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    Chapter One

  

  


   


  "PAUL, I’M HAVING the baby."


  Paul Monroe stared in disbelief at the woman standing at the far side of his old-fashioned desk. A ripple of panic swept through him, but he swallowed and tried a chuckle. It sounded feeble. "You gotta be kidding, right?"


  "No. I'm not kidding."


  He saw the strain in Jan's young face, backing up her words, but still he hoped for a reprieve.


  "I mean, you told me all along this would happen sometime -"


  "I told you it would happen today."


  He'd heard that exasperated tone enough to ignore it.


  "I've seen it coming for a while, so I knew you'd have the baby someday -"


  "Not someday. Today. And not sometime. Now."


  Paul stared at Jan and wished he'd had an urge to make calls outside the office this morning, or an impulse to play hooky. The day had sure been tempting enough, with Indian summer casting sparkling October light across Chicago. Surely he could have found something he had to do outside the office. Maybe an appraisal in the country, down winding lanes between half-bare trees revealing bites of blue sky.


  Not that he minded coming to his office most days. Building and office alike held an ambience Sam Spade would have recognized immediately. Paul liked that.


  But some days he just didn't feel like being confined by four walls, and he was lucky enough and good enough in his field so that on those days he could find something else to do.


  He wished he had today, because then he wouldn't be here facing his very pregnant and soon-to-be-beyond-pregnant assistant, wondering what in the hell he was supposed to do next.


  Hospital.


  That's what he was supposed to do. Get her to the hospital. Damn, this should be Ed's job. Fathers-to-be had a moral responsibility to make this panicked drive to the hospital - not bosses.


  "Are you -?"


  "I'm sure. I've been timing the contractions, and they're getting close. Plus my water broke."


  He might not know much about women having babies, but anybody who'd ever watched TV knew that phrase meant business. "Have you called -?"


  "I've called the hospital," Jan informed him, still efficient even when her skin went pale and her breath came hard with a contraction. Contraction - that seemed a mighty polite word for what appeared to be just plain agony. "They're expecting us."


  With a smile that shone even through the pain, she patted her protruding stomach and added, "I've called Ed's office. They're trying to track him down and he'll meet us there."


  Paul should have known she'd have everything taken care of.


  On the other hand, she scheduled everything so darn efficiently, why couldn't she have scheduled this moment for about three hours earlier or six hours later so she'd be at home? Then he wouldn't have to be the one saying, "Okay, I'll dri -"


  "I appreciate your driving to the hospital." He also should have known her ability to anticipate his sentences wouldn't abate even in the throes of childbirth.


  Jan Robson might be only twenty-five, but sometimes she awed him. What awed him most was how she ran his office to her own exacting standards without impinging on his freedom. She was amazing. And she never let up on him.


  Nearly before the thought finished forming in his mind, she spoke. "But before we leave for the hospital, you have a phone call to make."


  "Aw, Jan."


  "You've been putting it off. Now there's no more putting it off. It's exactly the way you're dealing with the proposal from the Smithsonian. Eventually you won't be able to ignore that, either."


  He ignored her second statement. "This wasn't supposed to happen until Halloween."


  "No. I've told you all along that the due date was October 7. I'm right on time -"


  Of course she was, Paul thought.


  " -but you chose to pretend it wouldn't happen until Halloween because you were hoping to be out of town then. So, you wouldn't make the call before. You have to make it now."


  "But Jan -"


  "You promised, Paul."


  "I know, but this isn't the time -"


  "This is the time."


  "After I get you to the hospital -"


  "No. Now, while I can make sure you do it."


  "I'll talk Centurian into giving me somebody on loan like they did when you had flu and for your honeymoon and -"


  "Disasters, every time. Besides, no assistant from Centurian will work for you now that they know better and -"


  "What do you mean? They all like me," he protested with some satisfaction at, for once, getting to interrupt her.


  Even as an independent contractor, he did enough work for Centurian Insurance that they'd rented him this cubbyhole office. A Centurian assistant would have some understanding of what he did, besides knowing where to find the copying machine.


  "Of course they like you. Everybody likes you, but they all know what you're like to work for and they won't do it. You'd run wild with a regular temporary, and I won't have you - Ah!"


  The way she broke off and clutched her hand to her stomach propelled him out of his chair and to her side. Then there was nothing to do but give her the support of an arm around her shoulders until he felt the tension ease out of her.


  "Jan, we need to get you to the hospital."


  She looked up at him through eyes glazed with pain, joy and determination. "You promised."


  Hell! Hell and damnation! He pivoted and reached the phone in one stride. "You don't play fair, woman."


  "That's the only way to win with you."


  "What's the number?" he grumbled, a grin fighting against the churning in his stomach. She did know him well.


  She gave it to him. "And the person you want to talk to is Bette Wharton." She pronounced the first name as one syllable.


  He repeated the name when the voice on the other end of the line identified herself as Top-Line Temporaries and asked how she could help him.


  He heard the click of the phone as he was transferred, then a new voice answered, "Bette Wharton."


  This voice sounded crisp and cool on the surface with the hint of something smooth and hot inside, and it made him think inexplicably of a spicy cheese concoction his mother used to stuff celery. Despite his concern for Jan, he almost grinned.


  How might this unknown woman on the other end of the telephone line react to being compared to stuffed celery?


  "This is Paul Monroe. I'm calling because -"


  "Ah, yes, Mr. Monroe. I've been expecting your call."


  "You have?" He looked up, prepared to skewer his assistant with a look. She would have him call somebody with the same trick as hers of not needing him to finish sentences. And why in the world did he have to make this call if Jan had lined things up?


  "Yes. I have a list of candidates."


  But Paul wasn't listening. His dirty look had changed to one of worry.


  "Tell her," Jan ordered. She exhaled with a breath he supposed she'd learned at that birthing class she and Ed had attended.


  "I need an assistant," he blurted out.


  "I know. As I said, I have several candidates. But I think you should make the final choice. If you'd like to stop by our office, or I could come by your office -"


  "I'll come there . . . sometime. Maybe today or - I don't know. We have to get to the hospital. Now! We're having a baby!"


  
    * * *

  


  BETTE WHARTON HELD the receiver long after a fumbling click severed the connection, as if the instrument in her hand could reveal to her the scene on the other end.


  Only when the dial tone pierced her fog did she hang up.


  So Jan Robson was having her baby. And Paul Monroe needed a temporary assistant. Which meant she'd finally meet him.


  She'd been intrigued ever since the brisk young assistant came to her office five months ago and explained she would need a very special temporary assistant for her very special boss when she went on maternity leave.


  For two years, Bette had been steadfastly guiding Top-Line toward just that niche in the marketplace - matching special needs with special service. Providing a replacement for Jan Robson could be the perfect gauge of how well she and Top-Line were doing.


  Bette had wondered at first if there was more between assistant and boss than dictation, but Jan Robson saw Paul Monroe's faults far too clearly to be romantically involved with him. Bette had observed that women in love lost the ability to reason when it came to the man in question.


  No, Jan simply had a high regard for her boss of six years, even though the man she described didn't sound very businesslike. But Bette couldn't doubt the assistant's feelings.


  In deference to those feelings and with an eye to her company's future, she had conducted the search for Paul Monroe's temporary assistant personally. The results pleased her. All the employees at Top-Line were just that, but the ones she had selected for Mr. Monroe's approval were the top of the top.


  Now all she had to do was wait for the enigmatic Paul Monroe to make his appearance so he could make his selection.


  
    * * *

  


  DARLA CLARENCE CLOSED Bette's office door behind her.


  "There's a Paul Monroe out front asking for you. I can tell him you've left for the day."


  Bette recognized the offer as part of a long-running campaign to get her to work less. And that meant it must be nearing six, since that was when Darla usually started encouraging her to go home; most nights Bette didn't follow the advice until two or three hours later.


  "That's all right, Darla. I'll see him now. He could turn out to be a very important client for us."


  "Just a one-man office," Darla said with a hint of a sniff.


  "True, but he has pull with Centurian. He's our first contact with them, and you know what a prestigious account that would be. That could open a lot of doors."


  In her overall plan, Bette had targeted such large corporate clients for her fifth year in business. Having the opportunity this soon felt like winning the lottery. Although she wouldn't trust luck to make the most of it. She'd already drafted a proposal of what she could offer Centurian.


  But first Top-Line had to impress Paul Monroe enough that he'd recommend her company.


  Darla gave an almost silent click of disapproval, but started to open the door.


  "He doesn't look like any important client I've ever seen. At least not for our kind of business." She hesitated with her hand on the doorknob and glanced back at Bette, a glint in her dark eyes. "Funny business is what he looks like he's best suited for."


  The soft chuckle Dada left behind puzzled Bette as much as her words.


  Neither prepared her for Paul Monroe, who started talking the minute he came through the door.


  "Hi. What a day. And it's only the middle of the week. I don't know if I'll make it to Friday at this rate. Hard to believe when people spout off about you-really-should-have-a-family they're talking about putting you through this two-and-a-half times. Once is enough to cure anybody."


  Before Bette could rise from behind her desk to greet him properly, he'd crossed the room and flopped into the padded armchair.


  Eyes closed, legs extended, arms dangling over the arms of the chair, he looked as if he didn't have a bone in his compact body. At least not a self-conscious bone.


  He did look as if he'd had a rough day. In fact, he looked as if he'd spent it re-enacting most of that old movie she'd caught late one sleepless night, Romancing the Stone.


  His dark gray suit was top quality, but the slacks bore multiple creases and were oddly wrinkled at the knees, as if grasped repeatedly by fists. His jacket - now critically rumpled - dangled from two crooked fingers. The knot of his silk tie rested at midchest, and his limp shirt showed a coffee stain on one rolled-back sleeve. The third button from the top had been matched with the second buttonhole, giving him a lopsided air.


  His shining chestnut hair would do a racehorse proud, but any self-respecting Thoroughbred would demand a better brushing than this mane seemed to have gotten, she thought with a private grin.


  "Sure, go ahead and laugh at someone who's been through eight of the nine levels of hell today," he said.


  At his voice, she stifled a start and killed the grin. Nothing like laughing at a new client to impress him.


  He'd opened his eyes, but only halfway, as if he could manage no more.


  When she met his look, she saw his eyes were dancing. She'd always thought that was only a figure of speech, but his truly did. The green flecks that showed against a gray background performed something lively and agile.


  If he'd been through eight levels of hell, well, she could believe he'd brought a bit of the devil back with him.


  "You're the most cheerful martyr I've ever heard," she surprised herself by saying.


  His grin widened in satisfaction - with himself, or her, or both, Bette didn't know. "That's the only way to go - singing at the stake."


  "A variation on singing for your supper, I suppose."


  "For my sup -? Ah, I get it. Stake turns to steak, as in charbroiled. I see why Jan picked you. I'll have to mind my P's and Q's - and I'm not talking vegetables."


  Bette shifted at the reminder of why he'd come. "Yes, well . . . How is Jan? And the baby? Your call ended rather abruptly."


  "Both doing fine. A boy. Edward, Jr. Eight pounds eight ounces, all parts fully operational. Especially the lungs. Although his father's a little worse for wear at the moment." He held up a palm as if to forestall her, his first movement other than raising his eyelids. "And yes, he does look worse than me."


  "You mean he was there? I thought …"


  His eyes narrowed and she felt as if she had a spotlight trained on her. "Of course he was there. And what did you think?"


  "From your appearance, and from what you said, I thought …" Hesitating, she met his gaze and came to the conclusion that evasion was not a viable option if she wanted to stay on good terms with this man. "I thought you must have been in the delivery room."


  His eyes popped wide open. "The delivery room? Good Lord, woman, are you crazy?" His body seemed to sag in reaction to the energy he'd expended in astonishment. "It was bad enough in the waiting room. I never would have made it in the delivery room!"


  She tried not to laugh. She really did. It was no use.


  In the end, she had to wipe moisture from her eyes and take three deep breaths to get her voice under control.


  "I see." Another deep breath might get rid of the final quiver of amusement in her words, so she gave it a try, avoiding Paul Monroe's gaze. She had a feeling his dancing eyes would surely pave the road to relapse. "I imagine the hospital personnel wouldn't let you in there."


  One eyebrow rose in a quizzical expression that invited her to share his amusement.


  "Actually, they all presumed I was Jan's husband at first, and for once in her life Jan was too preoccupied to straighten out the mess. I filled out some forms they shoved at me, then they kept telling me to follow this corridor and turn that way and check in with this desk and see that nurse.


  "Ed arrived just in time. I tried to explain, but they were making threatening noises about my scrubbing and joining my wife in the labor room when he showed up. When they realized he was the father, they got all huffy, as if I'd been trying to worm my way in when I'd been doing my best to get out, and they sent me to spend the rest of the miserable afternoon in the waiting room."


  "That must have been very difficult for you." Bette clamped down on the laughter, but from his expression the straight face she'd assumed didn't fool him.


  "It was," he said in a tone that had just enough humor to escape self-pity. "I can see you think I had the easy role in this whole thing, but let me tell you, waiting rooms can really take it out of you."


  She fought another grin. Business. Get back to business. "I'm sure they can. I'm glad everything went well in the end. It all turned out fine. Now -"


  His groan cut her off. "Went well? Are you crazy? Midway through my day I had a woman walk into my office and tell me she was in labor, and it went downhill - fast - from there. Went well?"


  "I see your point. One expects one's assistant to better arrange such matters."


  She regretted the teasing words as soon as they were out.


  Nine out of ten men didn't appreciate having their egos pricked by a sharp tongue, even in jest. Not the best way to win prospective clients. She could feel her hopes for entree to Centurian fading as fast as the October daylight. Then she saw the glint of appreciation in his eyes. Paul Monroe, apparently, was the tenth man.


  Still, she'd be on safer ground if she got the conversation back to the matter at hand.


  "That's right," he said mildly. "An assistant should do this sort of stuff on her own time."


  "I can guarantee you that none of the six candidates I have selected for you to choose from will pose a similar problem for you - at least not for the next few months."


  He sat up, and she became aware of the way his chest filled the misbuttoned shirt and his forearms swelled below the rolled-back sleeves. She swallowed, and remembered the things Jan Robson had told her about this man.


  Not her type. Not her type at all.


  "I sort of hoped you'd be my assistant."


  Words to slash his presumption that any woman in an office was automatically an assistant welled up in her throat.


  She caught the gleam in his eyes just in time. The sort of gleam a kid's eyes had as he waited for the teacher to open the desk with a frog hidden in it.


  He'd baited the hook and cast it out there like an expert. And she'd almost fallen for it.


  "I don't have the credentials to join the next Mission: Impossible sequel," she said smoothly. She tapped the folder on her desk. "But these people do. Why don't you look at the profiles tonight and let me know in the morning whom you would like. Someone will fill in there tomorrow, then your selection should be available, say -" She checked the appointment file on her screen. " -Monday morning. Is that satisfactory?"


  "Very efficient." He said the right words, but his tone didn't have the note of appreciation she might have hoped for. She could feel the "but" coming before his mouth formed the word. "But I don't think I'm in any shape tonight to give these profiles the consideration they deserve. I'd hate to gloss over them, but I'm afraid that's what would happen."


  Despite his politely tailored words, Paul Monroe was being a smart aleck. She could be irritated at him for not taking her work seriously, but he obviously didn't take himself any more seriously.


  "What do you propose, then?"


  He grinned.


  Uh-oh.


  He sat up, slinging his jacket over one forearm and tucking the folder under his elbow. "As long as you asked, I think it would be a wonderful service of Top-Line Temporaries if you came and told me all about these candidates over dinner. An oral report instead of making me wade through the written report."


  "Dinner?"


  "Dinner." He stood, and tipped his head as he examined what she feared was her incredibly stupid expression. "You eat, don't you?"


  "Of course I eat."


  "Yeah, I guess you don't look really anorexic, but you do look a little thin. My mother would love to get her hands on you and fatten you up some."


  "Your mother?" What was he doing talking about his mother? He was a client. A client. He'd proposed a business dinner. A little unorthodoxly, perhaps, but a business dinner nonetheless.


  "Yeah, Mom's a throwback to the old days. You'd think a Lake Forest matron who does charity luncheons and supports the symphony would have followed the trend into alfalfa sprouts and organic tomatoes, wouldn't you?"


  Bette was vaguely aware that his hand under her elbow, warm and firm and so very much there, was supposed to encourage her to rise from her chair. She rose. He handed her her briefcase and she accepted it. He steered her toward the door and she followed.


  So he was from Lake Forest, from the North Shore, where suburbs were pristine and upbringings well-to-do.


  "But no alfalfa sprouts for Mom. She got fed up on that sort of thing as a kid herself." Surely alfalfa sprouts hadn't been big when his mother was a girl, so he must mean something else, but she had no idea what. Though she could swear she'd seen something like a grimace flicker across his face before being replaced by a grin. "She sticks to the basics of my childhood. And I'm happy to say my childhood was filled with double chocolate brownies and triple-decker sandwiches. All my buddies used to come to my house after school, just for the food. I don't think she's ever served granola in her life. Thank God. G'night."


  He waved to Darla, who stared as they made their way through the outer office. "You're leaving, Bette?"


  "She's leaving," Paul Monroe answered firmly. "We're going to dinner."


  "Great!"


  Bette cringed a little at Darla's enthusiasm, which made it sound as if Bette hadn't gone to dinner with a man in a year. And she had. Doug Burton, last winter. Once.


  She tried to slow her pace against the tug on her elbow.


  "Uh, maybe I should wait . . . lock up."


  "Don't you worry. I'll lock up." So much for Darla's help. Her dazzling smile lit her face. "You two go on and have a nice dinner. Have fun."


  The last two words might have qualified as an order.


  "We will," Paul promised.


  
    * * *

  


  PAUL LIKED THE smooth scratch of Bette Wharton's wool tweed suit jacket against his palm, which he'd cupped under her elbow to guide her footsteps. To him the contact seemed all the stronger for the silence that rested easy around them.


  Top-Line Temporaries occupied a neat, efficient suite in a neat, efficient building in the area bounded by Michigan Avenue and Lake Shore Drive, the Chicago River and Oak Street Beach. He was heading to a different neighborhood, not many blocks away, where the mood could swing from class to crass, glass to grit in the time it took to walk from one door to the next.


  That variety drew him to the Rush Street area. You could wait to make up your mind until the very last minute and still be within walking distance of just about anything. And if something more appealing came along before you got there, so much the better.


  But he knew exactly where he was going to take Bette Wharton tonight. He'd known it nearly from the start.


  When he walked in and saw the cloud of dark hair, the eyes as deep a blue as Lake Michigan and the individualistic mouth with its tilted-back top lip, he'd liked her looks, but not the expression of stern concentration she'd worn. He was all too familiar with that look.


  Then he'd seen her grin when she thought his eyes were closed. It changed her.


  That intrigued him.


  Nobody with a mouth like that should be so serious.


  She obviously didn't agree. One bit of flippancy escaped her and she looked appalled. He'd watched her stiffen into seriousness, and had become determined to lure out that spark of mischief again.


  That was when he knew he'd take her to Mama Artemis's Restaurant. Bette Wharton's exterior, with her conservative suit of gray wool heathered by faint blue, sensible heels and frivolous gold lapel pin, might match her office's neighborhood, but that glint in her eye screamed of Mama Artemis's.


  "Do you know where we're going or are you making turns at random?" she asked as they rounded yet another corner.


  They could have walked four blocks straight west then five north, but he preferred to mix it up with a turn here and a turn there.


  "I know where we're going."


  He frowned.


  He did know where they were going, had set out with that destination in mind. That wasn't like him.


  "I could have sworn we passed this store before," Bette remarked.


  His frown disappeared. He liked the edge of amused skepticism in her voice.


  "I said I knew where we were going. I didn't say we were taking the most direct route."


  She muffled a splutter of laughter, but he heard it and liked that, too.


  "Trying to throw me off the track so I can't find the place again? If this is a secret hideaway, wouldn't it be easier to blindfold me?"


  "Aw, you know how nosy people are these days. I was afraid somebody'd stop us or call a cop. Besides, I gave up my handkerchief to the noble cause of mopping Ed Robson's brow hours ago, and I didn't want to risk my good tie. You wouldn't believe how many ties I've ruined blindfolding women wearing mascara." He stopped and turned toward her as if scrutinizing her in the glow of a store's lights. "Unless you're not wearing mascara? It's not too late to use the tie . . ." He let his voice trail off hopefully.


  "Your tie would be ruined. I'm wearing mascara." Beneath the words lurked a chuckle. "But all this talk of ties reminds me . . ."


  Her hands rose to just above where the well-loosened knot of his tie rested.


  Glancing down, he saw he'd misbuttoned his shirt at some point in this frenetic day. But that didn't interest him nearly as much as the revelation that occurred when Bette Wharton's index finger brushed his chest as she finished pushing the third button through its proper hole.


  She'd hardly touched him. Considerably less skin had come into contact than in a business handshake, but no one would ever mistake the bolt of heat that tightened his muscles and kicked the breath out of him.


  In the uneven light of the store displays, he saw color rise along her neck and sweep into her cheeks. The instant before she could pull her hands away, he caught them in both of his and held them, not quite pressed against his chest.


  If he brought her hands back to where her finger had brushed, he wasn't entirely sure what he'd do. But if he let her pull away now, there'd always be a barrier of awkwardness between them.


  So he simply held her hands.


  Long enough so that both of them could regulate their breathing and convince themselves nothing had happened.


  When she took a long breath and looked at him with a smile tinged with wryness, he knew she'd succeeded before he had.


  To mask that, he spoke the first words that came to his lips.


  "Thanks. I told you those waiting rooms are rough. I think that happened when this guy grabbed me by the collar. He was one of those chicken fathers."


  He saw the question flit into her eyes, shoving aside some of the confusion and discomfort, and he felt a spurt of relief almost as strong as the disappointment.


  "The fathers too chicken to go into the delivery room," he continued his explanation. "Although this guy had no trouble grabbing me by the shirtfront and demanding what in the hell was taking so long. As if I knew."


  Her chuckle assured him her recovery was complete.


  "The worst afternoon of my life. Thank God Jan was nearly as efficient in having a baby as she is in everything else. The nurse kept telling me Jan was having an incredibly short labor - as if she thought that should make me feel better."


  "Poor Paul." She smiled, apparently unaware it was the first time she'd used his name. She slipped her hands away from him. "What you need is food to fortify you after such a long day."


  "Yeah." He pretended to believe the sympathy.


  "So maybe we should get to the restaurant."


  "Okay." But he didn't move, enjoying the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes, intrigued by the way her thoughts were alternately revealed and hidden. With eyes like that, teasing was irresistible.


  "So . . ." she said again.


  "What do you mean, 'so'?"


  "Don't you want to eat?" she asked.


  "Yeah, I want to eat."


  "Then don't you think we should get going?"


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  "Because if we go, we won't be able to eat."


  He saw annoyance warring with amusement in her deep blue eyes and loved it. "Paul -"


  "All right, all right," he gave in with a laugh. "Turn around." He saw her take in the small sign that read Mama Artemis, then laughed again when she turned back to him with a grimace.


  "You're a fiend."


  "I know." He took her elbow again to guide her through the door and along the narrow hallway that led between two shops before widening to the restaurant proper, tucked into the back of the building. Having his hand around her elbow already felt pleasantly familiar.


  "Paul!" A small, round woman with gray streaking the dark hair piled on top of her head wrapped plump arms around him with enthusiasm. "It's been too long! Much too long. You must tell us how you have been all these long months we have seen nothing of you. And your mama and papa, and your dear little sister. But now you come, come and sit, you and your young lady."


  Bette would barely have had time to absorb the lightning switch from the frown and scolding to the smile and invitation before she was towed along between crowded tables. But she didn't seem thrown.


  He shrugged and headed after them.


  In a far corner, amid deep, rich colors aglow in candlelight, Bette slid into a tiny booth, its seat a quarter of a circle so small that when he sat next to her their knees tangled.


  "Here. Now you settle, get comfortable, and I get wine. Then we talk about the dinner and I will tell you what you must have to eat." The woman patted Bette's hand and Paul's shoulder, and hurried away.


  "Is that Mama Artemis?"


  "No. That's her daughter, Ardith. Mama Artemis is much more forceful."


  Bette shook her head as she chuckled. "Where are they from? I don't recognize the accent."


  "I really don't know. Not that I haven't asked. I have. But when they start talking about it they get into a lot of complicated history, and just when I think I'm starting to follow it, they get excited and lapse into their native language. Best I can tell you is somewhere in southeastern Europe. I guess one of those places that's been passed back and forth a good bit."


  Ardith bustled back with a bottle of wine swaddled in a napkin to catch the weeping condensation.


  "How is Mama Artemis, Ardith?"


  "Ah, Mama. She is the same. Always Mama." She poured pale gold liquid into the chunky clear glass in front of Paul. "She is a terror, Mama." Her affection and admiration and made "terror" a term of respect.


  At her gesture, Paul tasted the wine and gave wholehearted approval.


  "Glad to hear she's doing well," he said. "Be sure to tell her Jan had her baby today. A boy."


  "Ah, a baby! Yes, yes, I will tell her. Such a happy thing, young Jan to have a baby. And you should be having babies, too. You should find a woman, marry her, settle down and have babies."


  "Aw, Ardith." The refrain was so familiar he responded automatically, but underneath a memory stirred uneasily of that same refrain spoken in another voice.


  "Yes, yes, many babies. Baby girls for you to spoil and baby boys to play with the toys like you do with my nephews. They ask for you. Goran has found three soldiers he wants to show you. And a new engine. You come some Sunday. And you bring your young lady."


  As she launched into a description of the meal she would serve them, Paul knew it had been more edict than invitation, and if he didn't bring Bette, he'd spend all his time explaining why.


  Ardith left them, apparently satisfied that their choices - more accurately, her choices for them - were in order.


  "I don't know why I come here," he grumbled, only half-kidding. A lot could be said for places where nobody asked you to Sunday dinner or cared whom you were with or speculated on when you'd start having babies.


  "Isn't the food good?"


  "The food's terrific."


  "Maybe that's the reason," Bette said as if she meant it, but he spotted a glint in her eyes. "Or maybe it's because you're obviously adored here."


  "You saying I have an ego problem, huh?"


  She shrugged, a movement that also raised and lowered her knee a fraction of an inch where it touched his, just enough to send sensation up his leg. "Or maybe it's because they invite you to come over on Sundays to enjoy the children's toys."


  He grinned, trying to ignore where that sensation had concentrated. "Occupational hazard."


  "Occupational? It sounds more like child's play."


  He tilted his head. "Didn't Jan tell you what I do?"


  "Of course she did. I couldn't select possible temporaries for you without knowing what they'd be doing."


  "What do I do?" He saw her resistance. "Humor me, please?"


  She let out a short breath. As she started to answer, part of him experienced inordinate pleasure at the idea that she was willing to humor him.


  "You are an independent appraiser, with a good bit of business coming from referrals from Centurian Insurance Group as well as several other major firms, although you do a variety of noninsurance-related appraisals. And Jan mentioned you've worked with some large museums."


  He nodded, hoping he'd masked an automatic frown. At least Jan hadn't mentioned the Smithsonian offer specifically. Prestige was one thing, but you had to consider the cost, too.


  "That's true as far as it goes, but do you know what I appraise?"


  He saw her quick intelligence grasp the ramifications of that question. He could practically hear her thinking that insurance companies rarely hired independent appraisers for the bulk of their business - the cars, boats, houses and routine household goods they could assess through statistics galore.


  "A specialty. Something out of the ordinary."


  "That's right." He waited.


  "What is it? What's your specialty?"


  He liked Bette Wharton a lot at that moment. She didn't want to have to ask. He figured she felt not knowing the answer represented a slipup in her preparation. But she didn't allow any of that in her tone.


  He wanted to kiss her.


  To lean forward across the small table and let his lips explore that up-swung lip of hers, to slip his tongue along it and then inside it.


  The blood quickening through his body was a warning. Better get his mind - and hormones - off that track, or he'd be doing just what his imagination had conjured up.


  Because Bette was the kind of woman to take it all seriously.


  Yes, better to stick to business. Even if she wasn't likely to take his business too seriously.


  "I mostly appraise cards, trains and books."


  "Cards, trains and books?" she repeated blankly.


  "Baseball cards, toy trains and comic books."


  Bette stared at him. "You're kidding."


  "Most of the time, yes. But not about this. I also operate as a sort of clearinghouse for specialists in other areas from all over the country, and I specialize in appraising other stuff myself, too. Like original Monopoly games, nineteenth-century mechanical toys, vintage Erector sets. But I'd say those three - baseball cards, toy trains and comic books - are the most common in my trade."


  "Then your occupation really is child's play."


  He'd heard it before. He'd heard notes of censure a lot stronger than the faint echo in Bette's words. But they had never bothered him before.


  He smiled.


  "That's me, a kid at heart."


  
    Chapter Two

  

  


   


  BETTE TRIED TO ignore the strange frisson of relief and disappointment.


  A kid at heart.


  She believed he'd spoken no more than the absolute truth, and that relieved her. Because that meant the undercurrent of attraction would soon wither.


  Dependability, solidity, maturity - those were the attributes she valued. Someone who would work through the difficulties in life as she did, someone who anticipated them and prepared for them. Certainly not someone who admitted to being - bragged about being - a kid at heart.


  So why are you disappointed ? asked a voice inside her.


  To quiet it, she asked, "How did you get to know Mama Artemis and Ardith?"


  "I did a job for them." Paul gestured widely to the room around them. "Appraising."


  For the first time Bette noticed one wall was decorated with wooden game boards, the colors mellowed and softened by age. On a shelf along the opposite wall resided arrangements of old-fashioned toys, a teddy bear appearing to pull a wagon bearing two dolls, a wooden sled next to ancient-looking skates, a hoop, and stick.


  "The toys? You appraised these toys?"


  "These and a whole lot more. This is the tip of the collection."


  "Did they bring all these things with them when they came to America?" She wondered again about the origins of Mama Artemis and her family. Not Poland; she'd heard no trace of her grandfather's speech in Ardith's voice.


  "No way. Mama Artemis had just been widowed, didn't have much anyway, and she left everything behind except the clothes on her back and her two children. She came to Chicago because she had a cousin she could live with at first, though I guess it got pretty crowded."


  Bette's lips curved. She could hear her grandfather's rich, deep tones and exotic accent, recounting with pride each step his family had taken toward the American Dream. As if it were a bedtime story, he would tell her again and again, each movement forward in education or position or savings.


  "So Mama Artemis started looking around for a job," Paul said.


  Like Mama Artemis, Bette's grandparents had lived with relatives at first. How proudly her grandfather had recounted to her how soon they had rented a whole apartment for themselves. Then came moves to a better neighborhood, a bigger apartment.


  He would say over and over how proud he was of his daughter - Bette's mother - who had graduated from high school, earned an associate degree, and married a man who owned his own home. She remembered how her grandfather beamed the day she'd graduated from college, and how two years later, sick as he was, he had made her sit on his hospital bed and tell him every detail of the ceremony that entitled her to the initials MBA.


  "Are you with me?"


  Paul Monroe's touch on her wrist was fleeting, but left behind a tingle of warmth.


  "What? Oh. Yes, I'm with you." She wasn't surprised to discover that one level of her mind really had absorbed what he said. Many times in business she'd blessed her dual-track mind. "You were saying Mama Artemis went to work as a housekeeper for an eccentric old man."


  "Yeah, and it turned out he had this terrific collection of toys and games and dolls he'd put together bit by bit for decades. When he died, he left it all to Mama Artemis."


  "How did you get her as a client?"


  "I didn't. At least not if you mean going out and pursuing the account. I hadn't even set up in business at that point. I'd been working for this insurance company - a rising young executive, they said. I hated it."


  He said it so cheerfully she could almost doubt he meant it. "You used it as a springboard to establishing your own appraising business?"


  "I used it as a springboard to paying my rent," he said dryly. "I drifted into insurance after college."


  "You majored in business?"


  "No. History. Probably the only history major who never considered going to law school." The sharp note was so at odds with his usual tone that she wondered if she imagined it. Especially when he continued easily, "But that might be because I didn't intend to be a history major. I just liked history. A quarter before graduation, I looked at my courses and figured I lacked one class each to major in psych and history, and I liked the history offering better that spring, so there I was - a history major."


  Bette shook her head, thinking of her carefully considered selections, each a plotted step on the road to owning a business, each a piece in the foundation on which to build her future.


  He took her gesture another way. "Go ahead and shake your head. You probably already know what I discovered - there aren't any want ads for history grads. That's where insurance came in."


  "And then Mama Artemis?" she prompted.


  He grinned. "I lucked into that. I'd fallen into being a troubleshooter for the insurance company, getting appraisals for unusual stuff nobody else wanted to bother with. Not the real antiques, but nostalgia items and some oddball collections. It was an excuse to get out of the nine-to-five rut at the office, so I took courses, read a lot, asked questions. A friend of a friend told Mama Artemis about me, and she asked me to help. I was too stupid to know what I'd gotten myself into until I stood waist-deep in one of the finest collections in the country. It was worth a fortune." He gestured to the surroundings. "More than enough to set up a successful restaurant on the Near North Side."


  "So you helped Mama Artemis sell off some of the collection to finance the restaurant?"


  "You mean as a dealer? No." His words were crisp, hard even. But just as suddenly he was his easy, amused self once more. "You just ran smack-dab into my hobbyhorse. I don't think appraisers should be dealers, and vice versa. If nothing else, somebody telling you your Great-Aunt Gertie's vase is worth $22.50 when that same person's in the market to buy it poses one hell of a conflict of interest. Most folks who do both are honest, but why go dangling temptation out there like a carrot?"


  "And Mama Artemis's inheritance was worth considerably more than $22.50?"


  He grinned at her dryness. "Considerably more. Even with a string of zeros. I tell you, I spent the first few months scrambling around trying to figure out exactly how over my head I was. By the end of it, Mama had her restaurant, I had enough contacts to get out of insurance, a couple dozen collectors and several museums had acquired rare finds and the people of Chicago had the opportunity to enjoy this great cooking."


  Bette looked at Paul and considered how different his approach to business - to life - was from hers. He talked of drifting, luck, happenstance and scrambling. She lived by forethought, diligence and perseverance.


  Yet, she couldn't resist smiling back at him.


  Ardith's arrival made Bette jump a little at the realization that she and Paul had been smiling foolishly at each other. It must have been contagious, because Ardith wore a smile as she set platters of steaming, aromatic food on the table, fussed with their arrangement, then exhorted Paul and Bette to enjoy their meal.


  They did. Both the food and the conversation.


  Bette surprised herself. She seldom dived into food like this - and never during a business meal.


  She found herself using a business trick of drawing out her companion by asking questions. But she knew the difference between obligatory questions and a true desire to know.


  She'd never laughed as much as she did at Paul's accounts of his hair-raising childhood exploits. And she'd never felt so disinclined to move away from the brush of arms and legs that occurred in the tiny booth.


  Replete, and with an additional sensation of content, she sat back. "You've lived a charmed life, Paul Monroe."


  He examined his half-full water glass. Maybe he had lived a charmed life.


  He had good friends, a good business. He'd benefited from a good mind and good education. And family . . . Well, he couldn't deny the strains and differences, but the bottom line was that he loved them and they loved him - with one exception. And he'd fought his way clear of that one exception's influence years ago, so he had freedom, too. What else could anybody need?


  Without conscious thought, his gaze went to Bette's face.


  Her smile pleased him at a level he couldn't explain. More than the way her lips curved - although that was nice - he liked the way her cheeks and eyebrows lifted, providing a new showcase for her deep blue eyes. Even more, he liked knowing he had drawn the smile out. It was a shame to keep that spark locked up behind the dusty seriousness she seemed to think necessary.


  He wanted to see her laugh again. Here, in the soft shadows of their corner.


  "You sound just like Michael," he said.


  "Michael? Your brother?"


  "Friend. Michael Dickinson, Grady Roberts and I were college roommates."


  He told her about finding fungus growing in the closet at the end of sophomore year and, though she wrinkled her nose in distaste, she laughed. Laughter looked even better on her than a smile.


  "By the time Tris came we had quite a reputation."


  "Tris? Your sister?"


  "Nope. Wrong again." He recognized the flick of annoyance. Bette didn't like being wrong, and especially not twice.


  "But you do have a sister."


  "How do you - oh, of course, Ardith. Yeah, I have a sister, but Judi's in college now. She's eleven years younger than me. Tris Donlin's my cousin. Her freshman year the three of us - Grady, Michael and I - were seniors, and we all hung around together."


  "It sounds as if you had a wonderful childhood."


  "Had? You look like you think I'm still going through it." He laughed, noting the startled look in her eyes, as if he'd caught her at something impolite.


  "I'm sorry, I -"


  "It's all right, I was kidding."


  He didn't want a repeat of the tone she'd used to describe his work as child's play.


  Better to turn the conversation.


  "Of course everything wasn't roses, you know. At one time I thought the only answer was to get away. I wanted nothing to do with my family." He kept words and tone light, consciously pushing aside a jumble of old feelings.


  Why had he brought this up?


  "About sixteen or seventeen? I think every kid goes through that stage."


  "I must have been an early developer then, because I was twelve and a half."


  "Twelve?" She cocked her head and her hair swung, exposing the side of her neck in a most distracting way. She pursed her lips - an even greater distraction - and said in ponderous tones, "A manifestation of sibling rivalry, perhaps, since you were displaced by your younger sister?"


  He shook his head, but more at his own thoughts than at her words. "Nah, I'd gone through that the year before. But I guess it was about being displaced in a way."


  He shifted, and felt the rub of her elbow against his jacket. The sensation translating directly to a prickling along his skin.


  "What happened, Paul?"


  Her voice, quiet and soft, lured him.


  "We'd just moved. Across town but a world away to a kid. My grandfather had retired. Not because he wanted to kick back and relax or anything, but because the doctors gave an order he couldn't refuse." He fought stronger feelings with ironic humor. "Given the choice of dying or going to Palm Springs, he took Palm Springs. But that didn't mean he gave up the reins. Not Walter Wilson Mulholland."


  Not a man who'd spent his whole life dictating. Not a man whose only communication with his grandson had come in the form of orders. Sit erect. Take your elbows off the table. Straighten your shoulders. Wear a shirt and tie for dinner at my table.


  Not the man who bad talked in front of Paul as if he didn't exist. The boy needs a haircut. The boy needs discipline. James, if you and Nancy won't send him away to school, at least stop babying the boy.


  Paul propped his elbows on the table and picked up his wine glass, concentrating on its smooth, warm surface between his palms.


  "He named Dad head of the firm in his place and ordered us to move into the big house on the lake where Mom had been brought up. She didn't want to go, either."


  He remembered sitting on the stairs of the little suburban house he'd been born in, out of sight, listening to his parents.


  Jim, we have a home here.


  We'll make a home there, honey.


  I don't want to go back to that house, Jim. Don't you see what's happening?


  Shh, there's nothing to cry about, honey. This is a great move up for us.


  "But Walter Mulholland said it was more appropriate for our new standing in the community. And nobody disobeyed him." Certainly not James Monroe. "Big, dark furniture and drapes that looked petrified. The only noise was the hall clock. God, I hated it."


  To cut the echo of his vehemence, he produced a deprecating grin.


  "I guess I missed our old place. The neighborhood, my friends."


  In the tidy little house not far from the railroad tracks, his mother had baked cookies and helped him grow a tomato patch each summer. His father had taken the train into the city every day, and home every night.


  "We used to play baseball together, Dad and I. He'd been a pro. He had a tough time growing up. His folks were really poor, and baseball was his only real fun. He got through college on baseball scholarships and he started law school during off-seasons from the minors. He loves the game."


  In the drawn-out twilights of summer, his father had coached the Little League team or they'd just thrown the ball back and forth, an endless pendulum connecting father and son. He could still feel the lung-bursting pride at his pals' awe that James Monroe had been a pro baseball player, a gifted fielder who'd reached the highest level of minor leagues and come this close to being in the majors.


  Until he married Nancy Mulholland and went to work in Walter Mulholland's law firm.


  "He still has his glove," he told Bette, turning his wine glass around and around, "but when he took over the firm, he didn't have time for that sort of thing anymore. And Mom was busy with Judi and the move and the new house. I was a little at loose ends. When Walter Mulholland returned for his version of a state visit late that summer, it all came to a head."


  Paul eased the muscles in his shoulder. Light irony, that was the right tone.


  "Walter Wilson Mulholland never bought the theory about letting people 'find themselves,' " he continued. "He knew what everyone should do with his life and how to achieve it - and he didn't mince words saying so."


  "That can be a sign of caring," said Bette. "That someone wants only the best for the people he loves."


  "Maybe." He conceded the point. It didn't apply to Walter Muholland. "But with him it was more force of habit. He was born and bred to be a despot." He saw a quick frown pleat Bette's brows. Sympathy? Or disapproval? Not liking either possibility, he forged on. "When he started diagramming my life, I didn't care for the grand design, so I ran away, complete with bedroll, clean underwear and seven dollars and thirty-four cents."


  Two decades later he remembered dinner that night - a formal meal with several strangers joining them at the big, polished table. He could hear the stern, upright old man proclaiming that he'd decided that Paul would become a litigator.


  He could hear the deep, determined voice of his mother's father detailing exactly where Paul would fit into the firm's roster fifteen years in the future. And each step of his life over the next two decades. The right prep school. The right university. The right law school. The right marriage. The right family. The right address. All selected by Walter Wilson Mulholland.


  Paul had never liked his grandfather. That night he'd started hating him.


  He'd slipped out of the house while the guests had after-dinner drinks. He'd headed for the old neighborhood. He couldn't remember now which friend he'd intended to go to, but he'd ended up in front of his old house, standing in the cold, chilled rain that can bring a preview of fall to an Illinois summer and realizing his home belonged to another family.


  "Dad found me around midnight."


  His father's arms had hugged him so tightly it hurt, but it had been a good hurt. Even as he spoke now he could feel again his father's jacket shoulder under his cheek, smell his after-shave. His father's hands had been shaking slightly as they tightened a blanket around Paul's damp shoulders.


  "I thought he would skin me alive. Instead, he talked."


  Then and now he'd have preferred being skinned alive. He could still hear the words.


  Paul, what in the world got into you to run away?


  I'm not going to do what that old man tells me, even if he is my grandfather.


  Your grandfather is providing you opportunities most boys never have, never even dream of. An education, a profession, a position in life.


  I don't want them. I don't want anything he'd give me.


  You can't say that, yet. You're only a boy. You can't know what you'll want when you grow -.


  He made us move. Mom didn't want to move. I heard her.


  He thought it best. Your mother's always had these things, so she doesn't know what it means to be without -


  And he made you take that big job.


  No. No, he didn't make me. I wanted that, Paul.


  "He said that when I grew up, I'd understand. That being an adult meant making choices, and that meant leaving some things behind."


  Someday, when you're married and have children of your own, you'll understand, Paul.


  He didn't have to grow up to understand. He'd understood then. His father had made a choice to follow Walter Mulholland's rules, and what he'd left behind were twilight games of catch.


  He couldn't blame his father; he'd been poor a long time and now he had a chance for money and position, not only for himself but for his family. But he could blame Walter Mulholland.


  He blinked away memories and looked at Bette. Her eyes were wide and solemn, with another emotion deep in them that he couldn't read. The flicker of the candles' flames added mystery. His heartbeat accelerated as if in reaction to some tremendous danger.


  He picked up his glass and tilted the cool, clear liquid into his mouth. It didn't completely ease the dryness. "That's when I realized I didn't want to be a grown-up. I preferred to stay a kid."


  When she blinked, he felt as if he'd been cut off from a source of warmth and light. Her left hand rested on the table between them, the fingers long and pale against the forest-green cloth. He wanted to cover it with his own, to give the connection between them a physical expression.


  She lowered her eyelashes a second time, and he sensed withdrawal. Maybe his own.


  He quirked a grin at her, manufacturing the mischief. "Especially those next few weeks. Mom was terrific. I even got her to let me play hooky from school the first week and go to a Cubs' game."


  "Scare them to death, then weasel special treatment out of them? What a fiend." Bette made a tsking sound. "It sounds as if you have a wonderful family."


  He met her deep blue eyes again, and saw recognition there. He considered his family ties - Mom, Dad, Judi, Tris, other cousins, aunts and uncles. Not perfect, and sometimes the ties chafed, but . . . "I do."


  "Although your younger sister . . ." Bette gave an exaggerated shudder. "That poor soul."


  He knew she was skirting away from the serious turn their conversation had taken, and gladly cooperated. Spilling all this was not his usual style, not his style at all.


  He snorted in disbelief. "Judi, a poor soul? Not on your life." Then suspicion narrowed his eyes. "Why would you say that?"


  "To have you as an older brother," she said promptly. "I have an older brother myself, and I know what instruments of teasing torture they can be, but you -" She shivered again. "It must have been a nightmare for the poor girl."


  "Hey!"


  She laughed, and he let the sound, low and rippling, wash over him. That sound could become addictive. That, and the look in her eyes, as if she were surprised he'd drawn the amusement out of her, and perhaps secretly pleased, too.


  "So, tell me about your family," he invited, sliding his right hand over her left. He did it on impulse, a casual gesture that somehow didn't feel casual. Her skin was soft and warm against his. "I bet you're the oldest of twelve, responsible for all the little 'uns since you were barely able to toddle yourself. No, wait. That's right, you said you have an older brother. So you must be the oldest girl. And you grew up in the country, and spent summers at the local swimming hole."


  She shook her head with another laugh.


  "Not even close. I grew up in the decidedly un-country atmosphere of the near western suburbs - mostly Oak Park. I'm the younger of two, and mildly coddled. My parents worked hard enough to take early retirement a couple years ago and move permanently to Arizona where they'd had a house for years. And they still worry about their little girl being 'all alone.' "


  Paul looked at her, and felt a twinge of protectiveness. He could sympathize with her parents. For all her self-reliance, he didn't like the idea of Bette Wharton being without a strong shoulder to rely on - a friend, a partner.


  Then it occurred to him that she might already have that, and the possibility brought a twist to his stomach that came too fast and too strong to pretend it was anything but jealousy. God. That wasn't reasonable. What did he care whether she had someone or not? He certainly wasn't auditioning for the role of strong shoulder in anyone's life.


  He sat back, sliding his fingers away from hers under the pretext of placing his napkin on the table.


  Bette, too, straightened and moved away. Although the warmth of his touch still lingered on her skin, it didn't take a body language expert to read good-night.


  She made a show of checking her watch.


  "This has been lovely, Paul. Thank you. I hope you have an opportunity to check those files, and give me a call in the morning." She gathered her purse, flashed him a smile and prepared to slide out of the booth.


  "Where do you think you're going?"


  If he hadn't said it with such blank astonishment, she would have been irked by the Neanderthal implication.


  "Home. It's late."


  "Fine. I'm driving you."


  "That isn't necessary. I can catch a cab to the train station and the line goes right near my house." That was true; the commuter railroad line ran no more than five blocks from her home in her western suburb, though the nearest station was a couple miles from the house she rented. She'd have to try to rouse a cab, not always an easy task at night in the suburbs.


  "I bet roads go right near your house, too. I'm driving you."


  Protests did no good. Not even when she logically pointed out that since he'd said he lived north of the city, along the lake in Evanston, and she lived west, it would be a long drive home for him. By the time he'd wrangled with Ardith over whether or not he would pay for their meal, then they'd said their good-nights, found a cab and reached the lot where he'd parked his car, she'd about given up.


  He held open the car door for her, then went around to the driver's side. Clicking home the seat belt and starting the car with smooth efficiency, he remained silent. She knew little about cars, but this one struck her as sleekly unpretentious. It seemed old enough to be well broken in and new enough to boast all the amenities.


  "Paul -"


  He slanted her a quick, quelling look. "I'm driving you home."


  A flicker of irritation made her grimace at him. "I intended to ask if you wanted to know where I live."


  The car rolled up to a red light at a deserted intersection, and he turned to her. She could see the amusement back in his eyes. "Sorry. Maybe I jumped to a conclusion. It was just that the previous twenty-three sentences you'd started all ended with junk about taking a train. Obviously, a totally unwarranted assumption on my part this time."


  "Totally unwarranted," she agreed. As the light turned green and he eased the car forward, she saw his smile in profile and tried to ignore an answering twitch of her lips.


  "So now that I've apologized, are you going to tell me where you live, or do you want me to start picking spots at random?"


  "That could be an interesting experiment."


  He nodded. "Although I do know it's west, so that trims out a third of the Chicago suburbs. And with the hint that it's near a commuter railroad, that eliminates about a third of that third. So, I figure it shouldn't take more than a month or so to find the right one."


  She gave in to the laughter bubbling up in her. "I live in Elmhurst. Take the Eisenhower Expressway. A month's too long on the road for me."


  "It would be a long time between showers, but it would give me a chance to get to know you."


  Meeting his look for a moment, she thought his eyes held a glint not entirely deviltry or reflected streetlights. She looked away, and they drove in silence until they reached the expressway and headed west.


  "Tell me more about your family," he said. "How about your older brother? Where is he?"


  "Married, two children, living in Minneapolis."


  "So you're an aunt!"


  "Two times an aunt. Ron and Claire have a two-year-old son, Ron, Jr., and they just had a little girl, Abby, last month."


  He sighed. "I wish my sister was old enough to have kids. Or maybe I should say old enough to have kids without making Mom and Dad crazy. I've always wanted to be an uncle."


  "An uncle? Why?"


  "It seems like the perfect setup. Uncles - and aunts - have all the fun without the responsibilities. You don't have to live up to anyone's expectations of the perfect parent. No diaper changing, no worrying about childhood diseases, no sweating out death-defying escapades, no grounding them because they stayed out too late, no wondering if the roads'll ever be safe again with a sixteen-year-old maniac on the streets, no birds-and-bees talks, no college tuition."


  "Sounds to me as if you're speaking from first-hand experience."


  He quirked an eyebrow - questioning, but primed to share her amusement.


  "As if you're remembering your own youth," she explained.


  The expectant look became a full-blown laugh. "I hadn't realized it, but you're right. The idea of having a kid like me would scare anybody. Lord, when I think of the things Grady and I got into, it's amazing we made it to twenty - and without being the death of our parents."


  "Just you and Grady? Was Michael the responsible one?"


  "Probably. I didn't meet Michael until college. But, yeah, I'd guess he was the responsible type even as a kid. Steady. Not like Grady and me."


  As she gave him directions off the expressway, a twinge drew Bette's eyebrows into a frown, but she didn't have time to consider it, because he had another question.


  "How about your friends?"


  She hesitated. "I, uh, I haven't been very good about keeping up with my friends. There's one girl from high school, Melody, who always checks in when she comes through the area. And my assistant, Darla, has been a wonderful friend to me."


