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I KNOW YOU’RE OUT there somewhere….
She stared out across a crowded London square, unknowing, un-

seeing, the serenity of her face captured in the flat surface of the the-
atrical poster. The light noon rain ran down in small diagonal rivers
across her, crinkling the smooth plain of her forehead and the gentle
cut of her jaw. She wept, large, abandoned tears that warred with the
lovely turn of her mouth.

The Great Cat, they called her.
Many of those who had come to Leicester Square, hunting for

half-price theater tickets, gravitated to her, beckoned by her eyes,
lured on by the legend of mist and mystery that surrounded her. A
few balked at the price of “An Intimate Evening with Cat Courtney.”
Others realized to their sorrow that they had conflicting tickets,
meals planned with in-laws, flights to catch. Three nights only, an-
nounced the poster, and this, unfortunately, was the last night.

She smiled out at them all, oblivious to their concerns, uncaring of
the rain wetting her face.

The American tourist who came walking into the square, his
daughter by his side, did not notice her at first. The rain had stopped
for a few minutes, and other matters engaged him: folding up a
handy umbrella, glancing at his watch, reading a guide book over his
daughter’s shoulder. For one minute longer, he remained merely a
tourist on a much-needed vacation. For one minute longer, the Great
Cat never crossed his mind.

But the Great Cat could wait, and for this man she would wait for-
ever.

She had left him a decade before, both of them reeling from the
blood of their folly, in a deserted cottage on a desolate shore on the
other side of the world. Had she eyes to see, she would know him in-
stantly.

1
 

Ghost of a Girl



G LINDSEY FORREST H

y 8 z

Eventually, respite ended. Eventually, Richard Ashmore lifted his
head, his eyes scanning across the theatrical posters, in search of an
evening’s entertainment suitable for a young girl. The titles made lit-
tle impression – Les Miserables, The Graduate, Noises Off – until he saw
her and everything around her blurred into oblivion.

He knew her too, instantly.
Laura.
His worst mistake.

e

“Dad?” Julie touched her hand to his. “Do you think we can get tick-
ets?”

“We can try.” Richard closed his fingers around hers, a talisman
to ward memory off. “Don’t get your hopes up, Julie. Her concerts
usually sell out.”

“Let’s ask over there,” suggested his daughter, pointing across the
square to the ticket kiosk. “Maybe someone bought tickets and can’t
go. Maybe someone dropped their tickets, and someone turned them
in. Maybe—”

“Maybe, maybe, maybe,” he teased, but already he was allowing
her to drag him across the stones towards the waiting queue.

They took their places in line. Julie was glowing with excitement,
the happiest Richard had seen her since the morning before her
grandparents had died. He was less optimistic. Others ahead of them
had requested tickets, and the possibility of stray tickets lessened as
they moved up the line. He sought to cushion her against disap-
pointment by letting her plan the afternoon. They were only a couple
of blocks from the National Gallery, or would she prefer to hop the
tube for Harrods?

“Harrods,” said Julie immediately. “And tea, Dad.” She leaned in
against him to look at his guidebook. “I have my birthday money
from Lucy. I want to get something to wear to the concert.”

“Keep your money, kitten.” He wished that they had never seen
the poster. Selfish, yes, but if meeting her eyes in a poster disturbed
him, how would he feel to see her again, even in the black anonymity
of an audience? Better not to know, better to go back to an occasional
evening of listening to her songs in the dark and trying to make
some sense of what had happened.

And Julie had endured enough recently.
They were second in line now, behind a couple attempting to get
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tickets to the latest Andrew Lloyd Webber. Good luck, thought
Richard, who had tried for three months. They bought him a few
minutes of reprieve while they settled for a sex comedy instead.

“Two for Cat Courtney,” he said, and if the gods had been with
him, just this once, he would have been told in that inimitable British
way, Sorry, sir, but that show has just sold out….

“Yes, a few tickets have been turned in,” and his fate was sealed.
He and Julie looked at the seating chart. She sparkled as she so sel-
dom did, and as he paid for the tickets he thought that he would
bear any pain, any guilt, to see that look on her face.

“Those are good seats,” said the man behind him, another
American from the sound of him. “I’ve seen her before, and she’s
worth twice the price.”

