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Chapter One


“Jen didn’t kill herself.”


Detective Frank Harris narrowed his gray eyes. “What makes you so sure, Miss Madoc?  You insist that your sister knew those cliffs well enough to walk them blindfolded. If it wasn’t an accident, that leaves suicide.”


“But—” She bristled at his raised hand, a silent command she understood all too well. Her mother had used the same motion in the past, always accompanied by a tight smile, to silence Cat’s protests or ensure her compliance.


The man sitting across the file-strewn desk, however, was not smiling.  “You’ve admitted that you haven’t seen or talked to her in almost a year. If that’s true, you’d hardly be aware of her emotional state.”


“Even so...” Cat paused and bit her lower lip. He’s right. Sudden moistness invaded her eyes.  She blinked and glanced away, then stared at a photo of two uniformed men that hung on a wall to the lawman’s right. Neither of the men was Detective Harris. Two four-drawer, black metal files stood to his left. Wanted posters plastered the cork bulletin board beside them. A sterile, impersonal room.


She faced the detective. “I knew my sister. She was too obstinate, too determined to enjoy life, to do herself harm. Did you search the house? Maybe—” She clamped her lips shut. No! I will not travel down that road. Not now. Not today. The funeral will be hard enough to face.


The detective stared at her for several moments, his eyes intimidating, penetrating; then he flipped open the manila folder before him. “Your neighbor, Tom—”


“Furlough.”


“Yes. I understand he was your sister’s attorney.”


Cat nodded. “He’s been the family solicitor for over twenty years.”


“He gave us the fax you signed, your authorization for us to search the house and premises. It appears Jennifer had several drinks before she walked outside.” He flipped a page.  “The Medical Examiner found alcohol and a drug—”


“Jen would never take drugs!”


The detective’s steely gaze locked with hers. “Your sister’s habits may have changed since you last saw her.”


Cat bit back a heated retort as she returned his glare. He was probably in his mid to late thirties, but the firm set to his mouth, his lack of emotion, told her he had already seen the worst that humankind had to offer.  No doubt he considers Jen’s death just another investigation—one he wants to close with expediency.


His voice grew crisp, remote. “Did your sister mention the names of men she was dating?”


Cat stiffened in the hard wooden chair. “We never talked about that sort of thing.”


“Not even when you visited last Christmas?”


“No.”


“And since then?”


“No. I’m sorry.” She glanced away. Why am I apologizing? Her fingers tightened on the leather purse that lay in her lap. Didn’t I make the first attempt at reconciliation? And what good did it do me? Jen made me feel more alienated than ever. 


She pulled back her shoulders. “My sister never stayed with anyone for long. Why?”


“In an investigation of this type, we consider all possibilities, including foul play.”


“I...see.” He meant to make her travel that rutted road, whether she wanted to or not. “Did you find anything?”


“No.” He closed the folder and, clasping his hands, rested them on its cover. “Nothing seemed amiss. We found the front door locked, the rear sliding doors wide open. Death was due to a cervical spine fracture and bodily injuries consistent with the fall. From all accounts,” he continued, “your sister was stoned on drugs and booze, walked outside and slipped on the cliff’s edge.”


Cat’s stomach lurched ominously. She could scarcely breathe and rose, desperate for fresh air. “I came here directly from the airport.  I’m late for the funeral...”


Detective Harris studied her as though debating something in his mind, and then walked around the desk to stand beside her. “Thank you for coming, Miss Madoc. I’ll call you if I have any more questions.” He reached into the pocket of his stiffly starched shirt, withdrew a business card and held it toward her. “My number is on the card. If you find anything as you go through your sister’s things, no matter how trivial it may seem to you, give me a call.  You never know what might shed some light on her death.”


She tucked the card into her purse. “You’re not closing the case?” 


“No.” His smile was unexpected. “I have a few more avenues to pursue.” 


Harris led her through the office door and down the long narrow hallway toward the station entrance. “Do you intend to stay at your sister’s house?”


“It’s my home too.”


They passed the Sheriff Department’s tiny reception room with its bulletproof glass and, as they reached the front door, he held it open. “I’ll be in touch.”


She nodded. She did not trust her voice, not with the growing lump in her throat. The mid-morning sun greeted her when she stepped outside and Cat stared about her, stunned and disassociated for several moments.