  She broke off to give him further instructions on where to turn. She could have let the topic drop there, but she felt the need to explain. She refused to use the word justify even in her own mind.


  "You know how it is when you get into college and get immersed in your classes and studying." She thought back to some of his stories tonight; maybe he didn't know. "Setting up a business is like that. It doesn't leave time for anything else. It takes twenty-five hours a day just to get it off the ground. To make it really fly, you have to be totally dedicated to that, and that alone."


  He glanced at her as he made the turn into her street.


  "What's the use of having your own business if you let it run you?" he asked. "The whole idea is to not have a boss looking over your shoulder, telling you what to do and when to do it. Work's fine, but there are other things in life. Ambition can take over."


  She bristled a little at the implied criticism, but at the same time she wondered if anyone could really be that offhand and still make a go of a business. Experience had taught her the demands of a successful business. And she had done sufficient homework on Paul Monroe to know his business was successful . . . even if her research had left out exactly what he did. She wouldn't make that mistake again.


  "This is it," she said coolly, "the one in the middle of the block with the light on."


  He pulled into the driveway. "A house? You own it?"


  "No. I'm renting this one, but I'm starting to look for a place to buy." The next step in her plan. With the business on its feet, it was time to start building equity.


  "Nice. But you could use a jack-o'-lantern."


  "Jack o'-lantern?"


  "You know, a pumpkin, carved to look like a face, with a candle inside,"


  "I know what a jack-o'-lantern is."


  "Good. Because that front doorstep of yours could definitely use one. You know Halloween's getting close."


  "Yes, I know, but a pumpkin has not been at the top of my list of priorities. I've been busy at -"


  "At work," he finished for her.


  She glanced over, but saw no sign of the humor she might have expected. His gaze was fixed with great concentration on her bare front step.


  She prepared to say her thank-yous, but he turned the engine off. For a blood-thundering instant she thought he was going to turn to her, reach across the bucket seats, take her in his arms and . . .


  Before her imagination could get too carried away, he'd gotten out and come around to open her door. She thanked him, but ignored his hand.


  She'd known him less than eight hours, but sometimes that was all it took to see the flaws. He'd made no effort to hide them. From his own words she'd learned he hated schedules and put fun ahead of responsibility. He hadn't learned that achievement followed a plan.


  It all added up to one message: he was a man to stay away from.


  Too bad her hormones didn't agree.


  "A hatchback, huh?"


  She followed the direction of his gaze to the garage door windows. Oh. Hatchback. Car.


  "That's right. A total suburbanite, that's me. It comes in handy for hauling things from the hardware store."


  "But you don't drive in to the city?"


  "Not if I can help it. It's more efficient to take the train. That way I can work during the commute and don't have to worry about parking. You always drive?"


  "I like the freedom."


  Stepping within the pool of light at the front door, she took a slow, steadying breath as she unlocked the door then turned to him, holding out her hand.


  "Thank you, Paul. I enjoyed the evening. Dinner was wonderful, and Mama Artemis's is a real find. I -"


  He ignored the hand and the speech. Grasping her upper arms, he turned her to face him, startling her into silence. He bent his head, so slowly she thought she might explode from the waiting before he ever reached her lips.


  And then, when the waiting had finally ended, all he did was brush his mouth against hers - top lip, bottom, top lip again. Softly, quickly.


  "Good night, Bette."


  He turned her around and headed her inside. Automatically, she closed the storm door and wooden door behind her. But she couldn't move any farther. She heard his car door shut, heard the engine start, heard his car back up and pull away, and still she stood, leaning against the door's wooden panels, staring into the hallway's familiar shadows.


  One thought; filled the yawning emptiness his touch had made of her mind.


  Uh-oh.


   


  
    Chapter Three

  

  


   


  PAUL TURNED THE corner and caught one last glimpse of the neat neighborhood in the rear view mirror.


  A neighborhood where all the corners were squared, all the houses in a straight line, all the lawns trimmed and the trees big. Someone with a ruler had probably plotted out the whole thing, including the flower beds filled with yellow mums.


  It suited Bette Wharton right down to the ground.


  A vague vision of his apartment rose in his mind. Although he'd lived there several years he couldn't form a clear picture of it.


  The walls were light, maybe white, and the windows good-sized so tree-dappled sunlight made it into the rooms. He had an old couch his mother gave him when she redecorated the room over the garage. But he could envision it better in that hideaway of his teen years than in his own living room. Books, a TV and stereo equipment rested on shelves of boards and bricks, smacking a bit of college days. But he'd been reluctant to put up shelves. That seemed too permanent, too attached.


  He accelerated onto the tollway and headed north.


  That seemed too permanent, too attached.


  Maybe that was what bothered him about the museum deal.


  Jobs he'd done for several museums around the country as one-shot deals had worked out fine. In fact, he'd enjoyed them. The people sure weren't in the business for money, and he liked that about them.


  Plus, he appreciated that museums these days were acknowledging the lighter side of everyday life, the toys, the games, the hobbies. And he enjoyed visits to Washington, especially since they gave him a chance to visit Tris.


  But now, with the Smithsonian talking about a regular arrangement . . . He just didn't know.


  Someone like Bette Wharton would probably jump at this kind of opportunity. He suspected that, to her, it would be a building block in some great life plan.


  He checked the rearview mirror as he steered toward the exit, caught sight of his half smile and turned it into a grimace.


  All right, so he was attracted to Bette, despite the suspicion she actually had one of those god-awful five-year plans the magazines always wrote about. Why? What was so great about Bette Wharton?


  She wasn't classically beautiful or a sex goddess knockout. And he found himself absurdly glad she wasn't. Anybody could spot a woman like that.


  He'd listened to the crisp coolness of her voice and heard that hint of spiciness beneath. He'd touched the no-nonsense wool of her suit and felt the softness of her skin. He'd acknowledged the common sense coming from her mouth and recognized the uncommon sensuality of that maddening upper lip. He'd looked into the forthright navy blue of her eyes and seen that she had secrets there.


  Secrets . Maybe that was it. Maybe that defined the whole thing. This feeling that she'd hidden her teasing and laughter beneath a life ruled by an appointment calendar, and the challenge of luring that teasing and laughter out of hiding.


  So, maybe what he felt came more from the challenge of making her see that other side of herself, the free spirit. He could handle that.


  A challenge . . . Yeah, he could enjoy that.


  
    * * *

  


  "PAUL MONROE'S ON line two, Bette."


  Bette sidestepped Darla's curious look, just as she'd sidestepped earlier questions with a simple statement that she and the client had an enjoyable business dinner. "Thank you, Darla."


  She waited until her assistant closed the door behind her, took a deep breath and lifted the receiver.


  "Good morning, this is Bette Wharton. May I help you?" It was chicken to pretend she didn't know who was on the other end of the line, but she wanted an extra second to remind herself of how she'd decided to deal with him.


  "Hi, Bette. It's Paul."


  So much for formality, she thought with an unwilling and wry smile. "Good morning, Paul. I hope everything's going smoothly so far with Sally."


  "Sally? Oh, the temporary temporary assistant. Yeah, everything's fine. In fact, you know what she did?"


  "What?"


  "She made me fresh coffee." He sounded so impressed she couldn't help but chuckle.


  "No! Really?"


  "Go ahead and laugh, but Jan never does that for me. She says anybody who comes and goes as much as I do deserves to drink whatever's available."


  "She has a point."


  "Well, just don't go telling Sally, okay? I usually only get fresh coffee about twice a year, so this is a treat."


  "I promise not to tell Sally, but she won't be there much longer."


  "How'd you know?"


  "How'd I know what?"


  "That Sally won't be here much longer."


  "Because she'll be replaced by your permanent temporary as soon as you make a selection."


  "Oh. I thought maybe my reputation had already gotten to her. Isn't that an oxymoron?"


  "Isn't what an oxymoron, and what reputation?"


  " 'Permanent temporary.' That's an oxymoron - you know, a built-in contradiction."


  "I guess it is." She hated herself for it, but she couldn't resist repeating, "And what reputation?"


  "For going through a lot of assistants fast."


  She wondered if the reason was solely his business habits.


  She'd quickly learned that a certain breed of men viewed assistants, especially temps, as a two-birds-with-one-stone dating service. She'd have been surprised if Paul Monroe was one; she'd also have been too disappointed for her own comfort.


  In her coolest, most neutral tones, she said, "I understand that's the reason Jan Robson contacted us in the first place, isn't it?"


  "I guess it is." If she thought she caught sheepishness, she could also imagine a grin lurking.


  "And that, I'm sure, is why you're calling this morning." She thought he mumbled "not exactly," but ignored it. "I've emailed the files to you, since they somehow ended up back with my papers, uh, last night. You can look them over, then let my office know before the close of business today whom you have selected and we'll make every effort to have that person in place tomorrow morning."


  "I don't like the sound of that."


  What was there not to like? She was being more than reasonable; getting someone lined up overnight qualified as above and beyond the call of good customer service. She decided to quell him with a single syllable. "Oh?"


  "Particularly that part about the email and then notifying your office." He sounded singularly unquelled. "I thought we could meet for lunch and discuss the whole thing then, say about one -"


  "I'm sorry, lunch won't be possible." Not if she hoped to catch up with yesterday's leftover chores.


  "You've got to eat. All I'm saying is spend that time with me. And, of course, going over these files."


  "I don't eat lunch." Now why had she said that? There were certainly times she'd skipped the meal to finish work, but she'd also had her share of business lunches. She was reacting almost as if she were afraid of Paul Monroe. Ridiculous.


  "You don't eat lunch? Well, no wonder you're thin. I tell you, Bette, my mom would definitely worry about you."


  "It's very kind of your mother to be concerned." What a damn fool thing to say. His mother didn't know of her existence. She was becoming a blithering idiot. "But I must go now. I'll wait for your decision on those files, Mr. Monroe. Goodbye."


  She hung up before she could hear any answer, then stared at the instrument as if something might leap out of it to snatch away the final shreds of her composure.


  Jerkily, she picked up a pencil and rammed it into the small sharpener from her drawer.


  Why did she react that way?


  All right, Paul Monroe made her a little nervous. Yes, she felt an attraction to him, although clearly nothing serious, since she had a firm fix on the man's faults. Even though that eye-dancing smile could make the clearest of faults a bit fuzzy around the edges. But she hadn't turned him down because of that . . . exactly.


  She'd turned him down because she had a lot of work and he'd disrupted her schedule yesterday. It was only logical to make up the time today.


  Refusing his invitation constituted an ordinary, reasonable business decision.


  Then why had she just methodically sharpened her pencil to exactly half its previous length?


  Never mind that. She was working on the computer anyway. As soon as she got her thoughts in order.


  She felt flustered because Paul Monroe was not an ordinary, reasonable business associate. No wonder she had an odd reaction - he was odd.


  Satisfied with that analysis, Bette turned to her delayed tasks from the day before, and tried to concentrate.


  All day she tried.


  An annoying anticipation edged into her afternoon, lifting the edges of her concentration and peeling it away like a label coming unstuck.


  By six-fifteen she had sharp, but rather short pencils, and had accomplished little else.


  At the opening squeak of her office door, she jumped, a hand to her heart. Her pulse burst into a sprint, then slowed. Only Darla. She frowned fiercely. Only Darla? Exactly whom had she been expecting?


  "Bette? Are you all right?"


  "Yes, I'm fine. What is it, Darla?"


  "There's someone here -"


  The door swung wide and there he was, grinning and sending her pulse off in double time.


  "Hi, Bette."


  Darla looked over her shoulder, then back at Bette. "Do you want me to . . .?" She let the words trail off, and Bette could tell Darla didn't want to do anything, that she approved of Paul's presence in her boss's office.


  Bette felt ganged-up on - Paul Monroe, Darla Clarence, and her own heartbeat.


  "It's all right, Darla. Thank you."


  She waited until Paul moved into the room and Darla closed the door. That gave her a chance to prepare a cordially businesslike scold. "Paul -"


  "Don't apologize, Bette."


  Her prepared words vanished. "Apologize!"


  "Yeah, I understand about lunch. Some people get uptight about keeping to a schedule. They just can't help it."


  "Uptight." She forced the word through clenched teeth.


  He went blithely on.


  "I realized I shouldn't have pushed about lunch. But now that you've had all afternoon to catch up -" he hesitated just long enough for her to remember how abysmally she'd failed to use the afternoon to catch up, and that it was all his fault " - let's go to dinner."


  "I have plans."


  Most men would have instantly withdrawn at the deliberate chill in those three words. She should have remembered that when it came to what nine out of ten men would do, she faced Mr. Ten.


  "Plans?" he repeated as if he'd never heard the word. "Don't you want to have dinner with me?"


  She opened her mouth and shut it immediately, uncertain it would deliver the sentiment she needed to express.


  Damn the man.


  "I have a lot of work to do."


  Why did the truth sound so lame?


  "Didn't you have a good time last night?"


  "Yes, I had a good time, but -"


  "Good. I did, too. I want to hear about your business, and you should probably know more about mine before we make a final choice on this permanent temporary." Not giving her a chance to respond, he continued. "We'll try this pizza place I know where they serve deep-dish by the pound. It's across the street from where the St. Valentine's Day Massacre took place back in the twenties, and legend has it one victim crawled to the front step and breathed his last right there."


  
    * * *

  


  NEARLY FOUR HOURS later Bette found herself trying to figure out exactly where she'd lost control.


  Somewhere, she figured, between the time Paul played on her sense of responsibility by mentioning the need to discuss business and the time he cast out the lure of deep-dish pizza. She dismissed as overly pessimistic the voice that insisted on whispering that control had walked out the minute he had walked in the day before.


  The dinner had been wonderful. And so, she had to admit, had the company.


  He'd regaled her with tales of the oddities he'd seen in his business and of the escapades he'd pulled in his life. He'd also drawn stories from her of her childhood and her travails in setting up her business, but she didn't enjoy that half as much as when he talked - and made her laugh.


  As the cab carried them south from the restaurant toward the center of the city, she studied him. A man whose business was children's toys. A man who refused to live by schedules or plans. A man who seemed wary of committing to something as simple as choosing a temporary assistant. Logic said a man wary of committing to anything.


  Or anyone?


  "Wait a minute. Stop here," Paul ordered the cabbie as they neared the northern limit of Michigan Avenue's Magnificent Mile.


  Bundling Bette out of the taxi, he paid the fare and started her off across the wind-whipped boulevard.


  "What are you doing? Where are we going?"


  "The beach."


  "What?"


  "Oak Street Beach. I haven't been there all summer."


  He took her hand and wrapped it securely in the warmth of his, then led her across the lanes of traffic. They'd reached the sidewalk bordering the beach before she thought to protest further.


  "Don't you think it's a little late in the season to be going to the beach?"


  "Didn't want to rush into anything," he said with a grin, still pulling her along.


  "Hey. Wait a minute. I'm getting sand in my shoes." Hauling back on his hand, she managed to stop him.


  "Take 'em off."


  She glared. "I also have hosiery on, and besides, it's October."


  "It's also probably seventy degrees, and the sand's been soaking up sun all day."


  He had a point; she ignored it. "I'm not taking my shoes off and walking in the sand in my hose. And before you say it," she rushed on, "I'm not taking off my hose on a public beach, either."


  He looked at her a long moment, and she had the impression that a measuring and accounting was taking place.


  "You want to go back?" It was an offer more than a question.


  She considered the toes of her shoes, already awash in a wave of sand. The black leather pumps needed polishing anyhow, and their wedge heels were nearly flat. She glanced at the tall, lighted buildings standing sentinel behind them, then out to the glistening roll of the lake and finally back to Paul.


  He watched her without judgment, not goading, not pressuring. Just waiting.


  "Could we walk slower?"


  His eyes lit first, then he smiled. "Yeah, I think we could manage that."


  She smiled back, feeling oddly happy, as they started more sedately for the edge of the water.


  "Thanks, Bette." The quick words sounded almost ill at ease, as if he expected her to jump on them. "I wouldn't have wanted to miss walking on Oak Street Beach. I've done it every summer since I was fourteen."


  "Summer, huh?" She made as if to pull her suit jacket closer around her, though the lake breeze felt good against her heated skin. "I suppose you do everything at the last minute?"


  "Everything." He drew her close, then let loose her hand to loop an arm around her shoulders in a chill-chasing gesture.


  Disconcerted by the immediate response she felt, she dredged up extra disapproval to lace with her teasing. "I suspect you're one of the people they show on the TV news, lining up to beat the midnight postmark for your tax return."


  "I've met some very interesting people in that line."


  She couldn't repress a grin at his blatant self-satisfaction, but it faltered as he turned his head and contemplated her. His face was too close, his eyes too observant, his mouth too . . . tempting. "Bet you'd never be in that line, would you?" His eyes dropped to her lips, and she felt as if her heart and lungs were operating at double time. He blinked. "And I suppose you have your Christmas shopping done by Labor Day?"


  "Of course." She'd never been prouder of producing two steady words.


  He gave a histrionic shudder, and she laughed. Everything had returned to normal. Almost.


  "Some years," she confided, "I get really crazy and wait until Halloween. But I'm always done, totally done, by my parents' anniversary the first week of December. That way I can enjoy the holiday. And you, I suppose, are probably out there on Christmas Eve madly buying."


  "Of course. The insane rush is half the fun of Christmas, as long as you go about it with the right attitude. You can't be buying to meet some quota, you have to be looking for the exactly right gift."


  They'd reached the water and turned to follow the narrow path of sand that had been hard-packed by restless waves and gentle tides.


  "Why can't you look for the exactly right gift before December 24th?"


  He leaned toward her intently. "But that's just it. What if you get what you think's the right gift on December 14th and then find the perfect present on the 24th? Do you return the gift you bought on the 14th or do you pass up the perfect present?"


  She shrugged, and his arm rose and fell with the gesture. It made them seem connected, that her movement affected his. "It depends."


  "On what?"


  "On if you have the receipt. On how hard it is to get back to the store where you got the l4th's present or if that present might be something someone else would like or maybe even something you need yourself."


  He groaned. "All those 'ifs.' I save myself all that. On the 24th, it is the perfect present, like it or not."


  They'd stopped in unspoken accord. They stared out across the water.


  Bette was aware of how the concentrated glow of lights from downtown illuminated the right side of Paul's face, and lights strung along the city's Gold Coast were nearly as strong on her left side. Between existed a shadowed world that seemed to leave the city and its everyday life far behind. This world between had only the light of the moon to reveal it, a strange light that could make the ordinary extraordinary and mask the dangerous.


  She smiled slyly at him. "Of course you realize, don't you, that by the time you go shopping on the 24th, you're just looking at my leftovers. I've already snatched up all the perfect presents."


  His wounded expression drew a triumphant chuckle from her that he joined with easy, warm laughter.


  It was crazy. The whole thing. Walking on a beach in her work clothes in the middle of October - even if the weather seemed a flashback to August - with a man she'd known exactly thirty hours, and whose drawbacks easily reached double digits.


  And enjoying it. A lot.


  Crazy.


  Paul turned to her, a slight pressure from his arm shifted her shoulders so she faced him. The grin still lifted his lips and fizzed in his eyes. She watched that, so fascinated by the amusement that always seemed near the surface with him that she was hardly aware when he lowered his head and brought his mouth to hers.


  Her last thought, a flash, really, was how like Paul Monroe it was to kiss her with a grin still molding his lips. She felt the teasing joy in the gliding pressure of his skin against hers.


  How different this was from the night before. Then he'd drawn out the moment before their mouths met like an extended question. Now he swept into the first kiss, and a second, without hesitation.


  She felt a sensation of warmth that came from one arm still around her shoulder, and the other across her lower back, drawing her to him and out of the lake's cooling night breeze. A sensation of heat that came from the insistent sweep of his tongue against her lips, edging her nearer to some elemental furnace.


  "Bette." She heard the faint request in his voice, even as he muffled it against the skin of her cheek, jaw and throat, and when his mouth came back to hers, she parted her lips.


  Her hand rested high on his shoulder, so the tips of two fingers grazed the side of his neck. The fingers of her other hand wound in his hair where it topped his jacket collar. She clenched them tighter, waiting.


  He took her top lip between his teeth, not quite nipping.


  She sighed, and his tongue lingered on her lips, finally slipping inside, exploring thoroughly. She felt the glide of his tongue against the sharply smooth ridge of her teeth and gave a small, smothered gasp of impatience.


  Then he was done with teasing, meeting her tongue and drawing it back into his mouth.


  She had the notion that her nerve endings had retreated from her limbs and brain, leaving them weightless and empty. But there seemed nerve endings to spare in other parts of her body, the parts in contact with his. His flesh seemed to pass through layers of his clothes and hers, and into her skin.


  He shifted, bringing her into closer alignment, so her breasts absorbed the firmness of his chest. He settled her into the narrow cradle created by his wider stance, and she recognized the sensation of another male firmness.


  For an instant, an instant without consequences, without responsibilities, she felt only a responsive softening and warming.


  But she had spent too much of her life following step after careful step toward a specific end not to know that with such incendiary steps as these, one thing would most definitely lead to another.


  She pulled away from his mouth with a gasp that was partly driven by a need for oxygen and partly by disappointment at the separation.


  A step backward got her nowhere because his arms held her fast, and pushing her hands against his chest got no results. For a breath, her mind acknowledged her situation, alone on the beach with a man strong enough to hold her against her will. Perhaps she would have felt fear if she hadn't realized that the deep, uneven breaths he pulled in as he rested his cheek against her temple were his method of regaining equilibrium.


  He's shaken, too, she thought.


  His reaction steadied her, making her own responses seem less extreme. She was also, at some level, grateful he hadn't let her go. She wasn't sure she could have stood alone in those first seconds.


  When, with a last long breath, he loosened his arms, she stepped clear of the heat.


  With quick, unconscious movements, she straightened her jacket, twisted her blouse into line, smoothed her skirt and ran her fingers through her hair. Only when her hands moved to her lips, a reflexive reaction to the burning sensation there, did she feel Paul watching her. His gaze slanted at her from the side.


  She stopped her gesture half-made.


  "I, uh -" She cleared her throat, and started again. "I think we'd better get back now."


  For a man so full of teasing words and easy talk, he could be amazingly quiet. She couldn't even be sure if she heard or imagined the half sigh before he spoke a single word. "Okay."


  They started across the sand toward the lights of Michigan Avenue. He seemed content to let silence stretch between them. She wished he wouldn't. It gave her too much time to wonder what he was thinking, why he was so uncharacteristically - What? Almost solemn?


  Was that how he felt after kissing her? Solemn?


  If she'd learned anything about Paul Monroe over the past two evenings it was that solemnity lived outside his philosophy of life. She felt like a thundercloud at a picnic, and fought the ridiculous urge to shed a few raindrops.


  "Well, one thing for certain."


  His voice made her jump, but she welcomed it and, as they emerged into the brighter lights and firmer ground of the city's streets, she gladly supplied the line he'd demanded. "What's that?"


  "I definitely won't be doing my Christmas shopping early this year."


  "Why not?" She didn't really care, but as long as the wryness had returned to his voice, she'd encourage him.


  "Who can think about Christmas when they just went through a heat wave?"


  
    * * *

  


  THIS TIME WHEN they pulled into her driveway, she was ready.


  She wasn't sure how she'd respond if he repeated last night's soft caress, not after tonight's disconcerting taste of another kind.


  Even though their conversation during the drive had been innocuous and friendly in the extreme, with no hint of a reference to the embrace on the beach, she'd take no chances.


  So she laid a cool hand on his forearm to forestall his turning off the ignition, yanked it back as if she'd been burned, forced a cheerful good-night and practically sprinted to the door. She stood inside again, listening for long, heart-thudding moments until he backed up and drove away.


  Not until she slid between the crisp clean sheets did she shake those moments on Oak Street Beach long enough for other considerations.


  Leaving work early - and any time before seven was early for her - and getting home too late to do any work Wednesday had put her behind. Today made it worse.


  She'd have to keep a strict schedule to catch up. Especially since she'd earmarked Sunday for attending real estate open houses to get a fix on the market. And added to her duties Monday would be getting Paul to decide on a temporary assistant.


  She frowned. When Jan first came into Top-Line Temporaries, she'd described her boss's aversion to schedules and long-term planning. "Short-term planning, too, most of the time," Jan had added. Cheerfully and amid all the teasing of the past two evenings, he'd confirmed it.


  Someone who couldn't commit himself to buying a present because something better might come along surely wouldn't commit himself to a woman.


  She rolled to her side and punched the already plumped pillow. Not that it made any difference. Paul was a client. Period. A client with whom she would have a few business conversations, but would likely never see again.


  If she was smart.


  
    * * *

  


  SHE WAS SMART, but her heart was a moron. That was the only explanation for the way it started pumping at high speed and depleting her oxygen stores when she opened her front door to Paul Monroe at 3:25 Sunday afternoon.


  This morning she'd pored over real estate ads. This afternoon she'd attended open houses. She'd studied the market for months, honing her prerequisites in a house, her must-haves and should-haves. This, her first foray into inspecting houses, constituted the next step. After several Sundays sampling the market, she would target specific areas. Then would come the nitty-gritty of offers, contracts and mortgages.


  Once she completed that, it would be time for the next step.


  She slipped off her shoes, tucked her feet under her on the couch. She wanted a husband, a family. Just turned thirty in July, she had time. It wasn't as if her biological clock were about to expire. But she didn't want to let that pass her by. She saw the life her brother was creating with his wife and children and, although she wouldn't want a carbon copy, there were elements she longed for.


  Setting up the business had been first; it was progressing well. Then a house. Once she'd accomplished that, she'd be ready for the next step. She'd be ready to look for the right kind of man.


  Gray eyes flecked with green smiled into her imagination. She glowered at them, and the startlingly clear memory of the man they went with.


  Paul Monroe was not the right kind of man.


  But he is some kind of man , commented a previously unheard-from voice inside her. The voice had backing from a hundred-thousand nerve endings that retained vivid memories.


  Damn. She thunked her feet down on the floor. Damn.


  All right, maybe she did find him physically attractive.


  Really, it couldn't be called more than that after one kiss. One kiss, in the moonlight, on a deserted beach. A fluke. It had to be. Because, heaven knows, nothing in his haphazard approach to life or business agreed with her ideas.


  She picked up one of the real estate listings from the pile on the coffee table while the TV wrapped up the Bears game she'd mostly missed. For now, what she had to do was consider the information on the houses she'd seen. With her shoes kicked off and a soft drink at hand, she would concentrate on comparing cost per square foot and making notes of her impressions. She settled back.


  The doorbell sounded.


  Barefoot, she carried the listing sheet and her pen to the front door. She nearly dropped them both.


  "Paul!"


  She'd missed him. That realization hit hard.


  Afternoon sun bronzed his breeze-ruffled hair and seemed to add a special glint to those gray eyes flecked with green fire. He wore a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, a lightweight insulated vest in green and jeans that had been worn to a state that looked as soft as she knew they'd feel. Her cheeks burn at catching herself thinking about touching his jeans - with him in them.


  "Hi. How 'bout those Bears, huh?" Without waiting for her to invite him in, he walked right past. "I like the running game this year, don't you?"


  "What are you doing here?" She'd trailed him into the living room. His intent gaze took in her house as if he thought he'd be tested on it. The absurd urge to tell him she'd bought this furniture to go into an eventual family room and she had her eye on an elegant couch bubbled to her lips, but she turned it sternly back.


  "I came to get you. You look great."


  At his warm tone, she glanced down to see if she'd been transformed, like Cinderella going to the ball.


  No, she still had on a surplice-wrap top in a soft raspberry color, tucked into the gathered denim skirt. Her simple leather belt matched her discarded loafers and she wore plain gold hoops in her ears as her only jewelry. In deference to the warm weather she hadn't even worn hose. Clean and comfortable was about the most that could be said for the outfit.


  "Get me?" She ought to be taking control of this conversation.


  "Yeah. You'd better put a jacket on. It's going to get cool tonight. I think Indian summer's about to come to a screeching halt."


  "What are you talking about?"


  He glanced up from turning off her TV, and she saw the devilment in his eyes. The only thought her brain could form was the refrain she had come to associate with Paul Monroe: Uh-oh.


  "The weather."


  "What?"


  "That's what I'm talking about - the weather." He scooped up her navy cardigan sweater from the arm of the couch and her purse from the floor and held them out to her. Numbly, she accepted them. But she also shook her head, and that helped clear some of the cobwebs.


  "Paul, we didn't make any arrangements to see each other today, and I have things I need to get done -"


  "What you need is a jack-o'-lantern, and I intend to see to it. C'mon, you'd better put your shoes on, too."


  "No."


  He looked at her bare feet, over to her loafers, then at her face. "I don't know, Bette, I think your feet'll get awfully cold, but if you don't want to wear shoes . . ."


  "Not no to the shoes. No to leaving with you." There, that sounded firm enough. So why did she feel so rotten? Had those glints in his eyes dimmed?


  "I thought you'd like a pumpkin." His tone was matter-of-fact, but she felt as if she'd just kicked his puppy.


  "I would like a pumpkin, but -"


  "Good, I know a great pumpkin farm not too far from here."


  
    * * *

  


  AN HOUR LATER she stood, bemused, amid pumpkins of every size, shape and construction, and thought that if Linus of "Peanuts" fame was right that a Great Pumpkin with magical powers did exist, then Paul Monroe had a direct line to the big orange guy.


  That was the only explanation she could come up with for how she had come to be here. One minute she was sitting in her living room checking real estate listings and the next minute she was a passenger in her own car - "You said the hatchback's better for hauling, and we're going to have a lot of pumpkins to haul," had been Paul's explanation when he snagged her keys - and the minute after that she stood here in pumpkin land, laughing.


  She'd laughed so much in the past half hour that her sides ached.


  She would never again look at a pumpkin without remembering the outrageous personalities Paul had assigned to the gourds they'd collected. Then he and the man running the pumpkin stand had indulged in a round of good-natured wrangling over price that had set her off again.


  "Boy, remind me never to have you around when I'm haggling," Paul ordered after they'd settled their orange army on the car's deck, separated and cushioned from one another by sweet straw from the stand operator.


  She smiled out the window, not bothering to respond.


  She felt too content, as golden and glowing as the afternoon, as mellow as the approaching dusk. Fading sunlight gilded the hardier leaves still clinging to branches while their fallen brethren wove an orange and gold coverlet. The trees rose high and straight, arching their limbs in the bare outline of what had been a summer canopy.


  She'd lost track of time. They'd left the area of cornfields and woods interspersed with stables, and the houses had closed ranks. The street was trafficked, but peaceful. A straight, orderly artery going . . .w here?


  "This isn't the way to Elmhurst. Where are we going?"


  "I thought we'd off-load some of these guys before we went to your place."


  "I wondered why you bought so many. But then I thought it was probably a whim." She meant to tease him, but she also believed him totally capable of such an impulse.


  "It was."


  "And now you've decided to set up your own stand somewhere else?"


  "That's an idea." He seemed to consider, then discard it. "Nah. I like my idea better."


  "Which is?"


  She saw the sign for the town they were entering at the same time she heard his words. "We'll take some to my folks. They can use some jack-o'-lanterns, too."


  "Lake Forest." She read the sign aloud, heard dread in her voice and, knowing the tone would have carried over, was grateful she hadn't said the other two words in her mind at the moment: your parents.


   


  
    Chapter Four

  

  


   


  SHE'D SAID THE name of his hometown as if it were a toxic waste dump site.


  He was used to the other reaction, the one that said that anyone from Lake Forest was a rich kid, and probably a bratty rich kid. Bette had made it sound as if he were taking her into one of the less stable portions of the Middle East.


  "This is the downtown area," he informed her as they rolled between lines of neat red-brick buildings whose sharply angled roofs ended in green awnings or, for more adventurous establishments, green-and-white-striped awnings. He made a couple turns and brought her through the heart of the area, then completed their circuit.


  "It's very nice."


  He looked around at the shops, both familiar and trendy. "Yeah, it is." If he sounded a bit defensive, too bad.


  From the corner of his eye, he caught her looking at him. "Really, it is, Paul. It's rather amazing. Everything's so neat. Even the gas stations and train station."


  He said nothing as they passed the train station and drove next to the tracks for a while. When he turned, it was into a neighborhood of older, modest homes that had produced bumper crops of bicycles and skateboards. He slowed nearly to a stop in the middle of a block.


  "There, the light blue one, that's where we lived until I was twelve."


  "Oh."


  Bette Wharton could infuse a lot of meaning into one syllable. He just wished he could interpret it. Glancing to his right as he pulled away from the curb, he caught her eyes on him and thought perhaps he saw someone truly looking at him - at him, beyond images, expectations.


  He shifted position to ease a tightening in his shoulders, steering with his right hand at the top of the wheel and his left elbow propped out the window. If that left less of his face open to his passenger's scrutiny, well, that was a coincidence. He turned into a narrowly twisting street, and headed toward his parents' house.


  What was the big deal? So he'd had this impulse to show her where he grew up, to have her meet his parents. That was how he did things. By impulse.


  A curse muttered across his mind.


  Who was he kidding? He'd fully intended to introduce Bette to his old house, his hometown, his parents ever since he'd first had the idea Friday.


  He'd been planning this afternoon's stops for two days.


  And he didn't like that fact.


  Even when he'd done it for a woman whose navy-blue eyes lit at the sight of him, then shuttered themselves faster than a blink. For a woman who talked about plans and arrangements so stiltedly, then laughed with abandon over a pumpkin.


  Worse, he couldn't find it in himself to regret any part of it, not the thinking about her for every waking hour, not the pumpkin ploy, not the hometown tour. None of it, because it all meant she was sitting here next to him.


  "There are my folks," he said as he pulled into the circular portion of the driveway. Spotting the car, his parents waved and started toward them. Since they'd been contemplating a flower bed on the far side of the considerable front lawn, he had a moment to cover Bette's hand where it rested on the front seat between them. "They're nice people, Bette. Honest."


  She met his look and gave a forced smile.


  "Much easier to get along with than me. I promise."


  To his relief and pleasure, the teasing light flickered into her eyes. "Thank heavens!" she said with soft vehemence.


  He was still chuckling when he opened her door and they walked out to meet his parents.


  "Paul! Why didn't you tell us you were coming?"


  His mother's affectionate scolding as she hugged him harmonized with his father's dry interjection, "Because he never does."


  "I would have made something special for dinner," his mother concluded, then barely paused as she smiled warmly at Bette and extended a hand. "Hello, I'm Nancy Monroe."


  Paul knew he'd have to hurry or his mother's sociability would outstrip his manners, and for some reason he wanted to be the one to make this introduction.


  "Mom, Dad, this is Bette Wharton." He placed a hand at the small of Bette's back, with some idea of encouraging her and reminding her of his support, though he knew his parents could be counted on to welcome her. But the feel of her soft sweater and the firm, smooth curve of her back gave him something, too, something indefinably pleasing. "Bette, these are my parents, James and Nancy Monroe."


  "How do you do, Mrs. Monroe. Mr. Monroe."


  She shook hands with them, and he glimpsed the poise she must bring to business dealings, at least ones that didn't involve him. He suspected he threw her off her usual stride.


  He liked that.


  "Bette's in the market to buy a house, and I thought she should see some of the other neighborhoods around, so we swung by here."


  He caught her dagger look of surprise and dismay. She probably wanted to tell him she certainly wasn't looking in this kind of neighborhood, because it was way out of her price bracket, but was constrained by his parents' presence.


  He'd remembered her comment Thursday about looking for a house and he'd spotted the real estate listings on her coffee table, but he hadn't known he'd make use of the observations until he'd spoken the spur-of-the-moment words.


  "A house is an excellent investment," said James Monroe with an approving nod. "I wish Paul would make that move so he'd build some equity in a property."


  Paul shrugged at the familiar refrain. He should have seen it coming. "I don't mind paying rent."


  "You must not, since you've been doing it so long, and now you have rent on your office as well as the apartment."


  "Property just ties you down." He worked to keep the words light. It was an old skirmish line between his father and him.


  "Perhaps it's time you were tied down. We had owned our first home for six years by the time I was your age."


  "You owned it?"


  Only the blink of his father's eyes showed that the arrow had gone home. They both knew Walter Mulholland had held the title on the Monroes' first house, as he had on this house until the day he died.


  "Well, I'm just glad you both came," smoothed Nancy Monroe. "I have a lovely roast in for dinner, and now we'll be saved from a week's worth of leftovers."


  "Oh, no, really. Thank you, but we can't drop in like this for dinner." Bette stopped abruptly, turning wide blue eyes on Paul, and for a moment he forgot everything else. "I mean, I . . . I really should . . ."


  He saw her floundering between not wanting to impose and not wanting to deprive his parents of having their son home for Sunday dinner. "We didn't mean to stay for dinner, Mom. We just thought we'd drop off some pumpkins and I'd show Bette around a little, then we'd be on our way."


  "Oh, but you must stay for dinner. There's plenty of time for you to show Bette, maybe take her to Beach Park, then we can have a nice meal and get to know each other. This is such a wonderful surprise, Bette. We don't get Paul home often enough as it is, and we always enjoy meeting his friends."


  Paul tried one more time against the force of his mother's beaming smile. "But we don't want to interrupt, and -"


  "Nonsense. We were just discussing the arrangement of our spring bulb garden. It's so hard to remember where things were the spring before by the time you get around to planting in the fall."


  He knew staying for dinner was all but a certainty. Maybe he'd known it when he pulled into the driveway. He refused to consider whether he'd known it when he'd first thought about stopping by.


  He cocked an eyebrow at Bette and gave an infinitesimal shrug, indicating that if she didn't want to stay, he'd do his best, but . . .


  A smile edged into her eyes and he felt an easing of the muscles in her back where he was only half-surprised to realize his hand still rested. She'd come to the same conclusion and she didn't mind, at least not terribly.


  Paul's father took a direct approach in trying to make the unexpected guest feel less awkward. "Bette, how long have you known our son?"


  Paul rubbed his free hand across his mouth to mask a smile.


  Ever the lawyer, his father had asked the question to set up some point he wanted to make. The flaming color he brought to Bette's cheeks was inadvertent, and the surprise her answer was about to administer to his parents came as a pure, unanticipated bonus from his point of view.


  "Four days." Ah, another bonus. She'd been counting. Otherwise, she would have hesitated to total them or said "since Wednesday."


  Paul saw his mother blink, then take a closer look at Bette. When her gaze came to him, he looked away, suddenly not so enthralled with surprising his parents.


  James Monroe, however, nodded, as if he'd half expected the response to his question to be "four days," then took Bette by the elbow and started her toward the house.


  "I don't imagine in that time he's introduced you to any other relatives, has he? No? I didn't think so. So we can understand your being a bit taken aback by all this. We just hope you'll commiserate with us, since we've known him for thirty-two years last March, and he's never brought a young lady home to meet us before."


  
    * * *

  


  "IS THAT TRUE? You've never taken a woman home to meet your parents?"


  Paul gave Bette an extra beat to add the word before, but she didn't, and he felt a frown growing. She made it sound as if bringing her to the Lake Forest house today didn't count.


  "There really wasn't much need to," he finally said.


  He looked down the stretch of pebbly sand, then out beyond the huge, jumbled boulders that created shallow pools for summer-time beach-goers at the municipal park. This late in the year, with the sun rapidly fading, the beach and the boat ramp farther down the lake were deserted. Two distant fishermen on the pier beyond the ramp were their only companions.


  He narrowed his eyes as he considered the darkening eastern sky. The breeze had picked up, and if he didn't miss his guess, Indian summer's spell would soon be broken.


  After a soft drink at his parents' house, he'd brought Bette here by a roundabout route through town. He'd been telling her about youthful summers he'd spent divided between this beach and his home.


  "I think half my high school graduating class spent three days a week at our house, so everyone I dated was there all the time anyhow. Then in college we were too busy proving we were grownup by going into Chicago to bother coming home."


  "And since college?"


  His head jerked around, then he had to bite off a grin. He hadn't mistaken that note in her voice - she was more than mildly curious. But her eyes, darkening with storm warnings just like the lake behind her, told him the consequences if he dared to make anything of it.


  He knew a few people who'd be surprised to hear it, but he could be cautious.


  "Since college, there hasn't been anyone I thought my parents would enjoy meeting."


  Pleased - he'd told the truth and paid her a compliment without tying himself to anything - he took her arm and headed toward the pier. They could walk the length of the beach before taking another path to where they'd left her car overlooking the water.


  He easily slipped into more tales of growing up, including one of a sailboat race when he'd had his younger sister as his crew, and had nearly thrown her overboard.


  "Do you sail, Bette?"


  "Not the kind you're talking about. Just Sunfish on small lakes."


  "You'd like it. I'll take you next -" He broke off.


  He'd been out to say "next spring." He'd always believed in keeping promises, which was why he didn't make them. But he'd been about to commit himself to something six months in the future. What had gotten into him?


  Bette didn't seem to notice anything amiss. She walked beside him, watching waves slip into shore.


  "Anyway, it was a great neighborhood to grow up in," he finished lamely.


  "I'm sure it was." She sounded as if her mind might be on another track. "It certainly doesn't look anything like the house you described."


  Contemplating the upward curve of her top lip and remembering how it had felt against his own, he almost missed what she said.


  "Oh, the house. Mom made a lot of changes. Actually, the same fall after I ran away. I started thinking some of the workmen were going to live with us permanently."


  Work had kept his father so occupied those months that James Monroe probably wouldn't have noticed if they'd blown up the house. His mother hadn't gone quite that far, but close. By the time her father had visited at Christmastime, light and color had replaced somber bulk.


  "It must have been quite a job."


  "Yeah. Turning a mausoleum into a home kicks up a lot of dust."


  Walter Mulholland had raged, but there was nothing he could do. Even at twelve, Paul had recognized the lesson. Walter Mulholland was beatable. All it took was determination and unbending resistance.


  "It really is a wonderful place now. This whole area . . ." Bette made an all-encompassing gesture, then seemed to remember a complaint. "But what possessed you to say I was looking at a house in this neighborhood? I can't afford this area. And even if I could - what are you smiling about?"


  "Nothing. Let's get going. I'm hungry and we have pumpkins to unload. I wonder if the neighbors need jack-o'-lanterns this year?"


  
    * * *

  


  "WOULD YOU LIKE more, Bette?"


  "No, thank you, Mrs. Monroe. This was wonderful, but I couldn't eat another bite."


  "Are you sure? I don't think you young people who live alone get enough to eat. I'd hate to think you'd be hungry later."


  Paul's chuckle spluttered into his glass of water. Bette thought she heard something resembling "told you so."


  Giving him a quelling look, she politely declined once more, then helped Mrs. Monroe clear the table. In the kitchen she put a few things away while her hostess prepared coffee and chatted of cooking, gardens, the symphony and family.


  ". . . I'll have to show you a portrait of my father after dinner. Paul looks so much like him at the same age."


  Bette wondered if Paul had ever heard that comparison. Considering his views on that relative, he wouldn't like it.


  In Nancy Monroe's mostly gray hair, Bette could see the vestiges of Paul's chestnut color. Although he shared a lot of mannerisms with his father, Bette saw that many of his features had come from his mother. Physical features, but also the ability to make people comfortable in an instant.


  Bette could admit to herself now that she'd been a bit awed.


  Not only by meeting Paul's parents so unexpectedly - so soon, she almost added, as if it were an occurrence she'd expected eventually, when that wasn't the case at all - but by the house, with its sweeping, dignified exterior, its views of Lake Michigan through multiple sets of French doors, its casually elegant furnishings.


  But Nancy Monroe melted away the awe. She was a very nice woman. In fact, Bette thought as she prepared to take the cream and sugar in to the dining room, they were a very nice family. Not so unlike her own.


  As she stepped into the dining room, she became aware that the Monroes were not unlike her own in other ways. She felt the tension immediately.


  Between her and her parents, the topic was her living alone. Between Paul and his father, it apparently concerned his business.


  "Contact with a prestigious museum like that can't help but enhance your reputation and that can only aid your business. It's the sort of opportunity you should cultivate." James Monroe took a breath, and Bette could tell he was repeating a question, more to drive home a point than to get an answer. "So, are you going out there to discuss this opportunity with them?"


  "I'm going out there." The coolness in Paul's voice surprised her.


  "But are you -"


  Paul caught sight of Bette. Rising to take the sugar and creamer as if they were too heavy for her, he cut off his father. "Ah, good. Now all we need is something to mix them with."


  Without the usual amusement lighting his face, the words fell flat. He seemed to realize that. As he returned to his chair, he went on immediately. "Did you know my dad was a heck of a shortstop thirty-five years ago? Reached the top of the minor league system. Would have made it to the majors, too, only -"


  Paul looked up as his mother came through the door with the coffee on a tray, and broke off.


  "Are you two talking about baseball again?" she asked with fond exasperation.


  "No," answered her husband. "I was trying to pin him down to make a decision, with as little success as ever. Or at least to find out if he's making a trip to D.C." He faced his son, and his voice seemed to gentle. "And I was a borderline shortstop at best. My making the majors was extremely doubtful."


  Nancy Monroe looked from one man to the other. If she forced her smile, she did it very well. "Well, if you do go to Washington, Paul, be sure to give Tris our love, won't you?" She turned to Bette. "Tris is Paul's cousin. James's sister's girl. She and Paul were always close. When they were children . . ."


  Nancy Monroe went on, skillfully drawing Paul and his father into the newly directed conversation, and any lingering tension dissipated.


  Nearly an hour later, as they said their thank-yous and good-nights at the door, Bette thought James Monroe was about to question his son once more, but his wife touched him lightly on the sleeve, and he let it fade.


  As Paul pulled the car out of the drive, it was obvious he, too, had seen the interplay.


  "Parents trying to push their kids into making the same mistakes they did," he muttered.


  "I always thought parents tried to prevent their kids from making the same mistakes they did," she commented mildly.


  He frowned at her, then seemed to relax. Before he turned back to the road, a quirk of humor lifted his mouth. "That's one of those lines all parents are taught to feed their kids, along with clean up your plate, don't play with that or you'll poke your eye out and someday you'll have children of your own and you'll understand."


  "Ah, the famous 'School for Parents' where they learn one thousand and one ways to say no."


  He laughed, and the sound warmed Bette.


  She'd brought him laughter. She'd changed his mood from bad to good. She couldn't remember doing that for someone before.


  Instinctively, she reached for him. But she let the gesture fall short, her hand dropping to the seat between them.


  "That's the one," he answered. Without taking his eyes off the road, he settled his right hand over hers where it lay on the seat.


  The rest of the drive was accomplished in easy silence.


  Easy was about all Bette felt capable of at the moment.


  Occasionally, the wheel demanded both of Paul's hands, but his right always returned to hers. Resting her head against the top of the seat, she watched the lights go by without bothering to focus. She felt surrounded by the scent of pumpkins, straw, dried leaves and Paul Monroe. She was replete with delicious food and the satisfaction of laughter.


  Languor seeped into her, until she wondered if she'd have control over as simple a movement as raising her arm.


  When they reached her house, Paul drove the car directly into the garage, turned off the engine, pressed the button to close the automatic door and shifted to face her. She tipped her head just enough to see him.


  "Bette?"


  His voice came, husky and near. He trailed the knuckles of his right hand down her neck, then pushed her hair back, behind her shoulder. Her cocoon of languor took on heat and sensation.


  She should be thinking ahead, considering what might come next. She couldn't. She should be alert, prepared. She wasn't. For once the present moment filled the screen of her mind so fully that there was no room to preview the future.


  "Bette."


  Slowly she shifted until she could see his features, strong and marked by lines of humor in the slash of artificial light slanting in through the garage window. She didn't believe she had enough energy to move, but somehow she must have had, because she felt the soft prickle of his stubbled jaw under her palm.


  Then she experienced all the energy in the world. It suffused her, pouring into her skin and bones and blood when he turned his head against her hand and inscribed a circle with his tongue.


  Her arms rose, seemingly of their own accord, to his shoulders. He moved in front of her, so the light cut a path across his face, half-bright, half-dark. She could see nothing other than his face before her. There was nothing else she wanted to see.


  He leaned into her, so she felt the weight of his body against hers.


  "You have the most amazing upper lip," he murmured as he took it between his own, pulling gently, then testing it with his teeth.


  "Family trait," she finally got out when her lungs had produced enough oxygen to fuel the words.


  He shook his head slightly, and since he still had his mouth on hers, she felt it as a change of texture, a sliding and melding. "No. I think it's a sign of great hidden sensuality."


  He kissed her, not hard, not deeply, but thoroughly. A kiss that seemed to muffle every sound in the world except their breathing and their heartbeats, that seemed to stifle every thought in her head except the urge to get closer, to give more to him.


  Lifting his head at last on a low, quiet groan, he rested his forehead against hers.


  "That's something else," she told him when she could once again control the motor skills necessary to form the words.


  "Hmm?"


  "The sign of hidden sensuality - that's something else."


  He ran the back of his knuckles down her throat once more, this time beyond the hollow at its base, across the edge of her collarbone and softly along the rise of her breast. "It sure is."


  It took three deep breaths to regulate her lungs into some order, but when she did, she doggedly finished.


  "It's a gap between the two front teeth." For emphasis, she tapped her own closely spaced front teeth. "Like that old actor Terry-Thomas had. A gap -" another tap " - is supposed to be the sign of great sensuality." And another tap.


  She wouldn't have thought he could move so fast, but before she finished the final tap, he swooped in as if to kiss her and instead caught her finger in his mouth and pulled it in. Her eyes drifted closed. Her heartbeat skittered. Her breathing stopped.


  His tormenting mouth released her finger and she tried to straighten herself. "Paul, I -"


  He simply shifted his torment from her finger to her mouth, slipping his tongue through her parted lips, and drawing a moan that vibrated in her throat. His palm went to her neck, as if to absorb that vibration, then skimmed the sensitive skin, following the path his knuckles had traced.


  As before, he ended this caress with a fleeting brush to the first swell of her breast. She felt an ache there, an ache of deprivation, and it brought a sound to her lips that she was grateful his mouth muffled.


  But he must have heard it because his hand returned to that spot, pressing lightly, then circling until he cupped the weight of her breast in his palm. Through the folds of cotton and the slide of lace, she felt the rub of his thumb.


  His touch fueled her ache the way someone tends a fire, keeping it burning steadily yet brighter and hotter.


  She felt her hands dispensing with the buttons of his shirt. When she reached the waistband of his jeans and paused, he jerked the tails out with one impatient hand, and she finished the task.


  She didn't have a chance to hesitate. He brought her hands to his chest, spread them wide against his taut skin, then pressed them tight by trapping them between their bodies as he leaned into her.