Julie forgot her usual shyness with strangers. “I can’t wait! I’ve
wanted to see her for so long—”

A woman with a Southern accent said kindly, “You know, darlin’,
you’re just the picture of her.”

“Thank you,” said Julie. “I’m glad I am. She’s my aunt.”
And Richard Ashmore looked at the tickets and realized, with a

shock, that it was June 9, and he had been married for seventeen
years.

e

In his life, Richard Ashmore had made three mistakes with women.
Not that three was so unusual; no man reached his thirties without
suffering the particular pain that women could inflict and without
inflicting it in return. He was luckier than most men, perhaps, for he
had erred early and grievously, and caution had been driven into
him like a bullet. He carried with him permanent reminders of his
follies: a marriage gone disastrously wrong, the painful conscience
that he had not always been the upright man his daughter loved, a
shoulder that ached in cold weather.

Ah, Diana, unattainable once attained, a monumental mistake
made in all the first flush of adolescent desire and pride. Too young
to marry, too blindly in love to recognize the ice behind her eyes, he
had turned a deaf ear to his father’s warning that his princess was
hollow at her core.

Francie, silver-quick smile and hungry eyes, and his own need for
the warmth of a woman’s arms. The dangerous combination of a
magnum of champagne on New Year’s Eve and three years of exile
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from his marriage bed had erupted into a springtime of madness.
The gods had demanded their due: a marriage wrecked beyond sal-
vage, a family foundered, two young women cast adrift.

And the third…. Oh, but even now, all these years later, he stood
before her picture, and he still did not understand. She watched him
from the poster, more animated in flat gray and white than he had
ever known her. But he knew those eyes. He knew how they adored
him, how they burned in fever and desire, how they haunted odd
moments of the day and dark pockets of the night.

Diana. Francie. Laura the Cat.
He supposed he had a special weakness for shuttered eyes that in-

vited a man in with promises implied and unkept, for wild autumn
hair spread gloriously across a pillow, for tall, elegant figures and
clear, sweet voices and beguiling, destructive ways. They all three
had this and more in common, and why not? They were sisters, after
all.

e

Julie tried hard to contain her enthusiasm all afternoon, first at
Harrods, then at the V&A. She tagged along quietly while Richard
sketched the woodwork, and he explored the bookstore while she
toured the Worth collection. Later, they walked through the Pleasure
Gardens in Battersea, where, so long ago, a young Air Force pilot
attending the Festival of Britain had met a lively Irish nurse and
fallen in love forever.

“Grandma knows we’re here,” whispered Julie, and was not old
enough yet to hide the trembling of her lips.

He cradled his daughter against his chest and let her weep. Fifty
years, he thought, a love affair that had spread across decades and
formed the bedrock of his childhood. Even the horror of their deaths
six weeks before, at the hands of a bourbon-soaked driver, lessened
in the soul-felt knowledge that they would have preferred to die
together than ever live one without the other.

He and Diana, married thirty-three years later, had scarcely lasted
one summer.

Julie lifted her tear-streaked face from his jacket. “Dad?”
He stroked her hair. “Yes?”
“Grandma always loved Laura—” Julie drew a quivering breath.

“Do you think she knows?”
In the days of grief, in the knowledge that he now stood alone, the
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last of his blood, he had never thought to wonder if Laura Abbott
had learned of his parents’ deaths. He considered the possibility and
rejected it swiftly. Surely, surely, if she knew, she would have broken
her years of silence.

“No,” he said. “No, she doesn’t know.”
For, if she knew, her silence might be the one thing that he could

not forgive her.
“Come on, kitten.” He kissed his daughter’s forehead. “Time for

tea. Mom told me about a place she and Dad found when they were
here last year.”

e

Grief could not be buried, but they could put it aside for an hour,
stepping out of time in a Knightsbridge tea shop, accepting scones
and fresh cream from a Victorian maid. Peace and healing lay in
sharing the tea Philip and Peggy Ashmore had described so enthusi-
astically. He could enjoy the quiet, the lack of hurry, the sight of
Julie’s lovely face across the table.