Up until now, the fact of Jen’s death was as unreal as the horror movies that her sister had taken her to see when they were kids. Cat would cringe with fear, cover her eyes at the scary scenes, and scream with the other kids when surprised. Yet in the back of her mind, she told herself, It’s just a movie. The monsters aren’t real. The people aren’t really dead.


But Jen’s death is all too real. Cat blinked back tears, then reached into her purse and tried to focus on the responsibilities that lay ahead. Attend the funeral. Sort through Jen’s things. Talk to Tom about the estate. Lease the house. Get on with my life.


Her fingers touched the keys to the rental car and she withdrew them, then tightened her hand around the metal until the ridges dug into her palm—a touch of reality in a world that had suddenly gone crazy.


“I have a favor to ask of you.”


Derek stared a moment longer at the eye-catching female as she slowly approached the small group of mourners beside the gravesite. His gaze rose from the swing of her hips to the red hair that reminded him of a lion’s mane. Untamed. Wild. “Hmmm?  What’s that?”


“Don’t perk your ears, young fella,” Tom said from beside him. “That’s Patty O’Donahue, Cat’s best friend. She’s already hitched.”


Derek laughed as he turned to face the tall, lanky man standing beside him. Over the past ten months, he had learned to appreciate Tom Furlough’s caustic humor and the long Texas drawl that had not faded since the attorney’s move thirty years ago to California’s Mendocino Coast. The lined face and graying hair reminded him of a cowboy—or a ranch owner—stuck out of his natural habitat.


“I have to leave town for several days. Can’t put it off.” Tom glanced toward the narrow road that wound its way through the long expanse of grass lawns and headstones, then rested his hand on Derek’s shoulder and led the younger man in the opposite direction, toward a tall pine whose lower branches were neatly trimmed. The surface of the concrete bench beneath the limbs bore evidence of recent cleaning. Obviously, the groundskeeper took great pride in his work.


Tom took a seat. “Can you keep an eye on Cat while I’m gone?”


Derek raised an eyebrow as he leaned against the tree and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve learned that grown women resent babysitters. There’s more. Give.”


“Well...” Tom rubbed his jaw for a moment, then his slate-gray eyes grew serious. “Cat has always been a loner, a dreamer, ever since she was a child.”


“Nothing wrong with that.”


“Did Jennifer ever tell you about their parents? Or Cat?”


“She never discussed her parents, and only briefly mentioned her sister.” Derek saw no need to add that Jennifer talked about little other than herself. “Why?”


“Well,” Tom drawled, “for ten years, Jennifer was an only child, spoiled rotten by her mother, Mary. When Cat arrived, she was jealous of the attention Mary paid the new baby. Jennifer found ways to keep attention focused on her. Ballet lessons, music lessons, tantrums and the like when she didn’t get her way. I suppose that’s why Cat was such a quiet child. Adele, my wife, believed she was trying her damnedest to please her parents.


“Cat adored her father, though. Did I tell you Sam Madoc was my partner? No,” he said, not waiting for a reply. “He was a great lawyer and an even better friend. I still miss him.”


Tom glanced toward the roadway, then paused to check his watch. 


Derek’s gaze dropped to his own left wrist. Five minutes late already. He hated funerals, with good reason.


“Anyway,” Tom continued, “Adele kept an eye on Cat after school while Mary took Jennifer to her lessons. Cat would do her homework, then head straight for the gazebo behind their house. There she would read or sit as silent as a statue, gazing at the sea until Sam and I got home.” The left corner of his mouth crooked into a smile as Tom shook his head. “Then she’d fly down the gazebo steps, race past the house like a wild stallion and fling herself into Sam’s open arms.”


“Sounds like she really loved her father.”


“That she did. His death devastated her.” Tom nodded toward the redhead. “Cat has known Patty since kindergarten. They were always together, even attended the same college, until Cat moved to the East Coast. Patty will be pleased as a filly to have Cat back, but she’s a mother with two young ones to tend now and that doesn’t leave much time for social visits. Since Cat will be alone in the house, I’d like you to keep an eye on her. Just in case she needs to talk.”


Although the older man’s request was reasonable, Derek knew something was amiss. “Come on Tom. Out with it.”


“For a college boy, you’re pretty smart.”


“I believe in getting my money’s worth.”


Tom chuckled, but his eyes remained serious. “I don’t believe Jennifer’s death was an accident.”


Derek stiffened. To suspect foul play himself was one thing. To hear that possibility voiced by another was something else entirely. Especially by an attorney who, Derek learned over the past few months, was intelligent and perceptive, despite the laid-back disposition. “You told this to the detective?”