  His fingertips stroked a path from her collarbone down, across the smooth skin where it curved, and lower. Then he turned his hands and skimmed the backs of his fingers over the same tingling territory, only to start again. The draped folds of the V neck retreated a little with each movement. She felt her breast swelling and rising against the lace of her bra. She shifted restlessly. He stroked down, his fingertips easily sliding under the lace, not quite grazing where she most wanted the touch, then skimmed up. And started again.


  Under the lace, his fingertips tempted and teased. If he didn't touch her, and soon -


  Her breath came in on a gasp and released on a moan. His fingers had found the peak, already pebbled and proud. They lingered, stroking and circling.


  He muttered something, then twisted, turning their bodies so she no longer rested against the seat, but across him, in the circle formed by his right arm and his body.


  "Paul, I don't think . . . I don't think this is a good idea." The habits of a lifetime formed the words, though she felt unconnected to them.


  "We're well beyond the idea stage, Bette. Don't you think?"


  He gave her no chance to answer as he returned to her mouth, but she must have been well beyond thinking, because she found her arm straying from his back to his shoulder, and some part of her knew it was to allow him greater access.


  Her bra strap slid over her shoulder. She didn't know if it was her movement or his that was responsible, but she knew the result immediately. His hand curved around her inside the loosened lace, treasuring the weight of her breast, his thumb caressing her nipple. She heard his moan mingled with her own.


  He wrenched his mouth from hers, and their breathing came in oxygen-depleted gasps. His lips formed openmouthed kisses to her jaw, her throat, her collarbone.


  She knew what would happen and she wanted it. Oh Lord, she wanted it.


  Sensation was all that was left in the world. The sensation of his mouth on her breast, his hand sliding across the curve of her thigh. The pull on her nipple, the feathering touches near the juncture of her thighs, were promises of the rhythm, of the touches she most desired. The desire rose in her throat, escaping as his name, a soft moan of a syllable.


  "Paul."


  He raised his head, and she felt the force of his look, demanding she meet it.


  No teasing, no amusement in those eyes now. Just intent desire.


  But he had reined that all in. Barely. For the moment. For long enough to ask her. For that was the other thing she saw in his eyes: a question. He left it up to her.


  She could say no and he would abide by that, but he wanted her. Now.


  The weight of the decision crushed her with something like disappointment. If he hadn't stopped, if he hadn't left her to answer - But he had.


  They had to stop.


  But she'd hesitated too long. His mouth met hers, his tongue passing the restraints of her lips with bold certainty. The exploring was past.


  His tongue set up a rhythm that echoed in the brush of his fingers against her. The stroking, thrusting excitement of it foretold how their bodies would match in another union. And that thought pushed her closer to him, tightened her fingers on him until her nails pressed into the hard flesh. But it also let the future slip back into her mind, to voice its demands and expectations.


  This single moment couldn't be separated from what could follow - would follow - if they didn't stop.


  They had to stop.


  The union her body craved would mean a blending of lives to her. But to him? How could someone who refused to look beyond the moment give her the permanence she needed?


  He couldn't. She knew that. As she knew that if they made love, in the end, she would feel so much pain.


  Ah, but first there would be such pleasure.


  Under her touch, his muscles contracted, and she shivered at the controlled power. Such a delicious aching pleasure . . .


  If they didn't stop . . . soon . . .


  He groaned and shifted, so he could slip his hands beneath the lace edge of her panties.


  No. No, she had to stop it - now.


  "Paul." She broke away. "No."


  She had to stop . . . She had to stop before -


  "No." She pulled away from him and reached for the car door handle.


  - before she couldn't stop.


  
    * * *

  


  SHE REFUSED TO hide just inside the door as she had the other times. In the living room she gathered the real estate listings, straightening them inefficiently with hands that trembled and shoving them haphazardly into a folder.


  When she heard a sound at the door, she froze. He was just outside. She could practically feel him there, standing and looking at the solid wood door with its rectangles of high windows.


  He hadn't said anything, done anything when she'd wrenched away, hurriedly straightened her clothes and snatched the keys from the ignition, barely pausing to say, "I have to go, Paul. Good night."


  If he rang the bell - demanding an explanation - would she have the strength not to answer?


  But he didn't ring. And in another endless moment or two she heard his car pull away from in front of her house. When that faded to silence, she let out a deep, long breath and went to the door. She opened it cautiously.


  There on the step sat a trio of pumpkins, a round one, a tall one and a squat one. When she started laughing she knew she was in trouble.


  Oh, she was in a lot of trouble.


   


  
    Chapter Five

  

  


   


  BETTE WHARTON WAS everything Paul could ask for in a business associate. Polite, professional, cordial, accommodating.


  She was also elusive, unattainable and distant. She was driving him crazy.


  She managed to be tied up on another line each of the four times he called Monday. Each time her assistant, Darla, asked if she could be of help.


  Finally, Darla pointed out they needed his decision on which assistant he wanted as his permanent temporary. With less than his usual good humor, he muttered that they should send him whomever they felt like.


  So, starting Tuesday morning, he had Janine Taylor to place his calls to Bette Wharton several times a day. And he had Janine Taylor to tell him with polite indifference that Ms. Wharton was not available at the moment, several times a day.


  Wednesday, he had an appraisal to do for a gregarious Lionel train collector in a small city about two hours away, but he called three times with the same results. The fourth time, when he'd finally pried himself clear of the collector and was on his way back, he got the recording that said her office had closed for the day. After quick calculations of train schedules, he took a chance and called Bette's home number, acquired from information.


  On the fifth ring, he heard her breathless "Hello," and his blood started moving as if it had been dammed up for the past three days.


  "Bette, it's Paul. How about some dinner tonight?"


  The pause was long and telling. He thought he could hear her resolve hardening. "No, thank you, Paul."


  That was all. No explanation, no nothing. She'd left him nothing to grasp on to.


  "You have plans?" He tried to make it sound understanding.


  "I'm sorry, Paul. I don't think it's a good idea -" She broke off so abruptly, he knew she remembered Sunday night and what else she hadn't considered a good idea. That gave him renewed hope, which he needed after her next sentence. "I don't care to see you, Paul. Good night."


  The click was nearly as soft as her voice.


  He stayed irked all that night and the following day. Irked enough not to get much sleep and irked enough to resist the temptation to call her the next day. But not irked enough to kill the urge to see her.


  Part of him wondered at that.


  But it was a small part, easily drowned out by the parts that wanted to discover the secrets in her eyes, to make her laugh when she thought she should frown, to feel the heat of her passion so it fueled his own desire like a race car's high-octane. He'd be damned if he'd meekly fade out of her life.


  It was the challenge that attracted him, he reminded himself.


  When he arrived at Top-Line's office a few minutes after six Thursday evening, he was told Ms. Wharton had left for a meeting with a client.


  He looked from Darla's bland brown eyes to the closed door of Bette's office, and back. He pivoted on one heel and walked out. Marching out the blocks with punishing steps, he reached the broad sidewalk of Michigan Avenue and turned right toward Mama Artemis's with some vague intention of finding a spot where people would be glad to see him.


  A client. A meeting with a client. A client like him? A meeting like the one they'd had a week ago, full of laughter and exchanged glances and the implicit possibility of more?


  He startled a few people by stopping abruptly in the middle of the sidewalk and swearing vehemently. "A client? She's meeting with a client?" Most of the people kept walking, parting and passing him like a rock in a stream, although he thought he noticed a few trying to hide smiles. They were all women.


  
    * * *

  


  "YOU CAN COME out now. It's safe, he's gone."


  Darla clearly intended irony, but Bette had a nasty feeling in the pit of her stomach that if Paul Monroe had stuck around, she wouldn't have been safe.


  "I don't know why you don't just go out and have some fun with the guy."


  "I told you I -"


  "Have a schedule to keep." Darla completed the sentence in unison with her.


  Bette frowned. "Besides, Darla, you were the one saying just a few days ago that all Paul Monroe looked fit for was funny business."


  "I didn't say that's all he was fit for, unless you include certain other activities under the heading of funny business." Heat swept into Bette's cheeks, more in memory than embarrassment. "A woman would have to be blind to miss that man's potential in that area, and I may be married, but I'm not blind. Besides," Darla added with a pugnacious tilt to her chin, "I've never seen anyone in more need of funny business than you."


  "Really, Darla, I -"


  "Really, Bette," she mimicked. "You work too hard. You schedule your life down to the minute and you don't leave any time for fun."


  "That's not true. How about this weekend? I'm going on a trip -"


  "Only because your mother made you feel guilty when you said you couldn't go." True, but Bette wasn't about to admit it out loud. "And if you can look me in the eye and tell me you haven't already packed three days' worth of work and arranged a couple business meetings up in Minnesota, I'll eat my hat. Better yet, I'll promise to keep quiet about the whole matter."


  Bette said nothing. Did the Fifth Amendment hold in dealing with scolding assistants?


  "Humph." Darla produced a sound somewhere between disgust and triumph. "All I have to say, young woman, is you better start penciling in time on that schedule of yours for exactly the kind of funny business Paul Monroe can provide, or you're going to be old before your time."


  Darla opened the door, then added a parting shot over her shoulder. "And while you're at it, schedule in some hanky-panky, too."


  
    * * *

  


  "I'M SORRY, MR. MONROE, the office informs me that Ms. Wharton has left for the weekend."


  Left for the weekend by ten o'clock on a Friday morning ? Bette Wharton? Paul wanted to snarl at the voice on the intercom. But he restrained himself.


  When Janine went on, he noted for the first time all week a hint of humanity beneath her efficient exterior. "I believe she flew out early this morning for a weekend trip." Janine hesitated, then added in her usual tone, "Can I put through another call for you, Mr. Monroe?"


  Since she hadn't managed to "put through" the one call he'd wanted, he thought that bordered on sarcasm.


  "No. Thanks. I have a call to make, but this one's private so I'll make it myself."


  Let her inform her cronies at Top-Line that he didn't consider his calls to Bette Wharton as anything more than business. And let her also tell them that he had private calls to make.


  "Grady, it's Paul," he said when he got through. "What do you think about taking the afternoon off for a last sail of the season?"


  "I think it's too damn cold, for starters."


  Actually, Paul thought so, too. The three-day rain that had washed away Indian summer had eased yesterday, making the lingering cold all the more noticeable. But he needed something to vent this restlessness, and the lake had always been good for that.


  "And it's supposed to rain again," Grady added.


  "Afraid your good looks will melt?" The taunt about his friend's blond, blue-eyed handsomeness was too old to hold much sting.


  "I don't know, but I'm not going to risk it. Not now. I've got a big weekend planned with Cindi."


  "Who's Cindi? No, never mind. I'll just get her confused with the two hundred other women you've dated this year whose names end in 'i.' " Paul leaned back in his wooden swivel chair and propped his feet on the edge of his desk. Maybe he wouldn't go sailing, but talking to Grady reminded Paul that some things in life don't change. "I'll bet you a pair of tickets to the Cubs' opener that Cindi spells her name with an 'i' on the end."


  A slightly sheepish silence followed. "Yeah, she does. But it's no bet," Grady protested. "I didn't bet."


  Paul grinned at a photograph of Grady, Michael, Tris and himself from their college days. "That's okay, Roberts. It was a sucker bet, anyway."


  He hung up, feeling more like himself than he had all week.


  
    * * *

  


  THE SENSE OF well-being lasted less than twenty-three hours.


  He couldn't find anything to do.


  He called Tris, but got his cousin's machine in D.C. Just as well, he decided as he paced his apartment. He didn't want her asking nosy questions. She'd read too much into his answers, or lack of answers. The same went for his parents. Grady was otherwise occupied. Michael . . . He'd go see Michael.


  He didn't bother to give the idea a second thought, or to call ahead. He headed southwest to Springfield, whisking between cornfields that hinted at next summer's fertile crop even with last summer's reduced to brown stubble.


  His mind followed its own track.


  Unlike Grady, who often waged elaborate campaigns for his lady of the moment, Paul had always simply let relationships happen - or not happen - as the Fates decreed. And he'd always been honest about looking only to the moment. He made no promises, so none were broken. Obviously, he should follow that path with Bette and forget her.


  He depressed the accelerator another five-miles-per-hour's worth.


  The outside of Michael's Victorian house looked great, the scars of renovation nearly healed; inside was still under reconstruction. Michael came to the door with a paintbrush in hand. His slight frown metamorphosed into a grin when he saw who stood outside the leaded glass.


  "Boy, am I glad to see you."


  Paul groaned. "Don't you think you got enough free labor out of me? How many walls did I help you knock down? Thirty? Forty? I don't think I'll ever breathe right again after all that plaster dust."


  "Free, maybe, but definitely unskilled labor."


  "You complaining?"


  "Absolutely not. In fact, I'm offering you a chance to hone those skills. Painting's very marketable these days. And I need to get this done while I still have the time."


  "Is that your way of telling me Joan's running for the U.S. Senate?" With Michael on state senator Joan Bradon's staff, Paul had paid close attention to the rumors.


  "I'm not telling you anything, Monroe. Read your morning paper."


  "Real nice. And then you expect my help? Oh, what the hell, lead me to that paint bucket."


  As he outfitted Paul for painting, Michael probed for the reason for this visit. Paul evaded and, though he felt the weight of Michael's wondering, the questions ceased.


  Spreading paint across the patched, multicolored surface was definitely preferable to breathing plaster dust. Windows, open to disperse the fumes, brought in the spicy air of fall. He could hear drums from a marching band at a high school football game in the distance, and an occasional roar from the onlookers. His perfect swipes covered the wall in a clean expanse of color.


  The drawback was that his mind, free to wander, returned to the topic he'd tried to drive away from Bette.


  A sound reminded him of Michael, painting woodwork across the room. He could talk to Michael, tell him . . . tell him what? That he'd met a woman he found attractive. So? Big news flash.


  He tried to divert his mind; the first topic he came up with was the woman Michael had been seeing for some months.


  "So how's Laura these days?" He tossed the question over his shoulder, then turned for the answer. "How come you didn't rope her into this drudge work?"


  The brush in Michael's hand went still. "I believe Laura's doing very well."


  Paul pivoted to face him. "You believe?"


  "She moved to California at the end of last month."


  "Why?"


  "She had an offer for a better position in a senator's office there. Joan gave her a great recommendation, so -"


  "Don't give me that bull. What happened?"


  At the rawness of the question, Michael rocked back on his haunches, turned his head. The surprise in his eyes quickly gave way to a delving, measuring look. That look had always bothered Paul, because he never knew what Michael Dickinson might pull out of him in such moments.


  "We couldn't give each other what we both wanted." Michael spoke with measured reluctance.


  "What was that?"


  "Forever."


  The word was like a spark to Paul's smoldering mood. "What's so almighty wonderful about forever? Settling down, getting married, having a family, is that what you're talking about? Why does everybody harp on that? What -"


  He snapped the words off when the look in Michael's eyes hit home. He should have remembered that Michael's past had given him a different view of this subject.


  "Paul, you take it for granted, and you shouldn't. Family and stability - that's pretty damn rare, you know."


  "Stability," Paul repeated with disdain. "Yeah, so stable that at the age of twelve your life's mapped out for you. Just follow the step-by-step instructions and you'll turn out to be the perfect family clone."


  "You haven't done so badly in the individualism department, Monroe."


  Paul dropped the roller into the pan, not caring about the spatters on the drop cloth, and took a deep breath. "I'm not going to let my life be run by somebody else's rules, Michael. Not ever."


  Michael said nothing. After a while, Paul heard him return to painting and Paul took up the roller, though he found less pleasure in it. The silence had changed.


  "Who is she, Paul?"


  "Who's who?" Michael didn't bother to answer that, and Paul felt foolish for the evasion. "Bette. Bette Wharton."


  "And?" Michael prompted.


  "And not much. Grand total of three dinners and a few kisses." He felt no guilt at the understatement. "We went out last Wednesday, Thursday and Sunday. Things seemed to click. Then she avoided me Monday and Tuesday, said no Wednesday and resumed avoiding me Thursday."


  "What about Friday and today?"


  "She wasn't around Friday and today."


  "Ah."


  "Ah what? What's 'ah' mean?" Irritation spurted sharp and hot.


  "What do you do when a woman turns down a date?"


  "Forget her, because . . ." He broke off the familiar words. He'd said them to Michael and Grady maybe two thousand times over the past fifteen years. Forget her, because there're plenty who'll say yes.


  "Yet, this woman you keep asking. That's why 'ah.' "


  Paul loaded paint on the roller and slapped it against the wall, then had to roll like crazy to remedy the drips, splotches and spatters. He was short on breath by the time he re-wetted the roller, this time more cautiously.


  "You've got another session at the Smithsonian coming up, don't you?" Michael asked from behind him. From the sound of it, he'd continued painting, too.


  "Yeah."


  "Made any decision about taking up the offer to be a regular consultant?"


  They were all after him about the damn museum - Jan, his father, Michael. Bette would join them if she found out about the opportunity. It was the sort of thing that would appeal to her plan-ahead mind. Probably tell him what a step forward this could he. If he were stupid enough to invite the lectures by telling her . . . if he ever had the opportunity to be that stupid, if he ever saw her again.


  "No."


  "All right, all right, don't bark at me. I'm not the one inconsiderate enough to give you a flattering offer."


  "Shut up, Dickinson."


  "All right."


  That was one of the most annoying things about Michael - he shut up when you told him to shut up. By the time Michael spoke next, Paul had turned the corner to the next wall, and his mood had subsided to low-level hostility.


  "So, you're leaving for D.C. a week from Wednesday and will be back the next Sunday?"


  "Something like that. How'd you know?"


  "The same way I ever know anything about your plans - I hear it from your mother, your sister or your assistant. This time it was Jan. I called her to congratulate her on the baby, and asked when you'd be around."


  "Why'd you want to know? You want to come with me? I'm staying with Tris. I'm sure there'd be room for you, too."


  He regretted the words instantly. To Paul's knowledge, Michael had never told anyone of his feelings for Tris. Maybe never even admitted them to himself. But Paul knew him very well, and the stillness betrayed him. "I was kidding, Dickinson. Why'd you want to know those dates?"


  "I'll have to spend some time up in Chicago. I thought I'd make it coincide with you being in town if I could."


  "Before Thanksgiving?" Since the first year of college, both Michael and Grady had spent most of their holidays with the Monroes.


  "Yes. I've just decided to make it the first full week of November. Right after you get back from D.C."


  Paul twisted around, but Michael remained bent over the woodwork and the back of his head revealed nothing.


  "Why?"


  Michael kept painting with even, steady strokes.


  "I think I should meet this Bette Wharton."


  
    * * *

  


  THE REST OF the weekend passed without another mention of Bette.


  Paul wished his mind had been as cooperative.


  Driving home Sunday night, he found himself on I-55 instead of his usual meandering back roads, almost as if he were in a hurry. When he swung north on the Tri-State, he justified it as trying a new way back to his apartment. That excuse held until he got off at the Elmhurst exit. In front of Bette's house, he was out of excuses.


  Also out of luck, he thought wryly as he considered the dark windows. Either she wasn't home or she was in bed.


  Bette in bed . The image appeared instantly, hot and heady behind his eyes. The sheets cool and serene like her voice, but with that promise under them of smooth heat.


  He shifted. Too abruptly. His right thigh jammed against the steering wheel. He closed his eyes against the thoughts, then opened them immediately. Closing his eyes made it worse.


  She probably wasn't home. Common sense said ten o'clock on a Sunday night was a little early to go to bed, unless . . . unless you weren't alone.


  Sense drowned in unfamiliar jealousy. A meeting with a client Thursday night. A Friday morning departure for an out-of-town trip. Could one have extended into the other? Could she be away with someone? Could she . . .?


  No. Bette wouldn't have kissed him the way she had if she'd been involved with someone else. The certainty in his gut was stronger than common sense or jealousy. He relaxed.


  So she wasn't home yet.


  He could leave a note - and say, what?


  A snatch of lyric from an old song entered his head, something about the singer's determination to get his girl, and his lips curved. Yup, that was exactly what he wanted to say. But some things were better left unsaid - and simply acted upon.


  She might think she'd shaken him loose. She might think he'd forget the laughter and teasing, the kissing and the holding. She might think his ego would forget all that after a week's worth of refusals. She thought wrong.


  He turned the key in the ignition and pulled away from the curb in front of Bette's house, still smiling and softly singing to himself.


  
    * * *

  


  BETTE PUSHED OPEN her front door and automatically checked her watch. Nearly eleven o'clock, and she had to unpack and go through files she hadn't finished reviewing this weekend at her brother's house in Minneapolis.


  It was a lovely house, and it had been wonderful to see the whole family, with her parents up from Arizona for two weeks to visit their new baby granddaughter - although Bette didn't envy her sister-in-law a fortnight of houseguests on top of a rambunctious two-year-old and a new baby. Still, Claire had seemed to greet the chaos with equanimity.


  Bette frowned as she maneuvered her suitcase down the hall and around the corner to her bedroom. Perhaps there would have been less chaos if there'd been less equanimity. It only required some planning, some forethought. She knew that wasn't Claire's strong point, but surely Ron had learned that at home, as she had.


  As it was, her decision to rent a car, despite his assurances he could drive her wherever she had to go, had been wise. Otherwise she never would have made the business appointments she'd set up.


  She slipped off her coat and rubbed her forehead, pushing against muscles tightened by the frown. The odd thing was, her parents had seemed perfectly content to go with the flow, no matter how undirected. She didn't remember them being that relaxed when she'd been growing up.


  She remembered them following the precepts her mother had learned from her own parents - selecting a goal, working toward it step by careful step and never wavering until you reached it. That made for a very organized life. That was how she'd always viewed her parents. Maybe they'd changed in the relaxed atmosphere of her father's early retirement.


  She pressed her fingertips harder against the frown. Or could her memories be skewed?


  Her hand went from her forehead to her mouth to cover a huge yawn. She should go to bed.


  Instead, she returned to the front table where her neighbor had stacked her mail and newspapers. She flipped through quickly, checking each envelope but opening only those she couldn't immediately identify. Nothing. Nothing of interest, anyhow.


  Hitting the play button on her answering machine, she listened to the neighbor who'd checked her mail ask her to care for her cat the following weekend. A longtime friend passing through the area called to say hello. Then came two real estate brokers confirming appointments she'd made to interview them. And Darla suggesting she take Monday morning off since her return flight was so late.


  The messages ended, followed by silence. Bette sighed deep and long.


  She'd been looking for something from Paul Monroe.


  The realization didn't startle her; she'd been too busy all weekend trying not to think of him to be surprised that she was thinking about him. But it did irk her.


  She'd had relationships with men before. A few. Each as carefully constructed as the rest of her life. She set the parameters; she guided the pace. She knew when the first kiss was coming, and she was prepared to stem or accept greater intimacy, depending on her feelings for the man.


  This was something different. There was no predicting Paul Monroe, so there was no preparing for him. Nor for her response. That frightened her.


  No, disturbed her. Yes, disturbed was a better word.


  She wasn't accustomed to it, she didn't understand it. Not that she was in danger of really falling for the guy. She saw his flaws too clearly. She didn't view him the way, say, her sister-in-law saw Ronald's faults as somehow endearing, or the way her mother took her father's worst habits in unblinking stride.


  But what kind of namby-pamby person spent several days giving a man every clear signal she could to keep things strictly business, then turned around and hoped he'd call or write?


  She'd made her decision, and it was the right one. Paul Monroe was not her kind of man.


  A tingle along her spine shivered her skin. Her lips parted in memory. Not your kind of man? Oh, really?


  All right, in the realm of moonlit kisses on urban beaches or embraces in a darkened car, he was most definitely her kind of man. That made it worse.


  The blank red stare of the answering machine reminded her that he'd listened to her signals. He'd taken his moonlight kisses, darkened embraces and their accompanying danger and, for all intents and purposes, disappeared from her life. Other than sending him bills from Top-Line Temporaries, she'd finished with Paul Monroe.


  She sighed again, then slapped down the pile of mail and headed along the hall with firm steps.


  It was good that he hadn't tried to call or write. In fact, perfect. She'd get her life back to normal. All her spare time this week would be devoted to searching for the right house. She had gotten behind, what with unexpected dinners, unscheduled pumpkin buying and a full week of avoiding the telephone when it rang, then listening for it to ring when it didn't.


  She might actually get some work done tomorrow with him out of her life.


  
    * * *

  


  AT FIFTEEN MINUTES before four o'clock the next afternoon, he re-entered Bette's life, if somewhat obliquely, when Janine Taylor walked into her office and announced she would rather quit Top-Line than spend another second as Paul Monroe's temporary assistant.


   


  
    Chapter Six

  

  


   


  "I CAN'T WORK for that man. Bette, you know I have handled every assignment you've given me. I have worked with demanding bosses, with disorganized bosses, even with sexist bosses. But I can't and won't work for Paul Monroe."


  "I don't understand, Janine. You seemed to be getting along fine last week."


  Janine shook her head, and if Bette thought there was confusion in the gesture she also recognized rock-solid determination.


  That was one characteristic Bette had considered when she'd assigned this particular assistant. She figured it would take someone determined to keep a rein on Paul. She had told herself Janine's plainness had not been a factor.


  "From the beginning, I knew he was a little different. After all, look at all those calls to you." Bette felt her cheeks sting. "But today he was . . ." Janine hesitated. "Odd. Very odd."


  She seemed to be trying to communicate some greater meaning with her eyes, like the player in a TV quiz game hoping to get her point across without giving away the clue.


  Bette stared across the desk at the woman who'd been among her most reliable employees, and tried to reconcile Janine's reaction with the man she'd come to know. Perhaps Paul was not the run-of-the-mill Chicago businessman, but she couldn't imagine him doing anything to elicit such an extreme reaction from a woman, unless it involved the feel of his lips on hers, the rasp of his skin against hers, the draw of his mouth - and then the woman's response would be very different from Janine's.


  "Can you tell me what, specifically, he did that made you walk out before the end of your assignment, before, even the end of a day?" She couldn't prevent astonishment from creeping into her voice. The whole thing was so unlike Janine.


  "No schedule," Janine jerked out. "He wouldn't give me a schedule, even when I practically begged. And a curator from the Smithsonian - the Smithsonian! - called, and Mr. Monroe said, no, he wouldn't take the call. He didn't feel like talking. He just didn't feel like it. That's what he said to tell them. I didn't, of course, but . . . And he said - He didn't . . ." Her fluttering hands, which seemed to be trying to finish sentences her mouth couldn't accommodate, floated back to her lap and she set her jaw, allowing just one word to escape. "No."


  "No?"


  "No, I won't try to tell you any more. Because if I tell you, you'll think I'm crazy. Because it's not what he did, it's how he did it."


  There seemed to be no answer to that.


  "I'm sorry, Bette. I'm truly sorry." Janine stood and slung the strap of her oversize handbag over her shoulder. "If you want to fire me or put me on suspension, I'll understand. But I won't go back there."


  The door hadn't even clicked closed behind her before it opened to admit Darla.


  "Paul Monroe's on line one," she announced, then gave a sympathetic frown when Bette cursed emphatically.


  "You want to take it or shall I?"


  "I'll take the call."


  "Okay, but you know, I don't think that man's nearly as harmless as he might seem on the surface. I saw his face Thursday when you made me tell him you'd left for an appointment with another client, and that's a stick of dynamite I wouldn't go playing around with too much."


  Bette grimaced her understanding. She knew. She knew all too well. Defusing the dynamite was exactly the point.


  She had her hand on the phone when she stopped, with something tingling along the nerves of her arm, something ringing cheerfully in her head. Uh-oh. She wanted to take this call. She looked forward to hearing his voice. And that was dangerous. Very, very dangerous.


  Lighting a dynamite fuse required only a spark.


  "Wait a minute."


  Darla turned from the door, and waited for Bette to continue.


  "On second thought, you take the call. Tell him we'll have a replacement assistant in his office first thing tomorrow morning. And tell him, well, you know what to tell him. Then come back in and we'll have to adjust the schedule to free up Norma Schaff to go there for the rest of the week."


  
    * * *

  


  NORMA SCHAFF, IN her mid-fifties and razor-sharp of mind and wit, was made of sterner stuff than Janine.


  At least Bette would have sworn to that before Norma Schaff faced Paul Monroe. She lasted two-and-a-half days.


  To finish out the week, Bette tried a new approach, sending Jonathan Roiter. He finished out the day, which Darla termed a moral victory, and then said he'd rather swab toilets than go back Monday morning.


  "Paul Monroe's on line three," Darla announced as she held open the door for Jonathan's departure. "And before you tell me to take this call, too, I think you should know that he said he wants to talk to you this time."


  Bette stared at the phone a moment, then looked up at her assistant and friend. "I don't understand it, Darla."


  "Me either, but I think the only way we're ever going to have a shot at understanding is if you get an explanation from him. You know the odd thing is, he's charming on the telephone. I wonder what he's doing to these people."


  Bette waited until the door closed, took a deep breath that should have steadied her more than it did, then picked up the phone.


  "Hello?"


  "Hi, Bette. How are you? It's good to hear your voice. Have you had a nice week?"


  Darla was right. He sounded charming. Pure irritation swept aside uncertainty.


  "I've had an absolutely miserable week, as you well know since you are directly and solely responsible for it. What have you been doing to those people we send to your office?"


  "Me? Nothing. I haven't laid a hand on a single one of them. Why?"


  Nobody could sound that innocent and really be innocent.


  "Why! Because we've had three of our best people come back this week - three people in one week! - saying they would never work for you again."


  "Oh, that."


  "Yes, that!"


  "It's just that I've been feeling sort of crazy this week -"


  "The feeling's mutual."


  She knew he heard her, but he ignored it.


  "But my feeling crazy's easy enough to fix."


  "Oh, really. How do you suggest we fix it?"


  No, no, no, Bette ! Her brain listened, aghast, at the opening her mouth had given him, and she braced to be run over by the Mack truck he would surely drive through it. She could have sworn the phone line hummed with his glee.


  "Go out with me."


  As Mack trucks went, that wasn't so bad. A mere four-ton - or four-word - model. But he didn't fool her. This truck was just the lead vehicle in a caravan. Because after going out, there would be talking and laughing, then holding hands, kissing in the moonlight, embracing in the dark and who knew what else.


  Only she did know what else. Just the thought of it changed the pattern of her breathing and heartbeat. And that was the problem. If she went out with Paul Monroe, the man most likely to be named least likely to be her type of man, she could fall for him hard. More than she already had.


  "No!"


  "You don't have to shout."


  She might have overdone the firmness, but "I didn't shout."


  "Could have fooled me," he grumbled, and to her dismay she felt her lips quirk.


  "No," she repeated, definitely not a shout, perhaps because the word was mostly aimed at herself.


  "I heard you the first time." Something in his voice made Bette put a hand to her throat, made her want to take all the words back and erase that - was it pain? - from his voice. "All right, so you don't want to go out with me." Yes, I do want to go out with you, she thought, but I won't. I can't. "Then I guess you'll just have to send another temporary assistant Monday morning."


  Whatever she'd heard in his voice had disappeared. His last words were almost cheerful. She swallowed, hard. "Yes, we'll send you another new assistant Monday morning."


  "Fine."


  "Fine."


  "Have a nice weekend, Bette."


  "You, too, Paul. Goodbye."


  She hung up, but left her hand on the receiver. She knew she'd have an absolutely miserable weekend - for the same reason she'd had a miserable week.


  
    * * *

  


  SHE WASN'T EVEN surprised when Karen Van Ryland came in Tuesday at 11:30 and announced she wouldn't work for Paul Monroe.


  "That's it. I'm mad as hell and I'm not going to take any more of this, Darla." Bette pressed her hands on the desktop and rose slowly from her chair.


  "What are you going to do?"


  Do ? Yes, she had to do something.


  The weekend had turned out worse than miserable - it had been unproductive. She hadn't caught up with the paperwork from Top-Line the way she'd wanted to. She hadn't investigated the two prospective neighborhoods she'd had on her agenda and she hadn't attended the real estate open houses she'd targeted.


  In fact, all she had accomplished was carving jack-o'-lantern faces into the three pumpkins that had taken up residence on her front steps. Oddly, they all bore a striking resemblance to the mask of tragedy. Her neighbor had remarked that she had the most depressing doorstep in town. She had added that only seemed fitting since Bette's expression matched that of the jack-o'-lanterns.


  Yes, she had to do something. She had to at least try to stop this.


  "I'm going to face that maniac on his own turf and tell him he can't get away with this!"


  "Do you think that's wise?"


  She hadn't told Darla what Paul's condition for behaving normally was, but she had an uncomfortable feeling the older woman had her suspicions.


  "No, I don't think it's wise, but I think it's inevitable."


  As inevitable as it had been that those three pumpkins would get faces.


  The phone rang and they looked at the instrument, then at each other. Bette swung her coat on as it rang a second time, grabbed her purse and was to the door by ring three.


  "Tell him I will be in his office in fifteen minutes, and then we'll just see about this nonsense."


  
    * * *

  


  "THIS IS RIDICULOUS, PAUL."


  Paul's gaze followed Bette as she prowled across his inner office for the third time. Her dark green dress was made of some heavy material with just enough swing to caress her curves with each move. Loose sleeves were gathered into tight cuffs that made her wrists look impossibly small.


  He could hold both her wrists in one hand with no problem. He would hold them behind her, encouraging her to arch, while he explored the white slender throat that rose from the circle of a scarf tied at the neckline of that green dress.


  The warmth gathering in his groin made him grateful he'd assumed his habitual pose when Bette first came in - feet propped against the edge of his desk, knees bent, slouched a bit so the back of his neck rested on the high back of the old-fashioned wooden swivel chair. He'd done it deliberately, emphasizing his calm casualness as a contrast to her high-wired agitation.


  Sitting like this was also comfortable, and luckily in this case, it masked certain realities of male human anatomy.


  For a week and half, he'd found fantasies involving a certain dark-haired, blue-eyed woman had become increasingly frequent. They'd also become disturbingly realistic. And the trouble was, the fantasies also seemed to be producing increasingly realistic reactions.


  It was as bad as being a teenager again. No, worse. As a teenager he'd had no thought of fulfilling the fantasies. Now he had a fairly good idea how incredible it would be if he did.


  Just one stumbling block - Bette Wharton.


  He watched her slim fingers pick up a framed photograph from the bookshelves to the right of his desk.


  He'd wager she wasn't aware it was the second time she'd picked up that particular photograph, a shot taken his senior year in college, with him, Grady, Michael and Tris on the front steps of the university library. And he'd up the bet to any amount anyone cared to name that she'd deny ever letting the tip of her finger stroke the image of his youthful face the way she'd just done.


  If it wouldn't have raised her hackles, he would have grinned at her. She was weakening.


  Maybe he'd missed something by never pursuing a woman before. Or did it only work this way with Bette? He wondered if a tiger on the hunt felt this way as it watched a particularly graceful gazelle graze closer and closer to being within the predator's grasp - a little sorry for the creature about to become lunch, but at the same time hungry, so very hungry.


  She put down the photo with a bit of a thunk and swung back to face him, and he thought maybe the gazelle wasn't as defenseless as it looked. It certainly had the speed to escape, no matter how delicate its limbs.


  "Did you hear me?" Her exasperated tone informed him he'd missed something.


  "No."


  She let out a short, irritated spurt of breath that made it harder for him to restrain a grin. It also had the effect of drawing his attention to her mouth, and rekindling memories of the way it had felt against his lips, his teeth, his tongue.


  "This has got to stop, Paul."


  "My not listening?" Or my fantasizing?


  "Your scaring off my employees."


  "I told you that was easy enough to remedy. Go out with me."


  "Paul -"


  The warning sounded clearly, but he didn't heed it. He'd dismissed the possibility that she was involved with someone ten days ago as he'd sat in his car contemplating her dark house, but the thought came again now. Maybe that was why . . .


  His feet hit the floor with a thud and the old chair creaked upright. "Is there a special reason you won't go out with me?"


  "What do you mean, a special reason?" He could almost see her caution.


  "Another man," he rapped out. "Are you involved with somebody else?"


  "No." The word came too fast, and she was too flustered, for the answer to be anything but automatically honest. But then she faced him, hands on hips, and glared full force. "There's no 'somebody else' about it. I'm not involved with you, either."


  "Yet." He let himself smile a little as he said the word, more because the tension had eased than anything else.


  "Not at all."


  "Why not, Bette?"


  "Why not?" she repeated. She sounded more uncertain than outraged. He took that as a good sign.


  "Yeah. Why not? It's not like you could be suspecting I have some horrible secret in my past. You know pretty much all there is to know about my past. You've even met my parents. You seemed to like them."


  He let the last sentence linger, forcing her to say something or be rude.


  "Yes, I liked them."


  Who would have thought that getting her to agree with him would be such a kick? He had a feeling his fantasies might start including the word yes. "You must have been able to tell that most of the time they think I'm a pretty good guy. I could give you affidavits from a couple friends, maybe even Judi. Surely you'd take a younger sister's word for it that I'm not a monster."


  "I don't think you're a monster." She sounded almost sullen. The signs were better and better.


  Abruptly, he didn't want to play the game of reading signs anymore. He wanted to know. He wanted her to tell him. "Then why won't you go out with me?"


  For a long, tenuous moment he thought she wouldn't respond. Willing her to answer, he kept his eyes on her.


  "It's too . . . You're too -" she darted a look at him, then off to the side " - dangerous."


  "What do you mean, dangerous?" An extraordinary relief surged through him, and he couldn't stop the grin this time - dangerous was a whole lot better than her just not wanting to spend time with him.


  When she stiffened, he knew he'd done exactly the wrong thing.


  She took a deep, backbone-steadying breath, walked over to the black leather couch under the windows and sat down with dignified composure. If he'd rattled her, she'd recouped. The gazelle had not only escaped, it was prepared to face down its pursuer. He felt absurdly deflated, shut out.


  "Paul, I have a business to run. Running it well is important to me. I've worked very long, and very hard to build it up."


  "And you'd hate to lose this 'in' with Centurian." He'd accepted that from the beginning, known how she must view the opportunity. It made sense for someone with a master plan. Still, part of him hoped she'd deny it, to say he was more important to her.


  She met his eyes. "An account with Centurian would mean a great deal to Top-Line."


  "I already told them I highly recommend Top-Line. So that's not an issue."


  "Thank you."


  He was the one who broke the look. He was being an ass. Of course her business was important to her. He understood that. He thought about telling her how long and hard he'd worked building his business.


  But then he remembered things he'd told her that first night at Mama Artemis's; she wouldn't take his protests too seriously. He didn't generally care to have people know that satisfying his clients, and more important, his own standards, was an issue of self-respect. But he wondered if, this time, he'd made a mistake in passing off the demands of his profession so blithely.


  "But you are making it very difficult for me to run my business well. This sort of turnover in staffing with one client makes it nearly impossible to schedule so we can meet all our clients' needs -"


  She'd exaggerated. Not only was the sight of her hands twisting in her lap a telltale signal that she was fibbing, but Darla - who was clearly encouraging his pursuit of Bette - had told him that to this point he'd been merely a nuisance, not a roadblock.


  His instincts, honed by twelve days of focusing all too intently on this woman, told him it was her own hide more than her business that felt threatened. Perhaps in more ways than one.


  " - and since that is what Top-Line has built its reputation on, your performance this past week has been dangerous to my business."


  "That doesn't explain why you won't go out with me."


  She ignored that. "So if you will tell me exactly what your needs are -" She paused, but when he opened his mouth to tell her exactly what his needs were and what he was just arrogant enough to believe her needs were, her eyes widened in recognition of the opening she'd left and she rushed on without any additional oxygen. Her voice came as a whispery spurt that did something strange to the nerves down his backbone. "In an assistant. If you will just tell me, I will make every effort to see that Top-Line fills those requirements."


  His nerves settled, and he sighed deeply, the disappointment unfeigned. She wouldn't be budged. At least not today. He considered her, sitting there on the couch. The dark green dress covered her from below her knees to her neck. Yet he only had to see the way the fabric draped across the slope of her breast to remember the feel of her amazingly soft skin under his fingertips, and then to relive the clenching, cramping pleasure in his gut at the sensation of her beaded nipple in his mouth.


  Swallowing a curse, he stifled the urge to put his feet back up on the edge of the desk.


  "All right, if you won't change your mind today, there's always tomorrow. And the day after that."


  "My, my, Paul Monroe thinking as far ahead as tomorrow?"


  "If I have to to get through to you," he shot back.


  Twisting to face him squarely, she leaned forward and met his look, apparently reading the determination in it. "Why don't you just give up this silliness, Paul?"


  "Because I want to go out with you."


  "Why?" The question swirled with exasperation, doubt, perhaps a bit of wonder.


  "Because . . ." Did he know? He'd never indulged in much self-analysis and he wasn't comfortable doing it now.


  So what if he acted a little out of character. So what if his family and friends had taken to allowing oddly knowing silences to creep into recent telephone conversations. So what if he didn't know why it was so all-fired important that this particular woman be convinced to change "no" to "yes."


  He looked at her. Her dress glowed like green jade against her ivory skin. Her hair shone glossier than the smooth black leather of the couch. He could answer her question by doing what he wanted most to do at the moment. He wanted to go to her, to let his lips reacquaint her with what they could do to each other, to touch her in ways that earned those small, secret sounds of hers, to stretch her out on that couch, to press her body into the soft leather with the weight of his own and to feel her desire.


  He said the words that came easiest. "Because I want you."


  For a moment, both too long and too short to measure by a clock, she remained still. Then she slowly straightened and stood, her composure complete.


  "Goodbye, Paul. I'll send you a new assistant tomorrow morning."


  "Bette -"


  She gave him a palm-out gesture with one hand that stopped him. Just as well. He didn't have a clue what he would have said, what he could have said.


  "Paul, I enjoyed our dinners. I enjoyed meeting your parents. I've enjoyed our conversations and -" She flashed him a look, and he wondered if she was thinking of the kisses and caresses. If so, the thought didn't crack her calm. "But we're very different. We have different attitudes, approaches . . ." She let the words wind down, then turned and put on her coat, meticulously adjusting the collar before looking at him again.


  A smile tried to turn up the corners of her mouth.


  "There's no future in this, Paul. So let's just leave it at that, okay? For both our sakes. We're best being business associates. That's all. Cordial business associates."


  She closed the door behind her, then he heard the click of the outer door. She was gone.


  Who the hell had said anything about a future, anyway? All he wanted was the present. To have fun while there was fun to be had, to explore this strangely powerful attraction. That was all. No big deal.


  He jammed his feet back against the edge of the desk, but there was no relief for this new ache he felt. The ache of an opportunity lost.


  
    * * *

  


  SIX DAYS. ONE hundred forty-four hours. Eight thousand six-hundred and forty minutes.


  Bette punched numbers into the calculator as if jabbing the keys would cure what ailed her, then wiped out the total before it could come up on the screen. She didn't want to know how many seconds. That would only make it seem longer - if that were possible. It was bad enough expressed as six days. And six nights.


  The days she could fill with the busyness of running Top-Line Temporaries. Even the weekend had been crammed with duties and responsibilities, plans and projections. After the havoc Paul had wreaked on her life, she'd needed time to catch up.


  They had sent Heather Carlini to Paul's office Wednesday morning, and held their breath - though Bette was honest enough with herself to admit her feelings and Darla's were not identical in this situation.


  Heather Carlini was a knockout. Dark hair, huge brown eyes, petite but blessed with an abundance of the right curves, and an apparently innate sense of how best to use them to her advantage. Bette had assigned her the job with deliberate intentions, and almost immediate regrets. What if Paul fell for her? Well, wasn't that the best solution? Yes. No!


  Bette felt as if the rumbling in her head might let loose any second with an explosion to rival a major volcano.


  But there had been no eruptions. Not from inside her, not from Paul. Not Wednesday, not Thursday, not Friday. Nothing.


  "All quiet on the Monroe front," Darla had said as they closed up Friday night, leaving the words to echo in Bette's head all weekend. And now it was nearing five o'clock Monday and all was still peace and quiet.


  At least until nighttime came.


  Even with all the effort she'd put into work over the past six days, Bette discovered she still had energy for tossing and turning each and every one of six nights.


  She'd rerun the scene in Paul's office so many times that the mental tape should have worn out. Instead, in some ways, it seemed to have become clearer and clearer.


  Crystal clear that she'd assessed him correctly that first night. Intelligent, warm, charming, wry, sexy, endearingly funny and open. And truly a kid at heart.


  He'd practically flinched at the word future. In his vocabulary any synonym for forethought was a bad word. The man ran from plans and schedules as if they came from the same litter as Godzilla. He looked no farther ahead than the moment. She'd always wanted - needed - to know that this moment, added to the next moment and the one following that, was building toward something.


  He'd made no bones about what he looked for from her. He'd said it right out: I want you. Not that he cared for her, not that he was interested in the potential of a long-term relationship with her.


  Not that she expected a relationship immediately. Relationships - lasting relationships - took time to build, to mature. It took a lot of small steps to reach a goal. But, just as she had known there was the potential for success before she started Top-Line Temporaries, she wanted to know that the possibility of a long-term relationship existed with a man. That after getting to know each other gradually, step by step, they might think about a more permanent future.


  But that wasn't how Paul Monroe operated. He wanted her. Right now, for this moment, and let tomorrow be hanged.


  That wasn't her approach to life, so it couldn't be her approach to - The word love leaped to mind, but she substituted one less volatile. To relationships.


  Limiting their contact to a strictly business association was the only sane approach.


  So why was sanity driving her crazy?


  Six days, six nights. One hundred forty-four hours. Eight thousand six-hundred and forty minutes. And for every one of them, she'd thought of him.


  Worse even than the memories was the way her body reacted to them. Her heartbeat skittered, her breathing turned jagged, her skin pulsed, her insides heated. Six days without seeing, smelling, touching or tasting Paul Monroe, and he still filled her with sensation.


  And, yes, she admitted, sitting in the rational atmosphere of her office at 4:47 of an ordinary Monday afternoon, she had wondered if he would ever again try to make those sensations real. Would he call her? Show up at her office? Arrive at her front door?


  Would she ever stop wishing he'd do one of those things, any of those things, as long as it meant she saw his dancing eyes, heard his amused voice? She wouldn't tempt the Fates and her heart with anything more than seeing and hearing. She'd only risk enough exposure to him to break this pervasive ache of isolation.


  She shook her head once, emphatically, more than a little disgusted. Who was she kidding? Did she really think just seeing and hearing Paul Monroe a little would satisfy her?


  Something had to give. She had to either learn to control these longings and get on with her life or - Darla pushed open the door, slipped inside and leaned against the closed panel.


  "What is it, Darla?" The grimace drawing her assistant's face seemed to be the result of trying to stifle emotion. Laughter or tears?


  "I have some news for you, Bette." Darla spoke as if trying to prepare her for a shock, to soften a blow.


  "Yes?"


  "Heather Carlini is here."


  "Oh?" It took a moment for that to sink in. Six days and six nights can dull the wits. "Oh, no! Not again!"


  But even as she said the words, something inside her exulted. He hadn't fallen for Heather Carlini, long wavy hair, huge dark eyes, petite curves and all. And he hadn't given up. Paul Monroe was back in her life. She wanted to shout. She wanted to sing.


  "Yes, again."


  She wanted to cry. Paul Monroe was back in her life, and she had some questions to consider. What was Top-Line Temporaries going to do? What was she going to do?


  "But . . . but it seemed to be going so well. We hadn't heard a peep out of Heather for six days. Six days! That was twice as long as Norma."


  Darla shook her head, and laughter escaped at last. "There's a reason."


  "Well?" The demand was none too patient.


  "I asked her if she'd had any trouble last week, and she said no. So I asked how it could be so terrible to work for him if she'd breezed through the last three days of last week with no problems. And Heather said - Heather said . . ." Darla gulped twice and finally got her voice back in order, although tears leaked from the corners of her eyes and left a shiny trail on her dark cheeks. "She said there was a simple explanation for that. He wasn't - he wasn't there last week."


  "What?"


  Darla nodded hard, and expelled a sigh that shimmered with laughter. "That's right. Out of town. In Washington, D.C. All those days we sat here congratulating ourselves that we'd finally licked the Paul Monroe Problem, he wasn't there."


  Bette watched Darla feel for a chair to support her laughter-weakened body.


  Standing, she carefully closed the folder on her desk, returned her pencil to its holder and shut down her computer. Moving automatically, dreamily, she felt as if her muscles functioned with no direction from her mind. But underneath she felt a glow of energy such as she had never before felt.


  She couldn't consider this feeling too closely. Like looking directly into the sun, it might blind her. Instead, she concentrated on the mundane. She pulled her coat on and took up her purse, some portion of her recognizing the actions as slow-motion reruns from last Tuesday.


  The phone rang, as it had last Tuesday.


  She looked at Darla, and saw her dark eyes widening with recognition of the repetitions. The phone rang again.


  "Tell him I'll be there in a few minutes, and we'll settle this," Bette said, knowing that that, too, was a near repeat of Tuesday.


  Only it wasn't like Tuesday at all, because Tuesday she hadn't felt this gush of joy, this flooding of relief and fear and anticipation.


  Tuesday, she thought as she elected to walk the nine wind-whipped blocks that separated her office from his, she had concentrated only on what his presence was doing to Top-Line Temporaries. Now she knew what Paul Monroe's absence could do to her.


  He'd been out of town. He'd stepped out of her life, stopped harassing her for six days because he was out of town. Not because he no longer wanted to be with her. Not because he'd given up on her.


  The relief of it stung her eyes as much as the wind. She might extract some small compensation, some payment for the toll he'd taken on her emotions the past six days. And she had to remember that this situation could have a bearing on her business, though anything to do with business seemed a remote and misty concept right now. She had more immediate concerns.


  Like knowing that at the end of this confrontation she would not walk out of his old-fashioned office the way she had Tuesday. She could not turn her back on the fact that he wanted her. On the fact that she wanted him.


  Even though it meant, this once, accepting the moment, and letting the future be hanged.


  She knew now that Paul Monroe hadn't given up. And now she knew that neither could she. Whatever happened next.


   


  
    Chapter Seven

  

  


   


  BETTE WALKED THROUGH the outer office, devoid once more of an assistant, then hesitated at the door to the inner office. She stared, unfocused, at the wood panels, before giving a small shake to her head.


  Don't be an idiot. What is there to be nervous about? You're going to go in there to straighten out Paul Monroe, once and for all. Make him see he can't tie Top-Line Temporaries into knots this way. Make him see he can't tie Bette Wharton into knots this way.


  Methodically, she peeled off her gloves.


  Who are you kidding? He did tie you in knots.


  Maybe.


  Maybe? You were a pretzel! Not an hour ago you were wishing for just this chance to see him, to hear him and - let's be honest - to touch him. So here it is, now take it.