A perfect afternoon.
If only the gods had not decreed that his path would cross the

trail of Cat Courtney….
“Do you think we can talk to her?” asked Julie.
“No.” Richard reached for the strawberry jam. “She’ll have secu-

rity backstage.”
At least, he hoped she did. He had good reason to believe that Cat

Courtney was more insulated backstage than most performers.
Three years before, her sisters had tried to call her during a live guest
appearance on television and found it impossible to penetrate the
wall around her.

“She might talk to me,” Julie said hopefully. “She can’t be mad at
me, can she, Dad? I was only two when she ran away.”

“Julie,” he sighed, and put his hand over hers. “Don’t count on
it.”

“But why? Why won’t she talk to any of us?”
What could he say? He had kept her safe from the bitterness and

guilt running like a cleft through the family. She might wonder occa-
sionally why he refused to live with her mother, why he so carefully
kept her away from his father-in-law, but she never asked and he
never volunteered. Not that any of that mattered here and now.
Nothing explained why Laura Abbott, at seventeen, had left her
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father’s house one summer day and walked away forever.
“She was very unhappy at home.”
“But you didn’t make her unhappy,” Julie pointed out logically.

“Grandma said Laura liked you. She might like to see you again,
don’t you think?”

No, I don’t think, Julie. I think Laura would go to the ends of the earth
not to see me again. I think I hurt her worse than anyone else ever did,
including Dominic. You see, she thought she loved me. Then one day, and
dear God, I do not know when or how, I taught her to hate me….

He took refuge in fatherhood. “Ready? I want to call Lucy before
she goes to lunch.”

“Okay,” Julie said meekly, and bit into her scone.
She made one detour on the way back. They passed a florist, and

Julie asked if they could send her aunt flowers. He endured one
momentary vision of Laura throwing the flowers against her dress-
ing room wall, but he looked at that young, beseeching face and
wondered if this, after all, might be the best solution to Julie’s need to
reach out to her own flesh and blood. So they went in and ordered
white roses sent to Miss Cat Courtney at the Eldin Theatre, and Julie
signed the card: Love to Laura, from Julie and Richard Ashmore.

“Should I put my mother’s name too?”
“No.” He remembered again that it was his wedding anniversary.
Seventeen years, and on this day he was sending flowers not to

his wife, but to her younger sister. Diana, lovely, lost Diana…. If he
sent her roses now, would she even remember what day it was?
Would she rub a petal against that exquisite face and remember the
flowers he had sent her during their courtship?

Probably not. She had left off wearing his ring years before.
He still wore his wedding band – burnished gold, worn and shiny

from years against his skin, with its faint memory of the spring after-
noon when he and Diana had selected their rings. He supposed that
most men were not that sentimental about their rings, and he was
sentimental about little else, but he still cherished the ring Diana had
placed on his finger. He had broken his marriage vows eventually, in
the most spectacular fashion, and he had continued to break them
sporadically after she left. He would break them in the future. He
did not think that he loved his wife anymore or could ever love her
again. But he was not ready to remove his ring.

He wondered how she was celebrating their anniversary, half a
world away. He wondered who was keeping her company in that
pale blue bedroom where he had been most manifestly unwelcome.
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No roses. A futile gesture at best, and Diana might not be alone to
receive them. He shuttered himself against the old anguish and
bought a rose, not for Diana, but for her daughter.

e

The overseas operator connected Richard with Lucy just before she
left for lunch.

“Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” greeted the second of Dominic
Abbott’s daughters, and the only one who did not scourge his con-
science. “What’s up?”

He told her. She fell silent for a long, expensive moment, and his
mind’s eye saw her staring out her office window over the colonial
rooftops of Williamsburg and into the past, a past made painful by
the shadows of the two sisters who had left her and the one who had
not.

“I can’t promise we’ll go backstage,” he finished. “Julie wants to,
but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I don’t want her hurt. She’s been
through enough.”

Lucy sounded subdued, a sure sign, for those who knew her, that
she was fighting off her own ghosts. “Can you at least send a mes-
sage? Laurie will talk to you, Richard. She doesn’t have any quarrel
with you.”

Loyal and straightforward, Lucy did not suspect that Laura
Abbott’s quarrel ran more deeply with him than with anyone else in
the family. But how could she? Now that his father was dead, that
remained a blackness only he knew.

“I’ll try,” he promised, because she was his dear friend and he
knew how badly Laura’s silence had hurt her. “I’ll report in tomor-
row.”