“Yep. The day I found her below the cliffs.”


“What did he say?”


“They had no evidence to support my contention. That he needed more than a mere opinion. He needed solid proof, not theories. Tarnation! He’s too dumb to pee in his own boots.”


Derek smiled, despite himself. “Harris is right, though. In cases like this, the authorities will presume the death was an accident unless they find a note indicating suicide. I gather they didn’t.”


“Nope.” Tom inclined his head toward the small group. “Notice the man wearing the expensive garb?”


Derek surveyed the mourners. It did not take long to determine which person Tom meant. “The one with the umbrella and hat?”


“Yep. He’s Colin Butler, Jennifer’s fiancé.”


“But he’s—”


“Old enough to be her father.”


Derek noted the white hair, the overweight paunch, the stooped shoulders. “Her grandfather, more likely.” 


“Jennifer had me check him out. The guy’s never been married, owns an import-export business in London. He’s also titled and a multi-millionaire. Seems highly unlikely she’d commit suicide after catching that fish.” Tom shook his head. “I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but Jennifer was still seeing other men, and no matter what the detective says, Cat’s too stubborn to settle for his theory. She’ll dig into Jennifer’s recent activities and I’m concerned she’ll get hurt in the process. She takes life far too seriously as it is.” He glanced toward the road, then stood. “Ah, there she is now.”


Derek followed Tom’s gaze to the red Chevy Metro and noticed the young woman—Cat—drape her arms over the steering wheel and rest her forehead against them. The sight twisted a familiar chord within him, bringing back memories he thought had he pushed aside long ago. I understand her despair. 


“You’ll keep a watch over her?” Tom’s sky-blue eyes drilled into him, demanding, rather than asking for simple compliance. For a moment, Derek pictured the older man in court, pleading his client’s case and winning due to the shear force behind those eyes. 


Still, Derek hesitated. “I’ll do what I can.”


“Good!” Tom grasped his shoulder. “That’s all I ask.”


The older man marched toward the Chevy, his long, youthful stride belying his sixty-some odd years. Despite the difference in their ages, Derek was glad they had become friends, and he had every intention of keeping his promise to Tom.


He leaned against the tree behind him and slipped his hands into his pants’ pockets, then turned to study the Englishman. Jennifer was never the faithful type. Is it possible her fiancé suspected her of infidelity? 


Derek’s eyes narrowed as that line of thought opened up possibilities too important to ignore. He pushed away from the tree and headed toward the group of mourners.


Cat raised her head and searched the expanse of green lawn and headstones. It did not surprise her that fewer than a dozen people stood by the graveside to pay their last respects to her sister. Jen always had a way of alienating others. Myself included.


She stepped into the brisk November air, smoothed the wrinkles from her slacks and headed toward the small crowd. She recognized a few of them despite the sunglasses they wore. Patty’s thick curly hair was a brilliant golden red beacon in the early afternoon sun. She returned the other woman’s wave, then smiled as Tom approached.


“Ah, Cat,” he said, bending slightly to give her a tight hug. “Did you already meet with Detective Harris? I thought you might when I learned the flight arrived early.”


“Yes, I wanted to get it over with,” she said as they drew apart. She noted that the lines in his face were more pronounced than the year before, and new gray streaked his hair. An emptiness rose within her. Everyone I have ever loved went away. First my parents. Then Tom’s wife Adele. Now Jen. She glanced away.


“Well, you’re here now.” He grasped her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze before he released it. “That’s what counts.”


She walked beside him as he led her toward the mourners. “Thank you for taking care of everything, Tom. Especially for—” she swallowed the sudden lump in her throat “—for identifying Jen’s body. I tried to get away sooner, but...”


Tom stopped and hugged her shoulders. His gray eyes held immense understanding. “It’s okay, Cat. There’s no need for you to apologize.” He nodded toward the pastor and they walked on, silently.  As they reached the gravesite, Tom lowered his arm.


The clergyman began reading from the Bible, but Cat scarcely heard his words. Despite the bitterness that lingered like an itch she could not scratch, small bits and pieces of her past returned. Faint recollections from childhood. Memories of crawling into Jen’s lap. Of standing in the bathroom doorway watching Jen brush her long flaxen hair. Of Jen’s sky-blue eyes looking down at her, ordering her to take her thumb out of her mouth or her teeth would grow in crooked.