  The hand she stretched out toward the door trembled a little, but she commanded it to grasp the knob and turn it slowly, smoothly. She must have succeeded because the door opened without a sound, and she was inside without betraying her presence to Paul.


  He stood in front of the shelves to the left of his desk, consulting a volume so big he'd propped its open spine on the edge of a shelf. He was bending a little to study the page, his light blue shirt molded across his shoulders and upper back, emphasizing their strength. The rolled-back sleeves showed forearms toughened with muscle and sinew under a fuzz of hair the same glinting color that rode over the collar of his shirt. The khaki slacks were conservative, well-fitted and yet hinted at the power beneath them.


  Uh-oh . Bette could hear the blood pounding in her ears, almost like a warning.


  Facing Paul Monroe was one thing; by now she was almost accustomed to the danger of his dancing eyes and humor-quirked mouth. But from the back he gave a different impression, a view of his strength and sexiness she didn't think she'd recognized half so clearly before.


  The sensations she'd experienced in his arms resulted from her reacting to this aspect of him. And it would happen again, she knew, if she gave it half a chance.


  She'd told herself she wouldn't consider "what next." She'd be impulsive. She'd follow this craving for Paul Monroe without considering where it might lead. She could handle it, wherever it led. She would handle it, when the time came. She'd told herself all those things.


  But now, catching a hazy glimpse of where her craving might lead, she wasn't so sure. Maybe she should forget this. Maybe she should back away as silently as she'd entered and let Darla take over.


  Maybe she should run.


  "Bette?" he said.


  He had looked over his shoulder and was staring directly into her eyes.


  It felt as if a weight had landed on her chest, so that every breath burned. He was looking at her the same way he had two weeks ago in a moonlight-sliced car in her garage. His eyes held the same intent, the same desire . . . and the same question.


  Only a concerted effort kept her next breath from becoming a gasp, but at least the added air fueled her muscles to movement. Three jerky steps took her to a spot directly in front of his desk. Without looking at him - she couldn't risk it - she slapped her gloves down on the wooden surface. If she tried her damnedest maybe she could divert some of this emotional energy into anger.


  "What in the hell do you think you're up to, Paul?"


  From the corner of her eye she tracked the way he turned back toward the shelves, his head bowed over the book once more. Then the two halves of the book came together in a thud that made her jump. He spun around and strode behind his desk to face her across it.


  "The 400E," he said.


  She gaped at him. What was the man talking about?


  "The Blue Comet 400E locomotive from Lionel. That's what I think I'm up to." He tapped a sheaf of papers on his desk. "That's how far I've gotten with this appraisal."


  "Oh."


  "It's not as rare as the Black Diamond 400E locomotive he's got, but the Blue Comet set's complete, all four passenger cars plus the locomotive. And it looks to be in great condition, so -"


  "Paul!" She slapped her palms on his desk, then spread them wide to lean forward belligerently. "Stop it."


  He mimicked her posture, right down to the thunk of his hands on the desktop as he brought his nose a foot from hers.


  "Stop what, Bette?" No laughter in his eyes now, only demand. "Tell me."


  "Stop the whole thing. Stop sending back assistants. Stop messing up my schedules. Stop making me -" She bit it off before she could tell him to stop making her want him, but she wondered if he'd still divined the thought.


  "We both know how you can make me stop sending back assistants and stop messing up your schedule." Were his eyes informing her he wasn't about to stop the issue neither of them was mentioning?


  "Yes." An acknowledgment that she knew what he was talking about, not an agreement.


  "Yes." An acknowledgment, perhaps slightly disappointed, that no agreement had been given.


  She stared at Paul Monroe across the twelve inches that separated them, and she knew.


  She'd take the moment he offered, and for once she wouldn't think of the future.


  Even though she had a darn good idea that if she did look ahead, she'd see she was building toward heartache. Maybe that was why she wouldn't look this time. If a plane never takes off, it won't ever crash. But it won't fly, either. Dammit, this time, she had to try her wings.


  "All right, I'll go out with you." To her own ears, her tone sounded more appropriate to accepting a dare than a date, but she figured they both knew that might be closer to the truth.


  Under his stare, the moment drew out with the heart-stopping, stomach-dropping sensation of hitting an air pocket. What if her plane crashed on takeoff?


  "Fine." The word was just this side of pugnacious.


  "Fine," she shot back.


  "Great," he said, then before she had a chance to continue the cycle, he hurried on. "We'll start right now."


  "Right now?" she repeated. She figured her voice sounded so flat because her emotions were busy pooling deep inside of her: panic, desire, anticipation, fear, affection, wariness, liking, lust and anger, all roiling into a bubbling mass.


  "Right now. With dinner tonight."


  "Dinner?" What did dinner have to do with what she was thinking about? I want you, he'd said, right here in this office six days ago, sitting behind this very desk, looking at her in a way that made her know he meant it.


  "Yeah. You know, eat? Usually done sometime in the evening? We've done it a few times together. Fairly successfully, too. I'm meeting a couple friends for drinks - Michael and Grady, the guys I told you about - then we're going to dinner and I -" His light, wry tone slipped and he paused, but she hardly noticed. Her mind was on other things. "I'd like you to meet them"


  "But . . ."


  "But what?"


  She couldn't tell him. She couldn't tell him how she'd been expecting him to react. She couldn't tell him what she'd been expecting him to do. She couldn't let him guess how part of her had been anticipating - certainly since he'd kissed her in a moonlit garage and possibly since he'd first sat in her office with his dancing eyes inviting her to join him in a jig - what she'd been expecting him to do.


  Although she feared from the way he was watching her, like a cat with its target mouse well in sight, that he suspected what she'd been thinking. She fumbled mentally for an acceptable end to a sentence that started with "but."


  "But you still need an assistant." Not bad. Short on originality, maybe, but logical.


  He eased back, his eyes never leaving hers.


  "Send back Norma Schaff. She was a great assistant."


  Bette stood straight so quickly she thought she could hear her backbone click into place. "If she was so great, why'd you scare her off like all the others?" she demanded indignantly.


  He slowly levered himself completely upright before answering.


  "It was the only way to get to you," he said with a nonchalant shrug that left her speechless. "Besides, I didn't scare Norma off like all the others. She's the only one I finally had to resort to bribing in order to get her to leave. Ever since, she's been my ally."


  
    * * *

  


  MEETING HIS FRIENDS should have eased her nerves. Fat chance.


  In one way it did, of course. At least it temporarily delayed the consummation of the step she'd taken today.


  Her wayward mind's production of the word consummation coincided with Paul shifting next to her in the booth of the tiny bar. The simple brushing of his leg against her set off sparklers along her skin that translated into something brighter and hotter deep inside.


  Maybe relief wasn't her only reaction to the delay.


  This introduction to his friends unsettled her in another way. Somehow it seemed Paul was allowing her to see a side of himself he had previously kept hidden. But she couldn't let herself fall into the trap of hoping for things like that.


  She knew what Paul was, what he'd offered. And what she'd accepted.


  He'd said it - he wanted her. Not a relationship, certainly not a future. The moment. And when the moment was over . . . Well, she'd be better off then if she didn't delude herself now.


  She glanced up to find Michael Dickinson's observant eyes on her.


  Paul had said he had a law degree and worked on the staff of State Senator Joan Bradon. She found herself pitying his political opponents.


  He shifted his gaze to Paul.


  "You're the one who keeps track of everybody, Paul - how's Judi doing?" Paul had told her both Michael and Grady viewed Judi as a kid sister. A sophomore at Northwestern, where they'd also gone to school, she lived in a dorm a mile from Paul's Evanston apartment.


  "Classes, she's doing great. Socially, she's always complaining that the right guys don't go for her."


  "They will," declared Michael. Michael Dickinson, Bette decided, would be a very good friend to have.


  "She comes by sometimes. Claims she needs to use my computer, but it's really to raid the fridge. She's always complaining I don't have anything to eat in the place."


  "Aw, Judi's Judi," said Grady with undisputable logic and affectionate acceptance. "Remember how she could pack it away when she was a kid, and she still stayed scrawny."


  "Maybe so, but she's not scrawny anymore and she's still eating me out of house and home."


  They all smiled at the plaintive note in Paul's voice.


  "I heard you were out in D.C. last week, Paul. How's Tris? She's not pining after that jerk ex-husband, is she?"


  Grady asked the question, but Bette had the impression Paul didn't direct his answer to him, but rather to Michael. "If she ever pined for him at all, she's not pining now. It was a pretty friendly divorce, really, and she's long past it. Years ago. She's grown up, like we all have."


  "No way," objected Grady with a chuckle. "Maybe Michael's grown up, but you and I are as crazy as ever, Monroe."


  Bette thought she felt Paul's gaze on her, but she'd discovered a fascination for her nearly empty wine glass.


  Grady's words didn't express anything she hadn't thought. So why should it bother her to hear someone else say it? Paul could deny it. He could say he wasn't a kid anymore. He could say he'd grown up.


  The silence continued.


  "Hey, how about another round?" Grady's attempt to turn the conversation was unsubtle, but effective. Without waiting for an answer, he eased out of the booth.


  "I'll go with him," said Paul, with another glance at Bette. She felt the awkwardness from the moment before lingering, and wondered if he wanted to escape. "Another white wine, Bette?"


  When she nodded, he, too, rose, following Grady toward the jammed bar.


  
    * * *

  


  "SO YOU'VE GONE and done it."


  Paul stilled at Grady's words. "Gone and done what?"


  Grady placed their order with the harried bartender, then tipped his head back toward the table. "Found someone worth bringing into the family."


  "I don't know what you're talking about."


  He wished he didn't know what the clutching panic in his gut was about. It was the same fear that had kept his heart from soaring right now out the window, past the skyline and into the clouds, when Bette said she'd go out with him.


  Go out with him? She'd agreed to more than that.


  They'd both acknowledged it in the heated exchange of looks and desire across his desk. So why postpone the moment? He'd dealt with other women this way, no promises made or expected. Why not now?


  "Whoa, don't take my head off, Monroe." Grady pretended to back away. "I meant the family of your close friends - you know, Michael and me. Tris."


  "Stuff it, Roberts," he growled, but his tension eased. It seemed the most natural thing in the world to bring Bette together with the other people he - He stumbled on the mental phrasing, realizing he was including Bette in the group.


  That he cared for, he finally supplied.


  "You've got to admit this is a novel experience. I can't remember you ever bringing a woman to meet us before."


  Paul scowled at the echo of his father's words from a few weeks before. Why was everyone making such a big flaming deal of this?


  "So? You think everybody's like you, with the passion of the second? You've introduced us to so many women you must have a revolving door."


  The blue of Grady's eyes seemed to flicker. Paul wanted to kick himself. As he had with Michael not so long ago, he'd lashed out and hit his friend where it hurt worst. What the hell was the matter with him? He knew Grady wasn't proud of his track record with women.


  "No, that's just it, Paul. I don't think you're like me. I think you've always recognized what I'm just starting to figure out: quality beats the hell out of quantity."


  "Look, Grady, I'm sorry for that crack. I didn't mean it. It's just . . . let's forget the whole thing, okay?"


  Grady's impatient shrug dismissed both the apology and the effort to turn the conversation. "She seems like a nice woman, Paul. A good person. Try not to be as stupid as the rest of us. Try to make it work."


  Paul stared, astonished by Grady's intensity. They'd been friends since grade school, and he couldn't remember if they'd ever had a conversation like this.


  Handing money to the bartender, Paul felt grateful for the mundane occupation. At least something remained normal in a world developing more and more unfamiliar corners.


  
    * * *

  


  BETTE WATCHED PAUL weave through the crowd, and considered this trio. Michael Dickinson, perceptive and rather intense. Grady Roberts, accepting and trading on his charm. And Paul. The man who said he believed in no strings and keeping his options open, yet clearly the glue that held the three of them together.


  "They're great guys," Michael said, appearing not to notice when her hand jerked, dragging the wine glass an inch across the table. With an offhand directness that belied the scrutiny he focused on her, he added, "Of course, Grady's a bit spoiled from having things go his way so much."


  Michael clearly liked Grady, yet had no delusions. "Probably understandable when you grow up good-looking, wealthy and smart and then add your own success," she said.


  "Yeah, that'd do it."


  She smiled. She liked his dryness.


  He looked over to Paul and Grady at the bar. "I guess it's understandable, too, that Paul's the way he is."


  She felt her lips stiffen. "What way is that?"


  "Oh, sort of a fly-by-night character. Not willing to be tied down long enough so anyone else can rely on him."


  "He is not." She tried to keep the hostility out of her voice, but heard her own indignation.


  "Isn't he?" His quietness didn't soothe her.


  "He definitely is not." What sort of idiot could be his friend for fifteen years and not see the truth about Paul? Why are you so angry at him for saying exactly the same things you've said to yourself? she wondered. "He's devoted to his family and friends. Who's the one who keeps all of you in touch? He's a well-respected professional, who gives his clients honesty and impartiality. Plus he has the loyalty of the people who've worked for him." At least the ones he wasn't trying to drive crazy. "Look at Jan Robson. You don't have that sort of relationship with an employee when you're a 'fly-by-night character.' "


  "Don't you?"


  "No!"


  "No," he agreed.


  The mildness finally reached her. The adrenaline surge faded and she examined Michael. His lips twitched and a dimple appeared high on his left cheek.


  "You're a rat," she informed him. "A tricky, wily political rat."


  The grin completed its escape. "I just wanted to know if you'd seen through the Paul Monroe facade."


  "Facade?"


  "Mmm-hmm." He grew serious. "Not that he doesn't believe in it - at least parts. That's what's such a shame."


  A skittering of panic trembled through her and settled in the pit of her stomach. Michael reached across the table to put his hand over hers. "He's not always the free spirit he pretends to be."


  She thought she understood what he was saying: Paul did look beyond the moment - with people and responsibilities - but he didn't want to admit it. And that frightened her, because it gave her hope.


  "Hey, Dickinson, get your hands off my date." Paul clunked down two glasses with a mock glare, but in his eyes, she saw something flare to life. A hint of possessiveness, of claiming? "Find yourself your own woman."


  
    * * *

  


  PAUL WAS EVERYTHING Bette could ask for in a date. Funny, attentive, entertaining. He was also elusive, unattainable and distant.


  He was driving her crazy.


  They joked and laughed and talked. They had long conversations on the phone when she should have been working. He called to say nothing more complex than good-morning. He brought Chinese food to her office for lunch. They met Grady and Michael twice more that week for dinner. They pored over real estate listings she had compiled, with Paul volunteering plenty of opinions, most of which involved the idea that she shouldn't live so far away - whether from him or her work, he never quite specified. They saw a movie.


  He never touched her.


  Well, that wasn't quite true, she admitted to herself. He touched her just enough to drive her mad. Just enough to make her consider raking her fingernails along a brick wall to get rid of the frustration of envisioning circumstances when she would press them into his back, but never having the satisfaction of doing it.


  He looped an arm around her shoulders at the movies, then never drew her closer. He brushed his fingers across her collarbone while helping her with her coat, then never ventured lower. He touched his lips to hers each night when he drove her home, then never pressed the kiss deeper.


  Tuesday. Wednesday. Thursday.


  Now it was Friday. In frustration she'd told him she needed to work late to catch up, hoping to escape his tormenting presence for one night, just long enough to regain some control.


  He'd appeared at the office shortly after five and sat patiently waiting for her, until she wanted to scream. Instead, she'd given up and gone for a sandwich with him, and they'd come out of the tiny deli to find the sky streaming a combination of rain and snow.


  "I don't think it's safe to drive tonight."


  "Paul, it's not even really snowing. Look at the roads. It's more like slush." Spending dinner trying not to fantasize every time she looked across at his mouth had left her more than a little irritable.


  "Slush," he repeated, shaking his head as if verifying his worst suspicions. "Slush can be very dangerous. You know, they don't even make slush tires. That's because no tire in the world can help you in slush."


  "You're right," she agreed, abruptly changing tacks. Maybe she could at least cut the evening short. Go home now, spend a few hours alone, try to regain some sanity. "You've been driving way too much. I've tried to tell you it wasn't necessary to take me home every night, and I'm glad you're finally being sensible about this."


  He grinned, but she saw his eyes heating in a most dangerous way. She needed to get away from him. She needed a respite from this constant arousing of her desire with never any satisfaction.


  "I'll take the train."


  "The train?" He looked thwarted for a moment, but quickly gathered himself. He gave her a long, considering look. "The train's the very worst thing you can do. Do you know what slush can do to train tracks? Make them a veritable death slide."


  "I've never heard that before."


  He made a scoffing sound. "Of course not. You think the railroads would let you know a thing like that? They'd lose all their commuters for the whole winter." He perked up, as if seeing the possibilities in the vision he'd created, and she wondered again at his ability to make her see humor even while he was making her lose her mind. "In fact, commuters by the droves would stay home all winter. No more driving, no more taking the train, just settling in for the winter at home in front of the fireplace and next to a good woman."


  "Or man."


  He tilted an eyebrow at her. "I'm not making judgments, but that's not my style."


  "I meant," she explained severely, "that a lot of the commuters are women."


  "Oh. Yeah, of course. I was speaking from a personal point of view."


  "Uh-huh," she said with disapproval. But it hadn't been such a bad point of view. With a little imagination, she could visualize herself snuggled next to Paul in front of a fire, maybe with soft music in the background, a glass of wine, and without too many clothes. Settling in for the winter.


  Tipping her chin up, she looked at him more closely in the eerie glow of streetlights diffused by sleet.


  Four days ago, she'd reopened the door she'd earlier tried to close. But it hadn't led into a new stage in their relationship the way she'd expected it to.


  On Monday, the day she'd crossed that emotional threshold, she'd been braced for the consequences. She wouldn't have been particularly surprised if he actually had taken her right then and there in his office. When he invited her to dinner with his friends instead, and left her at her front door with a near-chaste kiss, she'd thought he was showing an unsuspected tenderness, almost a delicacy.


  But after Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday, she was inclined to say the hell with delicacy.


  She'd made her decision. Why wait for winter? Waiting wouldn't change who he was, and it wouldn't give any guarantee of safety for her heart. Nor would it change how much she wanted him. It was time to fly.


  Now.


  "So where shall we stay?"


  "What?" His eyes met hers. Confusion showed for half a second, then only a blaze of instant fire. Like being struck by a bolt of lightning, one moment there was nothing, the next unadulterated sizzle.


  She'd never been so happy to be singed.


  As much as she'd tried not to, she'd wondered about the reluctance she'd detected in him. But that look, that one flash in his eyes, vaporized her doubts.


  "Since you're not going to drive me home tonight, and taking the train would be such a reckless thing to do, what are we going to do for accommodations tonight?"


  "I know just the place," he said.


  She figured that now he'd explain how his apartment in Evanston would be a safe choice, since it wouldn't mean as long a drive in the "treacherous" slush.


  "There's a great little hotel not far from here. You hardly notice it from the street, but inside, the lobby's all polished wood and plush furniture. The rooms look like a spread from some magazine on English country homes. The perfect place to wait out a slush storm."


  Surprise opened her mouth to the first thing in her mind.


  "How do you know about this place?" she asked


  The glint in his eyes looked positively devilish in the eerie light.


  "Not how you're thinking, you suspicious woman, you. I can tell you with a totally clear conscience that I have never waited out a storm, slush or otherwise, with a woman at that hotel. In fact, the only times I've been there have been with a man - Michael. It's where he stays when he's got business downtown."


  "I wasn't asking for explanations. I didn't think -"


  He cut off her protest with a kiss on her nose. "No, of course you didn't." He looped his arm more securely around her shoulders and guided her footsteps. "It's not far," he said, mentioning an address off Michigan Avenue.


  "What if they don't have a vacancy?" she offered halfheartedly.


  "Michael said they cater mostly to businessmen, so weekends should be pretty quiet."


  "Oh."


  They'd gone almost two blocks - in a direct route this time, she noticed with some satisfaction - when she stopped short. "Wait a minute. We can't go to a hotel, Paul. We don't have any luggage. It'll look like . . . like . . ."


  Her voice wound down. It would look like exactly what it was - two adults deciding to spend an impromptu night together at a downtown hotel. He would surely tell her it didn't matter what anyone else thought. And deep down, she really didn't care what anyone else thought; being with Paul was right for her. Still . . . she cringed at the idea of going into a hotel without luggage. It seemed such a blatant announcement of something that should be private.


  "All right."


  "All right?" Just that easily, he was willing to let the opportunity to spend the night together go - willing to let her go?


  "Yep. We'll go to Water Tower Place first."


  "Water Tower Place? Why?"


  "We have some shopping to do."


   


  
    Chapter Eight

  

  


   


  BETTE MENTALLY CHECKED the contents of the shopping bags she'd accumulated, then looked at her watch. Nine minutes left before she was to meet Paul.


  Unexpectedly, a bubble of laughter rose in her. Who would have guessed how much fun this would be, this rather sexy kind of scavenger hunt?


  They'd started off together, buying tote bags after a long, intricate discussion of exactly which ones they should get. Paul had wanted to buy matching ones because, he said, it was a visual symbol to any astute bellboy that this was an established couple. She had opted for different ones because it might look less like just-bought goods. Paul had prevailed, and for a moment as the clerk rang up the purchase, she'd considered how odd it was for Mr. For the Moment Only to be the one to want them to appear as a couple.


  There'd been no time to give the matter further thought. She had shopping to do.


  They'd agreed to meet in forty-five minutes at the front entrance to Water Tower Place. She'd gone directly to a drugstore, tossing into the mesh basket a toothbrush and toothpaste, a disposable razor for her legs, deodorant and a small perfume vial, plus trial-size shampoo and moisturizer in case the hotel didn't provide them. Then, trying to tell herself not to blush like an idiot, she added a foil packet to her collection.


  She'd spent most of her time in a department store, buying a change of clothing for the morning: jeans and a white oxford-cloth shirt, which weren't extravagant since she could always use spares. With her tweed suit jacket and flat pumps, she at least wouldn't look blatantly like a woman wearing her Friday night clothes on Saturday morning.


  Her last stop was lingerie, for a change of underwear.


  Now, with nine minutes left, she glanced across the aisle that separated the lingerie basics from the frivolous and saw a royal-blue froth of lace and sheerness. She knew she had to have it.


  She was woman enough to know it would draw lights to her eyes, and practical enough never to have owned anything like it.


  Stifling the habit of checking the price first, she found the right size and headed for the counter.


  Oh, she'd been with men before. A couple. But she couldn't imagine having had the nerve to wear something like this for them.


  This was a gown to wear for a man who could make her laugh, but never laughed at her. She felt a swelling in her heart as she accepted the bag with the gown. She'd wear this for Paul, and she'd have no shyness about it. He would see her vulnerability, and he would honor it.


  With her final few minutes, she found a rest room and transferred the contents of her shopping bags to the tote.


  As she hurried through the heavy glass doors, she caught sight of Paul immediately. Grinning, he held up his bag to show off its packed state. She thought his looked lumpier than hers, and there was definitely a sharp edge poking against the fabric. She felt it against her calf as it dangled from his hand when he wrapped her into a tight embrace and kissed her hungrily, right there on Michigan Avenue.


  "C'mon, let's get a cab," he said huskily.


  She'd have been lucky to achieve even husky if she tried to talk, so she settled for nodding. She didn't care that it was impractical to take a cab the few blocks to the hotel. It was faster, and it gave them an excuse to sit cuddled together in one corner and share another, long, lingering kiss.


  He seduced her mouth, luring her upper lip between his, tempting her with forays of his tongue and teeth. Kissing her in a way that left her feeling a little vague all through the process of paying off the driver, checking in and finding their room.


  If Paul had kissed her like that earlier, she might never have noticed that they didn't have luggage.


  And then she wouldn't have had any excuse to funnel this shivery feeling of anticipation and trepidation into a show of great curiosity about what he'd bought.


  They stood side by side just inside the door, before slowly moving in.


  Thick carpeting and drapes shut out the city's noise, making the drumming of her blood louder in Bette's ears. Soft lights she knew wouldn't hide the flush heating her cheeks, a flush of awareness. Before them the room stood, plush and cozy. All it needed to complete the country-house look was a fireplace.


  But no fire was needed to provide heat. Her imagination was taking care of that. From where she stood at the foot of the bed, her eyes traveled up the wide and generously pillowed expanse. Oh, Lord, the bed . . .


  "So what do you have in your bag?" she asked in a brightly forced voice. She gave his tote's strap a tug, but he held tight.


  "Uh-unh. Let's see yours, too." His voice sounded huskier than before.


  "Okay. We'll take turns. But you go first."


  He gave her a sideways glance, then rested his tote on the edge of the bed and unzipped it. "Okay, first item." Humor overlaid the deeper note in his voice. He produced a chrysanthemum stem with three perfect yellow blooms on it and held it out to her.


  "Where in the world did you find flowers?"


  "That wasn't so hard. The hard part was packing it."


  She giggled a little, and inexplicably, her nervousness eased.


  "I tried for roses, but there must have been a run on them. Some sort of romantic epidemic hitting the city."


  "This is lovely. I love yellow chrysanthemums."


  "I know. I remember the flowers by your front walk."


  She couldn't say anything to that, so she leaned across the corner of the bed and kissed him lightly. She heard his quick intake of breath, and backed up hastily.


  "Your turn," he ordered.


  Opening the bag, she gave a quick laugh. "Nothing so frivolous as flowers."


  "Jeans? Is this something kinky I should know about?"


  Despite his teasing note, she felt her cheeks warming. "They're for tomorrow."


  "Tomorrow. Ah, I see." He said that as if thinking of tomorrow somehow betrayed today - or tonight. "I suppose you're planning to be incognito when we leave in the morning."


  "At least inconspicuous," she said more sharply than she'd intended.


  He gave her an unreadable look, then reached into his bag. It was a clear nonverbal change of subject.


  "Next, we have one bottle of white wine. Chilled to perfection, thanks to its recent sojourn in the Chicago night air."


  Back to teasing. She was glad. Tonight she wanted to forget the differences between them. Tonight, at least this one night, was to explore this other thing between them.


  "One blouse, to match the jeans," she responded, keeping her voice light. She caught an expression in his eyes she couldn't interpret, then it was gone and he was pulling out his next item.


  Their respective piles of purchases grew on the bed. To her deodorant, toothbrush and toothpaste, new underwear and socks, he answered with a pair of wineglasses, a pillar candle, speakers for a music player, a box of chocolates and a fluffy bath sheet she could easily imagine would accommodate two. It was almost as if he'd read her mind back on that sidewalk when she'd imagined a winter's night with him.


  "Geez, aren't you ever romantic, Bette?"


  Even with his eyes glinting at her and his voice rough with the combination of laughter and desire, she found herself chafing at the comment. So she'd considered tomorrow morning. So she'd given some forethought to the practicalities of staying overnight in a hotel. So she wasn't the kind who thought only of the moment. So she wasn't what Paul, with his music and wine and flowers, considered romantic.


  Unthinkingly, she reached into her nearly empty bag and yanked out the small foil package.


  Even before Paul's eyes went to what was in her hand, then came back to meet hers, she knew what she held.


  Everything else between them, the humor, the irritation and the tension, flowed away in a wash of awareness. The need that had brought them to this place surged through her, and, she knew from the sudden tautness of his stance, through him, also.


  "On second thought, I withdraw that question."


  She couldn't help but react to the low note in his voice.


  Hers shook a little, but she got the words out. "I believe in being prepared."


  She couldn't believe that with all the heat of desire flaring between them, amusement still lingered in his eyes.


  Without a word, he reached into his bag and withdrew something, which he then held out for her inspection. Four packets just like hers.


  "Four? Four!" And she understood now how he mixed the humor and the desire, because she simultaneously wanted the release of laughter and craved the tormenting pleasure of his hands.


  "I believe in being prepared, too."


  "For what, a harem?"


  He made a sound deep in his throat, only half a chuckle. The other half was declaration and question, rolled into one. One corner of her mouth lifted, as she let her eyes answer the rest.


  Tossing the packets haphazardly toward the nightstand behind him, he reached across the corner of the bed for her, pulling her to him.


  They'd been so careful about touching, and now, in kiss after kiss, she knew why.


  The lightning she'd imagined in his eyes earlier was in their bodies, jolting from one to the other at each point of contact, Intensifying each time their lips came together, drawing power when his mouth roamed across her throat, her shoulders, her abdomen. Releasing energy in a line of fire through her when his tongue plunged into her mouth with deep, instinctive significance. She arched beneath him, hardly knowing how they'd come to be on the bed instead of beside it.


  Fingers fretted with buttons. His shirt was jerked off and tossed aside. Her blouse was opened and skimmed away by urgent hands. He cupped her breasts, his gentleness straining against ungentle desires. She felt the delicious rasp of lace and his hand against her flesh, and knew how right this was.


  She wanted more. She wanted his mouth on her, as it had been that moonlit night in her garage. It was almost as if the weeks between had disappeared, and this was a simple, natural continuation of the desire they'd felt then. Or maybe it was an unending desire, always there, a lightning waiting only to be tapped.


  Then his mouth was around her, open, wetting the lace and hardening her nipple to an exquisite ache, and she had no mind for thought, no room for remembered sensation because there was only now. This moment.


  She stroked his shoulders, wanting to imprint the smooth, strong feel of them into her hands. He suckled, and she gasped with the pleasure. Then he added to it with fingers that stroked and circled her other breast.


  Air came in gasps for both of them when he trailed his mouth lower, tracing the curve of her ribs, taking a nibbling bite at the side of her waist.


  The tickling made her want to laugh, but she didn't have the breath for it.


  She'd never realized laughter and lust could be so closely allied; they certainly never had been for her before. No, it took Paul to show her this, to show her that the lightness of laughter didn't have to be eclipsed by the dark passion pulling at them. Not when the laughter was such an integral part of what they had together, not when the passion was strong enough.


  Oh, Lord, it was strong enough.


  He flicked open the waist of her skirt, and hauled down the zipper so the material rode over her hips. Not satisfied, he slid one hand lower, under the hem, and skimmed up her thigh and beyond to the top of her pantyhose, then immediately started back, dragging the hosiery along. She'd barely helped free her legs from the encumbrance when he was tugging at her panties and slip all at once. He clearly intended her to be naked as quickly as possible.


  Naked. The word sparked an image of blue froth, carefully saved for last in their game of show-and-tell.


  "Wait." She gasped the demand, so it sounded more of a plea. Only a small part of her recognized the way he froze.


  "Wait?"


  Fighting the weight of desire, her eyes opened wide as she understood he was questioning more than the word. As he had in her garage, he let her see the desire and longing in his eyes, but also the question. He was leaving it up to her. She could stop this.


  "No." She shook her head quickly, hoping to make him see he'd misunderstood. "I have one more thing to show you."


  "To show me?" His question was followed by a grumbling curse that didn't entirely mask his relief. But he let her remove herself from his hold, and she dived for the tote at the end of the bed, extracting the negligee. As she stood, her loosened skirt slid lower on her hips and with an impatient twist, she sent it to the floor. Feeling a little shy, yet not really self-conscious, she held the floating material up to her, resting the straps at her shoulders.


  "See?"


  Oh, yes, he saw.


  Oh, God, yes, he saw.


  He swore to himself that he would never again make the mistake of thinking Bette was not romantic. She was romantic enough to just about kill him, and all she had to do was stand two feet in front of him holding up a bit of filmy material.


  Through the sheer fabric he saw the lace of her bra, he saw the wetness he'd added to it, he saw the straining points he'd felt against his hands and mouth. And he could see her, smooth and pale beneath it. Lower, the draping skirt of the gown revealed the paleness of her simple, straight slip. Beneath the layers of material he knew what he would find there, too: heated silk.


  If she put on that blue torment now, so that he caught glimpses of her with more than his imagination, he'd want to rip it off her.


  But he also saw her eyes. The gown meant something to her.


  "I, uh, I could put it on."


  He swallowed hard. "I'd like to see it."


  "Now?"


  He knew damn well he wanted to delay seeing her in that material seduction, at least delay to some moment when he might stand half a chance of appreciating it.


  But what did she want? He'd thought he knew, and he'd been prepared to give it to her, no matter what it cost him. But from that last question and from the heated look in her eyes, he wasn't so sure.


  "What?"


  She glanced down at the blue sheerness she held then back at him. "Do you have to see it right now or could it maybe wait until, uh . . . later? I mean, if you really want to see it now of course I could put it on, but -"


  He ground out something he wasn't sure made any sense and yanked down the rumpled bedspread, far enough that it slid slowly off the foot of the bed along with most of their purchases.


  "Later's good," he got out as he reached for her. With a smile that managed to melt his bones and harden his muscles, she sent the gown spinning in the same general direction.


  "Later," she agreed on a breath shivered against his neck.


  They stripped each other of their remaining clothes with fervent, unsubtle movements.


  Her hands were cold at first, with the lingering chill of outdoors and perhaps nerves. Don't rush her, he reminded himself. Then gasped at her fingers' contact against his stomach, his abdomen, his hips. But it was a gasp of pleasured torture.


  Who was rushing whom? He figured it was only fair her hands and her feet were cold, because the rest of her was burning up. He could feel the heat of her under his hands, like waves off a sunstruck sidewalk in July. And he craved it, absorbed it, matched it with his own.


  With her hands and feet like small, smooth slips of ice being dragged along his skin, he relished the contrast to his own temperature. Told himself that maybe this way he'd slow down enough to have some control. And when her hands and feet passed the comfortable stage and became coals, stoking the fire that already raged in his flesh, he knew he'd never needed anything the way he needed that stoking.


  Still, he wasn't fool enough to have her help with the contents of the packets spilled on the nightstand. A fire stoked too high could burn itself out.


  They tumbled across the bed, a tangle of arms and legs that drew a dual chuckle reverberating into a groan of need. A hip grinding into a hip, an elbow catching across a shoulder, a knee digging into a thigh. But then, somehow, amid the sounds of frustration, amusement and passion, the parts came into alignment.


  It wasn't the slow, tender introduction he'd envisioned in aching detail for days, weeks on end. But it was right. Utterly, undeniably right.


  He thrust into her welcoming warmth, faster than he'd intended, slower than he wanted. He went still, his eyes squeezing tight in an exultation he'd never known. Then the pressure inside forced him to move.


  He felt her body adjust, accept, and another wave of sensation struck him. It flashed across his mind that this sensation flowed not from his nerve endings to his brain, but from somewhere deep inside him to where his skin met hers. He opened his eyes and locked with hers.


  They were deep, deep blue. Bottomless and soft. The way they tugged at him took him off balance. No way to hold back against them . . . no way. He could fall into those eyes and keep falling. He was falling.


  "Bette."


  He whispered the name as his hips surged against hers, the pull of the rhythm too strong to resist, the beat that guided than too insistent to ignore. It rocked them when they strained together, it echoed through them as they slipped away from each other, it amplified as they rushed together once more, closer, ever closer. They pulsed with it. It might have been a heartbeat of something alive, magnified to roar in their ears.


  He heard other sounds added to it. Her voice, stripped of the crisp coolness, only the spice and fire remaining. Cries to him, for him. His own call of her name, encouraging, invoking.


  He cupped her buttocks, drawing her closer, straining to have her take all he had, to fill her ever more completely. Her cry turned sharp and triumphant. The thundering beat shuddered again through his taut-strung muscles one last, frenzied time.


  
    * * *

  


  IT WAS QUIET. Except for their breathing. He heard his own harsh intake and her no steadier exhalation. She'd have an easier time if he took all his weight off her instead of remaining half-covering her the way he'd collapsed.


  He didn't move. Not sure if he could, and certain he didn't want to. Macho, maybe, but even after what they'd just experienced, he relished the continued sense of possession from being connected this way.


  What was this feeling, this draw to her, this need for her?


  It frightened him - he admitted that - but it also attracted him, a magnet bringing him nearer to something he'd always avoided. Now, too weak with satisfaction and contentment to fight the idea, the suspicion floated into his mind that as much as he might try to dig his heels in against it, he wouldn't be able to stop his progress toward the pole she represented. Right now, he couldn't even find it in himself to care.


  Soft and even, her breathing soothed him. She was asleep. A powerful sense of protectiveness swept into him; she trusted him enough to give herself up to him, then to give herself up to sleep in his arms.


  He recognized the dangerous, sharp edges of this emotion. He even knew, at some level, how it could shred his independent life.


  So where shall we stay? One question, five words. That was all it had taken to blow his control to hell. So much for waiting until he knew what he was getting into. He was in, and he still didn't know.


  He shifted slightly. Not away, but freeing her ribs of all but the weight of his arm. He thought that under the sigh of skin against sheets, he detected a breath from her. Perhaps relief, but he wanted to think it was also regret at even this minute distance. He pulled the rumpled covers over their cooling bodies.


  The emotion he'd reined in from the time she'd said yes in his office was loose. He might soar with it now, but could he haul it back under control later?


  
    * * *

  


  BETTE WOKE UP with no confusion. She didn't even need to open her eyes to know where she was or whose arms held her, whose legs weighed hers down, whose breath stirred her hair and whose shoulder pillowed her cheek.


  She knew.


  A powerful, potent drug this lust could be. It lulled her from the tenets of a lifetime, so that as she rested in the circle of Paul's arms, she found herself thinking not of the future, but of the past. The immediate, incredible past.


  She felt her cheeks warming, not in embarrassment but in renewed desire.


  He wasn't a smooth lover, or particularly gentle. But he was thorough. And powerful. The glimpses she'd had of his sensuality hadn't prepared her for the whole. She was honest enough with herself to admit that if they had, she might still be running.


  Although he'd given her chances to run. She thought of the moments he'd hesitated long enough to let his eyes ask her if she wanted to back out. Not once, but twice.


  A slight frown of concentration tightened muscles in her forehead. She had the impression a pattern was there somewhere, a pattern she hadn't recognized yet. What was it?


  Still sleeping, Paul shifted, drawing her closer and making a low sound against her hair. Her eyes opened, the frown disappearing as her mouth curved.


  Patterns and contemplation could wait. If she'd learned one thing tonight, it was the power of the moment. Under Paul's touch, now was the only time that existed for her.


  The room was softly aglow from a single shaded lamp on the nightstand. Sometime while she slept, he must have gotten up and switched off the other lights. How long had she slept? She really didn't care. Still night, she thought. The drapes showed no crack of morning light and the city seemed hushed beyond them.


  The light burnished his skin and the blaze of hair, darker than on his head and arms but still with a glint no one would confuse with brown. It trailed the valley between his ribs only to disappear under a tangle of covers at his waist. Their earlier urgency had left no time to contemplate and explore his body.


  Her fingers lightly dusted along the tickling cover of hair. She lifted her head, and considered the form that had pillowed hers.


  He was beautiful.


  His eyes still closed in sleep, his personality for once stood second to his physical presence. His shoulders were broad, his torso narrowed to taut waist and slim hips, though she knew the power those sleek lines could produce. A swimmer's body, rather than a weightlifter's, she thought. Strength without bulk, hardness without display.


  She bent, putting her lips to the flat brown disk where the dusting of hair grew thinner. She let her tongue taste it, taste him, and felt the response - in him, and in herself.


  He muttered something she chose to take as encouragement. When her stronger ministrations brought his hands to her hair, holding her tightly against him, she knew she'd been right. Tension hummed along his skin, a vibration that communicated itself to her through her tongue and lips.


  His hands tugged at her, drawing her over his body, holding her shoulders above him.


  "Bette, let me kiss you. Open your mouth to me."


  The kiss started as a gentle one, then deepened and quickened to pulse with a beat she recognized and welcomed. Paul's hands clenched hard around her upper arms, then purposefully loosened, and the kiss eased back to tenderness.


  He parted their mouths, and hitched himself to a sitting position against the padded headboard. Still lost in the kiss and her sense of loss that it had ended, she allowed herself to be twisted and adjusted until she sat back against his chest with his arms around her, the covers up to her shoulders.


  "Are you okay?" His lips followed the question with a whispery touch to her temple.


  The question and the concern of voice and touch surprised her.


  "Fine," she said first. Then amended it to, "Wonderful." And turned to kiss his chin.


  "Really? I was rather rough. And in a hurry."


  She tilted her head to see his eyes. He wasn't searching for reassurance on his performance, but was truly concerned.


  "Yes, you were," she answered slowly, remembering. "And it was wonderful."


  The concern in his eyes lessened, but didn't leave.


  "You're sure you're okay?"


  She kissed his throat, just under his jaw, then nipped at it before kissing the spot once more. "I'm sure. Though I might be a little sore . . ."


  He grinned. "You know what they say is the best cure for sore muscles?"


  "What's that?"


  "Use them."


  "Ah, why'd I have a feeling you'd say that?"


  "Because great minds think alike?"


  "I don't think that was it."


  "Because you'd heard that wisdom before?"


  "Not that, either."


  "Because you've known that I've been fantasizing about you for nearly a month now?"


  It was odd the things that could catch you off guard. "Fantasizing? About me?" She wasn't a woman to spark fantasies. Respect, yes. Maybe even admiration. But fantasies?


  He must have heard her disbelief. He placed a hand on each side of her head and turned her so she had to see the utter conviction in his eyes. "You better believe it, Bette Wharton. Fantasizing hot and heavy."


  Feeling part of him harden against her hip lent credence to his statement.


  "Like what?" She could feel her cheeks burning under his hands, and this time there was embarrassment mixed with the desire. She couldn't believe she'd asked the question, but she sure as hell wasn't going to stop the answer.


  "I have one where you come to my office." His voice sounded husky, but his eyes didn't leave hers. He cleared his throat. "It's late. The building's empty. And you walk in the door, unexpectedly and . . ." His hesitation let her heated imagination fill in details that gathered her blood, hot and heavy, in her breasts and loins. "And we make love on the couch. Long, slow, lingering love."


  "I have one too," she murmured. "A fantasy." She didn't know where she got the bravery. Unless it was from him.


  "Tell me."


  "There's a boathouse where my parents live. They bought the house years ago to retire to. We used to go there for vacations, even when I was a girl." She was explaining too much, she knew, but she couldn't help it. She wasn't accustomed to this. "I've fantasized about making love in this tiny, private boathouse. It would be warm and dark, and so beautiful. But I never could see the man's face." Still, she'd known it would be the face of the man she'd love for all her life.


  "Can you see the man's face now?"


  He had needs, too. If she hadn't known it before, if he'd tried to hide it before, it was there between them now. Could she say no, and hurt him that way? Could she say yes, and hurt herself?


  "I -" Paul's face swam before her in a shimmer of tears. "I think maybe I can."


  Their lips met.


  This time he wasn't rough. Or in a hurry, though she witnessed the cost of his patience in muscles that quivered and tendons gone tense. She would have spared him that, in fact tried to tempt him beyond it, rolling her hips in invitation. But he resisted, tempting her instead.


  His mouth and hands and skin were a sensual abrasion, traveling lower and deeper across her sensitized skin. And in the end, she succumbed, falling first and fast as he found her moist warmth and brought there the beat they'd perfected before.


  She fell a second time when he joined her, but this was slower and deeper, and all the more wonderful because she watched him, his face rapt and taut, follow her to the ascent, and then over.


  They lay as they had collapsed, too exhausted, too sated to move. When his voice came, it seemed to float between them.


  "I have one question."


  "Hmm?" Forming a word took too much energy.


  "Don't your parents live outside Phoenix?"


  "Uh-huh."


  "A boathouse? In Arizona?"


  She poked at his ribs and got a muffled chuckle in reward. "Shows all you know. Yes, a boathouse in Arizona. There's a lake with sailing and swimming and everything. Mom and Dad have lakefront property, and a little, enclosed boathouse."


  He seemed to accept that. After a minute or two, he mentioned in an offhand way, "You know I have this other fantasy, too." He stroked his palm over her skin, from hip, over fanny, waist, back, shoulder and neck, then back down. "And for this one we don't have to go to Arizona, or even leave the hotel. We only have to move about ten feet to accomplish it."


  He drew her up, disregarding her halfhearted protests, and she saw they were heading for the bathroom.


  "It has to do with being hot and wet and close," he murmured into her ear before stooping to snag the bath sheet from the tumble of objects at the foot of the bed. A froth of royal blue wove in among the other items. "Are you ever going to show me this nightgown?"


  She stifled a throaty chuckle. "I did show it to you, remember?"


  "I meant on you, this time."


  "I thought you had a fantasy you wanted to show me first."


  He looked from her to the gown swirled at their feet, then back to her.


  "Will you promise to show it to me later?"


  "Later," she promised. "Much later."


   


  
    Chapter Nine

  

  


   


  SINCE HIS PURCHASES hadn't run to such necessities as a clean shirt or a change of underwear, their first stop late Saturday morning was Paul's Evanston apartment.


  Bette immediately liked the four-story red-brick building with the general air of solidity. At this time of year, with the leaves gone from the neighborhood's many trees, his top-floor apartment's bay window gave a glimpse of the lake a few blocks away.


  But the view was one of the few things that could be said for the near-barren living room. A door topped a pair of file cabinets and held a computer and accoutrements. Brick-and-board shelves for books, an old TV and mismatched stereo equipment. A rugged old couch and one side chair. That was it.


  A leaden mass formed in her stomach. It was all too clearly a reflection of the resident. The landing place of someone who wanted to be prepared to take off again.


  "Not quite as homey as your place, huh?"


  He sounded almost defensive as he stood just inside the door and waved her in, and she didn't have the heart to agree as wholeheartedly as she might have otherwise. "No." Searching for something else to say, she added, "It's a nice neighborhood, Paul."


  "Yeah," he agreed, brightening. "It is. Here's the kitchen." His gesture took in a cubicle as Spartan as the living room, although its 1940s-style appliances looked considerably less used than the living room furniture. "I eat out a lot," he explained.


  "And the bath." It was mostly screened from view by towels and shirts hanging from door corners, shower curtain rod and doorknobs, but it appeared to be the same vintage as the kitchen.


  "And the bedroom." A king-size mattress and box spring sat on the bare wooden floor with the pillows and comforter rumpled from the last time he'd used them. A canvas-covered director's chair at one side held a clock radio and a stack of books on its seat. She suspected that under the pile of clothes on the opposite side of the bed resided the chair's twin. A tiny dresser stood next to a closed closet door. "Not much storage space," he muttered. "Closet barely holds the suits and stuff, so the other things . . ." He shrugged.


  "That's the tour, complete in thirty-four seconds, no need to tip the tour conductor."


  He smiled a little lopsidedly, and she couldn't resist leaning in as they stood in the doorway of his bedroom and kissing the corner of his mouth. Immediately, she felt embarrassed by the gesture. They'd shared a night of passion, but affection was something else.


  "I'll . . . I'll wait out here while you get your things," she said, trying to make her retreat to the living room seem less like scuttling than it felt.


  "I kind of thought -" He broke off, but she saw him glance from his rumpled bed to her and back, and she had a pretty good idea what he'd thought. She didn't mind the thought, but hadn't a clue how to express that. But he obviously took her hesitation as a no. "Okay. This shouldn't take long. I've just got to find some clean things." He turned into the bedroom, then back. "I ought to stop by the cleaners and take some of this stuff in, too."


  She hid a smile. The cleaners were going to make a small fortune. "Okay."


  She wandered around the living room, looking at his eclectic mix of books, absently noting that the papers spread out by the computer dealt with his business, and looked professional and detailed.


  Sounds from the bedroom finally drew her back. She'd pretended not to notice when he swept the bathroom clean by heaping clothes and towels into his arms. Now he'd formed a pile in the middle of the bedroom floor, and with his back to her, was busy searching out additions for it.


  The search entailed digging through the layers on the chair with as much care as an archaeologist. He apparently hadn't found a shirt to his liking yet, because he wore none. But he'd put on a pair of jeans. Snug jeans that curved tautly over his derriere.


  Bette swallowed. Heat ran through her system with deliberate speed, melting away the awkward shyness and the quiet protests of sore muscles.


  She could slip into the room, sneak up behind him, mold her palms to the shape of the seat of those jeans, then rub up to the bare skin of his back, across the muscled width of his shoulders, and down again. Her fingers would snag in the waistband of his jeans on the return trip, maybe delve inside a bit, enough to feel the smooth hard skin.


  Just before she pushed him too hard with her teasing touch, the split second before he would have to turn and tumble her into the bed, she would pull her fingers away and send her hands once more on their downward path to where they had begun. Only this time they'd go farther, around to -


  Bette gasped and jerked at the shrill bleat just over her head, but Paul didn't even turn around.


  "Get the buzzer, will you? Michael said something about stopping by today."


  She held one steadying hand over her heart as she used the other to press the button that released the ground-floor door. She opened the apartment door.


  Quick footsteps echoed up the stairs, along with a grim mutter about people stupid enough to live on the fourth floor without an elevator, then a young woman's head topped the stair railing. As soon as she made the turn and spotted Bette, she started talking.


  "Who are you?" she asked with open curiosity.


  Bette didn't need to ask the return question. The crown of chestnut hair, the sparkle in gray-green eyes and the energetic grace of her casually clad body proclaimed the young woman to be Paul's sister.


  When she grinned, abruptly and blindingly, the likeness was startling.


  "Never mind," she instructed, just as Bette opened her mouth for a neutral reply. "I know who you are. Mom told me all about you. And the pumpkins."


  She managed to make the latter sound wicked and depraved, or maybe that was just Bette's conscience. Here she had been thinking lascivious thoughts about a man when his kid sister must have been just outside the building. It made her feel illogically guilty. Had her sister-in-law, Claire, ever had such thoughts about her brother, Ronald? Oh, she knew they had two kids and all, but did Claire really have those kinds of thoughts about Ronald?


  A giggle tickled her throat, and that made her feel guiltier. Get hold of yourself, Bette.


  "Hello, I'm Bette Wharton, a friend of Paul's. You must be Judi."


  Judi shook her extended hand with enthusiasm and studied her. They stood just about eye to eye. Judi Monroe had a lithe athlete's body encased in sweatpants and three layers of shirts, a free-fall tumble of hair and a mobile, restless face. She looked very, very young, and Bette experienced a renewed wash of guilt. What interpretation would this girl put on the situation, finding her here in her brother's apartment?


  "Geez, count on Paul to bring you here for a rendezvous!"


  Bette gasped. "No -"


  Judi went on, pitching her voice to reach the brother she obviously expected to be in the other room.


  "Paul, couldn't you have taken her someplace better than this. You should have a little more class." She shook her head in disgust as she swung a heavily loaded backpack off her shoulders and onto the desk, then called out again. "And some imagination!"


  "No. You don't understand. He didn't - This isn't -"


  Bette caught herself in time from adding the "what it seems" cliché, but still couldn't find much of an explanation. Perhaps because part of her cried out to defend Paul, to say just how classy and imaginative and romantic and downright passionate he could be.


  Only that was the last thing she ought to be telling his younger sister.