“We need to talk anyway. Listen, when you get back, I need some
help with Di. I can’t deal with her anymore.”

He squelched the instant irritation. Oh, the damnable obligations
and burdens of once-spoken vows: For better or for worse. “Now
what?”

She hesitated. “Same old thing, I’m afraid. She hasn’t been sober
one day since you left.” Her voice faded for a moment. “Please. I
know you hate this, and I don’t blame you, but you’re the only one
she’ll listen to.”

“I doubt that,” he said flatly. “How bad is it this time?”
“She passed out at the Tavern last night.”
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“God!” What’s happened to you, Diana? Where have you gone?
“Where is she? At her place?”

Alone?
“I haven’t heard from her today. She’s probably still asleep.” Her

tone changed; she had finished with Diana. “Richard, if you do go
backstage – even if you don’t see Laurie – listen around, okay? Peo-
ple talk. I just need a name. If I can get that, I might be able to find
her through Social Security.”

He let her talk on, about checking with UK Immigration and
trying again with Cat Courtney’s record company and following up
on the leads that had the Cat variously glimpsed in Seattle, Boston,
Dallas, Miami. He summoned Julie in to talk to her aunt, and they
did not speak of Laura again until he brought the transatlantic call to
a close.

Lucy had one last instruction. “If you see her, give her a hug for
me, will you? Then turn her over your knee and paddle the hell out
of her for doing this to us!”

e

He felt on edge now. Julie had lent him her excitement, Lucy her
hope and anxiety, but his own feelings encompassed so much more
than anticipation of a gala evening on the town. It took him three
attempts to knot his tie acceptably, and his fingers were so tensed
that he could not insert his cuff links. Diana had performed that for
him during their first year, when she still liked being his wife, before
Julie was conceived and the world fell apart.

But his thoughts did not linger on Diana, sleeping off her excesses
in her secluded chambers. He was keyed up because in an hour he
would see her, she who had haunted him for ten years. He would be
in the same room with her, he would hear her voice, he would look
at that familiar, once-loving face. He did not feel like a husband seek-
ing out an errant young sister-in-law, and he knew it.

“Oh, Dad, you look so handsome,” said Julie, when he knocked
on her door to escort her. “Too bad you can’t have a real date tonight,
instead of just me.”

“And give up taking the prettiest girl in London to the theater?”
He smiled down at her. At fifteen, she had all the promise of Diana’s
great beauty.

“Well,” Julie pursued, as they took the lift down to the ground
floor, “you shouldn’t be with just a kid. You should be going with –
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with – someone sophisticated and beautiful – someone like Laura.
That’s the sort of woman you should date.”

He looked at her sharply – he had a longstanding policy of not
discussing his private life with anyone, including his daughter – but
Julie had inherited the Abbott acting ability, and she was looking
particularly innocent right now. He wondered if Lucy had said any-
thing to her and rejected that thought out of hand. Little in life could
be counted on, but Lucy’s discretion was solid. Perhaps this was only
another manifestation of Julie’s natural longing for a mother, and so
he said nothing to her.

e

Cat Courtney.
The Great Cat, a reporter had dubbed her, linking her to that

other beauty whose passion for privacy had become the stuff of leg-
end. A merry chase she had led the media these last years, a Cat-and-
mouse game played from the safety of a wall of managers and shell
corporations. Her New York address was empty, her biography
patently false.

Her fans did not care. She drew them from all walks of life,
young, old, her own tired contemporaries. Men sensed that she had
long since lost all innocence; women recognized her pain. Cat
Courtney knew all the anguish of loving a man who looked right
through her.

You never saw, you never knew, I drifted by, a ghost of a girl….
She had loved him once. She had followed him around, baked his

favorite cookies, defended his wilder ideas, smiled bravely when he
married her older sister. He stood before the giant lobby poster of
her incredible, lost face, and on cue his shoulder began to ache.

Thank heavens for Julie. She exclaimed over the ornate settings of
the old theater, begged him to buy her the Cat Courtney bear (long
curls, provocative outfit, two emerald glass eyes), speculated on the
shadowy figures in the boxes, swore she saw Royalty, and fell into
blissfully silent worship when the current James Bond took his seat
three rows ahead. He retreated from her raptures by reading Laura’s
official biography in the glossy program.

