ve lost someone, too.”
Brenda laughed. “Well, in her defense, you’d drive anybody bat-shit crazy talking about Michael. I know it’s supposed to be a healthy thing, but I wonder about you sometimes when—”
“Oh, shut up,” said Dawn testily. “That’s my way of coping.” She grabbed a bottle of olive oil from the shelf. “When you lose your husband in a senseless car crash the week after your wedding, you can talk to me about the healthiest ways to cope.”
“Okay—down girl,” said Brenda, adequately contrite. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”
“Anyhow,” Dawn continued, “she said she’d tell me about it in time, so who am I to push her? Her life, her business. Whenever she’s ready, she’ll talk. But I have a hunch that it’ll be a while before that happens. Whatever it is, the last thing she wants to do is talk about it.”
“Well,” Brenda said, eyeing the Betty Crocker cake mixes, “the minute you find out, call me. This I have to hear!”
“Don’t hold your breath.”
*~**~*
Later that evening—after Brenda had left, taking her animated and gossipy chatter out the door with her—Dawn worked out in the living room with Jane Fonda. The vigorous workout hit the spot, leaving her drained and sweaty. She showered and changed into a set of Michael’s enormous pj’s.
Drifting into the kitchen, she pulled the carton of Breyers mint chocolate ice cream from the freezer. It seemed exceptionally quiet in her apartment this evening. Why? Was there less traffic going by outside? No children playing? No dogs barking?
She took her bowl of ice cream over to the kitchen window and gazed out. No less activity than usual going on outside. There were a few kids running around playing, riding bicycles. A neighbor was unloading groceries from her car. The usual happenings. Yet her apartment seemed so still, so devoid of life. She missed Michael. Here it was a Saturday night and she was sitting at home in his pajamas like a cooped-up spider. What happened to her resolve to stop this? To start building a life again?
Her nostrils tingled and she realized she was crying.
Damn.
Leaving the ice cream on the counter, she found herself heading straight for her bedroom. She crawled into bed, covering herself with the thick, flowery comforter. The low hum of the air conditioner was the only sound in the room.
Unable to hold it in any longer, Dawn cried.
Who was she kidding? There was no starting over, was there? She reached for the photograph of Michael on the nightstand. Why did this happen? Why is he gone?
She lay there and cried the evening away—lost in the why of it all. Lost in the old grief. It felt never-ending.
*~**~*
When the phone rang she jumped, instantly panicked and disoriented. It was dark. Had she fallen asleep? When?
She groped for the handset. “Hello?”
“Oh, you were sleeping.” It was Leslie. “I’m sorry I woke you up. I’ll call you back tomorrow.”
Dawn sat up, blinking her bedside clock into focus. “What time is it?”
“Just after nine. Listen…go back to sleep; we can talk tomorrow.”
“No, it’s all right. What’s up?”
“Well…” Leslie hesitated. “To put it plainly, I’m being a hypocrite.”
Dawn switched on the lamp. “A hypocrite? How’s that?”
“Dawn—” She broke off. “I’ve never spoken about this. It’s been a constant struggle to live with, but after we talked the other night, it struck me that here I was expecting you to feel as close to me as I feel to you…but you don’t know about…”
“About what?”
“How could I be stupid enough to expect you to—”
Dawn cut her off. “Just say whatever it is, Les.” Her back stiffened with anticipation. She heard Leslie take a deep breath.
“I had a Michael,” she blurted. “His name was…Jeffrey. And I lost him”—another deep breath—“five years ago.”
Closing her eyes, Dawn clutched the phone to her ear, absorbing this news. “I think I’ve known it all along. It’s odd, but I think I sensed it.”
“Please don’t be upset with me for not telling you. It’s just that”—she hesitated—“well, it’s not exactly my favorite topic for conversation…”
“No, no, of course not—believe me, I know. I completely understand, so don’t give it another thought.” She paused. “I’m glad you called tonight. I’m glad you told me.”
When they’d hung up, Dawn lay back down, snuggled into the bed, and studied the ceiling. Her stomach fluttered with an odd sensation.
So, all this time, that was what she’d seen in Leslie eyes—her own pain staring back at her.
That night she dreamed of Michael, of introducing him to Leslie. Dawn’s inherent yen for isolation, for solitude to nurse her memory of Michael, dimmed.
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