No, she and Jen had not always been enemies, but any hope for reconciliation between them was gone now. Jen was dead.


A dull pain clenched at her heart and Cat blinked away the moisture that stung her eyes. Not here. Later. When I’m alone.


Tom nudged her elbow, then bent and reached for the brown soil at his feet. Cat followed his example, grabbed some earth, and tossed it onto the coffin. Others did the same. Hollow, empty sounds met her ears, one after the other. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.


The people began to disburse and Patty rushed to her side.


“I’m sorry about Jennifer,” she said as she gave Cat a warm, tight hug. “How are you holding up?”


“I’m fine.” Cat returned the embrace, grasping Patty for several moments longer before she lowered her arms. “Sean couldn’t make it?”


“No, he’s on duty today.” A twinkle appeared in Patty’s green eyes. “Not on patrol though. Mother couldn’t baby-sit, so he’s watching the kids. I imagine the house will be a disaster when I get back.”


“He’ll do fine,” Cat said, though she knew better. Sean O’Donahue, a deputy on the Mendocino Sheriff’s Department, was tall, blond, and possessed the body of a football fullback. He was all professionalism when it came to his job, all thumbs when it came to caring for his children.


“I really must get back.” Patty’s brow knitted with concern. “Why don’t you come home with me? We didn’t have much time to talk on the phone last night and—”


“Thanks, but no.” Cat ran a shaky hand through her loose, wind-blown hair. “I went to the Sheriff’s Department directly from the airport, then rushed here. I need to unpack my bags, check out the house, collapse on the sofa...”


“Well, okay,” Patty said, her eyes doubtful despite the curve of her lips. “If you need anything, just give me a call.”


“I will. I promise.”


Patty walked away, and Tom touched Cat’s elbow and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “A few mourners wish to speak to you, but if you’re not up to it—”


“I’m fine,” she lied as two men approached. Her gaze left them and rested briefly on the solitary male who stood beneath a nearby tree. Despite the sunglasses that hid his eyes, she had the distinct impression he was watching her. Studying her intently. Why?


She returned her attention to the approaching men and tilted her head in confusion. One seemed familiar, like a ghost from the past that she could not quite place. The second gentleman, obviously English judging from the bowler hat and umbrella, stopped several yards away.


“Cat, you remember Greg Landers, Jennifer’s boss?” Tom said as the well-dressed broker stopped before them.


“Mr. Landers.” She extended her hand. “Of course I remember you.”


“It’s good to see you again, Catrin.” He grasped her hand between his palms. “How long has it been now? Five years?”


“Closer to eight.”


“Ouch. That long?” A mock grimace etched his face. “Seems like only yesterday that we first met. As I recall, Jen had just joined my firm.”


“And I had just graduated from high school,” she added.


Time had been kind to Greg Landers. Although he was in his late fifties, his hair was still thick and blond, his body lean and fit. He told her, during their first meeting years ago, that he loved to play tennis at the health club. No doubt that explained how he managed to keep so physically fit during the intervening years.


“My you’ve changed. You’ve grown up to be quite a...striking woman.”


She retrieved her hand. “Still the charmer, I see.”


“I admit it’s a byproduct of my business.” He smiled and brushed a hand over his tie, then his grin faded. “I’m sorry about Jen. I...we’ll all miss her. She was one of my best agents.”


Cat wanted to say something, anything, to break the awkward silence—and the numbness that began to steal over her like a heavy shroud—but could think of nothing.


Once again, Tom came to her rescue. “We’ll all miss her.”


“Yes, well—” Greg cleared his throat, “—I apologize for bringing this up now, but business must continue. It’s possible that Jen may have some new listings in her files. If you come across any Real Estate papers, I’d appreciate it if you could drop them by the office. Or give me a call and I’ll pick them up.”


Cat nodded. All she really wanted to do was head home and be alone. “I’ll do that.”


The broker continued. “If you need anything, anything at all, give me a call at the office.” 


The sincerity in his eyes assured her he was serious about the offer. She fought the sudden tightness in her chest and nodded her head. 


As Greg walked away, Cat once again glanced at the man in the distance. Arms crossed over his chest, he watched Greg Landers approach the line of cars. Who is he? Why doesn’t he leave, like the others?


“Cat?” Tom’s low voice next to her ear drew her attention.


She faced the man who now stood before her, umbrella hooked over his arm. He held his hat in his hands, circling its rim within his constantly moving fingers. 