Julie read along. “Is this true, Dad? She’s married to some profes-
sor at Harvard?”

“No.” Lucy had checked that out and found it as false as Cat
Courtney’s Foreign Service father or her Juilliard education.
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“Then why—”
“She doesn’t want us to know, Julie.”
Indeed, Laura plainly did not. Her manager had so routinely met

Lucy’s calls with the statement that Cat Courtney had no living rela-
tives that Lucy had long since abandoned that avenue.

“I wonder what she’ll sing,” mused Julie, flipping through her
program. She sent him a sidelong glance. “Maybe ‘Francie’?”

“Maybe,” he said with gentle finality. He had no intention of dis-
cussing Francie Abbott with his daughter.

Not that Laura’s first single had anything at all to do with the
mercurial girl who had illuminated a long-ago spring. “Francie” had
been a shining light, a beacon of conscience, and no one who had
known the real Francie had ever misread her as Laura so plainly had.
Wishful thinking on Laurie’s part, Lucy had said, after they listened
in disbelief. Francie brainwashing Laura as usual, Diana had
snapped. Dominic Abbott had walked out of the room rather than
hear one missing daughter sing the praises of another.

But not even “Francie” had prepared them for the devastation of
Cat Courtney’s second single, one of the most heavily promoted
releases of the decade: “Persephone,” a song of such startling con-
trast, such galvanizing energy and passion, underlaced with a strong
dance rhythm, that it had promptly sailed above “Francie” on the
charts and gone platinum. Critics had enjoyed a field day, speculat-
ing about the identity of the dark god and the unexpectedly mascu-
line Demeter locked in mortal combat over the soul of their ultimate
prize. Richard Ashmore had heard it first in public and struggled to
control his shock at the unerring exactness with which Cat Courtney
had dissected his marriage. From then on, he listened to it only
under the protective cover of night, away from prying eyes.

One interviewer, at the beginning of her career, had made the
mistake of asking her to explain “Persephone” and refused to take “I
don’t discuss that” for an answer. Cat Courtney had clammed up
and refused to answer any more questions, a move that won her a
place on every reporter’s worst interview list. She obviously did not
care. Her private life was her own business; her refusal to talk only
added to her growing mystique. No one wanted her reality; her fans
wanted Cat Courtney, clothed in lace and secrets.

Only her critics, hearing the occasional keen blade of her lyrics,
carped that she wasted her talent in fantasy. Only her family, listen-
ing in anger and anguish, wondered if Cat Courtney was the reality
after all, Laura Abbott the fraud.
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“Maybe she’ll see us out here in the audience?”
“No.” He heard the edge in his voice and softened his tone.

“She’ll have the footlights in her eyes.”
The second warning bell had sounded. And now the lights were

dimming, the humming of the crowd was dying down, the stage was
blackening. The first notes of the anthem song from “Persephone”
drifted out from the string section, and the percussionists started
their slow, steady underbeat.

A slow small light, the blackness breaking.
She stood stage center, a solitary figure against a background of

shifting lights. She wore a trademark Cat Courtney costume, a con-
fection of lace and pearls and glittering gold fabric, and the lights
caught the sparkle of heavily made-up eyes and the graceful lift of
her chin. Her hair, that incredible hair, glistened with interwoven
pearls.

He remembered losing his soul in that hair.

“Come home with me,
Down to the deep,
Where heaven and hell meet….”

Her voice seduced and charmed, beckoned and invited, implored
and remembered and wept. She lifted her voice in entreaty and need,
reached out her hand, asking for love, willing to settle for so much
less, as she had always settled. But perhaps, he thought, now she
was merely acting, perhaps she had finally found someone to love
her.

As he never had.

“Remember
Remember
Remember me for the dreams
I lost in the dark of your heart….”

Memories glimmered of a long-vanished afternoon on the other
side of the world: Laura, reaching out in welcome, all her secrets and
schemes hidden behind a mouth that answered his own needs, be-
hind a body that ached and melted and echoed his loneliness.

And Diana, he thought as Cat Courtney shook out her great
mane, Diana as she had stood before him a few weeks before, offer-
ing, yielding, finally granting the desire long ago extinguished in the
cold nights when he had reached for her and she had not been there.
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“My wish to love you
My wish to seek you 
In the silk of warm summer winds….”