  "We stopped by to pick up some, uh, papers. That's all. We weren't -"


  Judi glanced back with one eyebrow raised. "You weren't?"


  The wild thought occurred to Bette that the younger woman sounded disappointed.


  Through some sense beyond the normal five, she became aware of Paul.


  Turning, she found him lounging in the doorway to his bedroom not far behind her, and she had to fight the urge to go to him and put her head on his shoulder and let him deal with this whole awkward situation.


  "Damn! Why not? What the hell's the matter with you, Paul?"


  "Judith Marie." Paul's voice held censure. "Stop swearing. You know how Mom feels about that."


  Bette looked from brother to sister in amazement. That's what he was responding to?


  "Sorry," his sister apologized absently. "Dorm talk. But how about this other stuff? Why aren't you -?"


  "Shut up, Judi." It was mild but effective. "It's none of your business. Quit embarrassing Bette."


  Judi looked stricken for an instant, then contrite. She turned wide eyes on Bette. "Did I? Embarrass you? I didn't mean to. Sometimes my mouth just gets away from me. I'm sorry."


  Bette met her look and started to formulate routine words of denial to smooth over the situation. Instead, she found herself telling the truth. "You did embarrass me a little. Maybe startled me is more accurate."


  Judi nodded. "I do that to people sometimes. I forget what I'm saying, and what I'm thinking just comes out. I really am sorry."


  Bette smiled. "It's fine. Don't worry about it."


  Judi's returning smile seemed to light the room. "Thanks!"


  Paul cleared his throat in a way that made Bette flick a look at him. Did those changeable eyes of his hold an added emotion? "So, Judi, what brings you here today?"


  "I came to use your computer. I've got a Russian history paper due Monday, and your keyboard's better than my laptop. Especially the way I type."


  Her eyes slid past her brother. Bette wondered if she could see the bed and would draw incorrect conclusions from its state. With Judi's next words, Bette knew she could and she had.


  "But if I'm in the way . . ." Judi let it hang.


  Paul was looking at Bette. All she had to do was make the smallest sign and he'd get rid of his sister. She knew that. An afternoon spent the way they'd spent the previous night had definite appeal, but someone who balked at checking into a hotel without luggage wasn't about to make such a clear declaration in front of Paul's younger sister.


  "Of course not," Bette supplied. It wasn't exactly her place to issue the invitation, but apparently Paul wasn't about to. "Your brother was going to show me some real estate in the area. We just stopped off here to get some clothes -" She ignored the choked sound of laughter from behind her. " - that he has to take to the cleaners," she added with emphasis.


  Paul sighed gustily enough that Bette thought she could feel his breath stir her hair. She glared at him, but he ignored it, telling his sister with some disgust, "All right, you can stay here and use the computer. I guess we're going to be leaving soon."


  Judi's face lit with the smile that was so like Paul's. "Thanks. That's great. It's a killer paper, so this will really help." She widened her eyes in a soulful look. "In fact, I'll probably be here well into the night, so -"


  "Don't you have a date tonight?" Paul interrupted sternly.


  "Nope. This paper's really important, so I decided to work all weekend on it. I won't even go back to the dorm for dinner, so -"


  "No. Absolutely not." Paul was adamant.


  "No, what?" Bette asked, confused.


  "This human vacuum cleaner in the guise of my sister intends to sit around my apartment eating all day, and then she was going to try to wheedle us into bringing back some dinner tonight," he explained, all the while frowning at Judi, who appeared not a bit abashed.


  Even if his comments to Michael and Grady hadn't forewarned Bette, she would have known that this fencing between brother and sister was some sort of sibling routine. She and Ronald had had enough of their own verbal tugs-of-war for her to spot the similarity.


  "How many meals did you get out of Michael while he was in the area this week?"


  "Two. But I just thought tonight maybe a pizza or some Chinese, if you had a chance -"


  "No."


  "That doesn't seem so unreasonable, Paul," objected Bette. "Remember how it was when you were in school and you had to eat the horrible cafeteria stuff and there was never enough money to buy real food? It hasn't been so long ago that you've forgotten, has it?"


  The sound she heard might have been him grinding his teeth, but Judi's look was radiant. Feeling like a successful conspirator, she flashed the young woman a grin before turning an innocent face to Paul. He wasn't fooled.


  "All right, you two. All right. You make it sound as if I'm a hundred-and-seventy-year-old miser," he said with mock grouchiness. Bette had to admire his performance, though his eyes gave him away. "I know I can't win when the two of you gang up on me. Women!"


  He lounged back into the bedroom, grumbling about women and being eaten out of house and home.


  "C'mon," Judi invited Bette. "Let's see what he's got to eat."


  Bette wasn't hungry after the elaborate room service breakfast Paul had ordered, but she couldn't resist Judi's grin. Soon Judi was perched on the counter eating graham crackers and Bette was leaning against the refrigerator with a soft drink, listening to the younger woman's account of her recent dating travails.


  Despite the somber note of the tale, Bette found herself wanting to smile.


  She'd missed this, the exchanging of confidences between women. She'd lost touch with so many of her friends because of the demands of school and then her business. Even with Darla, most of the conversation and confidences centered around business.


  It was refreshing to talk about something else. For a moment she even had the uncharacteristic urge to start exchanging opinions on clothes or hair.


  "This is nice," Judi said with a satisfied sigh, as if her mind had been running along the same lines. "It's hard to talk to most of my friends because we all hang out in the same group and you never know when one of them is going to turn around and start dating some guy you've been talking about. I've always wished I had a sister."


  "Me, too," Bette admitted with a smile. "Although I've got a pretty good brother."


  "Oh, I do, too," said Judi, leaving no doubt she meant it. "He puts on a big front, but he's a marshmallow underneath. He and his friends - Have you met Michael and Grady? Yes? They were great to me growing up. It was like having three older brothers. But sometimes you just don't want to be 'one of the guys.' It might have been different if Tris had been around more, even though she's seven years older. But her family moved away when I was about seven, and when she came back for college the three guys were always around, too, so that meant no girl talk. Sometimes I thought I'd go nuts if I heard one more word about sports." She sighed gustily. "You're lucky you met Paul in October."


  "Am I?"


  "Yeah, the baseball season's over - at least for the Cubs - otherwise he'd have you out at Wrigley Field every day. You do know that about him, don't you? He's a baseball fanatic."


  "He seems to come by it honestly, since your father loves the game so much."


  Judi looked at her a little strangely. "Yeah, Dad likes baseball, too, but . . ." Bette saw the moment Judi decided to trust her. "But I think Walter Mulholland hating it might have more to do with Paul's feelings."


  "Walter Mulholland? Your grandfather?"


  How strange, and how cold-sounding to refer to your grandfather that way. Paul had done the same thing that night at Mama Artemis's.


  "Yeah. Mom's father. Hard to believe they were related. He didn't pay much attention to me, since I was just a kid - I was only ten when he died - and a girl on top of it. But he and Paul . . ." She grimaced. "I can remember them going round and round. Walter Mulholland storming and laying down the law, and Paul standing there, not saying much except an occasional no."


  She shifted position as though the counter had grown harder.


  "I remember sitting on the steps, listening to Walter shouting at Paul that he would do what he was supposed to or he would no longer be a member of the family. I must have been about six, and I thought he really could make it so Paul wasn't my brother. I was sitting there crying when Paul found me. He took me up and tucked me into bed, and he told me that nothing could make him not be my brother anymore - unless I broke another of his clipper ship models."


  Judi's chuckle sounded as if it had slipped past a lump in her throat. "He said Walter wanted to plot out his life, and he wasn't going to let that happen. He said he'd be damned if he'd go to Walter Mulholland's Ivy League alma mater. And if the old man wanted to disinherit him for that, fine."


  "But your parents . . ." The sentence trailed off because Bette didn't know how to finish it. She ached for the young Paul, yet her relationship with her own grandfather had been so warm and loving, how could she understand this?


  "They pretty much stayed out of it. They stood their ground sometimes - like refusing to send Paul to military school - but Dad especially never understood why Paul said no to all those things. Ivy League schools and law school, joining the firm, making lots of money and buying a big house. He still doesn't understand. He was awfully poor growing up, and I guess that's the life he'd dreamed of, so he thought for sure Paul would want it, too. Does that make sense?"


  Bette wasn't sure.


  "Hey, are you ready?" Paul's voice, a bit muffled, came from the living room.


  When they came out of the kitchen, they saw the cause: a stack of clothing that loaded his arms down to below waist level and reached as high as his nose.


  Bette met Judi's sparkling eyes and they both broke up, perhaps partly as a release from the serious turn of their conversation. If they'd started to form a bond during the talk in the kitchen, the shared laughter now strengthened it.


  "All right, you two, quit giggling and somebody open the door. Before I drop this stuff." He raised his eyebrows over the top of the stack in a way that brought on renewed laughter from the two women. "You know, Judi, the sooner we leave, the sooner we can come back with some dinner."


  Judi promptly opened the door with exaggerated solicitude, declaring solemnly, "Never let it be said I was immune to bribery."


  All the way down the stairs, they could hear the echo of her chuckles. When a small sound escaped Bette, Paul muttered, "Traitor" and glared over the top of the pile. But she wasn't fooled, and the clothing didn't muffle all of his laughter.


  
    * * *

  


  "HEY, I LIKE this one," Paul said as he pulled up to the curb in front of a Dutch Colonial. The front lawn sported an open-house sign decorated with yellow balloons. "Looks like we saved the best for last."


  "Mmm."


  He grinned to himself at the small sound Bette made as they headed up the front walk.


  Earlier, when she'd talked about having a house-searching schedule, he'd persuaded her to spend the afternoon looking in suburbs strung north along the lake.


  Thoughts of why it was important for her to consider living nearer him were pushed away, just as he'd done with last night's questions about what he'd gotten himself into. Instead, he focused on overcoming her arguments about this not being her target area. When he finally resorted to asking what harm it could do and she gave in, he'd wondered if he'd gone crazy to actually instigate spending his Saturday looking at houses.


  The surprise came when he enjoyed himself.


  With no intentions of ever buying, he'd never considered what he would want in a house. But this afternoon he discovered opinions he'd had no idea he harbored.


  Also, he found pleasure in watching Bette at each house, analyzing and weighing. It wasn't his way. But on her it looked good.


  As they wandered through the Dutch Colonial's rooms, he felt something expanding in his chest until, standing in the otherwise deserted basement watching Bette frown at the monster-shaped furnace, he pulled her into his arms.


  "Paul!" Her small squawk of protest sounded breathless enough to be encouraging.


  He lowered his mouth to hers and felt a sunburst of pleasure when she immediately parted her lips in welcome. Backing her up, a slow, kissing step at a time, he pressed her against the smooth surface of the washing machine. She was gripping him, letting him know she wanted more closeness, too. God, how could anything feel so good? Rubbing against her, he marveled how her softness hardened him.


  "Paul!" This gasp held enough true urgency that he lifted his head from where he'd been following the open collar of her shirt. "Somebody's coming!"


  At her words, the world beyond the two of them returned, and he heard footsteps on the basement stairs. Together they shifted their clothes into order before the people coming down the stairs reached the bottom. Another matter, however, required more time to adjust.


  The newcomers nodded a greeting, casting them doubtful looks as they started their survey of the basement. Keeping his back to the room, Paul pretended great interest in the washer and dryer. Hoping it would help, he changed position as if to see behind the appliances.


  "I don't know about this venting system," he told Bette, trying to sound knowledgeable.


  "Maybe," she started, with a chuckle underlying her words, "it's the coupling that's causing the problem."


  He tried to glare, but couldn't hold in the laughter. The other house hunters stayed strictly on the opposite side of the basement before leaving hurriedly.


  "C'mon, you troublemaker, let's go upstairs before you get me in real trouble," Paul ordered.


  They accomplished the rest of the tour in companionable silence, thanking the real estate agent as they headed out.


  "The hardwood floors are great, aren't they?" he said as they reached the car.


  "They need refinishing."


  "It has a terrific yard."


  "The taxes are high and they're scheduled to go up next year in this neighborhood."


  "Look at all the big old trees."


  "The furnace is awfully old."


  "And that screened porch is wonderful. You could put up a hammock in the corner and -"


  "I think the roof would need replacing in a couple years."


  "You could practically live out there all summer."


  "The kitchen is crying out for updating, and the second bathroom shows sign of moisture damage."


  "So you didn't like it?" He felt oddly deflated. It wasn't as if he had a stake in this. It wasn't as if it affected him what kind of house she bought. He turned the engine on and pulled away.


  "Of course I liked it. It's a charming, warm home. But it's much bigger than I'd need living alone. And looking ahead, there would be a lot of expenses keeping that kind of place up, Paul. Besides, I can't afford a house like that. I couldn't even afford a garage in these neighborhoods. Nobody can."


  "Well, somebody's buying in these neighborhoods, because the houses are getting sold."


  "Yes, but to two-income families. I'm buying on my own. And with one income, I need to look farther out, and in very specific neighborhoods."


  Why did she keep emphasizing that she was buying the house on her own, going to be living in it alone? Wasn't he supposed to show any interest? Was she trying to remind him it was none of his business?


  He accelerated from a stop sign with more force than necessary. He just wasn't wild about her moving farther out. It was a long enough trip as it was from his place to hers.


  Not that he had any expectation one way or the other about still seeing each other by the time she found a place and moved. But she'd certainly be farther from her work, and chances were she'd be farther from whomever she might be dating by then.


  He ignored the gnaw of acid in his stomach that came with that thought. Hungry, that was all. He was hungry.


  "So what do you want to get my ravenous sister for dinner?"


  "What?" Bette blinked at him as if her mind had been very far away. "Oh, dinner. I don't know. What does Judi like?"


  "Everything," he said with feeling.


  She laughed, and he felt his mood lightening.


  "Surely she demonstrated that while the two of you were in the kitchen."


  "Well, she did nibble on a thing or two."


  He snorted in disbelief. "Nibble? She eats with as much abandon as she talks - which reminds me, what were you two talking about so earnestly in the kitchen?"


  "Oh, girl stuff."


  "Like?" he pursued.


  "Dating. Clothes. Uh, men. Baseball. Families."


  "An interesting collection."


  Suddenly serious, she turned to face him. "She told me about your arguing with your grandfather about where you were going to school."


  He slanted a look at her, surprised at her intensity. "Does that bother you?"


  "It seems so sad. I loved my grandfather. He was a wonderful man. He had such dreams for me, for the whole family. He was always telling me how we would do wonderful things in this country, building our lives, our successes. I learned so much from him. He could see the family's success unfolding, step by step."


  If the steering wheel hadn't required both his hands right then, he might have taken her by the shoulders and shaken her.


  Yeah, she'd learned a lot from her grandfather, all right. She'd learned to sacrifice happiness today in hopes of success tomorrow.


  "I guess you could say the same thing for Walter Mulholland, Only I didn't fall for the indoctrination."


  "Indoctrination? It wasn't like that with my -"


  "As far as rebellions go," he cut off her protest, "it wasn't much, but the episode Judi told you about was my formal declaration of independence."


  She seemed to forget her earlier objection in concern for him. That shouldn't have warmed him so.


  "What happened, Paul?" she asked.


  "Not much, really. He had it all mapped out. Where I'd go to school. What I'd study. Where I'd get my law degree. How I'd fit into the firm. When and where I'd buy a house in the right neighborhood and memberships to the proper clubs. Who I'd marry - at least that she'd be 'our kind.' Hell, he probably had a schedule for our sex lives so he'd have a great-grandchild produced on order."


  Without looking at her, he could feel her eyes on him.


  Strange, he could also feel understanding in them.


  "I refused to go along. My senior year in high school, I turned down admission to his Ivy League choice and signed up to enroll at Northwestern instead. Not exactly a felony. But you would have thought so to hear Walter Mulholland. The old fool actually threatened to disinherit me, as if I gave a damn about his money." His laugh died abruptly. "I found Judi huddled on the stairs, crying her eyes out. She was just a baby, all skinny arms and skinned knees, and she thought he was kicking me out of the family or something."


  It sounded foolish spoken out loud after all these years. But the feelings were still raw and powerful. The anger. The determination. The triumph. Walking out as the old man ranted futilely.


  Then finding Judi, and knowing he was fighting for more than himself. He had to break free, so he could prevent her from being caught in Walter Mulholland's straitjacket.


  A staccato horn reminded him he'd been sitting at a stop sign too long for the patience of the driver behind them.


  He drove. And waited, wary of what Bette would say next. He didn't want questions. He wouldn't be able to take sympathy. He couldn't abide platitudes.


  The touch on his arm was light, fleeting. Perfect. He glanced at her and saw the smile she tried to produce. He felt a closeness to her that went beyond the physical.


  "You know, she still has skinny arms," Bette said.


  "What?"


  "Judi. She still has skinny arms. We should be thinking about what to feed her tonight."


  He slid the car into a parking spot amid Evanston shops and restaurants. Turning off the ignition, he twisted to face her, his knee touching hers. He wanted to kiss her. To take her face between his palms and let his tongue sink into the warmth and sweetness of her mouth. But he knew that would be only the start of what he wanted - and couldn't have, here on this downtown street.


  He contented himself with brushing the side of his thumb along the slant of her cheekbone, the tilt of her upper lip, the rounded point of her chin.


  "Okay, what shall we feed my ravenous sister?"


  They decided on pizza, after a survey of the neighborhood where he'd parked. Just before they got out of the car in front of his apartment, he pulled her close for a quick, hungry kiss.


  "One thing, let's agree now that we'll go back to your place tonight," he told her. "That way we don't have to worry about getting Judi out of the way."


  She gave him a quizzical look, as if he'd said something surprising, and he wondered if he'd presumed too much.


  He sure as hell knew he wanted to be with her, but maybe she didn't feel the same. Maybe she wanted time away from him. Maybe -


  "Okay."


  The word had never sounded so good.


  It carried him through a dinner surrounded by laughter, easy conversation and the certainty that Judi and Bette had hit it off. He was oddly touched by that. Especially when Judi admitted to feeling she'd never gotten over the tomboy stage. He'd known his sister wasn't sure yet of her attractiveness as a woman, but he'd never heard her refer as openly to it as she did to Bette. She clearly felt her vulnerability would be safe with this woman.


  Bette tentatively suggested she and Judi could go shopping together sometime.


  Judi pounced on the offer. "Really? When?"


  "Uh, I don't know. Any time, I guess."


  "Really? Like maybe this week? Maybe Thursday? I have early classes, so I could take the El downtown and look around first, then get your opinion. Do you think?"


  "Uh, yeah, I guess so."


  "Are you sure? That wouldn't be an imposition?"


  Bette hesitated and Paul wondered if she would plead the demands of her schedule. She might have wondered, too, because her smile held some surprise. "I'm sure. It would not be an imposition."


  "Great! There's this holiday formal coming up, and I want the absolutely perfect dress. I just know you've got great taste and you won't try to make me buy something that makes me look fourteen, like Mom always does." Judi smiled glowingly at both Bette and Paul. "You might be good for something after all, Paul," she added.


  He grinned, but grumbled, "Yeah? I was good enough to teach you how to sail, and to play basketball and tennis."


  "Yes, but there are other things in the world, you know. I've always wanted a sister, and maybe you're finally going to get around to providing me with one."


  Paul felt as if a cell door were being slammed in his face. The only way he could give Judi a sister was by marriage. Even the word conjured up prison bar images. And the man closing the door on him was his mother's father.


  The "right" marriage was one of those links Walter Mulholland had planned to chain his grandson to the "right" life. He would have approved of Bette Wharton as a hostess, as a helpmate, as a mother to his great-grandchildren. The old man would have seen Bette's business sense, her ambition, her dedication and her dignity as business assets.


  Paul didn't give a damn about that. But the idea that he might be moving in a direction Walter Mulholland would have ordered, even for different reasons, left an uneasy feeling.


  The odd thing was that neither the uneasiness nor the reflexive 180-degree change of subject could dilute a warm feeling that had settled somewhere deep in his chest. Very odd.


  
    * * *

  


  HE'D LOOKED AS if he'd just been informed he owed ten years' back taxes and the IRS was at the door. Or, worse, that baseball historians had discovered a grave error and they were taking away the Cubs' last World Series championship, even if it was back in 1908.


  She'd read too much into the smallest things, things like his planning ahead how they would spend the night together at her place. Then his sister had skirted too close to the "m-word" and Bette had seen that look on his face.


  Horrified. Numbed. Panicked.


  Over the next two weeks, as Paul Monroe wove himself deeper and deeper into her life, Bette reminded herself of that look.


  It was as much a part of him as the way he loved to tease her, as the way he liked her home, as the way he appreciated her warmth to his sister, as the way he held her and made her crazy. She had to remember that.


  When he took her to dinner most nights, when he drove her home every night and sometimes to work the next morning, she reminded herself of that look.


  When his voice turned mellow as he confided in her, when his hands turned sultry even as he made her laugh, when his eyes turned soft as he smiled at her, she reminded herself of that look.


  But it kept getting harder.


   


  
    Chapter Ten

  

  


   


  BETTE STOOD IN front of a filing cabinet Wednesday evening, returning a folder. The Centurion file. In their cautious way, they'd asked for a proposal on the services her firm could offer, and she'd sent it off that morning.


  But when her office door swung open, the Centurian account was forgotten. Almost before the door clicked shut, Paul had his arms around her from behind and his mouth on her neck.


  "Mmm. Lord, you taste good." He nipped at her skin. "You should have quit work hours ago."


  "There's a lot to do -"


  "You've always got a lot to do. Too much. But this time I forgive you, because it means you're still here. I've missed you."


  "I saw you last night," she pointed out, trying valiantly to maintain a reasonable tone when her hormones were doing the samba.


  "Mmm-hmm. But not this morning. Or yesterday morning."


  He had a point. After they'd spent all their time together from Friday evening until Monday morning, he'd started the week with an appraisal of the stock of a north suburban collectibles shop being liquidated.


  She'd been the one to point out it made more sense for him to commute there from his Evanston apartment than from her house. She'd felt a momentary stab when a look flashed across his eyes that might have been relief. Maybe he'd been trying to figure out how to ease away already.


  Although he had made sure to see her each day. Besides, she'd thought with something between a mental grimace and a grin, he probably wouldn't have thought far enough ahead to see they were setting a pattern.


  It had been left to her to be the practical one, and practical she'd been.


  But practicality had its price. After three days of waking up in his arms, the past two mornings had felt surprisingly empty.


  "We had dinner together both nights." Was she reminding him or herself?


  "Not the same thing. Not the same thing at all." His mouth traveled lower on her neck. The openmouthed kisses carried the veiled hint of his teeth, reminding her of the power behind his tenderness. "Some things you just can't do at a restaurant."


  His hands slid up her ribs, opening to capture the weight of her breasts, then curving to press warm palms against quickly tightening nipples. His movement had drawn her tighter against his chest. She felt the melting warmth inside her, the warmth that needed the heat of his body. She arched more firmly into his hands and dropped her head back to his shoulder.


  Shifting, he brought her even closer as he circled and molded and teased her breasts.


  He knew how to pleasure her. In such a short time, he knew her body, her responses, so well.


  She wanted nothing more than to sink to the floor right here, right now, and to have him display that knowledge in the most intimate way imaginable.


  What would she do when he left her? She squeezed her eyes shut against the fear.


  This moment. Take this moment, but build no expectations that there will be others.


  She'd made her choice, to take her moments with Paul and deal with life without him when that came. But she hadn't known the moments would be so wonderful or the prospect of living without them so terrifying.


  "Paul." She planned to lift her head, to gain that much control over herself, but the muscles wouldn't obey and she felt stinging tears at the corners of her eyes. After a lifetime of using the present to build toward a clearly foreseen future, she didn't even know how her muscles would react in the next second.


  And yet it felt so right to be in his arms.


  By her ear, his breath rasped harsh and irregular. It was a sound of pleasurable torment, and it flashed across her mind to wonder if she was not alone in this drowning pool of jumbled emotions.


  She covered his hands with hers, and slowly lowered them to her waist. He didn't fight it, but circled her tightly, squeezing the breath and some of the tension out of her.


  "Paul."


  Her murmur was distracted, at best, as he bent and touched his tongue to the point of her collarbone just inside her blouse's neckline. Her moan was involuntary. If he kept that up, in another second they'd be right back where they'd been.


  Abruptly, he raised his head without letting her go.


  "Bette, how about spending Thanksgiving at my folks' house?"


  She was surprised. Maybe stunned. She twisted around to get a better view of his face.


  "Are you serious? Thanksgiving's more than two weeks away."


  "So?"


  So? So, the man she'd come to know quite well over the past month would rather not plan an hour ahead, much less two weeks. A tremor vibrated at the base of her stomach.


  "Your mother might not appreciate your inviting people to a holiday dinner without letting her know," she said.


  "She knows."


  "She does?" Bette feared her voice squeaked unbecomingly. The tremor in her stomach intensified and spread.


  "Sure. So will you come?"


  "I'm sorry, Paul," she said. "I usually spend Thanksgiving with Darla's family, and I've already accepted her invitation this year."


  She had no lingering concerns about being with his family, so what caused this odd sensation? If this had been any other man than Paul Monroe, she might have thought it was nerves over an invitation some could view as significant, perhaps even a statement of serious intentions.


  But this was Paul, and she knew better.


  "That's all right, Bette. You go right ahead and go to the Monroes for Thanksgiving."


  The disembodied voice of Darla Clarence floated into the office. Bette spun around in Paul's arms and they stared at each other. His look of astonishment quickly gave way to amusement.


  "Darla?" Bette called out.


  "Go on, girl, you say yes to that invitation right this second."


  "Darla, where are you? How did you hear that?"


  "I'm in my office, and I can always hear what you're doing in there."


  Bette's mouth worked, but her vocal cords didn't, so she only mouthed the words: "Oh, my God."


  "And I say you should go right ahead and take the boy up on his invitation," Darla continued. "You've spent the past three Thanksgivings with us, you probably want something different for a change. Maybe their turkey won't dry out like mine. I've been hoping he'd get around to asking."


  Bette studiously ignored the quirked eyebrow Paul directed at her. "But, Darla -"


  She wasn't sure what she was going to say, but it didn't matter, because Darla wasn't listening. "But, nothing. Just say, 'Thank you very much, Paul, I'd love to come to your parents' house for Thanksgiving.' "


  Paul looked a hair's-breadth short of laughing as he prompted her, "You heard the lady."


  Bette knew when she was licked. Even with the unsettled sensation back in full force, she found it impossible not to smile as she followed orders. "Thank you very much, Paul, I'd love to come to your parents' house for Thanksgiving."


  "You're welcome, Bette." He pitched his voice slightly louder. "And thank you, Darla."


  "You're welcome," came back the reply.


  Paul grinned at Bette, then kissed her hard. Her heart swelled, but so did the trembling in her stomach.


  And now she knew what she feared: hope.


  
    * * *

  


  THAT SATURDAY SHE went shopping with Judi for the second time. Paul groused, "You spent the morning working and the afternoon with my kid sister." The first was a familiar complaint, but she suspected her growing friendship with his sister pleased him.


  She and Judi found a wonderful dress for the upcoming college formal, and after Judi returned to campus, Bette and Paul occupied the evening by making up for the time apart.


  She finally got around to wearing the royal-blue negligee. He took it off her without ripping it. Barely.


  The next day, he surprised her by insisting she accompany him to dinner at Mama Artemis's home. Surely he had to realize how people like Ardith and her family would construe his bringing her along . . .


  If he hadn't before, he must by now, she thought as she headed into the huge, old-fashioned kitchen to volunteer to help.


  The greeting had been warm, interested and arch. In the few minutes from their entrance until Ardith's nephews snared Paul to look at something in the basement, Ardith, her mother, her sister-in-law and even her teenage niece had made it clear they considered Bette and Paul an "item."


  Their bluntness had made her a little uncomfortable. Since she'd been too chicken to look at him, she could only imagine how it had made Paul feel - probably like running.


  Mama Artemis - a grayer, rounder, no less forceful version of Ardith - and the others shooed her out of the kitchen, where bustling seemed to be the only mode of movement. She was a guest, she was told, she was not to work.


  It was just as well. Not only wouldn't she have known what to do, she didn't think she could have kept up.


  She tracked down Paul and Ardith's two young nephews in the basement. They were making enough noise that they didn't hear her coming down the wooden stairs. When she got far enough to see them, she sat on the steps and watched.


  Taking up nearly half the neat basement, they had a huge, complicated track circling the edges of the biggest piece of plywood she'd ever seen, raised to waist-level by several sawhorses. In addition to the main route, there were smaller loops and shunts. Around the tangle of tracks grew a tidy, thriving community. The downtown sported a railroad station, of course, along with houses, shops, churches and schools. On the outskirts she spotted a few farms.


  Amid this imaginary world, Paul Monroe played with as much verve as the two young boys.


  Her lips lifted into a smile, but she denied the simultaneous urge to cry. He truly was a kid at heart.


  She was very quiet the rest of the night.


  
    * * *

  


  BETTE HAD FOUND a house she wanted to buy, and Paul hated it.


  He hated the house.


  It wasn't a bad-looking building, but it was all wrong for her. It didn't have character, or charm. And, most of all, it was several towns west of Elmhurst. Another twenty minutes of driving wasn't going to stop him from making the trip, but this distance couldn't be counted in miles.


  He hated the process.


  Bette worked too damn much as it was, and now she spent all her spare time talking to loan officers and house inspectors. Since he'd made his feelings clear about this house, she didn't talk of her progress to him. He should have felt grateful; instead he felt left out.


  He hated the idea.


  And that was what really bothered him because he wasn't sure why he hated it.


  Now he was driving her to the real estate office to make a bid on the house. It was the last thing he wanted to do, but the alternative was letting her go alone. At least this way, she was in the car next to him, a foot or so away.


  He wished he could delay the moment she'd walk into that real estate office and make the move farther away from him. If there were some way . . .


  "I think we should go see Jan and Ed."


  "Jan and Ed?"


  "Robson. And the baby. I haven't seen the kid since the christening. It'll be fun. We'll go pick up some Chinese and take them lunch. It's a perfect day for Chinese."


  "Today? Now? I want to be at the real estate office at noon to make the bid."


  They had pulled up at a stoplight. He turned to her, reached out to outline that tempting upper lip with his fingertip. "You could call them. From the way you explained it, it's not a firm appointment. Is it?"


  "Well, no, not really."


  He heard the uncertainty in her voice, and pressed his advantage. "Besides, when I talked to Jan earlier this week, she sounded pretty down. You know, new mother stuff. Feeling like she didn't have any contact with the adult world."


  "I guess that can happen when you have a newborn baby."


  "She practically begged me to come see her soon," he added.


  "I don't know . . ."


  "We'll just stop in and say hello."


  It didn't take much more for him to persuade her to call the real estate office and tell them she would be in later in the afternoon, although she did give him a pointed look when they arrived nearly an hour later at Jan's with Chinese food in hand to discover the new parents in obviously fine spirits.


  "This is great!" Jan said for about the eighth time since they'd settled around the dining room table.


  The sideboard sported a baby carrier flanked by an oversize box of disposable diapers and a stack of neatly folded terry sleepers. The food had long since been disposed of, and the conversation had proceeded in comfortable fits and starts, with Edward Robson, Jr. the recurring theme.


  "We really should be going now," Bette said for the second time, but with enough regret in her voice that Paul didn't feel guilty for ignoring it.


  "You can't leave yet," Jan said. "You have to wait and see Eddy. He should wake up any moment."


  She proved a prophet. Practically on the heels of her words came the dissatisfied sounds of a baby waking.


  "I'll get him," volunteered Ed before anyone else could react.


  Jan's eyes followed the direction her burly husband had gone, then she grinned at Paul and Bette. "He does dote, doesn't he?"


  As background to Jan's tales of her husband as a father, the baby's noise intensified, then changed to neutral commentary and finally to small sounds of pleasure.


  "Here he is," she announced as Ed appeared at the doorway with the baby, dressed in a minute version of a Chicago Cubs uniform. The baby puckered his brow and smiled at the same time.


  "I figured I'd put him in the Cubs uniform in honor of your visit, Paul," Ed explained.


  "You gave a newborn baby a baseball uniform?" Bette pretended disgust, but he caught the amusement underneath.


  "Sure. Got to start him out right."


  Jan nodded as she took the baby. "The Cubs outfit is from Paul and the Bears is from Ed. It's amazing how early the brainwashing starts, and it's so unfair. There's no cute little outfit for brain surgeon or engineer."


  Counterpointing their laughter, Ed, Jr. expressed a request.


  "Oops, I think it's lunchtime," said Jan. "We're about to find out how Eddy feels about Chinese."


  Somehow, as Jan and Bette moved into the living room to be more comfortable, it turned out that this was the best time for Ed to show Paul the deck he'd added to the house.


  Paul was relieved. As the two groups parted, he saw Ed cup a tender hand around his son's head, then stroke his wife's cheek, and envy pierced him. Would he ever know that fierce peace he saw in Ed? Would he and Bette ever exchange a look so full of love and understanding? Would he ever watch Bette nurture their child?


  It wasn't until they'd exhausted the details of deck construction and returned to the living room to find Jan coaxing bubbles from the baby that one level of his mind bothered to wonder why he'd focused his questions on Bette.


  He didn't know the answer; he didn't like the question.


  Avoiding the couch where he could have sat next to Bette, he chose an easy chair across from her.


  Too much family, that was his problem. Too much happy family and cute baby. A guy could take only so much.


  "Here, hold him a minute."


  Jan plunked Ed, Jr. into Paul's arms as she walked past where he sat.


  "Hey! I don't know how to -"


  "Of course you know how to hold a baby. You must be a natural," said Jan with a sly smile as she kept going out of the room, "because you're doing it exactly right."


  He glared in the direction she'd headed, but the muscles of his face rearranged as he looked down at the small person dressed in Cubs colors in his arms. A bottom well padded with diapers drooped between where his left arm propped the baby's shoulders and head and his right arm rested under the knees. In his hands, Ed, Jr. wriggled and smiled and felt incredibly alive.


  Paul met Bette's deep blue eyes, and felt something slam into him.


  Not the gentle warmth that so often seeped into him when they were together, and not the fierce flow of passion she so easily stirred. Something more visceral.


  Something as deep as the warmth and as powerful as the passion. And a hell of a lot more disorienting.


  A scene from some movie he'd seen flashed into his mind, the vision of an earthquake caught at its peak right along the fault line, where the ground heaved, trembled, then resettled itself into a new, unfamiliar landscape.


  And from the look in Bette's eyes, he thought she'd felt it, too. Somehow that was both less - and more - frightening.


  Blinking, he looked at his hands and was surprised to see Eddy, still grinning owlishly up at him. Apparently earthquakes didn't rattle the younger set.


  Jan came back into the room, and Bette moved restlessly on the couch as if in preparation for leaving; he took all that in, but it seemed distant, not quite real.


  Not knowing why, he grinned at the baby in his arms.


  "Paul, we really have to leave. Now. Before it's too late."


  He caught Jan giving Bette an indecipherable look. At least it was indecipherable to him, but maybe Bette got some meaning out of it, because she flushed, a warm, bright color that made him both more irritable and more eager to have her entirely to himself. And without some damn real estate appointment hanging over their heads.


  "Oh, I was hoping you could stay for dinner," said Jan. "Nothing fancy, but it would be fun."


  "You heard the lady," said Paul. He couldn't prevent harshness from entering his voice, even if it wasn't entirely fair. "She has a schedule to keep."


  Bette glared at him, but said the right, pleasant words of leave-taking to Jan and Ed, with promises to call. He knew she'd keep those promises. To him, she said nothing.


  In fact, he realized forty minutes later as they neared the real estate office, she still hadn't said anything to him. He hadn't noticed because he'd been sunk in a dark mood he would have labeled brooding in someone else.


  "Turn right at the corner." Her first words since they'd left the Robsons.


  He did, and saw the sign for the real estate company. He pulled in to the parking lot and turned off the engine, but made no move to pull the keys from the ignition.


  "I'll wait here."


  "It may take a while." Her voice was distant and cool, devoid of underlying spice. He wanted to shake her.


  "Fine."


  "Fine."


  She seemed totally unaffected by his mood, getting out of the car and walking into the office with her usual calm. For some reason, that irked him more, and he couldn't for the life of him figure out why.


  He turned on the car radio, picking up a college football game, then failing to make sense of a single word.


  Why did it bug him so much that she was in there buying a house? He didn't want one himself, although he'd thought it was great when Michael bought the place in Springfield. Despite the long hours and traveling required by his job, Michael was the kind of guy who needed a home.


  A thought pricked at him. Was the reason it bothered him that Bette was the kind of woman who needed a home because he wouldn't give her one?


  He didn't even have to bother pushing aside the idea, because the real estate office door flew open, and a woman stalked out. Jerky, angry strides brought her to the car almost before he comprehended that this walking emotional storm was Bette.


  If her earlier calm had irritated him, her agitation amazed him. She got in the car, pulling the door closed with enough force to shudder the frame.


  "Don't you ever say anything about my schedules again." She practically hissed the words, but didn't look at him. "Four hours and forty-five minutes late. I was four hours and forty-five minutes late. I have never been that late in my life."


  "Bette . . ." He reached out, but she hitched her shoulder away and he lowered his hand.


  She took a deep, slow breath that for a terrifying moment he thought might turn into a sob. The thought of Bette crying turned something sharp and painful inside him.


  "They sold the house to someone else."


  Her words didn't connect in his mind immediately.


  "Your house?"


  "Yeah, my house." The bitter sarcasm was worse than her earlier calm.


  "A couple looked at the house this morning, and put in an offer at two-thirty - two and a half hours after I had planned to be here making my offer. No inspection, no research, they just sailed in and made an offer. Thirty minutes later, the seller accepted. It's all done. The house is off the market."


  Reaction jumbled on top of reaction. He wanted to celebrate. She wouldn't be moving farther away, at least not yet. He wanted to console her. Disappointment slumped her shoulders, and he knew he was largely at fault. But he couldn't regret it.


  "I'm sorry I got you here late." He knew he should stop with the apology, but he couldn't stem the next, belligerent words. "But it wasn't the right house for you."


  "Oh, really? When did you become an expert on real estate?"


  "It doesn't take an expert to see anything so obvious. It's not the right house for you," he repeated stubbornly.


  "Why not?" she challenged, her voice this time shorn of the sarcasm.


  What could he tell her, when he wasn't sure himself? "It was too far away."


  "From what?"


  "From your work, from downtown, from -" From me.


  The words were nearly through his lips before he stopped them. He could have said them; she would have taken them as he meant them. Only how did he mean them?


  Was he talking about geographic distance? So what if it would be a fifty-five-minute drive instead of thirty-five?


  But in some indefinable, unalterable way he felt that buying this house, maybe any house, would take her away from him.


  It was stupid. He wasn't making any sense. If she'd already owned a house when they met he wouldn't feel this way, so what was the big deal?


  He shook his head, and watched her frown deepen. "From everything," he finished flatly.


  They looked at each other. He thought perhaps they both regretted the isolation that surrounded each of them. He wished he could reach out, hold her in his arms. But a crowded parking lot didn't offer the privacy for delivering an apology. He had to satisfy himself with touching her hair, pushing the silky dark cloud back behind her shoulder and cupping her cheek with his palm.


  "I'm sorry, Bette. I'm sorry you're disappointed. I'm sorry I disappointed you."


  Tears pooled immediately in her eyes, her lips parted, but no words came. She gave a futile gesture with her hands. He had never had an apology so eloquently accepted.


  "You'll find another house. A better one," he promised. "I'll help you."


  No matter how he felt, if that was what she wanted, he'd do his damnedest to help her.


  "Thank you," she mumbled in a tear-clogged voice.


  He dredged up a smile and switched on the ignition.


  Bette stared at her gloved hands as they twisted in her lap, but the tears threatened to fall, so she faced the side window. She'd seen the confusion in Paul's eyes, and she couldn't blame him. She'd lashed out at him, and it was herself she should have been berating.


  She owed him an apology at least equal to the one he'd given her. But how could she apologize without betraying herself?


  She'd been trapped by her own good sense and organization. She'd set up the criteria, the checklists, the measurements, and then, when she'd found the house that fit them all, she didn't want it.


  It didn't feel right.


  But she'd ignored that. She'd planned so carefully that following each step had to take her to the right place. That was the lesson she'd learned from her grandfather, it was the tenet she'd followed through life.


  She'd arranged to put the bid on the house. But when she realized Paul's schedule-be-damned attitude had cost her the house, the spurt of relief had been so strong it had terrified her.


  So she'd put all her confusion and anxiety on Paul's shoulders.


  Now she had another problem.


  She didn't want to find another house - at least not one to live in alone.


  Watching Jan and Ed, she'd finally admitted to herself how tempted she was to look to a future with Paul. She wanted what the Robsons had - a marriage, a child, a home - and she was having a harder and harder time not thinking of those things in connection with Paul.


  Jan, she feared, had seen her longing. If she wasn't careful, she'd give herself away to Paul. She didn't know how much longer she could fight off the wanting before the sorrow of knowing it wouldn't happen would poison the present he could give her.


  
    * * *

  


  PAUL EASED HIS chair back from the table still laden with Thanksgiving dinner, even after seven people had spent the better part of two hours depleting its bounty, and let the conversation flow over him.


  He'd started it off with a comment to Grady about the blonde he and Bette had seen him escorting the previous Friday night. Now he was content to listen to Grady try to explain his relationship with Randi, which for Grady consisted of the chase, one big weekend and a goodbye ranging from pleasant to sticky, depending on the woman.


  Since Judi and Michael also knew Grady's habits, the questions aimed at him were pointed enough to have him shifting in his seat and darting occasional looks at Nancy and James Monroe. Paul could practically read his mind; it was one thing for his friends to tease him about being a lady-killer, it was another to have the couple who'd been more like parents to him than his own get that impression.


  It was an old game among them, and Paul usually served as ringleader, but today . . . today he felt too peaceful and too restless, too comfortable and too discontent.


  He looked around the table, his mother at one end, Judi and Grady side by side, his father at the other end, then Michael, Bette and himself. His gaze lingered on Bette.


  Elbows on the edge of the table, she rested her chin on her laced fingers, her eyes glinting blue humor as she listened to the interplay among the others.


  The urge to touch her pulled at him. If her hands had been free, he'd have taken one of them. Instead, he placed his palm, fingers spread wide, against the soft jade wool of her dress at the small of her back, remembering the sensation he'd experienced from the same gesture when he'd introduced her to his parents. He felt that now, and so much more.


  She lifted her chin from her hands and turned to him, a half smile, half question in her eyes. He shook his head slightly, telling her he hadn't been trying to draw her attention; he'd just needed to touch her.


  But now, meeting her eyes, the need was for more than physical contact.


  It hit him often these days. The urge to give in to it was nearly as strong as the urge to yank back against it. Sometimes when he wanted to give in the most, he yanked back the hardest.


  "Want to go for a walk?" he asked in a voice low enough that only Bette would hear.


  "All right."


  He gave a brief excuse to the others as he and Bette rose. He thought the look his parents exchanged down the length of the table held a significance he wasn't sure of, but all his mother said was to wear warm coats and not go far, since she'd be serving dessert a little later.


  They walked in silence, covering blocks of his parents' neighborhood, scuffing the final, sodden leaves out of their way and holding hands. They got by, just barely, without gloves by holding hands tightly, feeding off the warmth of where they joined.


  "How'd you like to see my secret hideaway?"


  She looked at him, with the gleam in her eyes he liked to tell himself he'd put there. "What self-respecting person could say no to a question like that?"


  "Is that a yes?"


  "Yes, that's a yes."


  He started off at a jog, pulling her along. By the time they reached the driveway clogged with the cars belonging to him, Michael and Grady, they were both breathless with exertion and stifled laughter.


  "Aren't we going in?" she protested around gasps.


  He continued leading her along the driveway, around the house. "Nope. My hideaway's not in the house."


  At the garage, he drew her up an exterior stairway to a second story, then slipped a key into the heavy wooden door at the top, all without letting go of her hand.


  "This is it," he announced. He shut the door against the chilling wind, and glanced at the sheet-draped forms of furniture. "When Walter Mulholland owned the house, it was servants' quarters. When I was a teenager, Mom and Dad let me make it my room most of the time. Now they close it up for the winter, drain the pipes and stuff. But back then, I'd stay here for all but the coldest nights of the year. It used to make me feel like I was independent, on my own."


  She glanced at him, but in the deepening gloom he couldn't read the expression in her eyes.


  She wandered into the room, looking toward the kitchenette behind the counter that doubled as a table, taking in the wide bed, trailing fingers across the back of a love seat his mother had added when he took the old couch for his apartment. At the picture window, framing winter twilight, she turned. Her movement swirled the skirt of her dress, the same jade-green dress she'd worn to his office that first time when he'd fantasized about making love to her there, right on the black leather couch. He knew the reality now, and the fantasy seemed pale.


  Against the light behind her, she was a shadowed outline. But, he realized with a sensation that was more pain than anything else he could identify, she was the most vital thing in his life.


  "It must have been great for a teenager. Only in high school, and already the possessor of a wild bachelor pad."


  He knew she was teasing, but for once he didn't want humor. He wanted her. Here and now, yes, but in other ways, too.


  He crossed the room in quick, impatient strides and his mouth came down on hers with an urgency he still wasn't quite used to, even after the weeks of experiencing it every time he touched her.


  Her arms came around his neck and her lips parted, and that opening of herself sent emotion swimming into his blood. The kiss deepened, ripened, eased, then gave way to another, and another.


  Breathing hard, he pulled back only enough to murmur against her lips, "No. No wild bachelor pad. All the time I was in high school, I think the only other person who slept here was Grady."


  But he wanted her to sleep here. No, he wanted her beneath him in his bed - here, in his apartment, or wherever that bed was.


  Now. And tomorrow. And the day after.


  His need for her. He could feel it reeling him in, drawing him closer. He dropped his hands from her hair, took a half step back.


  He said the first words that came to mind. "Poor Grady."


  "Poor Grady? Why? Because you all tease him unmercifully?" She seemed to speak automatically. Crossing her arms, she rubbed at her upper arms, as though the distance he'd put between them made her feel the cold.


  He grinned, sure it didn't hold enough true humor to fool anyone, least of all Bette. "Hell, no, he brings that on himself. I say poor Grady because he's always running into these women who want to tie him down, when he just wants to have a good time."


  Bette's hands stilled. "You think every woman has marriage in mind the minute she sees a man?"


  "Some women. A certain type. They can't help it. They think in terms of husband material. They immediately assess and project."


  The same kind who always looked ahead. The kind who saw the present strictly as a training ground for the future. The kind who lived by five-year plans and appointment calendars. The kind who could get under your skin and inside your life until you wondered what you'd do if they ever left. The kind you chased even though you knew you shouldn't. The kind you pushed away with unfair cracks, then prayed they'd stay.


  He moved his head just enough to watch her.


  She stared ahead a moment, then turned. "So, you think I'm that type?"


  "How could I be talking about you when I was the cha -"


  "You know one thing about types is they can change," she went on, not heeding his answer. "They can meet someone totally unsuitable as a husband and still -" her eyes flitted from his, returning only when she'd found a word, a safe word, he thought, and wondered what he meant by that " - enjoy him, learn from him. They can start learning to live for the moment, have fun while there's fun to be had and let the assessments project themselves right into oblivion."


  She was saying that was what had happened to her. He wasn't sure he believed it. He wasn't sure he wanted to believe it. What did she mean, 'totally unsuitable as a husband'? And why the hell did that make him feel as if he wanted to ram a fist into the wall?


  "And one other thing." She tapped a finger to his chest, with a strange half-sad smile on her lips. "You chased me, remember?"


  "Yeah, I remember." He remembered too much, felt the need for her too strongly. "But you know what they say: the man chases the woman until she turns around and catches him.'


  He saw hurt in her eyes, and regretted it instantly and deeply. Yet some part of him welcomed it, because he knew it would make her retreat from him. And some part of him grieved for it, because it would make her retreat from him.


  She turned away, but from the movement of her shoulders he knew she drew in two deep breaths. When she whirled back, the attack was a relief. Better to face that than her hurt.


  "And heaven knows you wouldn't want to be caught, would you, Paul? You wouldn't want to marry and have a family, because that would be too much like being a grown-up wouldn't it? And that would never do for Paul Monroe, the kid at heart."


  He slashed across the last bit of sarcasm. "So you're saying I should follow in my parents' footsteps, become another -"


  "I'm not saying -"


  "- family clone. Just like you are, docilely fulfilling someone else's dreams -"


  "I am not -"


  "I won't live my life by somebody else's dreams, Bette. Not yours, not anybody's."


  Silence stiffened around them, echoing with harsh words. The hurt was back in her eyes, dampening the anger. There was something else there, too, something that pulled at him at the same time he tried to hold it off.


  "And what are your dreams, Paul?" Her soft voice drew him to her in a way he couldn't explain. "What dreams are you living your life by? What dreams, Paul?"


  He stared at her. She drew her coat more tightly closed, then walked around him and headed for the door.


  He stood there a long time after it closed behind her.


  He hadn't answered her questions because he didn't know the answers. Work? He liked it, but it wasn't the most important thing in his life. Certainly not his dream. So what was? He liked his life all right, but not enough to satisfy him the next fifty years, or even the next five.


  What are your dreams, Paul?


  What scared him as he stood soaking the cold into his body like a punishment, was the possibility that he didn't have any.


  What scared him even more was the idea that he did have one - the one he'd never wanted to have.


  
    * * *

  


  MICHAEL FOUND HIM there half an hour later.


  "Your mom's serving dessert and coffee. You ready?"


  Paul dug his hands into his pockets and shifted his weight, finding his shoulders tense and sore from maintaining one position so long. The awareness of time passing had penetrated his abstraction, but he couldn't have said what he was thinking of all that time.


  "Sure. Let's go."


  Turning, he was stopped by Michael's hand on his arm. "Wait a minute."


  "Why? Don't want to miss dessert, do you?"


  "There's time. And if you go in there now, looking like this, you'll make everybody think it's Halloween instead of Thanksgiving."


  "Thanks."


  Michael nodded, as if the word hadn't been loaded with sarcasm. "I thought Bette didn't look too happy when she came in, but you look a whole lot worse. What happened, Paul?"


  He dismissed the possibility of ignoring the question as quickly as it occurred to him. They'd been friends too long. But he did try to laugh. "You know how it is. Just like you said while we were painting your place. Women want what you don't have to give - forever. They want commitment and families and houses, and the whole schmeer."


  "And you think you don't want the same thing?"


  "I know I don't want the same thing."


  "Ah."


  "There you go with that damned 'ah' again. What the hell does it mean?"


  Michael gave him a long, considering look he found even more discomfiting than usual. "It means you already are committed to Bette."