“Colin Butler. I’m pleased to meet you, Catrin,” he said in a British accent that was dignified and charming. “I wish we had met under different circumstances, but...” His voice trailed off.


She glanced down at his stilled hands, the white knuckles, the now rumpled rim of the hat, before her eyes again met his. “You knew Jennifer?”


“Why yes. Did she not tell you? Jennifer promised me—” he cleared his throat “—she assured me she would ring you up with the news when I called from London three days ago.”


“She didn’t.” Contact with Jen was non-existent during the past five years, except for last Christmas. And then, Cat was the one who called in an attempt to break the ice between them. “What news?”


“I am...was her fiancé.”


Cat’s eyes widened in startled disbelief as she retreated a step and stared at the Englishman. “Her what?”


“Jennifer and I were to be wed next month.”


“I see.” Cat’s lips tightened.


He glanced at his hat. “I wanted you to know that I loved her. I—” His voice cracked and he closed his eyes, then reopened them. “I’ve made arrangements to have fresh flowers placed on her grave every week.”


“That’s...” Cat paused as, for the first time, she noticed his red-rimmed eyes. Has he been crying? 


The mere thought brought a rush of emotions flooding her way. Hate. Love. Pity. Shame. She swallowed them down like a large, bitter pill that stuck in her throat, then uttered a simple, “Thank you.”


A dejected, hopeless slant lowered Colin’s shoulders as he replaced his hat. On impulse, she leaned across the space between them and hugged him close. His eyes were wide with surprise when they drew apart. Then, with an awkward smile, he whirled and walked away.


“Why didn’t she tell me, Tom?” Cat tried but failed to hide the tremor in her voice. “Did she despise me that much?”


The older man placed his hands on her shoulders and drew her around until she faced him. He lifted her chin with his bent finger. “Your sister didn’t hate you. She just—”


“Didn’t care!” She yanked her face away from his touch and avoided his eyes. “I should be heading home.”


A heavy sigh left Tom’s parted lips. “Before you leave, I want to introduce someone to you.” He waved his hand in the air, signaling the solitary male who remained in the distance. “A friend of mine.”


“Not now, Tom,” she said. “I...just want to go home.”


“This will only take a minute, Cat.”

        Her chest rose and fell as she released a heavy sigh. Tom rarely asked a favor of her. The least she could do was comply. Besides, she was more than a little curious about the visitor’s presence.

         The tall stranger wore a business suit, an expensive one judging from the cut. His dark hair was long, secured in the back by a black leather strap, yet the sea breeze buffeted several loose curls against his temples and forehead. Even with the dark glasses, Cat had seen his handsome, classic profile. Only now, as he approached, did she become aware of his strong full lips and square jaw.


“Cat,” Tom said as the man stopped before them. “I’d like you to meet your other neighbor, Derek Driscoll.”


She forced a smile and extended her hand. 


“Derek, this is Catrin Madoc.” 


He removed his sunglasses, tucked them into his pocket, and wrapped her hand within the warmth of his. Penetrating eyes met hers, the darkest brown she had ever seen. For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw of flicker of pain and loneliness in their depths—a solitariness that matched her own.


“This isn’t the best situation for an introduction.”  The depth of his voice surprised her, though he echoed her own sentiments. “Your sister and I were friends. I was sorry to learn of her death. I don’t know how long you plan on staying, but if you need anything, Catrin, I’m right next door.”


She withdrew her hand quickly and turned away. “I should be going.”


Tom linked his arm through hers and they walked toward the car. “I have to leave for a few days. Client business.”


“You don’t need to worry about me, Tom,” she said as they stopped beside the car. “I’ll be okay.”


Tom glanced over the top of the car toward Derek, who stood ten feet away to allow them some privacy. “I know you will.”


Cat gave him a hug, slipped into the car, started the engine and, with a wave, drove away. Tom stared after her until Derek reached his side. “You’ll keep an eye on her while I’m gone?”


“I’ll keep my promise, Tom, but she seems to be handling Jennifer’s death well.”


“Don’t be fooled by that brave front. Cat may have her emotions under control now, but that calm facade hides a highly vulnerable person.”


“Jennifer told me they argued over careers, but that’s not the true reason for their estrangement, is it?”


Tom shrugged. Though he liked, even admired the young architect, he had no intention of discussing that particular subject. Especially when he did not have all the answers.