Cat Courtney looked pale, he noticed, tired beneath her stage
smile. A few months before, ill health had forced her to cancel a con-
cert tour, and a photo of the Great Cat in silhouette at a New York
ballet had given rise to a rumor of a possible pregnancy. A false ru-
mor, certainly. Her gown clung to the slender figure she had be-
wailed as a young girl.

“I like her dress,” Julie whispered. “Is she as pretty as you re-
member?”

“Prettier,” he whispered back, and looked through the autumnal
goddess to the child twenty years gone, a child who had cheerfully
given up her Saturday mornings to fly model planes with him, a
child who had unabashedly loved him and trusted him never to
break her heart.

He glanced at his watch.

“Across the earth,
Across the heavens
I will seek you with my heart….”

Cat Courtney sang for two and a half hours with only one break.
By the clock, she gave a satisfying performance; by his heart, it lasted
interminably. For the better part of an hour, she accompanied herself
on the grand piano for a set of throbbing ballads, one of which sum-
moned such arousing images to mind that he forced himself to think
hasty thoughts about his income tax. That song, thank God, sailed
right over Julie’s head.

“That was awfully sad, don’t you think, Dad?”
After an intermission, Cat Courtney turned from goddess into

glamor queen, in an abbreviated black dress that showed off her
long legs and most of her bosom. Maybe she changed to keep cool
under the hot lights of the stage, but not a single male in the audi-
ence failed to appreciate the cleavage appearing centimeter by centi-
meter. Cat seemed not to notice. She switched from songs of love lost
and never found to celebrations of love grabbed with both hands,
pulsing music meant to stir every blood cell in every man in the the-
ater. By the end of her second encore, he suspected that he was not
the only hormonal basket case present.

Julie revealed an unexpected strain of her Aunt Lucy’s bossiness
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as the audience started to file out. “Down that aisle, Dad. That’s how
you get to the back.”

He had to exert pressure to keep her still. “Hold on, Julie.” He did
not often talk to her in that tone of voice, and she stopped in her
tracks. “Look, I’m serious that this might not be a good idea. I don’t
think Laura wants to see us—”

“Let’s try, Dad, please.”
“Or anyone else,” he continued inexorably. “She was a very un-

happy girl when she left. Don’t you think she would have gotten in
touch with someone – maybe not me, but at least Lucy – if she want-
ed to see us again?”

The crowd eddied out around them, but he heard none of them,
he felt none of the jostling. The world had narrowed down to his
daughter absorbing the bitter taste of the tragedy that had torn the
family apart. He had protected her from the folly of his marriage for
the whole of her life, but he could not protect her forever.

She laid her other hand on top of his. “We have to try,” she said. “I
know what you’re saying, really I do. You mean that I shouldn’t get
my hopes up because maybe she’ll refuse to see us, right? But it’s
okay, Dad, honest. It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t want to see us.
She’ll know we came, and maybe someday – well, someday she
might be lonely or sick or she’ll need us for something, and she’ll
know we still love her. She’ll know it’s okay to come home.”

The lights overhead caught shadows on her face, and he saw
again the splendid young beauty her mother had once been. But it
had been a long time since Diana had looked that innocent.

Diana’s heart had never been that loving.
So they went backstage, too easily, for all the security guards

standing around. His architectural knowledge of theatrical structure
guided them down one passageway and up a flight of stairs through
a morass of props and pianos and musical instruments, and when
one attendant finally stopped him for identification, he said merely
that he was Cat Courtney’s brother-in-law and he wanted to talk to
her.

The guard took one look at Julie and made the obvious mistake.
“Ah, this must be Meg. To the left, Mr. St. Bride, and up those

stairs.” He obligingly pointed the way. “You look just like your
mother.”

Julie did her best to look like a Meg.
St. Bride. A name for Lucy. As easily learned as that, after all the

years of silence. And Laura had a child. He had known that; it
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should not come as such a shock, that she had become a mother.
Meg. Margaret. She had named her daughter for his mother.
St. Bride. In memory, he saw a card, one among many that had

arrived after the funeral. Lucy had handed it to him, asking if he
knew who had sent it. Peggy, Philip, I shall miss you forever, L. St. Bride,
in handwriting unremembered across the years.