  "The hell I am."


  "The hell of it is, you are. It might scare you, but be honest with yourself. Bette's the only woman you've ever made the commitment of pursuing. You told me yourself, something about her 'just clicked.' You may not have known it then, and you may not like it now, but it looks to me as if your heart's been committed pretty much right from the start."


  "You don't know what the hell you're talking about."


  "Maybe not. But you know what I'm talking about."


   


  
    Chapter Eleven

  

  


   


  "WHERE ARE YOU GOING?"


  Bette half sighed at the demanding note in Paul's voice. He'd been so odd lately. One minute the man she'd first met, full of humor and teasing. The next minute a brooding, belligerent stranger. And the minute after that the man who could make her blood simmer with something as simple as a look.


  They'd gotten past the scene Thanksgiving Day by pretending it didn't happen. She knew the underlying tension remained, however, no matter how well buried it was.


  "Down to State Street." She finished pulling on her coat. If he hadn't arrived before she left, she would have left him a note. Then he could have made the decision whether to come out to her place, as he did most nights, or not. She couldn't help but think his moods might be the result of feeling pressured, so she was conscious of giving him room. "I have some last-minute things to pick up for Christmas."


  "Last-minute? It's barely into December."


  She relaxed at the lightness in his voice. But she repeated doggedly, "Last minute for me. Especially since Centurian is interested enough to want a more detailed proposal. I'll have to work extra hours to get it ready."


  "I don't see how you can work extra hours when you're already working twenty-four a day," he grumbled. "Besides, they probably won't do anything until after the first of the year."


  "I know, but I want to get it to them quickly, so if there's a delay, it's on their end, not mine. So I have to do it before I leave for Arizona next week for my parents' anniversary."


  "Oh. Yeah. When's your flight?"


  "Wednesday morning."


  "And you won't be back until 7:45 the next Monday night?"


  "That's right."


  They'd gone through this routine of her telling him the date of her departure at least three times.


  As haphazard as he could be about times and dates, she was beginning to wonder if there was more to this than met the eye. Each time he seemed to have only the vaguest recollection of when she was leaving, but knew her return flight by heart.


  Oh, how she wanted to believe it was because he didn't want to be apart. Just as she wanted to believe that there'd been more behind his getting her to the real estate office too late to make the bid. Maybe even as she wanted to believe there was more behind these odd behavior shifts than simple moodiness.


  But then she would realize all over that Paul Monroe believed only in the moment. Not a future together.


  "I'll go with you."


  "Go with?" He couldn't mean to her parents', so -


  "Yeah, you know, as in accompany you to State Street."


  "Shopping?"


  "You don't have to sound so surprised. I have been known to enter a store now and then."


  "But, as you said, it's barely December."


  "I didn't say I was going to do Christmas shopping."


  She knew she should say no, she knew that having Paul around would surely prevent her from finishing all the tasks she'd planned. But she couldn't resist.


  "All right, let's go."


  Shoppers teemed in the streets, bringing the taxi to a near stop, so they decided walking the last few blocks would be faster. While Paul paid off the driver, Bette noticed drifts of people piling up in front of the broad expanse of glass in front of one of the stores.


  "Hey, the window decorations," said Paul, hooking an arm around her waist and drawing her in to his side as they started down the street.


  "Uh-huh. They do that every year." The words were dismissive, and she knew she really should be starting on her errands, but her feet slowed as they neared the display of mechanized bears skating on a mirror pond.


  She couldn't even pretend to be surprised when her own voice offered, "We could look at the decorations first, sort of get in the mood."


  But Paul's amazement showed. "Are you sure? I thought you didn't have much time -"


  She waved his caution away. "It hardly takes any time at all," she said. She wondered at her blitheness - for about half a second, the time it took for the smile to light his eyes. Then she was lost.


  It did take time, but she found she didn't begrudge an instant of it.


  Hand in hand, they walked from window to window, oohing and aahing with the best of the kids, then moving on to the next department store to start all over. From a street vendor, Paul bought roasted chestnuts because Bette said she'd never had them.


  "Don't you want any?" she asked after the third of the rather gamy-tasting morsels warmed her mouth as well as they had her hand.


  "No thanks. I don't like them."


  "Then why'd you buy so many?" She looked at the large paper container in dismay.


  He shrugged. "I like the idea of them."


  Her laugh seemed to catch him by surprise.


  But when she threw her arms around his neck, he showed no surprise in responding to her kiss, only desire. He turned her kiss from a brief, affectionate gesture to a caress of lips and tongue and teeth. Layers upon layers of cloth buffered their bodies, but their mouths met, naked and honest.


  When the basic requirement for oxygen forced them apart, Bette was sure she wasn't the only one rocked by the intensity of that kiss at the State Street corner. Paul's eyes looked opaque, with bright flecks of green against polished pewter. With his hair flaring color in the glow of tiny fairy lights, he looked almost fierce, and unfamiliar. Not at all like the man she'd come to know.


  She pushed her hair back from her face in some futile instinct to reorder her thoughts along with her appearance. "I, uh, guess Dickens would be proud, huh?"


  He stared at her. "Dickens?"


  "The chestnuts," she supplied weakly.


  "Oh. Yeah, I guess." He considered her a moment longer, then grinned, slowly and meaningfully, a movement of his lips unlike his usual quick humor. "I thought you might have meant something else."


  "Something else?" She heard the breathlessness in her voice, corroborating that her heartbeat had not slowed from its sprint.


  "Yeah, I've always had the feeling that behind all those closed Victorian doors, old Charles knew a thing or two about passion."


  He didn't wait for her answer, but tucked her back in by his side, and headed for a store entrance.


  "We'll start here with Marshall Field's," he said.


  "It's not Marshall Field's anymore. They were bought out years ago."


  "It'll always be Marshall Field's to me. These are just some out-of-town interlopers."


  Grinning, she followed docilely, unable to remember a single thing on the list tucked in her purse, and too content to bother looking.


  "I've got an idea," Paul announced. "Let's have dinner in the Walnut Room."


  The restaurant had been a tradition for decades when the store had been Marshall Field's, especially at Christmastime when an elaborately decorated tree rose from the center of the room to a point some two stories higher. She opened her mouth to say she'd love to eat there, but before she could get a word out, he jumped in.


  "I know, I know. You have a lot of things to do. But there's always a line. I'll stand in line while you shop. So you won't be wasting any time." He slanted a look at her that reminded her of their first few dinners together. "After all, you do eat. That's one thing I have learned about you. Sometimes even lunch, despite the way you misled me at first." He shook his head disapprovingly. "Telling lies."


  "Purely self-defense. I was trying to protect myself from this maniac who'd burst into my life."


  He smiled into her eyes, and she knew his voice would be low and intimate even before he spoke. "Now aren't you glad your ploy didn't keep me away for good?"


  She couldn't give him anything other than the truth. "Yes. I am glad."


  Though glad seemed entirely too mild, she thought as she reached the department where she hoped to find a special calendar for her father.


  As she ticked off items on her list, her mind kept drifting back to the man waiting in line, and waiting for her.


  Two months ago, she would have made this same shopping trip, have made the same purchases. In fact, without Paul distracting her, she probably would have accomplished more in the same amount of time. But she wouldn't have enjoyed it half as much.


  She accepted another package from the salesclerk, exchanged wishes for happy holidays, and moved aside to consult her watch. She still had ten minutes before she was supposed to return to the Walnut Room. With four more items on her list, she should make use of every minute. She really should . . . But she didn't want to wait another ten minutes to see Paul.


  She stepped off the escalator at the Walnut Room's floor and scanned the line. There, at the front, she caught the glow of Paul's hair. He turned, and then she felt the impact of his smile.


  She was in love with him.


  She reached him as the hostess indicated they were to follow her, and he took her hand. "Perfect timing."


  "Yes, perfect." Perfect.


  She was in love with a man who gave her laughter and joy, but could never give her what she most wanted - the promise that they would spend every Christmas together.


  
    * * *

  


  IF HER PLOT had worked, Paul was waiting, just inside his office door.


  Norma had double-checked his schedule for Bette to be sure there were no conflicts - the last thing she wanted was to have one of his clients show up.


  Norma had been discretion itself.


  First, not asking why Bette was asking if Paul's schedule was clear. Then, just now, when Bette had arrived, calmly gathering her things, and saying she needed to leave early for a dental appointment she'd totally forgotten about, and would Bette please inform Paul. She'd quietly locked the door behind her.


  So Bette stood alone in the outer office. Facing the closed door that separated her from the inner office, where Paul worked alone right now.


  If he'd believed what she'd told him earlier, he thought she was home packing for her early-morning departure for Arizona.


  When she'd told him it would be better if he didn't come to her house until later this evening because she needed time to get ready, he'd said exactly what she'd hope for - that he'd stay late at the office and use the time to catch up on some work. In fact, his ready acceptance had irked her at some level. So he thought she'd sacrifice part of this last evening with him in order to neatly fold slips and shirts?


  At home her suitcase waited, already packed. She'd left work in the early afternoon to do that, and to find exactly the right thing to wear for this return trip downtown to Paul's office.


  Now she stood, just outside his door, trembling between nerves and anticipation.


  It might not be the kind of spur-of-the-moment inspiration he'd have had, but he'd shown he appreciated her planning . . . at least in some areas of their relationship.


  Areas such as soft, clean sheets, fluffy bath sheets and scented candles. And her lingerie.


  Bette fought an urge to giggle. It used to be she only considered if something was clean and appropriate for wearing under a certain blouse or dress. But now she found that every morning her choices were affected not only by how she would look, but by what was easy to get into and out of . . . especially out of.


  Maybe she wanted to give him something to remember her by while she was gone. Maybe she wanted to give herself a final memory. Just in case it was a final memory.


  She sucked in a breath and turned the door handle.


  Paul - tieless, first two buttons opened, cuffs rolled to mid-forearm - looked up from behind his desk as she walked in, surprise heating immediately to pleasure, and beyond. It was the look she needed to keep going. "Bette! What are you . . .?"


  Perhaps he saw something in her face, because his question trailed off as she closed the door and leaned against it.


  Without taking her eyes from his, she let her coat slide off her shoulders and down to the floor in a heap.


  She smoothed a nervous hand down the wrap-front knit dress and wondered if she'd lost her mind.


  Maybe.


  But the look in his eyes left her very sure she hadn't lost her senses. He knew why she'd come.


  "If memory serves me, you're supposed to be on the couch, Paul." Nerves, and something rawer, made her voice low and breathy.


  His look never wavered as he dropped his pen on the desk, and stood. Slow and deliberate, he moved to the couch and, obeying her slight gesture, sat down.


  Shaking knees didn't prevent her from taking the three steps that brought her in front of him. Trembling hands didn't stop her from undoing the dress's tie at her waist.


  The weight of the material swung the sides open, and she knew he could see what was underneath. She knew, because she'd tested it in front of her bedroom mirror, wondering all the time if she'd feel like a fool when she did it in front of Paul.


  He swallowed sharply. She watched his Adam's apple drop and rise and she felt her own tension ease. She felt a lot of things, but none of them was foolish.


  She eased one knee onto the couch near his thigh and supported herself with a hand on the cushion by his shoulder, as her blood pulsed hotly under the lace and satin of the midnight-blue bustier. If he didn't touch her . . . And damn soon.


  "Uh, Bette?"


  "Hmm?"


  "I have a question."


  Was he going to ask what she thought she was doing? Oh, Lord, if it wasn't obvious, maybe she wasn't doing this as well as she thought.


  "What?"


  "Have you gotten me a Christmas present?"


  At least his voice sounded as strained as his face looked. She moved her free leg, and one side of the dress slipped behind it, revealing more of her body to him.


  "A Christmas present?" She bent to touch her lips to his temple, and absorbed the hard, demanding beat there. His skin felt hot under her lips. This close, she could feel the heat of him, holding off the chill of her state of near-undress.


  "Uh-huh." He went even stiller when she moved to the other temple, leaning across him, close enough that his breath teased the tops of her breasts. "I know you shop early, so I wondered if you'd already gotten my present."


  She noted his assumption that she would get him a present, but felt too absorbed by the way his pulse first hesitated then sprinted to comment on that.


  "No. Why?"


  "I know you like to save time, and I can save you some time shopping."


  "Oh?" She leaned back enough to see his eyes.


  "Yeah. I know exactly what I want."


  "What's that?"


  "This."


  He pushed the dress off her shoulders and down her arms. His palm cupped her left breast possessively, testing it, molding it. His thumb hooked over the bustier's edge, stroking the bare flesh and catching her nipple tauntingly.


  "You like that, don't you, Bette?" he asked when the nipple hardened and peaked.


  Swaying a little toward him, she gave him the answer they both knew, but he seemed to need to hear. "Yes."


  "You feel so wonderful. And you look . . ." He pulled her forward sharply, so she fell against him while he buried his face between her breasts. She felt the rasping moistness of his tongue against her skin and shivered with it. Slowly, he eased her all the way down to his lap, and raised his head and looked at her.


  She felt herself responding, her blood pooling deep in her body at the desire in his look, her lips curving at the glint of humor. He'd pulled a tighter rein on his control. For now. They both knew what pleasure there'd be in testing how much longer it would last.


  "You look like the most beautiful package I have ever seen," he said. He stroked her from hip to belly to waist to abdomen to breast, burning the feel of his touch into her through the thin fabric. He slid the narrow straps off her shoulders and freed her breasts, letting his fingers trail one by one over peaks already hard, until she wanted more, much more. He tongued each, briefly, tantalizingly. "A beautifully wrapped package, too. But you know what happens to wrapping paper Christmas morning."


  Something blazed in her, but she wouldn't give in to it. Not yet.


  When he raised his head, she forced her fingers to move slowly, deliberately. Open one button of his shirt. Then the next. And the one after. Complete one task, then start on the next.


  "In my family," she told him, pulling out the tails of his shirt, and helping him slide it off before opening the waist of his slacks, "we carefully remove the tape and fold the paper neatly."


  Her primness was marred only by a soft gasp at the end when he guided her hands under his loosened waistband and around him.


  "You would," he groaned. Quickly, he shed the rest of his clothing and dragged the hosiery down her legs. "Not me. I rip."


  One word, and he would. She knew it, and it thrilled her.


  But sense prevailed - this time, she thought with a wicked grin to herself and a defiant mental promise that there would be a next time. She bent her head, dipped her tongue into his ear, then whispered, "There's no need to rip in order to unwrap, Paul."


  "No? Then there'd better be a fast way to undo this thing."


  "There is."


  "How?" She heard the break of control in his voice, felt it in his urgent hands. "How the hell does this -"


  "There -"


  "But, it doesn't -"


  "Yes. It has -"


  A growl reverberated against her skin in the vicinity of her breastbone, the sound a mixture of frustration eased and satisfaction anticipated. "Snaps."


  Abruptly, she felt the couch's smooth cool leather against her back, the lace and satin bunched around her waist, the heat and weight of her man above her. Around her. Inside her.


  "Ah, Bette . . ."


  "Yes."


  "God . . . so good. So damn good."


  Then there were no words. But whispers. Warmth. Moist darkness. Movement. Moans. Fire. Wet lightning.


  Rhythm. Explosion.


  
    * * *

  


  SHE STILL BREATHED, her heart still beat, her body still felt the damp weight of him against her, so there had to be a basic resemblance to the woman she'd been before.


  But she knew. She knew she was different. She'd lost her heart.


  Somehow, when she flew apart in his arms just now the piece of herself she'd been trying so hard to hold on to had slipped through her fingers and into his.


  What am I going to do?


  The question arose from reflex. There was nothing to do. Too late now.


  "Bette?"


  "Hmm?"


  "Come spring, I want to take you sailing."


  He didn't move from her, but he turned his head so his next words wouldn't be muffled against her skin. "You'd like it. Out on the lake. You can skim along the coast, watching the city. You know there's traffic, noise and people with problems, but you're far enough away that all you see is the beauty of the city, the strength of the skyline, the green of the parks. Or we can go way out, where there's nothing but us and the water and the sky. Out in the middle like that, it's a place to tell dreams and secrets."


  "It sounds magical."


  "It is." Her content ruptured as he raised his upper body from hers. "Well?"


  "Well what?" Without his body as a blanket, she felt the room's chill.


  He was nearly glaring. "Will you?"


  His impatience fueled hers. "Will I what?"


  "Will you go sailing with me next spring?"


  The direct question surprised her, but also made her wary.


  She'd accepted his comments as vague daydreams in the afterglow of lovemaking. Paul Monroe didn't make dates for spring when winter hadn't even started.


  If she pushed the point, he'd surely back off. That would hurt, but it wasn't as bad as the alternative. Because if she didn't push the point, she'd be seduced by the mist of hope, with nothing substantial behind it.


  "When?"


  "The first fine Saturday in May." No hesitation. Almost as if he'd been planning the answer before she asked.


  "Yes, I'll go sailing with you the first fine Saturday in May."


  A smile lit his eyes, setting the green-tinted flecks glinting against the gray. "Then it's a date," he promised, kissing her with intent.


  What had she done?


  What did it matter?


  The hope was so woven into her life, her heart, that she had no chance of holding herself apart from him. She loved him. Completely. Undeniably. And maybe, just maybe, her hope would pay off.


  "You know, there was just one thing wrong with this."


  She had a hard time taking in his words. "Wrong?"


  "Uh-huh. You know, different from my fantasy."


  She'd caught the gleam in his eye. "Oh? What was that?"


  "We were supposed to make slow, lazy love."


  "Hmm. You don't think that qualified?"


  "Not a chance. Guess we'll just have to try again."


  She made a move as if to get up, although with him sprawled atop her she couldn't budge. "Well, let me know when you want to give it another try, and I'll see if I can schedule you in."


  He gave her an insolent look. "You don't look too busy to me right now, and I think -" he flexed his buttocks and rolled against her where they were still joined, grinning wickedly at the moan she couldn't suppress "- now would suit me just fine."


  
    * * *

  


  "I STILL DON'T think we've gotten that quite right. It doesn't quite match my fantasy."


  Paul sat behind his desk, pulling on his socks, while she retied her dress. She gave a deeply martyred - and utterly fake - sigh. "You mean we'll have to do it again?"


  "Afraid so. We'll just have to keep at it until we get it right."


  "Maybe we're doing something wrong, Paul. Are you sure it was the couch?"


  "Now there's a thought!" He snagged her wrist and pulled her onto his lap. "Maybe we should try the desk."


  Fighting laughter, she twisted away from him. She spread her hands wide on the desk to try to regain some balance. A printout of a letter lay open in front of her, next to the legal pad he'd been making notes on when she came in. The letterhead and a few phrases in the letter caught her eye.


  "What is this, Paul?"


  "What's what?" He looked over her shoulder, but seemed uninterested. "That's a letter from the Smithsonian."


  "The Smithsonian?"


  "Uh-huh. They want me to be on a panel of consultants they're forming."


  "They just asked you?" But the letter was dated more than a week ago, and then she saw another phrase, and she knew this was not the first time the offer had been made.


  "They've been asking for a while. Middle of September, I guess they made the official offer."


  September. He'd known all fall. He'd been thinking about it all fall, and he hadn't told her. An amazing opportunity, the chance of a career, a credential in his field that could make a resume.


  The trip to Washington, snippets of comments from his father, from Jan, from Michael all came together and told her what she'd been too involved to see before.


  He'd had this offer all along. All these weeks they'd been together, and he hadn't told her.


  She pulled away and stood up, hardly noticing he didn't try to hold her.


  What had she thought? That he cared enough about her to truly share his life with her? Just because he hadn't walked away from her yet, because he'd looked two weeks ahead to ask her to spend Thanksgiving with his family, or even months ahead for some vague date to go sailing, had she thought he was changing his whole way of living, of existing? She was a fool. He'd shown all along how he operated.


  She straightened her back and lifted her chin.


  "They made this offer nearly three months ago and you've been holding them off, delaying giving them an answer?"


  "Sort of."


  "What does 'sort of' mean?"


  He picked up the pen from his desk, and let it slide through his fingers. "It means I told them I had several factors to consider, and I wouldn't be giving them an answer until I felt satisfied with the way things would work. It's not like they gave me a deadline and I've blown it. They said they don't mind waiting for my decision."


  She watched an uncharacteristic shadow of defensiveness cross his face, and guessed he was thinking about the bid on the house, feeling guilty over something that she'd actually felt relieved about. Maybe she still owed him an apology on that score, but not now. She wasn't going to be sidetracked.


  "What is there to decide, Paul? Are there drawbacks?"


  "Yeah, there are drawbacks," he shot back with something close to bitterness. "You sound just like my father, and he learned it from the master - Walter Mulholland. Just because it carries you one more step up that great career ladder doesn't make it automatically the right move."


  He paused. Just like my father . . . learned it from the master. A glimmer of understanding crossed her thoughts, but slipped back as he continued, slow and controlled. "I'd have obligations to them. I'd have to be in D.C. a certain number of days each month. It would cut into my business here. I have obligations to clients here. Loyal clients."


  "And of course," she started silkily, "it would entail having to look ahead enough to keep some sort of schedule. Even if only for a few days a month."


  The smoothness of her tone didn't fool him. He flicked her a look, then made a sound that could have meant anything. A noncommittal sound. Under her breath, she swore.


  "What?" His sharpness indicated he'd caught the drift of her sentiment, though she didn't bother to clarify.


  She knew exactly how this situation with the Smithsonian had come about.


  He'd probably been all friendly and helpful at first, making them think he was exactly the sort of person they needed, leading them on to believe he'd be there when they needed him. Then, at the last minute, he'd backed off and left them to be the ones to make the final move.


  Just the way he had with her.


  She swore under her breath again, then turned to stare blindly at the bookcase in front of her.


  Oh, he'd worked it perfectly. He had pulled her along. He'd pushed and prodded and chased - up to a point. Then he'd backed off and waited for her to make the next step. At each level, he'd forced her to make the final decision whether to go on to the next. Until there was only that final step to take toward him - to give her heart.


  Well, she had. And now she'd just have to live with the resulting pain. But she wasn't going to live with it alone. He wouldn't take the step himself, but by God she wasn't going to let him pretend she hadn't.


  Pivoting, she faced him.


  "I love you, Paul."


  For all the uncertain anger bubbling inside her, Bette knew her voice carried conviction.


  Heaven help her, she did love him. In a way she knew she'd never get over.


  As she watched, his eyes lost their narrowed look of defense, then widened in astonishment. They stayed wide, but into them leaped a flame that seemed to add a glow to his entire face as he rose and started toward her.


  She held him off with one outstretched arm.


  Desire wasn't enough this time. There was more to say. Words that desire couldn't burn away.


  Her glimmer of understanding grew brighter, bright enough to illuminate the connection between past and present, between father and son, grandfather and grandson.


  "I love you, and that's my problem."


  He frowned at the word problem but she went on. "You pretend you're a free and easy spirit who doesn't commit to anything, but we both know that's a lie. You're committed to your business and your friends and your family. And probably, in your own way, you're committed to me. But that's not the kind of commitment I want. I want the kind that doesn't wince at the word marriage, that makes plans for a home and a family, that arranges a life together. The kind that doesn't need options left open because loving each other is the best option there is. The kind that doesn't mind strings."


  Looking at Bette, Paul imagined for an instant that he could feel those strings she said bound her to him breaking loose, snapping so hard and so fast that they rebounded back to whip at him.


  God, she was going to leave him.


  "That's what I've wanted as long as I can remember, Paul. I knew from the beginning that you wouldn't - maybe couldn't - give that to me. You were totally honest about that. That's why I tried so hard to stay away from you. But you can be persistent. And charming."


  Her mouth, still red and swollen from their passion, lifted on one side in a smile that squeezed his heart. And in his pain, he lashed out.


  "Are you saying I seduced you? Sold you a bill of goods? Because I didn't. I never made you promises I didn't keep."


  "No. You never made promises. You were honest. At least about that. But you haven't been honest with yourself."


  "I don't know what you're talking about."


  "No-o-o." She drew out the negative. "You probably don't. But I should have seen it before. That first night you practically spelled it out. Your whole life has been spent opposing your grandfather. Whatever his expectations and goals were for you - school, career, attitude toward life, marriage, family - you did something different."


  He didn't bother denying it. It was true. He'd been determined from the start not to do what Walter Mulholland ordered. "And what about you? Haven't you spent your whole life living up to your grandfather's expectations? No time for fun, only time for work and advancement. Life goals and schedules and step-by-step plans."


  Her eyes opened wide and he saw their blue intensified by pain, then they narrowed. "I see now. All this time, you've thought I was just like your grandfather, haven't you? That what my grandfather taught me was what your grandfather tried to force on you. Maybe you've even worried that I'd try to run your life, to remake you like your grandfather did."


  '"That's bull -"


  She didn't seem to hear. "I won't ask for anything from you, Paul. I just want to be as honest as you've been. I love you, but I don't want to. God, I don't want to." Her voice held such hurt he almost reached for her, even as the words struck at him. "Because loving you means I want all those things with you that scare you so much - a home, a family, a future. So someday I think - I hope - I'll stop loving you. And then I'll leave."


   


  
    Chapter Twelve

  

  


   


  SHE'D GONE.


  She'd said she loved him. She'd said she asked nothing of him. Then she'd left.


  He'd spent last night here in the office. Mostly pacing.


  When Norma arrived this morning, she'd put up with his growling for less than half an hour, then closed the door on him. That was fine with him. This way he didn't have to see Norma's glower.


  Oh, he knew Bette's trip had been planned a long time. But it came down to the same thing.


  She'd said she loved him. She'd said she asked nothing of him. Then she'd left.


  And she'd left him behind.


  Would she have asked him to come if he'd said yes to the Smithsonian, if he'd proved he was following the "right" path in life? Was that the price of admission to her heart?


  His rush of anger receded as quickly as it had come. No. That wasn't fair. That wasn't Bette's way.


  More likely she was trying to spare him. If her family was anything like his, bringing someone to a function like her parents' anniversary celebration would have been tantamount to an engagement announcement. Five days of expectant looks and probing questions; she'd known how that would rub against him.


  Your whole life has been spent opposing your grandfather .


  Yes, she'd been right there. By the time Walter Mulholland had died, his junior year in college, the pattern had become second nature. Whatever Walter Wilson Mulholland would have approved of, he didn't do.


  Including marrying Bette?


  He pushed the question away.


  Why hadn't he told her the things he'd been tempted to say? He could have told her he'd nearly decided to accept the Smithsonian offer, that after a couple months of talking with them he thought they'd worked out an arrangement that overcame the drawbacks. He could have told her he loved her. The words had been there, pushing to escape.


  Instead, she'd told him she loved him and she'd left.


  And he felt as if men with pickaxes were working in syncopation inside his head, heart and belly.


  "Paul." Norma Schaff's voice came through the intercom. "Grady Roberts is on line two."


  With a deep sigh, he dropped his feet from his desk and leaned forward to pick up the receiver.


  "Hey, Grady, what's up? But make it short. Some of us work for a living, you know, not just make a few phone calls and rake in a million."


  "Paul, I'm in my office and you know how I can see a lot of the financial district from here -"


  "If you're calling to brag about your view -"


  "Paul, shut up and listen, will you? There's a fire, a big one. It's your dad's building."


  Paul was out of the chair without realizing it. "Are you sure?"


  "Yes. I just checked with somebody's binoculars to make sure before I called you."


  "Thanks, Grady."


  He'd already started to hang up, when Grady's voice stopped him. "Paul!"


  "Yeah."


  "Paul, it looks bad. There are trucks all over. You may have trouble getting close. Be careful."


  "Thanks."


  He snatched his coat and, after a split second of hesitation, also grabbed the ratty raincoat left over from last spring, plus a hat from an undetermined source. Before he finished his hurried explanation to Norma, she'd dug out two umbrellas, a wool scarf and a pair of gloves, tucking them into pockets as efficiently as an experienced kindergarten teacher.


  By the time he gave up on the crawling cab and struck out on foot for the final three-quarters of a mile, he was grateful for every layer. The wind sliced sleet into his raw skin. Running made it worse, but still he ran. Even when the sidewalks became as clogged with pedestrian traffic as the streets had been with vehicles, he ran, dodging and, when necessary, pushing through the crowds.


  Only when a police barricade blocked the way did he stop, and only then because a slicker-outfitted member of Chicago's finest snagged him by the sleeve.


  "Stay back!"


  "I've got to -"


  "Nobody's got to go in there, buster, but the firemen. Just back up here and let them do their job."


  Paul pulled in a couple deep breaths as he considered the pugnacious expression and broad shoulders of the cop. Then his eyes went to the building, belching smoke that seemed to hiss as it met the cold, wet air. Nobody could still be in there, at least not alive -


  "The people. Where'd they take the people? They must have evacuated -"


  A flicker of understanding lit the cop's eyes. "Around this corner, go to the middle of the block, there's an insurance company, glass all across the front, big open lobby. That's where they've been taking 'em. Leastwise the ones the ambulances didn't take."


  Ambulances. The word reverberated in Paul's head as he ran in the direction the cop had indicated.


  The lobby was a dizzying mass of people. People with mismatched jackets flung over their shoulders or with blankets wrapped around them. Some sitting quietly against a wall, others talking feverishly on phones or to anyone who would listen.


  Forcing himself to be methodical, Paul worked his way through three-quarters of the room before spotting a familiar face.


  "Miriam!" His father's associate had been out to the house with her husband many times for dinners both business and social.


  "Paul. What in the world are you doing here?"


  "I heard about the fire. I haven't seen - I can't find -"


  "He's fine, Paul. Everybody got out safely."


  Some of the tension went out of him. But he'd feel certainty only when he saw his father himself. "A cop said they were taking people to hospitals."


  She nodded. "Some smoke inhalation, and some shock, I think. But they've told us everyone's in good condition. Everybody was evacuated in time."


  "Do you know where he is?"


  "He and some others were trying to find a way to get taxis through the streets to start taking people home. He was going to the next street over to talk to someone in charge of the police to see if they could help."


  Leaving the building, Paul noticed the cold more this time.


  He wasn't sure whether it was because the temperature had dropped or because fear no longer held such a stranglehold on him.


  By the time he found his father twenty minutes later, the raw chill was in his bones.


  The sight of his father talking to a man in uniform a few dozen yards away brought welcomed warmth into him. James Paul Monroe nodded at something the other man said, then turned away and stood coatless and hatless, staring up to where smoke rose against an equally gray twilight sky. His suit jacket shimmered in the huge spotlights the fire department had directed on the area, as if the moisture caught in its fabric had turned to frost.


  "Dad." Paul waited until he was close enough that he could say the word without shouting.


  His father turned toward him, but slowly, as if he didn't have full control over his muscles. Paul's heart wrenched at the slightly dazed sheen in his father's eyes.


  "Son."


  Paul pulled his father into his arms, in a fierce and grateful hug, remembering a hug he'd received some twenty years before by the side of a dark and rainy street.


  "You'll freeze out here, Dad. Take this."


  Quickly, he shrugged out of his topcoat and put it around his father's shoulders. As he pulled on the raincoat, he pulled out the scarf to put around his father's neck. Through it all his father stood, just looking at him. Paul knew he was acting a bit like a mother hen, but he couldn't help it, and he had the oddest certainty his father knew exactly how much he needed to do these things.


  A memory flashed through his mind of the time when he'd been fifteen and had broken his arm, of his father each morning neatly rolling the shirtsleeve over the cast while Paul fretted to be off.


  "You better put the coat on, Dad. It'll be warmer that way." He helped his father put his left arm through one sleeve, but when he reached for the other arm, a slice of light showed him the red, blistered skin of a burn across the knuckles as his father gripped something hidden in the shadows by his side.


  James Monroe glanced down at his hand as if in surprise. "The fire came up the back stairwell. We started that way, but when I tested the door, we knew we'd have to find another way."


  Paul swallowed as he realized how his father had tested that door. He reached down, intending to take the object out of his father's hand so he could put on the coat, but before he could, James Monroe tightened his grip, despite the wince the movement produced, and Paul pulled his hand back.


  "It's odd how your mind works at times like that," his father said. "When the alarm sounded, it hit me that the smell I'd just barely been catching for a while was smoke. I realized we had to get out. We had to get everyone out of the building right away. I told them all not to stop for anything. But I did. I couldn't leave without it. It's odd how you see your mistakes, how you know what's important at times like that."


  Paul looked down to where his father's fingers slowly loosened from the object he'd rescued as he escaped the fire.


  Paul's brows contracted in a puzzled frown as he saw the dull hard glint of gold. Then his father's hand opened, and the beam of light fell on what it held: the gold-framed photograph of the family taken the summer before Paul's senior year in college.


  "But all the things in your office. Your baseball glove, your awards, your pictures . . ." All the things that had chronicled his father's successes. Paul glanced up at the smoke still billowing into the sky and wondered if a bit of leather and some aging paper could have survived.


  "Probably gone."


  Paul's gaze came back to his father's face, and he could see no more hint of despair there than he'd heard in his voice.


  "I might miss those things, but I took what's most important to me."


  His father looked at the photograph held in his burned hand, and standing there in the cold, with the sting of smoke all around them, he smiled.


  
    * * *

  


  PAULD WOULDN'T FORGET that smile, not as long as he lived. That and the way his parents held on to each other when he and his father finally made it to the house in Lake Forest some time near midnight.


  His father had insisted on seeing that all the people from his office were safely on their way home and that the fire department had declared the fire out before he agreed to let Paul take him home.


  Even on the drive to Lake Forest, Paul knew his father hadn't fully relaxed. That came only when he walked into his wife's arms at the front door.


  After his father showered and had his hand bandaged, they sat in the kitchen while his mother fed them, and the three of them talked.


  Before his mother went up to bed, she laid her palm along his cheek as she used to do to console some childish hurt.


  "Mom . . ." He wanted to tell her . . .exactly what, he wasn't sure.


  She shook her head slowly, wiping out the need for special words. "Everything will be all right, dear." She might have been talking about his father's condition or his business. But Paul didn't think so. Her next words confirmed it. "Look into your heart, and then don't be afraid to go after her. She loves you. And love can survive a lot of hurt."


  The words were so soft, so unlike his mother's usual breeziness, that Paul didn't fully comprehend them until she had left the room.


  How did she know Bette had left? How had she fathomed his turmoil?


  The questions had barely formed when he realized his father had lingered. When their eyes met, his father spoke.


  "I know you always hated my joining the family firm, Paul. And you blamed your grandfather. But you shouldn't. Your grandfather didn't force me into anything - the firm, the position, the house. I'd never had those things, and I wanted them. So I made a choice - a choice, Paul. Nobody forced me. I still enjoy all those things.


  "That doesn't mean I haven't had regrets. There are a few things I wish I'd done differently."


  Paul felt the full force of his father's look, a communication as intangible yet as real as the silent connection of twilight games of catch two decades ago.


  "Maybe I let being the best lawyer I could be consume me, Paul. Maybe I wasn't around enough, especially in those first years as head of the firm. Maybe I let the image and the externals get to me. Your mother and I . . . well, she forgave me a long time ago. Now, I hope you will."


  "Forgive you? Dad, I -"


  "I wasn't there for you like I should have been. It was better when Judi came along, but for you -"


  "Dad, you were always there when I needed you."


  Paul knew the truth of the words as he said them.


  He might have wanted more of his father, but what kid didn't? And what kid could be reasonable about it, could comprehend the incessant juggling of career, marriage, family and occasional privacy?


  He could understand his father's need to be the best lawyer he could be. Hell, he'd inherited the same compulsion to give his clients the best.


  His father waved off his objection. "I did you a disservice, Paul, by not overtly stepping in between your grandfather and you."


  "I did all right on my own with that fight."


  A flash of understanding lit the past: He hadn't fought alone.


  Why hadn't he seen that before? Why hadn't he recognized that, with no fanfare, his parents had withstood Walter Mulholland? It was so obvious now. If they hadn't, he would have been sent to military school six times over during his adolescent rebellions. And he might have made speeches about not attending an Ivy League college, but who'd paid tuition at the school of his choice?


  His father shook his head even as he smiled dryly. "I didn't mean stepping in to protect you from Walter running roughshod over you - I agree, you did a better job of that than anyone else ever could have done - but to prevent you from dismissing everything he believed in. Walter Mulholland wasn't all right, but he wasn't all wrong, either, son."


  That night, lying in the bed he'd known as a twelve-year-old, Paul thought of those words and his own insights.


  The boy he'd been had so desperately fought his grandfather's dictatorial ways that he'd boxed himself in.


  Even if he'd wanted to go to that Ivy League college, he never would have done so. Even if he'd wanted to be a lawyer, he never would have become one. His father's words echoed in his ears. Walter Mulholland wasn't all right, but he wasn't all wrong, either.


  What an ass he'd been.


  But no more.


  What was it he'd accused Bette of doing? Trying to live up to every expectation of her dead grandfather? Wasn't he equally as bad - spurning every expectation of his dead grandfather? Time to start weighing decisions against what he wanted.


  And what he wanted was Bette Wharton.


  
    * * *

  


  "AND OF COURSE, the party is tonight. Then, Friday we'll go to the Thompsons for cocktails and dinner, but other than that, I really haven't planned very much."


  Aware of an expectant pause, Bette filled it, though her mother's words hadn't sunk in. "That's fine, Mom."


  "Is it? Well, with Ronald and Claire here, too, I just didn't know how many plans to make. Especially with the children. It's a long trip for the little ones for such a short time, and if there are too many things going on, it gets too much for them."


  Her mother had already gone over the weekend plans twice before, once after picking up Bette at the airport on Wednesday and again yesterday. With her mother covering the same information as they sat on chaise longues in the waning sun while the rest of the family enjoyed a boat ride on the lake, Bette didn't have to bother pulling her thoughts from what had occupied them since Tuesday night.


  Paul.


  She'd acted on impulse in his office. Without considering where it might lead or what its repercussions might be, she had said exactly how she felt - about him and what was happening between them.


  No, she'd only told him half of how she felt.


  Because she'd told him only about the pain. She hadn't told him about the joy he'd brought her. And no matter how much he might hurt her, she could never deny the laughter and the loving he'd given her.


  "Would you like that, Bette?"


  "Sorry. What?"


  "A tennis lesson. I said I could set you up with a tennis lesson Saturday afternoon so you'd have something to do. We haven't planned much for you this trip."


  "No. Thanks, Mom, no tennis lesson. It's all right."


  "Is it? I know you like to have things structured. That's another way you've taken after your grandfather. But down here, we've gotten into the habit of taking life easier. And, of course I knew you'd bring some work with."


  Her mother's words penetrated this time. "Really, Mom. It's fine."


  . . . Like to have things structured . . . knew you'd bring some work with . . .


  She had brought work, though she hadn't taken it out of the suitcase. And she did like structure, though that didn't mean twenty-four hours a day.


  Another way you've taken after your grandfather . Took after him or blindly emulated him? That was what Paul had accused her of.


  No time for fun, only time for work and advancement.


  "Oh, here they come!" Her mother headed down the path to meet the boat pulling up to the Whartons' small boat house.


  She watched her mother and father, Ronald and Claire, and remembered her belief that she couldn't possibly fall in love with Paul Monroe because she saw his faults too clearly. She'd been wrong. Her mother and sister-in-law weren't blind to their men's faults; love just focused beyond the faults. Reason gave way to something wiser.


  She hadn't given that to Paul. She'd fought hope so hard that she hadn't admitted there might be cause for it; Paul had changed in the past weeks. Had she?


  Her fears for the future had looked over her shoulder at every stage, never allowing her to open herself to him fully. Even telling him she loved him had carried the reminder of the future, and her fears for it. I love you, but I don't want to. God, I don't want to . . . someday I think - I hope - I'll stop loving you. And then I'll leave.


  Another thought had her sitting upright and swinging her feet to the patio.


  Fears for the future.


  Her grandfather had taught her to look to the future. Maybe she'd taken the lesson too much to heart, turning her back on the present, but with Paul she'd done something else. She'd forgotten that hope was also part of the future.


  She'd already started out of the chaise, when she heard her father's shout.


  "Bette! C'mon down and we'll take you out, too."


  "No, thanks, Dad. You go ahead without me this trip. I've got to make a phone call."


  His cell went to a recording. No answer at his office, then the please-leave-a-message routine. She didn't. She checked her watch. Nearly five-thirty in Chicago. They were gone for the night.


  His message service picked up at his apartment. She hesitated, then hurried on before it cut her off. "Paul, it's Bette. Please call me at my parents'."


  Hanging up, she wondered if she should call back, tell him more, tell him . . . No, the things she had to tell him couldn't be compressed between the beeps of a voice message.


  He'd brought so much into her life, the laughter, the passion, the companionship.


  From him she was learning the value of now. With his impromptu reactions and the way he drew spontaneity from her, he'd taught her that today was as important as tomorrow. She could enjoy window decorations now and then without forfeiting the future.


  Or take an evening boat ride with her family while she prayed for the phone to ring. And hoped that enough todays would build a tomorrow.


  
    * * *

  


  FORTY-FIVE HOURS after finding his father, Paul stared at his reflection thrown back by the multiple layers of glass in the airplane's window. He'd spent Thursday walking the beaches he'd known all his life, watching Lake Michigan's brooding December power and doing some brooding of his own.


  The first answer came with a gust of cold wind that sliced through his clothes.


  Like a tactile memory, the cold stirred thoughts of Thanksgiving night and he heard Bette asking him, "What are your dreams, Paul?"


  He knew now.


  She was his dream. A life with her. It was what he'd wanted from the start and what he'd fought so hard against. Fought her, fought himself, because he was still fighting Walter Wilson Mulholland.


  He remembered his thoughts of earthquakes while he and Bette sat in Jan and Ed Robson's living room and looked at each other across the tiny body of a baby.


  More like a heartquake, he thought now. Well, the rumbling and shuddering were over - at least as far as he was concerned.


  His world had shifted and rearranged itself into a new conformation. Into a landscape that had Bette at its center.


  He wanted to make plans now. Plans for children, for finding a house with a yard, enough room for some twilight games of catch. Plans for college educations, for old age. Plans for a life with Bette.


  In a few minutes they'd land at the Phoenix airport and he'd be at the Whartons' house not long after. Then he would tell Bette the things he hadn't told her Tuesday night. Then he could try to make her see what had happened since she'd left two days before.


  Paul Monroe had grown up.


  
    * * *

  


  UNCERTAINTY SOLIDIFIED INTO a sharp-edged rock in Bette's stomach when she answered her parents' door late Saturday afternoon and found Paul Monroe staring back at her.


  He hadn't answered her twenty-four-hour-old message, but he'd come after her. What did that mean?


  "Paul." She knew her lips formed the word, but she wasn't sure if it had any sound.


  "Hi, Bette." One corner of his mouth lifted, but it wasn't much of a smile. "I had to see you."


  "Who is it, Bette?" Her mother's voice grew nearer as she came down the hall.


  Automatically, Bette opened the outer door to Paul, and stepped back to let him in.


  "Mother, this is Paul Monroe." What else to say about him? My friend? Too small to be the truth. My lover? Only one part of the truth. The man I love? Too much the truth. "From Chicago."


  "Oh. How nice to meet you." Her mother glanced from one to the other of them. "It's wonderful that you could pay Bette a surprise visit while she is with us. It's a shame Bette's father isn't here right now to meet you also."


  "I know it's a surprise visit. I hope it's not inconvenient, but I was, uh, I was hoping to take Bette out for dinner."


  She didn't think she could remember Paul ever stumbling over his words that way. It terrified her.


  "Bette, remember the Thompsons are expecting us at five-thirty for cocktails." Mrs. Wharton looked from her daughter to this intense-looking young man, and put together a clue or two dropped over the past few weeks to arrive at a very satisfactory conclusion. A conclusion that involved one less guest at the Thompsons' dinner party. "So the rest of us will be leaving as soon as the baby-sitter arrives, in about half an hour," she finished smoothly.


  Bette read the message in her mother's look, and thanked her silently.


  "So if we don't see you before we leave," continued her mother, turning to Paul, "I hope you enjoy your stay in Phoenix."


  "Thank you, Mrs. Wharton. I'm going to try." Bette knew exactly when Paul turned to her mother and stretched out a hand, because the weight of his eyes left her for the first time. "I hope we'll see each other again."


  Bette heard the words, but refused to admit their possible meaning. They were too dangerous. They could elicit too many hopeful, soaring ideas of "what next" if she let them free.


  "I hope so, too. If you're not in any hurry for dinner, you should get Bette to show you around the area first. There's a lovely view from the boathouse."


  Her mother and Paul exchanged goodbyes, and somehow Bette found herself leading Paul down the twisting path to the boathouse tucked away privately by the water's edge.


  Bette went directly to the railing and stared out at the water, darkening with night and undisturbed by any human traffic. The shadows under the roofed portion were deep, but she was fully aware of Paul standing behind her.


  "I had to see you -" He broke off, then started again. "There are more things that need to be said between us." She felt him nearer.


  "I know, that's why I called you yesterday."


  "You called?" His voice was low.


  She twisted to see his face, but he was too close, and she saw only her own desire reflected there. She looked back to the water. "I left a message at your apartment."


  "I haven't been home." His fingertips brushed her hair behind her ear, perhaps so he could see her profile more clearly. "I needed to talk to you, Bette. There's something . . . Something happened Thursday. There was a fire."


  The strain in his voice chilled her. Turning, she tried to read in his face what this fire had meant to him. He wasn't injured, at least on the outside. But inside?


  "A fire?"


  "Dad's building."


  "Oh my God -"


  "No." He gripped the arms she'd instinctively extended to him. "It's all right, Bette. He's fine. Nobody was seriously hurt. There's a lot of damage, and it'll be a mess for a while. For the firm. For Dad. But it's not much compared to what could have happened."


  His hands traveled up her arms and across her shoulders, finally coming to her throat. He spread his fingers under her hair to caress her nape while his thumbs stroked the line of her jaw. In the shadows, wavering with the water's reflection, she saw his eyes just as surely caressing her lips.


  "I learned something from that fire, Bette. Afterward Dad talked about his life, and my grandfather, and I started to see - I've been wrong. Wrong and blind and stubborn. That's why -" he dropped a kiss on her mouth as light and powerful as a laser's beam "- why I came here." Another kiss. "I had -" Another kiss "- to see you, to tell you . . ." Desire flared between them without lightening the shadows around them. "Oh, God, Bette. I need you."


  He held her face between his palms and sank into her mouth.


  She felt the need, the tension in him. She felt confused, uncertain - Why had he come? What had this fire meant to him? What was this change in him? But those were questions for the future, because beneath the confusion and uncertainty, she also felt the sure steady beat of her love for him.


  He needed her now. He wanted her now. Now was the moment she had. She'd take it, and she'd give it.


  Instinct led them to the wide cushioned seats that edged the back of the boathouse, because in the inky darkness they couldn't see anything. Not even each other. But touch led them where their eyes could not, the way to ease the ache, the way to fill the needs, the way to love each other.


  And even in the dark, she could see the face of the man she made love with, the man she loved.


  She would always see his face. It was her fantasy, more powerful than any schoolgirl could imagine. Yet it also haunted her, because it lacked one element - the love, the deep, committed love of the man making love to her.


  "Bette?"


  She didn't answer. She didn't want him to know she was crying.


  He had come after her, but why? He might have followed one of his impulses, the desire of the moment to see her, be with her, make love with her. Or he might have felt her speech in his office had been an ultimatum, designed to close him in, trap him, bind him. Tears would only add to that impression.


  "Bette, there's something I have to ask you."


  She held her silence like a shield, protecting him from her tears, protecting herself from his questions.


  No, not a shield, a restriction. She was doing what she'd sworn not to do, holding back from him out of fear.


  "Bette. Do you really love me?"


  The tears slipped loose.


  He'd just made it all very simple. She hadn't planned it. It had just happened. But she did love him.


  "Yes. I really love you."


  Her voice flowed with love, but also with the tears. He shifted, putting a palm under her chin to lift it and levering himself above her to try to look into her eyes.


  "Bette, don't cry." Paul's hoarse plea made her cry more, and his fingers, gently rough, couldn't stop the flow.


  "God, Bette -"


  "It's all right, Paul." She'd known what he could give her, and she'd risked it anyhow. She'd lost her heart, but by losing it she'd also found it. This time she had to tell him that side of it, too. "I knew . . . I knew . . ."


  "You knew what?"


  "How it would be, but it doesn't matter now -"


  "How what would be? You're driving me crazy with these elliptical comments, Bette. I don't know what you're talking about, but experience tells me I'd hate it like hell. We've got to talk. Really talk. That's why I came down here. To talk to you, to tell you -" He broke off as if suddenly struck by the difficulty of expressing what he was about to say.


  "To tell you . . . things," he finished lamely. The emphasis he put on the last word indicated it had great meaning, but she couldn't begin to fathom it.


  "Things?"


  "Aw, hell. I can't tell you here. Not with this, and with you crying and thinking what you're thinking. I know you, Bette, and you can't tell me you're not looking seven steps ahead and coming out on the totally wrong path."


  She felt slightly stunned by the spate of words, and more than a little confused. "Now who's talking in elliptical comments?"


  "I am. And it's going to stop. Starting now, we're going to take this one step at a time. And the first step is to tell you - No. Better yet to show you."


  "Show me?"


  "Yeah. C'mon, I'm going to show you exactly what I have in mind for the first step."


  
    * * *

  


  "PAUL, THIS IS the airport."


  "Boy, I sure am glad I didn't get bus tickets then. We'd have been in a lot of trouble."


  He sounded odd, almost giddy and a little nervous. Not at all like himself.


  "Paul. Just this once. Answer me straight. What are we doing here? What's all this about a first step, and showing me?"


  "I'll tell you. But not until we're inside."


  She couldn't sway him from that as they turned in his rental car and made their way to the main entrance to the airport.


  "Okay, we're inside," she reminded him. "Now tell me what this is all about."


  "See Gate B23?"


  She scanned the monitors for B23. "Departing for Las Vegas," she read.


  "Right."


  "We're going to Las Vegas?"


  "That's right. I bought a pair of tickets for this flight right after I landed here."


  "I don't understand. You want to gamble?"


  "I hope what I have in mind is more along the lines of a sure thing."


  The husky timbre of his voice sent a thrill down her backbone. "What is it you have in mind, Paul?"


  "I have in mind getting married."


  "Married?" Her mouth formed the word, but she didn't think she spoke it. No matter what tricks her respiratory system might be doing, her mind hesitated to accept what she'd heard. "Are you serious?"


  "Absolutely. I'm also sure, positive, and certain. A little anxious, but also eager."


  Behind all the glib words, she saw a doubt in his eyes, and when he expressed it out loud she knew she'd cry, right here in the middle of Sky Harbor Airport.


  "If you'll have me. Will you marry me, Bette?"


  Twice she tried to swallow the tears. But she couldn't stop them, certainly not enough to get out any words. Instead, she placed her palm against the faintly bristled curve of Paul's jaw and stretched to touch her lips against his, even as she continued to cry.


  He took her face between his hands and kissed the tearstains on her cheeks, then returned to her mouth. Deep and hot and dark, he still somehow managed to make the kiss tender. And full of promises for the future. Oh, Lord, so full of promises.


  They broke apart to gulp in air and smile giddily at each other.


  "I don't have any luggage."


  "That's okay, I don't have much myself, only a few things I'd left at my parents' house. We'll buy what we need." The green flecks in his eyes heated, sharing the memory and the anticipation. "After all, we're veteran shoppers for this sort of trip. But first, I have to know: Is that a yes?"


  "Yes, that's a yes."


  They stood, grinning at each other for a full minute before Paul grabbed her hand and headed for the departure gates. "That's us," he said as the boarding of the Las Vegas flight from Gate B23 was announced.


  Bette's head was in too much of a spin to notice much except the compact energy of the man next to her as they passed through security and continued toward the gate. Then, as abruptly as he had showed up at her parents' front door, Paul stopped.


  Two strides short of Gate B23, he pulled back suddenly on Bette's hand. She felt the smile on her lips freeze as she looked at him. His gaze went from the gate back to her, and she knew what he was going to say before he said it.


  "I can't do this, Bette."


  She pulled in a breath of pure pain.


  For an instant she thought she might collapse. But she didn't. Numbness and pride held her up.


  She felt only gratitude that her legs held steady as she pivoted and started back down the corridor. Later, she knew, the numbness would recede and the hurt would be nearly unbearable. But she would bear it.


  And she would love Paul Monroe despite the pain.


  "No! Bette, wait." He caught her after two steps, none too gently pulling her around to face him. "You misunderstood!"


  "What did I misunderstand, Paul? Your proposal? Did I take it too seriously? Was it a joke? Were you teasing, was that it?"


  "God, no, I wasn't teasing. And I wasn't joking. Look at me, Bette. It's a basic matter of believing. No time to make a list or keep to a schedule or create a seven-step master plan. You either believe me or you don't. Right now."


  His demand allowed only instinct, no thought. "I believe you."


  Some of the tension went out of his hold on her, but none of the intensity. "Good. Because I meant every word I said. You're in my life for good, whether you like it or not, and I want to be married to you, Bette Wharton. But not Las Vegas style. We can't get married that way. It's not the right way for us."


  "I . . . I don't understand."


  "I've sworn to stop doing what my grandfather wouldn't have wanted and start doing what I do want. Eloping to Vegas was reflex action. But it's not what I want and - Hey!" His eyes lit up with something a shade hotter than laughter before his voice changed. "You were really willing to elope with me, weren't you? No plans, no schedule, just hop on a plane and go get married."


  "Yes."


  The single word said more than all her explanations could have.


  "What do you know about that?" His grin tilted. "That's the nicest thing you could ever have done for me, Bette."


  He caught her closer.


  "But I want the whole damn thing with you, Bette. I want to go back to your parents' house and be introduced as their son-in-law to-be. I want to take you home to Lake Forest and watch my parents' faces when we tell them the good news. I want to hear Judi squeal. I want to get congratulated by Grady and Michael. I want to go looking for the perfect house for us to buy - together. And I want to marry you in a church, with a minister and flowers and a veil and pictures and a cake and one hell of a reception. I want as many of our friends and relatives as we can cram in to be there when we make those promises about forever and ever."


  "You do?"


  "I do." She watched his eyes acquire a familiar glint, and she realized that her love for this man might never stop growing. "See, I even know my line already. 'I do.' "


  She laughed. She couldn't help it. It was one of the things she loved about Paul Monroe, this ability to make her laugh. Because, his joy in making her laugh, in drawing that out of her, was one aspect of his love for her.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck. "Thank you for making my fantasy come true, Paul," she whispered against his lips. "My whole fantasy."


  His arms tightened across her back, almost fiercely. But his voice was soft.


  "Any time, Bette. Any time."


  Their mouths met with a tenderness that belied the desire trembling in their bodies. The desire that would be as much a part of their lives together as the tenderness. And the laughter.


  Paul rested his forehead on hers, though he couldn't resist dipping to take her top lip between his in a caress that evoked memories and promises between them. Then he loosened his arms enough to meet her eyes.


  "You kiss me like that again, Bette Wharton, and you better be prepared to tell me you've had fantasies about airports." Her chuckle was still a little frazzled, and his brows rose above suddenly hopeful eyes. "Have you?"


  "No!" This time she laughed outright.


  His disappointment sighed deep and long, and he pressed a quick, hungry kiss to her lips before settling his arms more comfortably around her waist.


  "So, how long do you think it'll take you to plan a wedding like that?"


  "Oh, so I'm going to do the planning?"


  He grinned. "I'm learning to enjoy thinking about the future, but would you really want me to plan a wedding? With schedules and deadlines and stuff?" He seemed to take her wrinkled-nose grimace as a no. "I bet you could get my mother to help. And I'll consult. So, how long will it take you to plan a big wedding like that?"


  "I don't know. Nine months, a year maybe?"


  "A year!"


  "I really don't know, Paul. I haven't done it before, you know."


  "I tell you what, since you're a rookie at this, I'll give you eight months and a little time to spare - say the last weekend in August."


  "I feel a 'but' coming."


  His grin sent a deliciously hot shiver through her.


  "But -" he drew out the word as he ran his hands up her arms and along her shoulders "- the honeymoon comes first."


  The pads of his thumbs reached lower, skimming the points of her collarbone, stirring her body to recognition of the sensations those thumbs could create if they strayed lower, and lower still. She felt a small shudder ripple through her, and saw from his eyes that he felt it, too, had wanted to feel it, had been trying to create it.


  "We'll turn in these tickets to Vegas and see how far that'll get us toward the most exotic, most romantic, most sun-drenched, most secluded place we can get to with the least possible delay," he said.


  She went into his arms without hesitation. "Just like a kid, wanting dessert first."
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    Chapter One

  


   


  Michael Dickinson continued efficiently sorting his mail despite the telephone tucked between his ear and shoulder. His calm, assured voice carried into the receiver over the noise of two dozen people pursuing three dozen tasks around him. As he spoke, he dropped envelopes, postcards, fliers and magazines into separate piles—discard, read immediately, pass on to someone else, read in that distant someday when he had time.


  Another pile held one envelope. Addressed in a nearly illegible masculine hand, it had been among the mail he’d picked up from home when he returned to Springfield this morning after another whirlwind sweep through Illinois.


  “I understand your concern for the party,” he said into the telephone. He listened a moment, then answered with no betraying inflection of dryness. “Yes, of course, and your concern for the candidate, too. We all want Joan to win the election. If there is a perception among the voters that she tilts at windmills, you’re right to say that could hurt her candidacy. It’s my job to ensure they don’t have that misperception.”


  As Michael spoke, his eyes rested on the single envelope.


  “Yes, I will mention that to the candidate. Thank you. I’ll let you know. Goodbye.”


  He hung up and reached for the envelope. Without making any move to open it, he turned it over in his hands.


  Paul never wrote. Not even at Christmas. The phone was invented for a man like Paul Monroe. Michael suspected that if Bette hadn’t insisted, the formal wedding invitation he’d received two weeks ago would instead have been delivered in the same manner as the request to be in the wedding party: “Hey, Michael, we’re getting married. Why don’t you leave your sleazy politics for a while and come join Bette and me? I want you to be best man. Bette suggested co-groom, but I told her that’d be a little kinky for a straight arrow like you.”


  Michael had heard Bette affectionately admonishing her fiancé in the background. He knew Paul well enough to recognize the invitation as a way to tease Bette, tease him and mask the sentimentality of the request, all at once. He’d been touched. And honored. And he’d said yes.


  So it was hard to imagine what Paul could be writing about now.


  If he had been a cynic, he might have wondered if Paul Monroe had decided he’d prefer Grady Roberts as his best man, since Grady was well on his way to making millions, while Michael was only chief aide-de-camp for long-shot United States Senate candidate Joan Bradon.


  But Michael wasn’t a cynic—he had that on the authority of Joan Bradon, who had overcome plenty of cynics in her fifty-odd years. What he was, said Joan with her usual precision, was a skeptic. “A cynic presumes the worst. A skeptic suspends judgment until the proof’s in,” she’d told him once. “And since you’re never easy to persuade, you’re our resident devil’s advocate, finding the holes in time to plug them before we face the light of public scrutiny.”


  Michael accepted her label, but for his own reasons. A cynic would remember too many weddings, ceremonies whose memories outlasted the love they were supposed to celebrate, and say this one would be no different. A skeptic could look at Paul and Bette and believe there was a chance it could be different.


  Before Paul’s call, if he’d thought about it, Michael probably would have assumed Grady would be best man. After all, Paul and Grady went back to grade school. Michael was the latecomer in the group. He’d met them in the first hour of their first day of college.


  Without ever saying much, he and Paul had seemed to understand each other from the start. Grady . . . well, Grady was Grady. But for all Grady’s astounding good looks, easy charm and moneyed background, Michael had envied him only one thing. And he’d buried that resentment so long ago and so deep he didn’t think even Paul had gotten more than an inkling of it. Certainly Grady hadn’t.


  Michael looked again at the return address sprawled haphazardly in the corner of the envelope and shook his head at his own hesitation. Ripping open the envelope, he skimmed the letter with the same quick comprehension he used to attack press releases, position statements and news reports. He understood it all with his first glance through. Still, he read it a second time.


  A week. All of them together again for a week. The way it had been back at college, with the addition of Bette.


  No, not the way it had been at college. That was romantic foolishness. There was no such thing as recapturing the past. Or altering it. That was all over with.


  A week.


  Since Paul owned his own business—appraising collectibles—he could clear his calendar for a week before the wedding as well as the two honeymoon weeks after. And he wrote that he’d talked Bette into turning over her temp agency to her assistant for the extra time.


  But how could Michael consider taking a week off in August with the election coming up in November? A weekend to be best man at a friend’s wedding, yes. But a week? How could he take that much time?


  But he knew he would. Because Paul had offered a temptation Michael wouldn’t pass up.


  Tris.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Aha! I thought so!”


  Leslie Craig’s triumphant tone gave Tris an irrational rush of guilt. Her co-worker and friend made it sound as if Tris Donlin had just confirmed her worst suspicions.


  In a way, maybe she had. But really, being at the office first thing in the morning was nothing to feel guilty about. Her flight had arrived at Dulles Airport so early that she’d even gotten to her downtown Washington, D.C. office before peak rush hour.


  “It’s good to see you, too,” said Tris, her fingers stilling in midsentence on the keyboard. She had been composing a memo on the conference, since there were a couple of points she wanted the staff to consider over the weekend. Even if they didn’t give it conscious thought, they’d come in Monday with ideas.


  “Well, it’s not good to see you. You look like death.”


  “Thanks!” Tris tried for outraged sarcasm, but the chuckle behind it ruined the effect. Leslie never failed to make her laugh. Even when she didn’t want to laugh, something about the blunt statements delivered with a slight Southern drawl appealed to her.


  “Couldn’t expect any different after taking the red-eye from the West Coast, could you? That trip could make next year’s Junior Miss look like a hag. So go home and get some sleep, like you’re supposed to.”


  Leslie was thirty-six to Tris's twenty-nine, and the most direct, most sophisticated mother hen Tris knew.


  “I will. I had just a couple things I wanted to do.”


  “A couple things you wanted to do—a couple things that’ll take you all day and a good part of the night. Just because you were named after some indestructible, he-man football player—”


  “Baseball,” Tris corrected automatically; she’d had to explain this often enough. “Tris Speaker. Center fielder for the Indians in the twenties.”


  Leslie waved off the distinction and kept on talking. “—doesn’t mean you have to be some superman. Good heavens, woman, first you spend three days in Cincinnati researching that facility for the homeless, and then go straight to a week of twenty-four-hour days at that wretched conference in L.A. Give yourself a break.”


  “I will. Honest. Just leave me alone so I can get this done.” A little tiredness wasn’t too high a price to pay for what she’d found out. The Cincinnati project had fired her imagination, and the conference had produced solid proposals for how the historic preservation association she worked for could encourage more such projects. What could be better than turning endangered buildings into shelter for those who had none?


  Leslie Craig consulted her gold-braceleted wristwatch. “You have forty-five minutes before I come back to turn you into a pumpkin. And that time includes a few minutes to check your messages.”


  Tris flipped through the pink slips she’d been handed, noting that two men she occasionally dated had called. She wouldn’t mind catching a movie or going to a play this weekend with either Brad or Dave—after she finished this memo and got some rest.


  “And read your mail,” Leslie continued, plopping a stack of envelopes on Tris’s desk before heading out the door. “I’ll be back in forty-five.”


  Tris had already checked the basket that held her business mail, so this stack must have been culled from deliveries to her home, which Leslie had been looking after for her. Since her house was five blocks one side of the subway stop and Leslie’s apartment three blocks the other way, they exchanged house-checking duties when one traveled, as well as sharing the commute to work. It was just like Leslie, first, to know that she would appear at the office before going home and, second, to choose the most interesting of her week’s mail to deliver to her.


  She glanced at the envelopes splayed on her desk, but delayed opening them. First, she’d finish her report on the conference. They had to come up with ways to fund these projects. Somehow.


  When Leslie returned in exactly forty-five minutes, Tris had finished a letter from her mother and another from her sister. She held a third letter open in her hand, almost as if she were still reading it. But she was staring out the window, past narrow-slatted blinds to something no one else would have recognized even if they’d seen it.


  “Bad news?”


  “What?” Tris refocused, looking at the paper in her right hand as if she had no idea how it had come to be there. “No. Not bad news.”


  “Good news, then.”


  “I—I don’t know. Not exactly either.”


  Leslie’s eyebrows arched dramatically. “That sounds fascinating. Tell Leslie all.” She propped herself on the edge of Tris’s desk and waited expectantly.


  “It’s just a letter from my cousin. Paul.”


  “The one getting married in August. And you’re in the wedding, right?”


  “Yes. He says he and Bette have arranged to take time off from their businesses, and he wants me to come and spend the whole week before the wedding.”


  “I bet the bride loves that idea.”


  “Actually, Bette probably does. She’s not the type to get too uptight—probably because she’ll have everything done a month ahead of time. She grew up in the area, but her parents retired down to Arizona a few years ago, so I’d imagine she and Aunt Nancy are doing the arranging, and I can guarantee between the two of them they’ll have every detail organized way ahead of schedule. Besides, Paul says it’s the only wedding present he’s asked for.”


  “Emotional blackmail.” Leslie nodded. “I like his style.”


  Tris grinned halfheartedly. “He says Aunt Nancy and Uncle James are looking forward to having us all stay at the house. And he has all sorts of plans of things to do together. All of us. Ball games, sailing, parties.”


  “Sounds like fun,” said Leslie without much conviction. Then she straightened. “What do you mean, ‘all of us’?”


  “Paul and Bette. And . . . um . . . some of the rest of the wedding party.”


  “Some of the wedding party?”


  “Bette’s brother’s in the wedding and he can’t get away until the weekend, and neither can one of Bette’s childhood friends who’s the other bridesmaid, but the maid of honor is Paul’s sister, Judi, and I’m sure she’ll be there along with, um, the other guys in the wedding.”


  “Ah-ha! Meaning Buddy Michael and Gorgeous Grady.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t call him that.” They both knew Tris’s protest was aimed at the description of Grady Roberts, not Michael Dickinson.


  Leslie ignored her protest. “Sounds great to me. It’s about time you showed Gorgeous Grady that little Tris has grown up. A week ought to be plenty of time.”


  Leslie had first heard about her college friends five years ago when, over a series of after-work dinners, they’d exchanged life stories and forged a friendship. Sometimes Tris thought that in those long sessions she’d talked herself through post-divorce trauma and right into maturity. And Leslie had listened. If she’d somehow also directed the conversations and the growth—and knowing her as Tris now did, she suspected Leslie definitely had directed—it had been very discreet and very deft.


  Tris laughed, partly in genuine amusement, partly in exasperation. “Leslie, I don’t know how many times I’ve told you that I’m long past my infatuation with Grady Roberts. I was a freshman in college and—”


  “And Juliet was thirteen when she went gaga over Romeo.”


  “It’s hardly the same thing.”


  “No,” Leslie agreed with abrupt and uncharacteristic seriousness. “I’ve often thought that if Juliet had stuck it out a little longer she would have seen that Romeo really wasn’t the right man for her. But she never had a chance to grow out of it, to find out if she’d really found love, or only infatuation. It’s kind of the same thing for you, Tris. Grady was a major college crush that you’ve never had a chance to check against adult reality.”


  Tris said nothing. What could she say? Leslie was right. As a freshman in college she had fallen for Grady Roberts with the depth and breadth of her seventeen-year-old soul. But Grady—a handsome, popular senior and part of the triumvirate, with her cousin Paul and Michael Dickinson, that had adopted her as a little sister—had never seen her as anything but a kid.


  The infatuation belonged to the distant past. It had waned even before she left school, and certainly had been over before her brief, ill-considered marriage had knocked the inclination toward infatuations out of her for good.


  But some questions about Grady had lingered. What would it be like to meet him now, now that the four-year age difference had narrowed to a blink of experience rather than a gulf of worldliness? Would there be any spark? Not the infatuation of twelve years ago, but perhaps something different. Maybe Leslie had a point. Maybe it was time to get the questions answered.


  And it would be wonderful to spend time with Paul and Bette before their wedding.


  And to see Michael, of course.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Goodbye. Enjoy your stay in Chicago.”


  As Tris stepped from the airplane, the airline attendant’s professional farewell started her heart pumping fast. She’d spent the flight pushing thoughts of the past few difficult weeks at work from her mind. If thinking about the worries would have solved them, they’d have disappeared weeks ago. She’d done what she could for now; pushing too much too soon could in fact undo her efforts. So she waited and hoped and tried not to worry. She’d promised Leslie that much, and she’d do her best to keep the promise.


  But she hadn’t been as successful avoiding thoughts of the coming week. As the plane had circled across Lake Michigan and slipped lower to show her the familiar settings of her college days, she’d played a game with herself, naming the buildings as fast as she could before the campus disappeared from sight and the plane continued west to O’Hare. Much safer than thinking too much about memories.


  But as she passed through the walkway connecting plane and terminal, she couldn’t put the thoughts off, because the memories were about to merge with the real-life people who’d created them.


  What if I don’t recognize them? The thought hit her with enough impact that she almost stumbled when her heel ticked a metal strip on the corridor’s floor. Eight years. That was how long it had been since she’d seen Grady. Since the day all three of them had returned to campus for her college graduation.


  She’d seen Michael only once since then, a little more than a year later. Just before her marriage. But she talked to him at least three times a year—his birthday, her birthday and Christmas. Some years those calls had been oases. And from them she knew Michael was still Michael.


  Paul kept her posted on what both Michael and Grady were up to in their lives, the way, she knew, he kept them posted on her. But he never said anything about such mundane items as looks. What if tall, burnished, blond Grady looked totally different?


  What if he’d gotten fat?


  What if he’d gone gray?


  Or bald?


  That image pulled a chuckle from her tight throat, shaking Tris out of her momentary panic and propelling her through the entryway and into the glass-arched waiting area.


  A strong hand took her carry-on case from her and an equally strong arm wrapped around her shoulders, corralling her out of the stream of passengers.


  “How are you, Tris?”


  “Michael?”


  The voice was familiar but, without the telephone’s distortion, deeper than she remembered. And the hard band of arm around her, surely that was different.


  She tipped her head to look up at the eyes just a few inches above her own. Michael’s eyes. Oh, yes. With a faint creasing at the corners as they smiled at her. The pleasure not quite masking signs of weariness and— And what? A shock quickly masked? She dismissed the puzzled surprise in his eyes to focus on the light of warmth and friendship in their hazel depths. Definitely Michael’s eyes.


  Michael with his slightly unruly, thick, dark hair, his little-boy’s grin, his reliable salt-of-the-earth nature. Michael with his generous heart.


  “Michael! It’s so good to see you!”


  She stopped their progress to throw her arms around his neck. “It’s been too long, Michael.”


  She felt his arms tighten around her, drawing their bodies into firm alignment. His voice sounded even deeper when he said, “Yes, it has been too long, Tris.”


  Her blood gave the most peculiar lurch through her veins. Almost as if his hug had set off some sort of shock wave. She started to pull away from him with a vague feeling of discontent. Over his shoulder, she saw three figures hurrying toward them.


  As burnished and blond and handsome as ever, Grady definitely hadn’t gotten fat. Or gone bald. Fleetingly, she wondered if she’d sensed his presence without even knowing it. That could explain that odd surge in her blood.


  “Tris!”


  Paul’s arms formed a vise around her ribs for an intense second. Bette Wharton’s more gentle embrace gave way to a hug from Grady. How many times had she dreamed all those years ago of these long, muscular arms around her?


  Maybe after all those dreams, this feeling of anticlimax was normal. Especially with everyone else around her discussing the mundane subject of getting lost in the airport.


  “Should have known you’d get here first, Dickinson,” grumbled Paul.


  “I thought you were going to park the car,” said Grady over the top of her head. He still had his arms looped around her waist, but it seemed almost absentminded.


  “I did. Then I came straight out here. Where were you guys?”


  Identical looks of embarrassment came over Paul’s and Grady’s faces, and Tris had a sudden impulse to hug them all again. It was all so familiar. Count on Michael to be the organized one.


  “I knew I should have stayed with Michael,” said Bette with a long-suffering sigh.


  “Whaddya mean?” demanded her fiancé with a fine show of huffiness. Which none of them believed. “I got us here, didn’t I?”


  “Yes,” Bette acknowledged. “You got us here. By way of the international terminal and just under thirty-two miles of walking.”


  Grady gave Tris’s shoulders a final squeeze. “Aw, c’mon, Bette, it wasn’t that far out of the way.”


  “No, and certainly not without its rewards,” she said.


  Paul guffawed and Grady looked ever so slightly abashed. But neither did any explaining.


  Tris sent a raised-eyebrows look toward Michael, He responded with a small shrug and a half grin that indicated he didn’t know what they were talking about, either.


  “Tell, Bette,” she demanded of the most susceptible of the trio.


  Bette Wharton cast her a searching look that rather surprised Tris. On the way to a Caribbean vacation late last winter, Paul and Bette had stopped in Washington for three days—to get Tris’s approval, Bette teased. If her approval had been required, Tins gave it wholeheartedly. The two women had hit it off immediately, and Tris had seen how well Bette and Paul complemented each other, sharing basic values but with enough surface dissimilarities to keep the mix interesting.


  Now Tris wondered at the appraising look being sent her way, a much more serious look than the topic seemed to warrant. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, a look that Bette had been careful would be unobserved by any of the three men.


  Bette’s deep blue eyes abruptly changed from thoughtful to mischievous, but her face stayed neutral. “Oh, it was just another of Grady’s conquests.”


  A spurt of laughter escaped Paul.


  “Aw, Bette . . .” Grady made the appeal with little apparent expectation that it would be heeded.


  Another of Grady’s conquests. Tris waited for her smile to freeze to stiff discomfort. It didn’t happen.


  Catching Michael’s frowning glance at her, she nudged the smile another notch brighter without any effort to reassure him. Of course Michael had known immediately how that casual comment would have hurt the old Tris. How many times had he soothed those old hurts? But this time, there was no need. Amazing what eight years of maturity could do for you.


  “Only this conquest informed Mr. Roberts—after he’d graciously helped her translate the directions to downtown from English to her oh-so-native French—that she was a nun. You should have seen the look on Grady’s face when he finally got that bit of information!”


  “Well, how was I supposed to know?” complained Grady amid his friends’ laughter. “She didn’t have on one of those nun uniforms. How’d I know there was a nun convention in Chicago this weekend?”


  “Oh, poor Grady,” Tris got out between giggles, “all that charm going to waste . . .”


  She saw surprise in Michael’s face as he looked at her. She felt rather surprised herself. She didn’t mind. She really didn’t mind. She felt like doing a cartwheel down the long, straight expanse of O’Hare Airport hallway. Only there were a lot of people in the way, and some might wonder what she’d found to celebrate. Even if she told them, they wouldn’t understand how it felt to finally know, really and truly know, that she was no longer little Tris Donlin, waiting for a scrap of attention, of approval, of interest from the great Grady Roberts.


  Leslie had been right. It was time. Well past time to shake off the adoring girl and the distant idol and replace them with the people they’d become—a woman and a man.


  “Thanks for the sympathy, Tris. I knew I could count on you,” said Grady. But his voice didn’t sound as certain as his words. He looked a little puzzled as he met her smile.


  A man and a woman, Tris thought. And who knew what might happen when a man and woman got together.


  She looked to Michael to share the moment, but he had turned away.


  “Luggage ought to be at the baggage claim by now,” he said, apparently focusing on a plane backing away from the opposite terminal.


  Another pang of anticlimax slid through Tris. Probably natural. Despite her efforts to keep her thoughts off the reunion, she must have built up unreasonable expectations.


  “Yeah, we’ll get the luggage and get you settled at Mom and Dad’s, and then we can go see the campus,” said Paul. “Show Bette all our old haunts. She's been asking to see them.”


  “Begging to see them,” concurred Bette, deadpan. “You know how Paul hates to dwell on the past. But for my sake he’s willing to relive some of the moments from his four horror-filled college years. The sacrifices the man makes for me.”


  She was still shaking her head, when her husband-to-be wrapped an arm around her waist and started her down the corridor toward the baggage claim. “That’s right, woman. Horrible sacrifices.”


  Looking at the way they fit together, Tris felt surprisingly alone as she followed, walking between Grady and Michael.


  
    * * * *

  


  Michael welcomed the details of getting the luggage, loading the car, paying the parking fee, maneuvering through the toll-road traffic, following the route to the Monroes’ Lake Forest home. All the details that kept him from dwelling on what had happened when Tris walked into his arms.


  He checked the rearview mirror before changing lanes and caught sight of her in the back seat next to Paul and Bette.


  Little Tris had grown up.


  Her legs, once coltish and invariably clad in jeans, now stylishly filled a pair of sheer stockings beneath a pale float of a skirt.


  Her hair, once a waist-length, sun-streaked tangle, was pushed from her face in casual sweeps that turned under just above her collar, leaving a tantalizing sliver of nape exposed and framing ears decorated with oblong gold earrings.


  Her Wedgwood-blue eyes, once vulnerable and shy, now studied the world with self-confidence tempered by good humor.


  Her body, still as youthfully slim as it had always been, now moved with graceful assurance . . . and had fit against his for one instant as if it belonged there. The way he used to dream it would. Long ago. Before he knew better. Before he realized that unlike the world he’d grown up in, there were worlds where some things didn’t change. Some people who didn’t shed their loves with each season’s wardrobe. People like Tris.


  That very stability of heart—so different from what he’d grown up with—was part of what had drawn him to her in the first place, all those years ago. Even while part of him had longed for her to have a change of heart. But Tris Donlin—girl or woman—still looked at Grady Roberts with dazzled eyes. Looked at Michael Dickinson as friend and buddy.


  The damnable surprise was to find that his feelings hadn’t changed, either.


  He’d been so sure he was over her years ago, that the spell was in the past. Ancient history. He sure as hell should have been over her. Good Lord, he’d fallen for a seventeen-year-old girl who was now a twenty-nine-year-old woman. How could he still feel the same way about her?


  But the instant she had come through that doorway, framed by the opening and with the light slanting sun highlights into her hair, he had felt a slam to his chest like he’d been tackled by the Chicago Bears’ defensive line.


  Great, the guy renowned for seeing the tiniest of flaws in a plan hadn’t spotted a weakness in himself the size of the San Andreas Fault. He’d plunged headlong into a pit he would have sworn he’d long ago escaped—wanting Tris.


  Those first few minutes hadn’t helped any. The little jolt of surprise in her eyes when she looked at him, as if she were seeing him anew. The way she melted against his body, the rightness of the feeling. The glances exchanged that said their old communication still operated.


  Then he’d seen the smile she focused on Grady.


  Yes, Tris was definitely a woman. But she still wanted the man that the girl Tris had longed for, so hard and so long.


  With his grip on the wheel only slightly tighter, he eased into the left lane to pass an overloaded van, the move so smooth no one else in the car noticed. But beneath the disciplined muscles, anger surged through him. Silently, he swore to himself, at himself. He’d be damned if he’d let himself go on this way any longer.


  In this world of inconstancy, he’d always valued the things that didn’t change. But his feelings for Tris didn’t have to count among the unchanging. He would get over her, once and for all.


   


  
    Chapter Two

  


   


  “Everything looks different. That building wasn't here, was it?”


  Bette put a consoling arm around her fiancé’s shoulders and linked her other arm with Michael’s. “Things change, Paul. It’s natural.”


  “Yeah, but why didn’t they leave any of the old things?”


  Tris grinned inwardly at the plaintive note in his voice. From the parking lot where they’d piled out of the car, it did look as if the once familiar campus had been transformed. “We just haven’t gotten there yet, Paul,” she said. “Newer buildings are usually built around the core of older ones, like the rings of a tree.”


  “That’s right,” said Bette. “And we just have to go all the way back to prehistory to get to the buildings you’ll remember.”


  Paul got halfway to a scowl, but his chuckle disrupted it as, three abreast, he, Bette and Michael led the way down a tree-shaded path between new buildings.


  “By the way, how goes the building-saving business these days, Tris?”


  At Grady’s offhand question, she glanced at him, and the way the blue of Lake Michigan formed a backdrop for his sun-glinted golden hair caught her attention. He really was a hunk. And he’d just asked about her job, her life. She should welcome this opportunity to introduce him to the grown-up Tris.


  “It’s fine, Grady. Busy and challenging.”


  “Not a whole lot of money in it, though, is there?”


  “No. Not a lot. But I hear from Paul that you’re hip-deep in million-dollar deals these days?’


  He grinned at her. “Yeah, the business is going great guns. But we can talk business later. C’mon, we’re getting left behind.”


  Tris let out a long breath as he hurried her after the others, then wondered fleetingly whether it resulted from the warmth of Grady’s hand around her elbow or an ignoble relief that he hadn’t gone into a detailed explanation of his thriving business brokerage company.


  “Now here’s a building you should save, Tris.” Paul stood, hands on hips, considering a century-old pseudo-Gothic structure.


  “Oh, Lord! University Hall. Do you remember—?”


  “That night we put up the banners—”


  “For the Phantom Party—”


  “It was the last building to do—”


  “Tris climbed across from Harris—”


  “I was the only one who could get in the window—”


  “And then when she twisted her ankle, she couldn’t get back and—”


  The four-way words and laughter tumbled over one another until Bette begged them to stop.


  “Wait! One at a time. This is one story I want to hear. Michael, you tell me. That way I’ll get the straight story.”


  “We’d planned a party for this campus service group we all belonged to. It gave tours and welcomed new students, things like that. The four of us were assigned to come up with a fund-raiser. We decided on a Phantom Party.”


  He spoke seriously enough, but Tris noted a dimple high on his left cheek. How could she have forgotten how that single dimple would appear, so unexpectedly, to leaven his otherwise solemn face?


  “What’s a Phantom Party?”


  “It was a ploy, that’s what it was,” said Paul. “We figured nobody’d come if we just advertised another fund-raising party. So we made it a Phantom Party. We started wearing T-shirts saying Phantoms and put ads in the paper saying ‘The Phantoms Are Coming.’ ”


  “Then we decided to string up banners around campus,” resumed Michael. “The idea was to have all the banners show up overnight, adding another mystery. Getting people so curious they had to go to the party.”


  “And it worked. We raised a bundle,” said Grady.


  “Which Tris wanted to give to the bums down on Maxwell Street,” Paul interposed.


  “That would have been a lot more of a service than chair cushions or whatever we bought for the student union.


  “Yeah, just think of all the cheap wine they could’ve bought with that money,” Paul answered.


  “You can’t know they would have—”


  “You were always coming up with these wild ideas to solve the problems of the world overnight, Tris. Admit it. Giving money to some derelicts in a one-shot deal doesn’t solve anything.”


  “It’s better than buying chair cushions!”


  “Trees,” murmured Michael.


  “What?”


  “Trees. We bought trees with the money. If I’m not mistaken, these trees.” He pointed to the tree-lined path.


  “Hah! Trees help the ozone layer, so the money was put to good use.”


  “Quit gloating, Paul,” said his fiancée. “And tell me the rest of the story, Michael.”


  Tris crossed her arms at her waist and leaned against the stone balustrade, remembering how they’d refused to listen to her back then. She’d wanted to do something meaningful with that money. Sure, her idea hadn’t been practical, but she’d wanted so badly to better the world. She looked down the path canopied by trees bought a decade ago.


  Turning back, she met Michael’s eyes, and saw that light in them that had always made her feel he looked right into her. Her mood mellowed in familiar comfort. She had been rather naive back then, thinking she could help people so easily. And trees weren’t a bad investment.


  “So what happened with the banners, Michael?” Bette prompted again.


  Tris watched the dimple reappear before he turned away to answer Bette. “We’d gotten into the other buildings—”


  “What that means is Michael had finessed the janitors into letting us in.”


  “And hung the banners,” Michael continued without any indication he’d heard Paul. “But we had one building left—this one—and no way to get in.”


  “Because the University Hall janitor had gone home by the time we got here,” explained Paul.


  “Tris said she could get in through an open window on the third floor by climbing out of Harris into that tree and across to that other branch.”


  Tris followed Michael’s gesture to the venerable oak. It had seemed so simple that night, looking out from Harris to the beckoning open window a few yards away. Now, standing on the ground, looking up at the tree and looking back in time, she wondered if she’d been crazy.


  “Good Lord,” said Bette, obviously following the same line of thought.


  “Michael, of course, said she shouldn’t do it,” said Paul.


  Tris suddenly remembered how stern Michael had seemed that night and how she’d thought he didn’t have much faith in her to think she couldn’t reach the other building. She’d waited until he’d gone to the door to check on a noise, then she’d slipped out of the window and started across before he could stop her.


  “But I made it,” she said, half to that long-ago Michael, half to herself.


  “Yes,” Michael confirmed, with no sign of the dimple. “You made it. And she hung the banner. Only when she tried to climb back out to the branch, she got her foot caught.”


  Tris remembered how the old-fashioned steam radiator had seemed to grab at her, the pitching sensation as she lost her balance, the endless moment of teetering on the windowsill, then collapsing into the room with a sickening twist of her ankle. She also remembered the three shocked faces staring at her—Paul, Grady and Michael—framed in the window across the way.


  “I had to haul Michael back in from the tree branch,” said Paul with a half chuckle. “We would have had him splattered on the sidewalk. That branch never would have held his weight. But we sure were glad to hear Tris’s voice coming from that other window—even if it was just to complain how much her ankle hurt.”


  “I’d sprained it, but I could hop around,” she told Bette. “Only the doors to the lecture room I’d gone into were all locked from the outside, so I couldn’t get out.”


  “And we couldn’t figure out how to get in,” said Paul.


  “I thought Michael would throttle that poor janitor when he told us he didn’t have keys to University Hall. We were really getting worried.”


  “Oh yeah? I don’t remember you seeming too worried, cousin dear. I remember you standing over there, laughing.”


  “It was pretty funny with you hissing at us from the window to get you the hell out.”


  “How did you get her out?” Bette asked.


  “Michael wormed it out of the janitor that the buildings were connected by an underground venting system. So he crawled through, found the master key, unlocked the room Tris was in, helped her down the stairs and they walked right out the front door.” Paul gestured dramatically at the carved panels of the heavy wooden door. “Actually, Michael walked. Tris hobbled.”


  She grimaced at him. “I hobbled all right. I needed crutches for two weeks. Didn’t get to dance once at the party.” Instead, she’d perched on a table with Michael bringing her drinks and munches, and making her laugh even while she watched Grady dance the night away with his latest date.


  “Poor Tris,” Paul said with fake sympathy. “Didn’t get to dance and didn’t get to give the money away to one of her causes. Tris was always trying to change mankind and save the world then.”


  Tris thought Michael muttered something about “leading with her heart” and “impractical.”


  “Now I’m just trying to save an old building or two,” she said, laughing and patting her cousin on the arm. “So old geezers like you will have something to remember—if you’re not too old to remember.”


  “Hey, who’re you calling old? I’m no older than--” Paul started to wave his arm, but stopped when his broadly encompassing gesture included a couple of apparent summer school students, one a boy who looked as if he’d never shaved and the other a girl with go-on-forever legs beneath barely-there shorts. The stunned look on his face drew unstifled laughter as his friends shepherded him along the path.


  “We were never that young, were we?”


  “Tris was.”


  She made a face at Grady, not caring if it wasn’t the most mature reaction. Of all the world, these people would accept her as she was. Feeling Michael’s eyes on her, she grinned at him. It didn’t matter anymore that Grady had thought of her as a kid. She’d grown up.


  “Oh, good. Here’s the spot. Now I want you all to line up for the same pose as that picture,” announced Bette.


  “What picture?”


  “You know, the picture of the four of you together. Paul has a copy in his office, and so does Grady. I know Tris has one m her house and I bet Michael does, too. So don’t try to tell me you don’t know what picture I’m talking about.”


  Tris knew exactly what picture, and from the slightly sheepish grins of the others, so did they. They’d had it taken on the library steps the day before the three guys graduated, when they were all feeling more than a little wistful about the end of their wonderful year together.


  “I keep it in my office to disarm unsuspecting clients into thinking I’m approachable and nice,” said Paul.


  “Baloney,” disputed Bette affectionately. “You keep it in your office so you can look at it all day, and you’d break anybody’s arm who tried to take it away. Here, Michael, you sit there, and Tris, you were up behind him. You know, Tris, I think the main reason your cousin is marrying me is so he has an excuse. Now he can say I’m the one who likes all the sentimental stuff and pretend he’s just indulging me, when he really loves it.”


  Paul looked away from the knowing grins of his three companions on the front steps of the old library.


  “Aw, c’mon, Bette. I don’t get all misty-eyed about Christmas tree ornaments.”


  Tris caught the look he exchanged with his fiancée, and had no doubts about the love their banter covered.


  “No, but you’re the one who spent three hours searching your mom’s attic for the box with the ones you’d made in grade school, so I could get misty-eyed. Now, you sit there beside Tris and, Grady, you get a little behind.”


  Bette assessed the grouping through her camera lens. “Something’s not right.” She lowered the camera. “I know. Tris, you had your arm around Michael from behind.”


  Tris complied. Beneath her arm, his chest felt familiar and yet different. This was Michael, her friend, her confidant, her companion. Yet his shoulders were broader than she remembered Michael’s being, his chest harder underneath the thin shirt. And hotter. So much hotter.


  “That’s right. Now lean forward a little over his shoulder.”


  She could smell the soap on his skin, and the scent of the sun in his hair. A wholesome scent so much like Michael she found herself leaning closer.


  “That’s great!” Bette clicked a shot.


  Michael shifted immediately, bringing his right hand up to where Tris's rested on his upper chest as if he were about to remove it.


  “No, wait. Everybody hold still and let me get another, just to be sure.”


  Michael’s hand stilled, squeezing around Tris’s. Squeezing so hard that as soon as another click sounded, she said his name with a question in it, wondering what was wrong.


  He half turned, but she had the impression he meant to move away from her hand rather than to face her, though that was the result. He almost seemed angry, and she didn’t understand why.


  “What’s wrong?” His eyes held a sharpness she didn’t remember ever seeing there before. For the first time, she had an understanding of the determination and relentlessness that drove him. She’d known on some level that it had to be there because of what he’d accomplished, but to her he’d always before shown only the gentleness.


  “Nothing.”


  He moved farther away with a half smile. A smile that made him look close enough to the old Michael that as they continued their tour of the campus, she could almost believe she’d imagined the other look. But not quite.


  
    * * * *

  


  Why the hell did I agree to this week ? Michael wondered disgustedly as he watched Tris, walking ahead of him, turn toward Grady.


  He shouldn’t have come. He should have made some excuse to Paul and Bette. He should have just come in for the wedding weekend, left early. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe he could manufacture an emergency with the campaign, disappear for a few days, then return Saturday morning and…


  Tris tipped her head to follow Grady’s finger pointing out across the huge boulders forming a bulwark against Lake Michigan. Her hair swung to the side, exposing more of the soft, vulnerable skin at the nape of her neck. His heart slammed against his chest with the strain of controlling the urge to put his lips there.


  No, dammit. He wouldn’t flinch from this. If he left now he might never rid himself of this stupid, nonsensical desire for the unattainable. He sure as hell couldn’t let it survive this week. Come hell or high water, it was time to face the reality.


  Tris Donlin apparently had been a ghost in his heart a lot longer than he'd thought. Too damn long.


  A piece clicked into place in his mind, and for the first time he saw how that wraith of a memory might have been part of what had stood between him and Laura. Maybe he’d known that on some level at the time, but never clearly enough to admit it, even to himself and certainly not to Laura. As much as he believed in the concept, he hadn’t been able to make any promises of forever to her. In the end he’d backed away, and she’d gone to another job, another state, another life. He’d missed her these past months, but he couldn’t blame her for leaving. In a way, he’d even been a little relieved.


  Automatically he stopped when the others did, aware of their talk as a distant muttering.


  It was time to face down this ghost. Time to turn the light of day on it. To see it for the insubstantial, impossible thing it was. Tris might have become a woman, but her heart wouldn’t change. She still wanted Grady.


  Laura hadn’t been the right woman for him, but others had shown an interest in trying out for the role. When this reunion and wedding were over he’d make time to see where some of those implicit invitations might lead.


  What he could do this week was enjoy the friendships he valued—Paul’s, Bette’s, Grady’s. And Tris's.


  What he had to do was exorcise a ghost.


  
    * * * *

  


  “White shirts, Bette?”


  Grady held up the garment he’d been handed by the proprietor of the formal-wear shop with an air of dissatisfaction.


  Tris turned from examining the sleek royal-blue dress she would wear as bridesmaid. They’d trooped into the shop en masse first thing Monday morning for final fittings—the only one for her. She’d sent her measurements several months ago. The remainder of the wedding party— Bette’s brother, Ron, and her longtime friend Melody— were to be fitted when they arrived in town Friday morning.


  Right now Michael was in one cubicle and Paul’s younger sister, Judi, in the other. All the men had decided to buy tuxedos rather than rent them—Michael saying he needed one for political functions, Paul grumbling that Bette would probably drag him to formal functions now and Grady saying he could use a spare.


  “Did you have something else in mind, Grady?”


  Bette’s calm voice held just a trace of something other than inquiry in it. Tris became aware of Paul listening intently and realized that Bette seemed to be making a point of not looking at her fiancé.


  “White seems rather bland, maybe a little stark,” said Grady, his hand hovering over a rack of sample shirts.


  “What do you think would be less stark, Grady?” Bette was quietly, unobtrusively leading him on, Tris decided.


  Grady’s hand settled on a robin’s-egg-blue model, pulling it out. “Something like this would be nice, something—”


  “Hah! I told you, Bette! Do I know Grady Roberts, or do I know Grady Roberts!” Paul’s crowing drew a reluctant smile from Bette and a confused stare from Grady.


  “What are you talking about?”


  Paul ignored Grady. “I told you, didn’t I, Bette? I was right, wasn’t I?”


  “Yes, yes, you were right,” she acknowledged with a half laugh. “You even picked the shirt.”


  “What are you two talking about?” Grady demanded again.


  “About your vanity, good buddy. I told Bette that you'd want the blue shirt instead of the white. No, I guaranteed you’d want the blue shirt.”


  Grady studied the shirt in his hand. “I think it would look nicer, less—”


  “Stark. We know,” interrupted Paul. “The fact that it matches your eyes has absolutely nothing to do with it, right?”


  “My eyes?” Grady seemed genuinely puzzled how it came to be that the shirt matched his eyes perfectly and set his golden hair off to perfection. Then a small smile tugged at his well-shaped mouth. “It does match them, doesn’t it?”


  “Beautifully,” Bette said. “But it would steal some of the spotlight from the dresses for Judi and Tris. That’s why I chose the white. You’ll still look wonderful, Grady.”


  “Miss Donlin?” The seamstress held the royal-blue dress and indicated Tris should follow her into the back.


  Judi passed her with a definite glint in her eyes. “Wait’ll you try it on, Tris. It’s great. It’s so-o-o sexy. It’s almost slinky.” That clearly constituted high praise in Judi’s twenty-year-old mind.


  The seamstress led the way down the narrow corridor. As she pushed aside the curtain on the right side for Tris to enter, the dress she held caught the material of the opposite curtain and pulled it aside as well.


  The opening framed Michael, half-turned toward the doorway, finishing the motion of shrugging off his tuxedo shirt. His skin looked bronzed against the white fabric. She’d been right during that picture-taking session on the library steps—his shoulders were broader, his chest was harder than before. She could see that in the defined muscles across his shoulders and at either side of the hair-dusted valley that arrowed down his chest, disappeared into the waistband of the tuxedo pants, where it probably continued beyond, over the flat stomach and—


  Tris snapped up her head at the direction of her thoughts and slammed right into Michael’s stare.


  She couldn’t read the look in his hazel eyes, though she recognized its intensity, brighter and sharper than the warmth she associated with Michael. It seemed almost . . . what? A challenge?


  “Oh, I beg your pardon.” The seamstress bustled around Tris to remedy her mistake. Just before the curtain closed, Tris thought she saw Michael’s lips form a smile. At least she thought it was a smile.


  She puzzled over that expression for the long minutes of standing still while the seamstress adjusted the dress’s soft lines that crossed the bodice to leave a deep V neck that flowed into the clinging skirt.


  By the time the seamstress stepped back, declaring the dress would need only the slightest work to fit to perfection, she’d decided she’d read much too much into a simple look of surprise. He’d been startled; anybody would have been.


  “May I come see how it looks?” Bette asked from beyond the curtain.


  “Of course. Come in.” Tris executed a model’s turn in the cramped cubicle as Bette entered and the seamstress exited. “You have great taste, Bette. It’s wonderful.”


  “It looks terrific on you, Tris. I knew it would. I didn’t want bridesmaidy dresses for you. But maybe I made a mistake, having you and Judi wear such knockout dresses,” she said with a mock frown.


  “Afraid you’ll be eclipsed, huh?” Tris teased as she started to ease out of the dress. A little reluctantly. It did make her feel marvelous.


  “Well, I am supposed to be the star.” An impish grin pushed aside Bette’s frown. “That’s why I won’t let Grady wear a blue shirt. I don’t want to be outshone by one of the groomsmen!”


  Tris smiled back, but not with full attention. In fact she hardly noticed the seamstress’s return with her arms filled with the white satin of a wedding dress. Bette’s comment reminded her of the question that had been pushed out of her mind by that sudden revealing view of Michael.


  “Bette, do you really think Grady’s vain?”


  Bette spared her a glance over her shoulder, then finished removing her slacks and shirt in preparation for trying on the gown. Despite being muffled by the dress easing over her head with the seamstress’s help, Bette’s voice sounded light, almost casual.


  “Of course Grady’s vain.”


  “But . . .” But what? But vanity’s a flaw? Wouldn’t she sound like a ninny if she said that! As if she expected Grady Roberts—or anyone else—to be without flaws.


  “It’s part of him, just as teasing’s a part of Paul and reserve’s a part of Michael. Sometimes the individual part can be irritating as heck, but on the whole they’re great guys. ‘Her voice mellowed and her eyes softened, and Tris knew she was thinking of one great guy in particular. “Wonderful guys.”


  “Reserve? You think Michael’s reserved?” Now why had that characterization caught her so unaware?


  Bette turned at the seamstress’s request and met Tris's eyes in the mirror. “Mmm-hmm. All that calm good sense on the outside, and inside . . .”


  Inside, what? Wasn’t there more calm good sense? That was what she’d always expected of Michael.


  “Sometimes Michael makes me think of a pot simmering on the stove,” said Bette. “Nothing much showing on the outside, but under the cover all sorts of potent things churning around.”


  “Michael?” Tris gave a half laugh. “I think your prewedding imagination is getting the better of you, Bette.”


  “Maybe,” Bette conceded mildly. “Maybe.”


  The word seemed to echo in Tris’s head long after they’d left the tiny fitting room.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Everybody ready?”


  “No, wait. Where’s Michael?”


  Tris's question stopped Grady with his hand on the doorknob. They were all set to head out for the rest of the day in downtown Chicago, with stops planned at his office, Paul’s office, Bette’s office, a couple museums and as many favorite shops as they could pack in. But one member of their party was missing from the Monroes’ front foyer.


  “Did he go to his room after we got back from the fittings?” Paul’s insistence that they all stay at the Monroes’ house had filled every bedroom, with one person left over. Aunt Nancy had resorted to assigning the room—not fancy, but boasting its own bathroom—over the detached garage that had been Paul’s teenage lair. Paul had volunteered to take that room for the week, but Aunt Nancy had said she wanted somebody out there whom she could trust to be on time for the wedding, and that meant Michael.


  “He’s in the den, on the phone,” supplied Judi. “Somebody called about ten minutes ago.”


  “I’ll go get him,” volunteered Tris. The den’s door was open. Michael, his hips propped against the edge of the desk, stared out the French doors toward the lake.


  “No. No, you were right to call, Sharon.” He shifted the receiver to his left hand, freeing his right hand to drive through his thick hair. Tris felt a tightening of her throat in a sudden rush of affection, as if the once familiar gesture were a friend rediscovered.


  “I just wish to hell she had an ounce of ruthlessness in her,” he said into the phone. Then he gave a low chuckle. “Yeah, I know, that’s why she keeps me around.”


  Tris blinked at the idea of Michael as ruthless, even as part of her recognized that element in him. Before she could consider the contradiction, his next words caught her attention, bringing with them a swell of disappointment.


  “Maybe I’ll come back for a few days.” After listening a moment, he spoke into the phone again, apparently intent on soothing his listener. “No, the situation’s not worse than you thought, Sharon, and you were right to think I can probably handle it from here. It’s just that coming back for a few days has its attractions.”


  The grimness in his voice seemed directed more at himself than at the bad news he’d received or its bearer.


  Just then, he turned his head and met Tris’s eyes. She couldn’t tell if he was listening to a voice at the other end of the line or if his caller was letting him consider his own words in silence. Tris had the sudden certainty that holding his look was very important, though she didn’t know why.


  “No.” He spoke into the phone, but Tris thought he hadn’t aimed the curt word at the caller, or even at her. Maybe only at himself. “I should stay.”


  He broke the look, and she let out a breath.