She had known. And, dear God, she had reached out.
Where had that card gone? Had they kept the envelope?
“I can’t believe it,” Julie whispered, as they started to ascend the

stairs against the wall. “We’re really going to see her. Let’s ask her
out to dinner. I’ll bet she’s starving.”

But more security guards milled about upstairs at the entrance to
the green room. A champagne reception with Miss Courtney was
about to begin, and their tickets were not enough to admit them.
“I’m her brother-in-law” did not work this time, and a careful match
of his passport against a list produced only a shake of the head. Julie
was not as prepared as he was for the polite statement, “I’m sorry, sir,
but Miss Courtney did not put your name on her list. I cannot allow
you through.” She was tired from the day and the high of anticipa-
tion, and she looked devastated.

He thought for a moment, then pulled out a business card and
wrote Call us on the back. A long shot, but Julie was right. Laura
might need them someday. He nudged Julie, who obediently signed
her name, and he turned back to the guard.

A gamble on the name. “Could you please see that this gets to Ms.
St. Bride?” he asked formally, and knew victory when the guard
nodded and took the card. “She didn’t know that her niece and I
were going to be in London.”

Another nod, a flicker of irritation in the guard’s eyes, a dismiss-
ing “I’ll deliver it to Miss Courtney. Please move along, sir.”

So easy now, a simple way out. He had tried; he had made the
effort.

Richard Ashmore stood there for a second, while his daughter’s
face saddened with the failure of their mission, and knew, to his re-
lief and regret, that he could still reach Laura.

He need only wait for her and then raise his voice. The old theater
walls echoed back at them murmurings from the departing audi-
ence, an inefficient sound muffler. At most, she sat scant yards away,
behind one of those wooden doors, waiting for the arrival of the
ticket holders who had paid a premium to meet her, summoning up
energy to bury Laura Abbott in Cat Courtney for one more hour. But
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she would enter that room he saw over the man’s shoulder, and she’d
hear him, he’d make sure of that.

And then, perhaps, she would take the bait, turn around and step
into the corridor, come face to face with him, acknowledge the blood
on their hands.

“Move along, sir,” an edge to the guard’s politeness.
But she might not care. The need to know might not gnaw at her

as it gnawed at him. He was only, after all, a small, dark part of her
past.

“Dad?” Julie whispered.
Richard Ashmore looked down at his daughter’s beseeching face,

and chose to walk away.
“Come on, kitten,” he said gently, and prompted her back

towards the narrow stairs. “Let’s go on back to the hotel. We’ve got a
busy day tomorrow.”

Months were to pass, and mountains were to fall, and the world
would change, before he understood what happened next.

A man taking the narrow stairs two at a time, head down, blocked
their path down. He clearly did not see them, and Richard pulled
Julie back out of the way as the man brushed past them and came
into the light. The newcomer was nearly as tall as he was, a Viking
giant of a man wearing the familiar CAF bomber jacket.

An American.
Richard instinctively halted Julie’s downward movement with a

hand on her shoulder.
“Where is my wife?”
No imperious American intimidated this guard. He requested

identification impassively while the man searched through his jack-
et. “I’m her husband, for God’s sake! Here’s my passport—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. St. Bride, your name—”
But the guard was cut off mid-word by the quiet intensity of the

man’s voice. “I’ve flown clear across the Atlantic to speak to her.
Don’t give me that crap about her list! Now, I want to see my wife.
Where is she?”

The low murmur of the guard’s voice masked the reply. Cat
Courtney’s husband pocketed his passport and started down the
hall, to be halted by another low comment from the guard. “Her
brother-in-law… not on the list, so I didn’t—”

“Brother-in-law?” repeated St. Bride, and his voice rose. “My
brother isn’t here. Who the hell—”

And then he glanced down at the card proffered by the guard,
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and he stiffened, this man whose existence had mattered one terrible
afternoon. He straightened, and he turned slowly, too slowly, until
he met Richard Ashmore’s eyes.

Then, deliberately, St. Bride crumpled the card in his hand. “My
wife,” he said distinctly, “has no family. They died long ago. I am all
the family she needs.”

e

Richard expected tears from Julie, some depression or hurt, but she
surprised him. She remained quiet on the way back to their hotel,
and she acknowledged his suggestion that she get ready for bed with
only a small nod. He loosened his tie and rang the concierge for cof-
fee before he went in to check on her.

She was already sitting in bed, her arms curled around her knees,
not far removed from the child she had been until his mother’s death
had made her the lady of the house. Her new Cat Courtney bear sat
on the nightstand beside her. He sat down by her side and touched
her shoulder, and she turned her cheek to his hand. Her lashes swept
down over her eyes.

“Thanks for taking me anyway, Dad. I’m glad we went, aren’t
you? I’m glad we tried.”

“Yes,” because he was glad too. He had precious few memories of
the woman Laura for the dark spaces of his mental lock box. “We
needed to go.”

She slumped down against the pillows at her back and stared
away from him. “Dad?”

“Yes?”
“Did you remember that today was your anniversary?”
He was silent for a moment, and then he said gently, “How could

I forget something like that? Of course, I remembered.”
“Oh.” She turned so that one eye could peer at him through the

dusk. She reached out like the adult she would be in too few years,
and she touched his hand. “Are you sorry about my mother? I mean,
do you wish you hadn’t married her?”

Diana, drifting down the garden path towards him, glorious, not
of this world…. Diana, looking him coldly in the eye, with her
unspeakable infidelity…. Diana, distant and awkward with the baby
she had not meant to give birth to…. He said, and hoped that his
voice did not catch, “No, Julie. Without her, I wouldn’t have you.”

She said nothing more. He dropped a kiss on her forehead and
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went to retrieve his coffee.
Seventeen years.
Who would share Diana’s bed this night, seventeen years after

their wedding night?
Did he care?
He sipped his coffee, blessedly hot for once, and stretched out in

the chair by the window overlooking the rooftops of central London.
Across the ocean, his wife was entering her office at her club, chat-
ting on the telephone, reaching for the oblivion of a shot of whiskey.
He cherished no illusions that she thought of him or the daughter
she had given him.

On his hand, his wedding ring weighed heavily.
He set his coffee down, carefully, bracing himself against the

ancient pain. The fingers of his right hand paused seconds, almost a
minute, against the worn florentined gold. Then slowly, deliberately,
he slid the ring off.

He waited for the pain to descend, but it hovered, a dark pres-
ence, just out of reach.

The ring lay against his palm, a mere whisper, a fleeting memory
of a sunlit afternoon seventeen summers ago. Diana nervously for-
getting her vows and having to be prompted by the judge; Diana’s
sisters in their rainbow dresses, catching his eye as he glanced over
the veil of his bride. Lucy winking, Francie pasting a smile on her
face, Laura staring sadly until Diana finally got her vows right.

And the rest of the world disappearing, as Diana put the ring on
his finger and lifted her eyes to him in relief.

He slipped the ring into his pocket and settled back again.
The dark presence over his shoulder vanished.
As simply as that, then, he was no longer Diana’s husband. No

longer the cherished husband of one brief summer, no longer the
betrayed and betraying husband of all the seasons after.

And his heart did not ache.
Oh, but his shoulder did, as it always ached in the cold or damp.

He moved it restlessly. That one mistake, at least, would never let
him go.

I will seek you with my heart….
Laura. Quiet, shy, sweet. On the surface, the image of her sisters,

but paler, self-effacing, less interesting. A kind heart. A boundless
generosity and loyalty that he’d enjoyed and exploited. A surpris-
ingly fierce temper….

Come home with me….
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And now mouse into Cat. A mysterious stranger who wooed
audiences and broke hearts with that sensuous voice that bespoke a
lifetime of experience. Not Diana. Not Francesca. Laura….

She stayed with him now, her voice coaxing him home with her,
her eyes watching him as if he were the only man in her world. He
thought how anxiously she had once awaited his approval, when she
was young and had just baked him a batch of cookies. He remem-
bered teasing her, baiting her hook, teaching her to dance, helping
her with her math homework. He remembered trying uselessly to
give her some small comfort after her father had destroyed her stray
cats.

And his shoulder ached with an old wound, as he remembered a
hidden afternoon many years before, the utter beauty of her skin
beneath his hand, the glory of her hair spread across the pillow, the
hatred and fear brimming in her eyes in those seconds before she
tried to kill him.