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll give it a shot at handling it from here. Yeah, I think so, too. No, I wouldn’t want to miss all the fun here. And there are some things I need to accomplish.” The flatness of his voice seemed to give the words an edge Tris didn’t understand. “Thanks, Sharon. I’ll get back to you as soon as I know more.”


  He hung up the phone and looked at Tris, his legs stretched out, his palms resting on the edge of the desk to either side of him, only his head turned toward her.


  “Work.”


  “So I heard. Problems?”


  “Yeah.” His short, sharp sigh had .a caustic tinge. “Problems.”


  “Anything I can do to help?”


  His eyebrows rose slightly, as if she would be the last person who could help, then he seemed to realize his surprise might not be too flattering and his face became more neutral. “No, but thanks.”


  “You were thinking about leaving? But you think you can take care of it from here?” She wanted to come out and ask why he’d considered leaving if he didn’t have to, but something in his stillness dissuaded her.


  “Probably. Won’t know until I try.” He half smiled. “Think the Monroes would mind me tying up the phone?”


  “Oh, I think they’d survive. Nobody’s going to be home anyway. Uncle James is at work, Aunt Nancy’s going to a charity luncheon, and the rest of us are headed downtown.”


  He sighed again, this time with regret, she thought. “I can’t go.”


  “I know. Maybe you could meet us for dinner?” She named a favorite Near North pizza restaurant.


  “I’ll try. But…”


  “I know,” she repeated. She knew all too well how problems at work could consume a day’s hours or a night’s sleep. She smiled and started to the door, then stopped and turned back. “Don’t work too hard. And, Michael?” She waited until he looked at her. “If you can’t handle it from here, promise not to leave without saying goodbye, okay?”


  She didn’t know why it seemed so important to wait for his soft “okay,” but she didn’t move until she had it.


   


  
    Chapter Three

  


   


  “I thought we were going to leave all the packages in the car.” Grady grimaced as the sharp edge of a smallish box banged into his leg for the third time.


  “Sorry.” Tris shifted the bag to her other hand. They’d parked several blocks from the restaurant and the narrow sidewalks provided little room. “It’s for Michael.”


  “All the more reason to leave it in the car.” And away from my poor leg, his tone seemed to add. “He probably won’t come up for air from that political stuff for days, so you could have waited to give it to him back at the Monroes. Unless he’s already left.”


  Annoyance seeped into Tris. Michael wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye -- he’d promised. And he’d be at the restaurant if he could. And if he were there, she wanted him to have a piece of the day all the rest of them had spent together, to feel included, to know he’d been missed. But she wasn’t about to say any of that to Grady, because he wouldn’t understand. He wouldn’t. . . .


  She stopped in midthought. She had just found Grady lacking. Grady Roberts. Gorgeous Grady.


  She would have found that unthinkable twelve years ago. Now she had an irrational urge to giggle.


  “There’s Michael,” Paul announced from just ahead of them.


  Tris transferred the urge to giggle into a welcome as Michael met them at the short flight of steps that led to the half-basement restaurant. Exchanging greetings and questions, they effectively clogged the entrance. Noticing a couple trying to pass, Tris hooked her hand through Grady’s arm and tugged, trying to clear the sidewalk at the same time she asked Michael if he’d solved the problems.


  His grin evaporated. “This one. But there’ll be others.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, a little startled by his grimness.


  “Joan’s got one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever encountered, but sometimes she leads with her heart instead of her hard political head. That’s where the problems come in.”


  Remembering he’d used that same phrase – “leading with her heart” -- about her, she bridled at his tone. “That’s also where compassion and caring come in.”


  “Compassion and caring don’t do a whole lot of good if you don’t have the wherewithal to implement them,” he shot back.


  “So it’s better to forget your heart and just lead with your head? Until perpetuating your power becomes more important than using that power to accomplish something? Isn’t that exactly the sort of end-justifies-the-means thinking that has earned politicians the rotten reputation they have now?”


  “Hey, right now I want to lead with my stomach,” interrupted Paul. “C’mon, we’d better get our names in to get a booth.”


  “I put my name in twenty minutes ago. It shouldn’t be much longer,” said Michael.


  While the others thanked him heartily, Tris hung back. Had Michael really become the sort of man he’d just sounded like? He’d always believed in founding goals on reality, but had the years solidified that into something more rigid, less caring, less . . . Michael?


  Or was she being overly sensitive because she’d been burned by a politician doing what was politically expedient recently enough to have the unhealed scars to show for it?


  The hostess announced their booth was ready, and led them single file through the long narrow restaurant. Tris slid in first, followed by Grady and Judi. Directly across a table not much more than a single board’s width, Michael shared a bench with Bette and Paul.


  “Ow! Tris, there’s that damn bag again”


  “Sorry, Grady.” She extracted the bag from between them, then hesitated. Uncertainty turned her voice abrupt when she pushed the bag across the table to Michael. “Here, this is for you.”


  He looked at the Marshall Field’s bag, then back at her.


  “Go on, open it, Michael,” Judi urged. “We want some, too.”


  “Some?” Amusement lit his eyes and echoed in his voice. Tris relaxed. This was Michael.


  He slipped a hand inside the bag and slowly extracted a box, recognition dawning on his face before more than a corner came into view. “Frango Mints!” He smiled, and his dimple appeared high on his cheek.


  “We were in Field’s and I couldn’t resist,” Tris said, absurdly pleased by the appearance of that dimple.


  “My favorite candy in the world.”


  “You going to open your favorite candy in the world, buddy, or are you just going to look at the box?”


  “All right, all right, Monroe.”


  Michael leaned over to pass the box to Paul and, under the table, Tris felt his denim-clad shin through the sheer hosiery covering her legs. The sensation bolted through her like lightning. She couldn’t move. Tingles seemed to run over the surface of her skin, prickling along her legs, arms and neck. Michael abruptly twisted away, and she couldn’t be sure if he meant to tease Paul by pulling back the box or to break the contact with her.


  If it was the latter, he failed.


  In the cramped quarters under the table, his movement put his other leg between hers. Instinctively she tried to close her knees against the intrusion, succeeding only in tightening them around the denim invader that brushed against the soft skin above her knees.


  For an instant not measurable by any clock, she had the strangest sensation that everything else receded, until her friends’ conversation became distant echoes, their faces faded to pale shadows. As if she’d left behind the familiar world and stepped into one more vibrant, more intense. A world that centered on the contact between her legs and Michael’s.


  So fragile, though, was this world that she couldn’t even breathe. The prickling of her skin turned into something pulsing deep in her. She stared at Michael’s free hand, which was clenched on the table in front of her, seeing the straining tendons of the wrist, noting the strength of the fingers, concentrating on the pale slashes of taut skin marking the knuckles.


  Slowly, as the slashes turned whiter, she felt the withdrawal of his knee as a prolonged, gentle friction against her skin.


  Her breath came out in a quick, uneven exhalation.


  Then as quickly as it had started, the feeling of unreality shattered to the sound of Paul’s laughing voice.


  “Hey, Dickinson, you going to let me have some more of those mints or not?”


  “Sure.” She heard Michael clear his throat, then start again. “Sure, everybody have some more.”


  She shook her head at the offer of the candy box, and at her own foolishness. Where had all those thoughts of a private, vibrant world come from? Craziness, absolute crazy.


  Embarrassment, surely that had been the source of the strain she heard in his voice. And that had to be the source of the heat she felt burning her skin.


  For the first time in what seemed hours, she looked at the man across the table. This was Michael, her friend. What had gotten into her? Over an innocent brushing of knees under a table, too. Nothing more. Absolutely nothing more.


  She looked at him more fully and saw the old Michael warmth in eyes tinged with a ruefulness that could only be the result of their mutual embarrassment. She smiled at him, and felt the world kick back into place in time to realize Bette was directing a question at her.


  “Is this the kind of place you save in your business, Tris?”


  Tris considered the polished and mellow surfaces of the old wood and older brick.


  “If we’re lucky they look this good when we’re done, but most are pretty decrepit when we start. You have to see beyond the deterioration to what the builders created and what you hope you can recreate.”


  “Like your place, right, Michael?” Judi leaned around Grady. “You should see it, Tris.”


  “Oh, yes, Paul’s told me about your Victorian in Springfield, Michael.”


  “We all thought he was crazy to buy this dingy, ramshackle place, but he’s turned it into something great.”


  “Yeah, after practically blackmailing his friends into weekends of slave labor,” Paul told his cousin. “At least when you got that row house in Washington, you didn’t expect us to help fix it up.”


  “Only because I couldn’t get you to come out to D.C. Michael was just smarter than me, that’s all. Sweat equity is definitely the way to go.”


  “Especially if it’s somebody else’s sweat.” Paul reached into the candy box.


  “Looks like you’re taking it out in Frango Mints,” said Bette.


  “Damn right. You should have seen the things he had us doing. That’s why I figured he couldn’t refuse to be my best man, even though we all know Michael would prefer a three-week hiking tour in the Sahara to going to a wedding.”


  No movement betrayed him and they no longer were touching, yet Tris somehow felt Michael’s withdrawal. An instinctive defense, she thought. And perhaps also indicative of surprise. They did know how Michael felt about weddings, and she had long ago guessed it stemmed from his parents’ far from successful marital history, but it occurred to her that he’d certainly never volunteered anything on the subject. It was something they’d all seemed to tacitly understand, and avoid.


  She wondered if Paul had broken the taboo on purpose. If so, he either changed his mind or had achieved what he’d been after because he shifted the conversation, and she sensed Michael relax. A glance around the table left her doubting that anyone else had even noticed.


  “One time he left me holding up a wail all by myself. For hours. I thought I was going to choke to death on plaster dust.”


  Paul’s account of the work on Michael’s house started them on a laughter-filled conversation that lasted until the restaurant closed up around them.


  As they slid one by one from the booth, Tris wondered if Michael took special care not to brush against her legs. It was almost impossible not to make contact, but they didn’t. And she quickly dismissed the fragment of thought that tried to label her reaction as disappointment.


  
    * * * *

  


  “This has been nice.” Tris settled back against the passenger seat with a pleased sound.


  “Driving on the Tollway at rush hour is nice?” Wry disbelief threaded through Michael’s question.


  She chuckled, but stubbornly maintained, “Yes. It is. As much as I love everybody, it’s been nice to get away for a while. To be alone.”


  “Alone?” He tried to sound wounded. But she hadn’t really hurt his feelings; she remembered his inflections well enough to know that. “If I’d known you wanted to be alone, I wouldn’t have volunteered to drive all the way out to Elmhurst to double-check Bette’s old house before the landlord inspects it. You could have done it all by yourself.”


  “Volunteer, nothing. You were drafted, because Aunt Nancy knows you’re reliable and she didn’t want Bette to worry about it while they were at the luncheon this afternoon. I’m the true volunteer.” In fact, she’d surprised herself a bit by asking if she could go with him rather than attend the luncheon with the combined staffs of Paul’s and Bette’s offices. But as soon as the words were out, she’d known that was how she wanted to spend this afternoon.


  Driving to Elmhurst, the conversation had been sporadic and easy. They’d stopped at a neighborhood deli, then eaten the juicy sandwiches at a dilapidated picnic table and watched people go by. Once at the house Bette had rented, they’d poked around companionably, double-checking the items on Bette’s list—all of which were already done—but mostly trading home ownership stories and speculating on where and when Bette and Paul might find a house to meet their divergent specifications.


  They’d puttered around so long that their return had landed them in the midst of a steamy summer evening rush hour. She didn’t mind the slow going, though.


  She’d enjoyed herself thoroughly. Not once did she have to stop and think before she spoke. Not once did she have to worry that her words might be misconstrued, or repeated inopportunely. Not once did she think about work.


  Only Michael could do that for her.


  “Reliable?” Michael’s insulted tone brought her back to their conversation. “That’s as bad as describing a prospective blind date as having a good personality.”


  She laughed at that, but she also surveyed the man next to her. He drove with an easy smoothness that belied the alert concentration she knew he gave the heavy traffic. Bette’s assessment of him ran through her head: All that calm good sense on the outside, and inside . . . all sorts of potent things churning around.


  “I think any woman who opened the door to you as a blind date would be thrilled, Michael Dickinson.”


  “Oh, yeah?” His asymmetrical mouth lifted into a grin that seemed to be directed at himself. It made him look very young.


  “Oh, yeah.”


  And even though he changed the subject then, she knew her unpremeditated words had pleased him a little, and that pleased her. What didn’t please her was the peculiarly unsettled feeling that lodged in her stomach at the image of another woman opening the door to Michael Dickinson.


  
    * * * *

  


  “You’re an early riser.”


  Tris turned and looked up at him. “Morning, Michael.”


  He almost hadn’t seen her sitting on the end of the small deck over the water. He’d just returned from running and was headed toward his room over the garage when an early ray of morning sun caught a glint of gold in light hair, and he recognized Tris. Since one force behind his run had been the hope of clearing his mind, still fogged by dreams that stubbornly ran to blue eyes and long legs, it would have made more sense to slip up the stairs than to walk over to her. But what the hell, the run hadn’t succeeded anyhow.


  “I must still be on East Coast time,” she continued. “I’ve been up before everybody in the house all week. If I’d known you were up, I would have come over to your room and bothered you.”


  Bothered was the word, all right. Tris in a room dominated by a king-size bed, in the soft light of morning, wouldn’t have done a thing to chase away either old ghosts or his recent, and unwelcomed, reaction to accidental touches such as brushing knees under a table. On the other hand, he hadn’t escaped those by running through the quiet suburban streets, either.


  “Why don’t you sit down?”


  “I’m sweaty. I need a shower.”


  She slanted a look up at him and invited again, “Aw, c’mon, sit down. I’ve had enough of my own company.”


  Against his better judgment, he sat on the edge of the deck, swinging his legs out over the water as she did. The sun had crested the horizon of Lake Michigan and was turning the surface into dazzling fragments. He couldn’t seem to prevent his eyes from going to Tris, to see the effect of that clear, soft light on her. But something in her face and the way she was turning a small stone over and over in her hand caught him in a way he hadn’t expected.


  “What is it, Tris?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s not just a matter of early rising, is it? I thought yesterday there was something . . . There’s something on your mind that got you up so early, isn’t there?”


  He saw her prepare to put him off with a denial, but then she sighed and gave a half smile. “I promised a friend at work—and myself —that I’d give it a rest for a week, but my subconscious doesn’t want to cooperate. I wake up every morning with my mind going ninety miles an hour.”


  “What is it, Tris?”


  “There’s a project I’ve been trying to put together at work, taking historic buildings that might otherwise be razed and fixing them up as facilities for the homeless. Last spring, I saw a place in Cincinnati that’s really making it work and I knew I had to try to create more. It’s the most worthwhile thing I’ve ever been involved in, Michael. Do you know how many cities could use something like this? And how many have buildings that are going to waste? But there’s a problem.”


  “Money.”


  She nodded. “As always.”


  Still turning the stone, she described how she’d campaigned for the backing of the preservation association she worked for and how she’d lined up funding for several prototype projects around the country, based on the one in Cincinnati. But a major backer had pulled out— “for political reasons,” she said, with a pointed look at him— even after the first project had been started, leaving both the project and the association in the financial lurch.


  Leading with her heart . He could see exactly why the project appealed to Tris, and how she could have rushed into it without adequate preparation. Going out on a limb, as surely as she had when she’d tried to get from Harris to University Hall all those years ago.


  “If we don’t come up with funding in the next year, it could mean a major retrenching for the association. There could be a lot of buildings destroyed because there’s no money to fight for them. And it’s my fault. I sold the association on getting involved.”


  “You were the only one?”


  “No, not alone.” She gave him another half smile as if she recognized and appreciated—but also dismissed—his attempt to make her see she wasn’t solely responsible. “But I was the driving force. And some others expressed reservations, concerns about exactly what’s happened. I thought they were being too cautious.” She made a soft, scoffing sound at herself, then slung the stone Into the lake. “You know the really frustrating thing? There are federal agencies that could help us fund this, but they can’t decide exactly whose umbrella this falls under, so we’re left standing out in the rain.”


  “That’s a bitch, when other people can’t see the value of what you’re trying to accomplish because they’re looking at their own narrow view. But I know you, Tris. When you believe in something you never give up.” Not even the times when she probably should have, he added to himself. He'd hate to see her hurt by this.


  “No, I won’t give up.”


  Her matter-of-fact tone surprised him, but he had little chance to consider it as she turned and the startling blue of her eyes caught him once again. He jerked away from her look, staring out over the placid water toward the horizon. “Would you help, Michael? Paul tells me that with this campaign you’ve made good connections in D.C. I could use advice from someone with your political savvy. And if Joan wins, she'd be a great ally to have in the Senate. This is just the sort of project she’s been campaigning on.”


  He knew that. It was what had drawn him to Joan in the first place five years ago and it was what frustrated him mightily as she fought for election. He was having enough trouble keeping her campaign geared to the pragmatists in the party without this sort of issue being introduced.


  Two longstanding instincts warred within him—the instinct to help Tris Donlin and the instinct to keep Joan Bradon as far as possible from lost causes. Lost causes like the ones Tris invariably backed.


  “We’d look at any official proposal you send us, but not until after the election,” he said. That might have sounded too formal, too harsh. “I have a responsibility to Joan,” he added, hoping to mitigate his first response. “Personally, I’ll help you as much as I can. The thing is, you might want to consider compromising, backing off a little. If you looked at just saving the buildings first, then maybe down the road fixing them up for the homeless, that might be one way to safeguard the association’s investment.”


  There, that was clear. A careful expression of a moderate position, treading between the extremes of his two instincts. He’d kept Joan out, but he’d offered to help her as her friend—even knowing her propensity for hopeless causes—and he’d added sound, practical advice.


  Tris gave him a rather odd look. “I understand. Political issues.” He felt a prickle of discomfort at the look and the flat tone, but then she added, “Maybe we should get back to the house,” and she sounded nearly normal. His imagination must have been working overtime.


  He walked along next to her, feeling more at ease than he had since he’d gotten Paul’s letter. How many times during her freshman year had she come to him for talks like this? He’d done a pretty good job of helping her then and he’d do his best to help her now. He’d also done a good job back then of keeping his feelings under control; surely he could do as well now. The intervening years almost seemed to have slipped away. No, that wasn’t exactly true, because he’d certainly changed with the years. He was stronger. Strong enough not to let feelings run away with him.


  Still, the comfort with each other remained. He felt the mutual acceptance and affection, even in the silence.


  Impulsively, he took her hand.


  “Seven years . . . In some ways that’s a long time, but in some ways it’s hard to believe it’s been seven years,” she said, and he knew her mind had followed the same track. “After that one time you visited me in Washington, Paul told me several times that you had trips planned to D.C. for that law firm you started out with. But you never called me when you were in town. Why?”


  The question rocked his tranquility. How many telephone talks had they had since the times he’d been in and out of D.C. without contacting her? Fifteen? Twenty? She’d never asked then. Why now?


  “You had a new life. It seemed like a good time to, uh, back off. I didn’t want you to think I was checking up on you or anything.”


  He could have said: You had a new husband, and I couldn’t stand to see you unhappy with him. Or happy. He’d believed for years just what he’d told her—that he’d thought it was time to back off, let go of a college friendship. But his mental answer was the real one. He’d been fooling himself. All those years. At the realization, his hand clenched involuntarily before he consciously eased his hold.


  She looked at him steadily for a moment.


  “You didn’t like Terrence, did you?”


  Damn, that question cut a little too close to the bone. Well, the truth could be as good a camouflage as any.


  “No.”


  “Why?”


  Because he had you . “I didn’t think he was good enough for you.” He tried to keep the words bland. They were true, too. “I thought he leaned on you too much, used up your strength.”


  She laughed, a dry sound but not harsh. “You were right. That’s exactly what happened. Too bad you didn’t tell me all that before we married.”


  “You wouldn’t have listened.” She wouldn’t have listened if he’d told her similar things about Grady back then, either.


  Hearing Tris was getting married had jolted him. He knew she would always care for Grady, so how could she marry someone else? But one look at Terrence—tall and blond, handsome and charming—and Michael had recognized him as an obvious substitute. She might have been mixed up enough to marry Terrence, but in a way she’d still been loyal to Grady. “Nobody who thinks they’re in love listens to advice or reason,” he added.


  “So you figured the best you could do was stay away and not let me sense the disapproval,” she said with conviction.


  “That was some of it,” he said. The part he’d admit.


  “You’re probably right, I probably wouldn’t have listened at the time. I probably would have resented being told the truth before I saw it for myself. So, all around, you were your usual wise self, Michael Dickinson. And I think it’s only fair now to tell you that you were totally right about Terrence.”


  For all the lightness in her voice, the words had the slightest edge and her eyes were solemn as she faced him.


  She looked into the flecks of many colors in the depth of his hazel eyes, and wondered at her odd mix of feelings.


  She recognized an element of irritation. He had said he knew her while she told him about the homeless shelters, and she’d always thought he did know her, in some ways better than anyone else. But then he'd talked to her as if she hadn’t aged a day or learned a thing or suffered a hard knock since her freshman year in college. He’d actually suggested she safeguard ownership of the buildings, as if she hadn’t done that immediately when the backer pulled out.


  For heaven’s sake, he acted as if she would hand him some pie-in-the-sky dream. Didn’t he know she’d never risk something this important to anything less than a thorough, professional job? Couldn’t he guess what even the severest critic of her proposal in the association had said—that the financial strain had happened despite her efforts, not because of them? He doubted her ability, her sense. Maybe he still looked at her as the Tris of all of those years ago. She couldn’t stifle a pang of disappointment at that.


  And he’d sounded so distant and unfeeling when he’d talked about being practical. His words had sounded more like that backer who’d found it suddenly expedient to pull out of his commitment, than the Michael she had known. She felt sadness at that.


  But she also realized an overwhelming need to acknowledge that he had been right about her marriage and to make him understand why it had come apart. The urge was strong enough that she didn’t stop to consider why it seemed important that Michael understand.


  “I wanted a mate, a partner. He wanted someone to arrange all the practicalities of his life. Someday, for some woman, he may make a great husband, because he really is a basically decent human being. But it's going to have to be a woman willing to do a lot of the work. The kind of woman who has the patience to enjoy house-training puppies.”


  Michael chuckled, and rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand. Unexpectedly, warmth flooded her, swamping the disappointment and irritation. Warmth for his understanding and acceptance. She’d spent so long nourishing her crush on Grady in college that she hadn’t seen clearly what a wonderful companion she’d had by her side. She’d come here thinking about showing Grady that she’d grown up; maybe she had another one to convince, too.


  “He wasn’t irresponsible,” she said. “He just wasn’t responsible. I couldn’t count on him. He was charming and endearing. And utterly exhausting. I could never relax. That may be exciting at first, but after a while, it left me too weary to remember that first, wonderful feeling.”


  Without warning, an image of Grady flashed into her head. Grady and Terrence. They even resembled each other superficially, although underneath they were very different. No, they weren’t alike, but what had been identical was her reaction, the same knee-knocking awe of them—so charming, so endearing, so handsome. For a college crush that was fine, but as a basis for marriage it stank.


  Poor Terrence. She never should have married him. But barely out of college and caught in the whirlwind atmosphere of their brief courtship, she hadn’t had the maturity to say no. She’d paid for that mistake with a lot of pain, but she’d also benefited from it. She’d grown up.


  She felt as if she’d just seen her marriage through a window, long clouded but now clear. And there was more. Another window was clearing, another piece of her past would open. All she had to do was look and—


  “The divorce must have been rough.”


  Michael’s voice came low and gentle, but it made her blink. She felt as if she’d just cracked a code—the code to her own past. She not only saw past mistakes, she had a grasp on why she’d made them, and she could forgive herself for them. Everything, even the sensation that she’d just missed another insight, paled in the triumph of that. She beamed into Michael’s puzzled eyes. “Yes. Hellish.”


  “You don’t seem too broken up about it now,” he said with a frown.


  “Not anymore. I’ve grown up a whole lot since then. A whole lot.”


  “Yeah?” The note of doubt in his voice mixed with something else she couldn’t identify as readily. Somehow she connected it with that look she’d seen in his eyes when they’d had their picture taken in front of the old library.


  For an instant, she felt a heightened awareness of the sun warm on her face, the water lapping, the trills of the morning birds and the nearness of Michael. It beckoned her. Tempted her to step forward, nearer to some discovery.


  “Yeah, so grown-up that I don’t mind being a kid now,” she said, stepping back from the edge. Not yet, a voice seemed to whisper deep in her mind. Not yet. “Race you back to the house—last one there has to wake up Paul and Grady.”


  She dashed across the morning-dew-cooled green lawn, trailing her own laugh behind her like a pleasant memory.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Do you think four more sandwiches will be enough?”


  “Aunt Nancy, I think you’ve already packed enough food for us to sail from here to Northern Michigan and back three times,” Tris said, as she and Judi exchanged glances. Nancy Monroe had never allowed anybody to walk away hungry, and the prospect of her houseful of guests going sailing for the afternoon had spurred her to mammoth picnic activity.


  “C’mon, Mom. They’re waiting for us.” Judi gestured toward the French doors to the patio, where Grady, Michael, Paul and Bette waited with towels and tote bags.


  “Just let me finish wrapping these, and then I’ll make some lemonade and put it in the big thermos.”


  “You already did that, Mom. And Michael took it outside with him, remember?”


  “Oh, yes. Of course. Michael’s so considerate. Some woman’s going to be very lucky to snare him.”


  “Damn straight.”


  “Judi!”


  “I was just agreeing with you, Mom. I’d take him in a second if I could ever get him to look at me as a woman. Though it’s not his consideration I’d be after.”


  “Judi!”


  Tris wanted to echo her aunt’s admonition. Contemplating the frank admiration on her cousin’s face as she looked out the door toward Michael and the others, Tris had the strangest sensation in her stomach, as if it had just dropped about three stories and she hadn’t caught up yet.


  “I’m just saying he’s a hunk. Tris’ll back me up, won’t you, Tris? Don’t you think he’s a hunk?”


  She looked at her cousin. “Hunk? Michael? Don’t you think Grady . . .”


  “Grady?” Tris couldn’t mistake the dismissive note in Judi’s voice. “No. Michael’s much more of a hunk. Those wonderful eyes. And the hair always a little messed up, and that smile. Definitely Michael.”


  “They’re all three very attractive young men,” said Aunt Nancy, with affection in her voice and face.


  “I suppose,” said her daughter, sounding unconvinced. “But Michael’s the only one who makes me drool.”


  “Judith Marie!”


  “All right, all right.” Grinning, Judi soothed her outraged mother as she closed up one of the hampers and headed out, leaving the other for Tris to carry.


  Tris looked out the doors to where Michael and Grady stood side by side. The sun brought out the golden glow of Grady’s handsomeness. But she saw that it also showed off the thick shine in Michael’s dark hair, outlined the strength of his facial structure and tucked shadows into those faint creases at the corners of his eyes. Michael. She found herself warming just at the sight of him.


  “It’s hard for Judi to see that her own brother might be attractive,” said Aunt Nancy. “Or even Grady, since he’s been around the house all her life. He’s practically another big brother. I suppose it’s natural under the circumstances for her to see Michael differently.”


  As she said goodbye and took the hamper, Tris wondered a little if there might be more to Judi’s feelings than Aunt Nancy’s explanation covered, but the thought disappeared as Michael came forward to take the hamper from her. She could understand Judi’s view of Grady. She might even have a similar blind spot herself where Michael was concerned, seeing him more as a big brother than as a man.


  He looked down at her as they headed for the car, his eyes seeming to hold a special glow of warmth. Hastily, she amended that thought: Maybe she’d had a similar blind spot.


   


  
    Chapter Four

  


   


  Michael turned his face into the wind and away from Grady and Tris laughing over a stubborn knot. He wished he had more to do. But once they’d gotten the boat launched from the community dock, Paul and Bette, with occasional help from Judi, had things well in hand. The soon-to-be-married couple worked well together, communicating with half sentences and sometimes just looks. The sort of communication he and Tris had always shared as friends, the sort that might be growing between Tris and Grady . . . not as friends.


  Damn. Was this worth it? This could be a case where the cure ended up being worse than the affliction. What would be so terrible if he cut his losses and took off now?


  He looked at his hands gripping the railing, the smooth wood biting into his skin from the pressure, but he didn’t really see them. He saw a little boy in bed, with his father sitting on the edge and his mother at the doorway. No tears, no screaming, no scene. Just some phrases about things not working out, the echoing word divorce and then that expression about cutting losses. In the telescoped way of memories, he heard the expression again, and again, in other conversations, with even less emotion.


  He’d been taught young and often the meaning of cutting your losses, and he’d sworn that would never be his way. He’d see this week through, and he’d cure himself of Tris Donlin for good. Forever.


  “Hey, how about something to eat for your captain?” Paul’s shout gave Michael a reprieve from his thoughts. “Why don’t you go get it yourself and I’ll take over at the wheel for a while?”


  “Okay.” Paul let go of the wheel as Michael took hold. “I guess it's safe enough. We've got a rare wind, so you won’t need to do much tacking. Just remember, no right turns. No matter how tempting the sights.”


  Since they were sailing south, parallel to the shore, a right turn would have taken them into Oak Street Beach.


  Michael acknowledged the gibe with a grimace.


  “I’ll keep him on the straight and narrow,” volunteered Judi. She ducked under his arm and came up in the small opening surrounded by his arms, his chest and the wheel. She twisted to give him a devilish, lash-fluttering look over her shoulder. “Best seat in the house.”


  He chuckled. They’d been playing this flirting game for as long as he could remember. He figured he’d been the first of Paul’s friends to treat the then scrawny adolescent as something other than a kid sister, and a nuisance at that. She’d been honing her flirting skills on him ever since. He pitied the guys her own age.


  “Are you commenting on the scenery or bragging, Judi Monroe?”


  She leaned her back against his chest with a would-be sultry sigh. “I didn’t think you’d ever notice, Michael darling.” Then she giggled.


  “Pretty good, kid. Except the giggle at the end rather ruins the mood.”


  “Rats. I thought I might finally have gotten your attention.” This time her sigh was gusty. “Maybe I need a makeover—’Find the New You.’ You know, like an image consultant. They have those guys in politics, don’t they, Michael? You know anybody who specializes in sexy?”


  “The old you is fine, Judi. And, no, I don’t know anyone who specializes in sexy. They’re usually more interested in creating illusions of things like reliability and integrity.”


  “That sounds despicable. Why are you involved in politics when it’s like that?”


  “Because not all politicians are like that, because some are trying to do good things.” He thought of Joan. Then, unexpectedly, he thought of Tris’s project. “But there are some hard, cold realities you have to deal with, too. It’s part of being grown-up.”


  “Hey! Judi, come here and decipher Mom’s handwriting. We can’t figure out what’s in which wrapping without taking them all apart.”


  Judi popped under his arm with a farewell grin, and left Michael alone with a few of his own realities. Like his lack of success as a ghost exorcist.


  “Want a sandwich?”


  His hands tightened on the wheel at his private ghost appearing, very real, at his elbow.


  “Thanks. I’m starving.” He held the wheel steady with his hip before taking the sandwich from Tris and quickly consuming it.


  “I’d have thought you’d ask Judi to bring you back something.”


  If she sounded testy, he barely noticed. Sun caught the lighter streaks in her hair and the breeze tossed it around to lick at her forehead and cheeks. A stab in his gut accompanied the errant desire to push back the hair and explore her face with licks of another kind. Disgusted with himself, his answer was curt as he stared straight ahead. “We were talking about other things.”


  “Oh, you weren’t discussing mutual hunger?”


  Astounded, he turned to lock at her. An angry glitter in her eyes and a pink in her cheeks beyond what the sun had put there proved that he hadn’t imagined the edge in her tone.


  “What are you talking about, Tris?” He knew the calm of his voice could be deceiving, and very useful in masking a lot of emotions. He’d used it successfully many times in political settings. Never before had it been incendiary.


  Eyes narrowed and hands balled into fists, Tris snapped, “Don’t talk to me like I’m still seventeen years old or don’t have eyes in my head”


  He felt his calm facade slip, felt the anger that had simmered underneath all week surge closer to the surface. “I don’t know what—”


  “Don’t you think Judi’s just a little young for you? Taken to robbing the cradle these days, Michael?”


  Anger spilled over the facade, swamping it and him. How dare she criticize him when she’d been practically falling all over Grady Roberts for four days—hell, more like twelve years! He’d had enough, more than enough. The hell with calm. The hell with being her friend, with being understanding, with being grown-up. The hell with Tris Donlin.


  Wrapping one hand around her arm, he jerked her against him, so her slender body was wedged between the unyielding wheel and his own tense body. He lowered his head to glare into her eyes and snarl his words into her face.


  “How about you, Tris? Isn’t that what this whole week is about—trying to pretend you’re still seventeen? Trying to live out your girlhood fantasies? It didn’t work with your marriage, but—”


  “My marriage?” The confusion in her eyes couldn’t check his frustration—at her, at himself, at fate—that had accumulated over twelve years, piling up even when he’d thought he’d left it far behind.


  “—now you can try it again with the real thing, can’t you? Having any luck? Is he worth the wait? Or are you finding the reality less enthralling than the dream? Is that why you keep running to old pal Michael?”


  She tried to push free of him, but he pressed her more tightly against the wheel. Somewhere inside, he was aware of a sharp, tearing pleasure even now at the feel of her body against his, the slender length of it a brand through clothes and skin and muscle, right down to the bone.


  “No, not my old pal Michael. You’re nothing like him. You’re—”


  What might have been a stifled sob cut off the rest of her speech. Automatically lie eased back, and she wrenched her arm out of his grasp to push free of him. For an instant he thought she might slap him. He might have preferred that to the hurt he saw in her eyes before she turned on her heel.


  The string of curses he muttered under his breath would have astonished most of the people who knew him. But not the one who came up next to him at the tail end of the self-directed tirade.


  “About time to get things turned around, don’t you think, Dickinson? How about letting me take the helm a while?”


  Michael looked at Paul blankly a moment, then focused on the shoreline. They’d come farther than they’d planned. Without a word he handed the wheel over to Paul to maneuver the boat for the return trip. But he didn’t move away. There wasn’t much space on the boat, and Tris already had staked out the opposite end of the deck.


  When Paul finished bringing the boat about, he looked at Michael. “I meant what I said about it being time to get things turned around.”


  “What do you mean?” Michael’s hope that the other occupants of the boat might not have noticed his exchange with Tris ended with Paul’s next words.


  “You and Tris.”


  “You heard?”


  “No. But I could see. That was enough. I hate to see it. You two were always so close.”


  Michael shrugged, the facade nearly in place again. “It happens. People grow apart. Friendships die.”


  Even friendships with people you thought had given you a permanent corner of their heart—a small, platonic corner, but given forever. Even that could change.


  “Bull.”


  “You can’t expect to come back to reunions like this and have everything the same.” Lord knew he hadn’t expected his feelings to still be the same. He didn’t want them to be the same. He wanted to be perfectly happy with the friendship he and Tris had shared for so long. Now even that might be gone, maybe for good.


  “Bull,” Paul repeated without heat. “Not all people grow apart. Don’t go judging everyone by your mother and father, Michael. I understood it when we were kids in school, but you know better now. There are plenty of people around who take a while to figure out exactly what’s right for them, but that doesn’t mean they necessarily jump from marriage to marriage.”


  Perhaps he sensed Michael’s stiffening because Paul’s next words shifted the conversation’s course. “And it’s bull that all you’ve ever wanted from Tris was friendship.”


  In the silence that followed, Michael wondered a little at his own lack of surprise. Maybe some part of him had suspected that Paul had known how he’d felt for Tris back in college. In some ways it was a relief to have it out, at least with one person.


  “That obvious?” He managed a wryness he didn’t feel.


  “Obvious? Yeah, you’ve been practically shouting it from the rooftops,” Paul said with heavy sarcasm. “So obvious that nobody else has even got a hint of it. That I— renowned for my acumen in. such matters as everyone knows—wasn’t really sure until . . .” He hesitated, then added in a very different tone. “Until Bette.”


  Until he’d met Bette, and fallen in love himself—the message was clear. But Michael couldn’t accept what it said about his feelings. He met Paul’s eyes directly, and saw empathy and more than a hint of impatience, “Dammit, Paul, whatever you saw—thought you saw—it’s gone, if it ever existed at all. All that’s left is putting the ghost to rest, once and for all.”


  “You can’t put to rest a ghost of something that’s not dead.”


  Michael shook his head, trying to free it of Paul’s words and the stupid, crazy hope that the words bred. “There’s never been anything more than friendship between us, and now that’s hurting.”


  “Maybe there hasn’t been anything more than friendship in the past, but maybe it’s time that changed. Maybe friendship isn’t right for the two of you.”


  “What do you mean?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but he’d asked the question, and he didn’t have time to retract it before Paul was answering.


  “You know another term for putting a ghost to rest?” He glanced over his shoulder to where Judi and Bette were heading for them and didn’t wait for Michael to shake his head.


  “Laying a ghost.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “Play ball!


  Tris added her perfunctory cheer to the roar of the Wrigley Field crowd. Blue sky, hot sun, cool breeze, bleacher seats with good friends and the Cubs on a winning streak. If that didn’t make for a perfect afternoon at the ballpark, she didn’t know what did.


  So why did she feel as if she’d just been scheduled for an IRS audit?


  She didn’t have to search for that answer as she munched on hot dogs and chips and watched the batters come and go. It sat three seats away. Michael Dickinson.


  They hadn’t spoken two words to each other since their exchange on the boat. She kept waiting for something, some sign that he was sorry he’d said those terrible things to her. But all she saw was a hard, stubborn man she’d only had glimpses of before. She remembered his telephone conversation with his office and his reference to himself as ruthless. For the first time, that element of him was directed at her. She didn’t like it.


  At last night’s cookout at the Monroes’ they’d managed to stay at opposite ends of the patio. By accident or by design. the group had sorted out to form buffers between them at breakfast, in the drive to the ballpark and for sitting in the bleachers. She was relieved her parents were arriving for the weekend and would be taking her out to dinner tonight. It would be good to get away from this oppressive atmosphere. No one had said anything, but it was clear that Bette, Judi and Paul sensed the strain between her and Michael. The silences were longer and the rush to fill them more noticeable, the laughter louder and the causes for it smaller than she could ever remember. The only one who seemed unaffected was Grady.


  She turned to him with a rush of affectionate gratitude.


  Thank heavens for the sense of normalcy he provided.


  But Grady’s attention remained all on the game and, as he started rising from his seat, she became aware of the roar of the crowd and the surge to their feet of the people around them. A ball was headed in their direction. If it reached them it would be a home run, and put the Cubs ahead by three runs.


  She jumped up, caught in the game’s excitement for the first time. She could see it! The ball was coming, a home run for sure. And it was coming right at them!


  “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!”


  “It’s yours, Jason! Get it, Jason!”


  She heard the passionate shouts of a young boy and his father in the row behind them and felt a tingle of goose bumps. This would be a memory the boy carried with him his entire life.


  She half turned to watch the joy on the youngster’s face as he reached up to cradle the ball in the glove he’d so hopefully toted to the game. But the ball didn’t reach the glove. Inches away, a pair of long arms stretched up, and a bare hand snared the ball. Grady Roberts’s.


  “I got it! How ‘bout that! Did you see that catch, Tris?”


  “Grady! You took the ball away from that little boy. You can’t do that!”


  “I didn’t take it away. I caught it. Whoever catches the ball and holds on to it gets to keep it and I’m the one who caught it.” He tossed a grin over his shoulder at the crestfallen boy and his father. The father patted his son’s arm, still holding out his glove, waiting for the ball that didn’t come.


  “He’s right, son. The ball goes to whoever makes the catch.”


  “That’s terrible! You’re two feet taller than him! What’s fair about that?”


  “Aw, Tris . . .”


  “Give it to the boy, Grady.”


  “What? You’re kidding.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not kidding. Give it to the boy.”


  Grady tried a charming smile on her, but it faded as he seemed to read the determination in her face. Perhaps seeking reinforcements, he turned to the others. Bette and Judi wore identical reproachful stares. Michael’s and Paul’s expressions held a bit more sympathy—he who catches keeps was the rule of the bleachers, but . . .


  “He’s only a kid, Grady.”


  Grady didn’t respond to Paul’s words, hut he did turn and place the ball into the boy’s glove.


  “Gee thanks, mister! You see that, Dad? I got the ball. Maybe I can get it autographed after the game. I nearly caught it myself, didn’t I, Dad?”


  “You did catch it,” Tris told the boy, who was all grin and freckles. “You had your glove right on it.”


  The father beamed at his son, then spread a wide thanks to their entire group. They all smiled back as everyone settled in for what looked sure to be a Cubs victory.


  Tris glanced at Grady from the corner of her eye. Even he had managed a smile for the boy, but now he sat a little slouched in his seat. He shouldn’t have snatched the ball away from the boy in the first place. Maybe he had acted purely on instinct, but still . . .


  I’m annoyed at him . The realization seeped into her. Annoyed at Grady Roberts. She couldn’t remember ever being annoyed with Grady before, not in all the years she’d known him. Awed, infatuated, overwhelmed, but never annoyed.


  The hero had fallen off his pedestal. No, not fallen. If there’d been a pedestal, she’d built it under him; he hadn’t stepped up on it on his own. He’d always been the same Grady; it was her view that had changed.


  She turned to stare at him. The breeze ruffled his hair attractively and the sun brought out its gold. Healthy color underlined the clean lines of his handsome face. None of that had changed. Yet she saw more. She saw a charming man, not perhaps totally grown-up. Used to having things, large and small, go his way in life. A good man. Yet enough the not-right man—for her—to irk her now and then. She wasn’t even surprised. It was as if she’d finally articulated something she’d long known.


  Grady was a major college crush that you’ve never had a chance to check against adult reality .


  Leslie Craig’s words, spoken weeks ago, floated into Tris’s mind, along with something she’d told her friend: I’m long past my infatuation with Grady Roberts.


  Maybe she hadn’t even realized then the truth of those words, but she did now. She’d needed this week—not to get over Grady, but to remind herself why her long-ago feelings had never developed beyond that college crush.


  She thought of her feeling of anticlimax when Grady hugged her at the airport and of times the past several days when she’d avoided openings to tell him about the things that were most important to her. At one level she must have recognized this all along. It just took her conscious mind a while to catch up.


  Down the row, she saw Michael lean forward in intense concentration on the game. She’d told Michael about her past and her present, about her home and her work, about the problems with the project and her fears. That was what it meant to be a true friend, and she knew she couldn’t love someone she didn’t share that kind of closeness with. She’d also told Michael about her marriage…


  Her marriage . . . Something Michael had said about her marriage yesterday during that horrid exchange on the boat. What was it? Something that niggled at her, something that left the impression that he thought she’d married Terrence because he was like Grady.


  But he wasn’t. What had been alike was her reaction to them: infatuation. Heady stuff, but like mist burned off by the sun, unable to survive exposure to reality.


  She’d been a fool—a young fool—to rush into marriage with Terrence before her feelings took the test of reality. But she’d never been fool enough to marry one man because he reminded her of another.


  No matter what harsh words they’d exchanged, surely Michael knew her too well to believe that.


  She sat back and raised her face to the blue, blue sky above her. A single tear slid from the corner of her eye. Maybe it was for the touch of sadness at the final letting go of her long-ago hero. Or maybe it was the last farewell to the girl she’d once been. Or possibly it was for the pure joy of knowing that she was, truly, a grown-up woman named Tris Donlin.


  But it might also have been for an estrangement from someone she suddenly wasn’t sure she knew at all.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris clicked off the outside light Aunt Nancy had left burning for her, slipped off her heels and headed for the kitchen, where a single light glowed in the dark house. She wasn’t surprised everybody was asleep. After a long, chatty dinner with her parents, she’d gone back into their hotel room for more talk—until her father’s snoring informed mother and daughter that they’d talked well into the early-morning hours.


  She eased open the refrigerator door in search of something cool to drink. They’d talked of many things, she and her parents. She’d caught them up on details of her life, too small for phone calls or letters, and filled them in on the activities this week. They remembered Michael and Grady from her college days and were interested in how the years had treated them. And of course they had family news to discuss—a tooth for her niece, a new job for her sister-in-law, a boat for her brother, a less-than-charming boyfriend for her sister, a health update on a longtime friend of the family.


  About the only topics they hadn’t touched on were a certain coolness in her relationship with Michael and her recognition of her long-changed feelings for Grady. Her hand closed around a plastic jug of lemonade.


  “‘Bout time you got home.”


  Tris clutched the container to her chest like a shield and swung around with an inarticulate cry.


  “Quiet! You’ll wake up the whole house.”


  “Paul! You scared me to death.” She put the lemonade down and placed a hand to her heart to check if it could possibly be beating as fast as if felt. It was. “What are you doing down here?”


  “Waiting for you.” He closed the refrigerator, then pulled two glasses from a cabinet. “I remembered how you always had to have something to drink before you went to bed, ever since you were a little kid, so I knew you’d come in here.”


  Recovered, she lifted her brows as she poured the lemonade. “Aw, how sweet. You. were worried about your little cousin being out late at night—and with her own parents! Aren’t you supposed to save that role for your kid sister?”


  He snorted. “Hah! Worried? Even if it hadn’t been with your parents I know better than to worry about you or Judi. Only thing I’d worry about with either one of you is the poor guy you’d set your sights on.”


  Tris felt her face tighten at the memory of Judi, encircled by Michael’s arms on the boat, laughing up into his face. Had her young cousin set her sights there? “So if it wasn’t worry; why did you stay up, Paul?”


  He carried the glasses to the breakfast-room table and waited until they had both sat before answering. “I figured you could use somebody to do some listening.”


  “What do you mean? What gave you that idea?”


  “Everybody needs somebody to listen to them, a sounding board. I know you’ve had other people for that before.” He slanted a sharp look at her over the top of his glass as he drank, and she concentrated on keeping her face expressionless. They both knew he meant Michael. “But sometimes, for whatever—um—reason, you need somebody else, and it turns out I’m not half-bad at it. Bette’s been working with me.”


  Tris softened at his pleased-with-himself grin. “That’s a generous offer, Paul, but I don’t have anything right now that I feel I need to talk about, or bounce against a sounding board.”


  He made a noise resembling “Humph,” but didn’t argue. “We can just chat then. It’s been a nice week, hasn’t it?”


  “A very nice week.”


  “Good to see the campus again, and hit some of our old haunts. Sure enjoyed that pizza the other night. And of course the sailing. There’s nothing like being out on the lake.” Tris thought she saw where this conversation was headed and tensed. Paul continued on. “Heck of a ball game this afternoon.”


  “Yes, it was,” she said, willing to cooperate in steering the conversation away from sailing trips. “It’s always great to see the Cubs win.”


  “And to have a home run hit right to where we were sitting—that’s pretty rare.”


  “Certainly is.”


  “And to have one of us actually catch it, boy, that’s something.”


  “Yes.”


  “Hard even for a grown man to give up something like that.”


  “Yes.”


  “But the kid was awfully excited, wasn’t he?”


  “Yes, he was.” Tris fought the urge to grin at him, and took a long swallow of lemonade.


  “Probably made that kid’s day. He’ll be talking about the home run ball he caught at Wrigley Field for years.”


  “Yes.”


  “ ‘Course, so will Grady.” Paul chuckled. “Eventually he may even forget he didn't give the ball to the kid right away.”


  Tris smiled back at him. “Probably.”


  “Are you in love with him, Tris?” Her heart seemed to hold its breath. “With Grady?” he added, and her heart scurried to catch up with itself.


  “No.”


  He exhaled long and deep before lifting his head to look her in the eyes. “I thought from the way you were acting this week that you’d seen things more clearly, but I was a little worried you’d gotten so used to agreeing to everything I said in this conversation that you’d just keep saying yes.”


  More curious than anything else, she tipped her head to study him. “You didn’t want me to be in love with Grady? Why not? He’s been your friend forever. He may not be perfect, but he’s a good guy. And he’s one of your dearest friends in the world.”


  “So’s Michael.”


  “We’re not talking about Michael.” She didn’t think she succeeded in keeping her voice completely steady. The conversation’s unexpected shift made her feel as if one of her old buildings had collapsed on her, weighing her down, making breathing impossible.


  “Aren’t we?”


  ‘‘Well, I’m not.”


  “Maybe you should be.”


  “That’s crazy. Michael and I… I mean, our, uh . . . relationship has been . . .” Dammit! Why was she stumbling over these words? “Michael has always treated me exactly the way you and Grady treated me—like an overgrown younger sister. Only Michael’s been a little more polite about it.”


  “Maybe that’s how he acted.”


  She tried to ignore the emphasis he put on the final word, but her question wouldn’t stay unspoken. “What does that mean?”


  “It means how he acted and how he felt are not necessarily one and the same thing. I don’t think I’m flattering myself to say I’m the only one who knows him well enough to see it, but let me tell you, little cousin, the way Michael Dickinson looks at you is not the way a man looks at an overgrown younger sister.”


  “No.” But the whispered word didn’t carry any weight of denial. Tris feared it was simple vanity, but something in her was thrilled. Still, she rallied enough sense to protest more strongly. “We don’t even seem to be friends the past couple of days.”


  She would have ruined the cool effect of that statement if she’d let fall the tears that filled her eyes so unexpectedly.


  “You’ve been giving him a pretty hard time, you know.”


  “Me? I haven’t done anything.” Except a single comment about robbing the cradle.


  “I know it’s nosy as hell, but I figure a cousin’s got a right to ask—besides, this is my wedding week, I get to be nosy if I want to be.” Tris gave a rather damp chuckle at his reasoning, but amusement quickly faded at his next words. “What did you guys fight about yesterday?”


  “I wouldn’t really call it a fight…” Paul gave an impatient grimace and she decided not to argue semantics.


  “It was silly really.”


  “What did you say?”


  Tris considered telling him it was none of his business, but she’d never been very successful at holding out against a determined assault from her cousin Paul. This time, she didn’t want to hold out. She told him. And when he asked what Michael had said, she told him that, too.


  “Geez, you two take the cake, Here you are accusing him of making up to Judi when he’s doing his damnedest not to want you, and he’s accusing you of going after Grady when you’ve finally, totally recognized the fact that you don’t want Grady Roberts!”


  She stared into her nearly empty glass and tried for a light tone. “That’s presuming your crazy theory about Michael’s feelings is right. I mean, he’s never . . .” She let it trail off, but her question was obvious.


  “Told me? No, not in so many words. But I’m right. If you don’t believe me—” He broke off. When she raised her head to see why, he was staring at the window, whose dark surface reflected their images. “I wish Bette were here,” he muttered to himself. “I probably shouldn’t have told you any of this, but I have. So I might as well go all the way.”


  He turned to face her, his face almost stern. “Why don’t you test it out? You women know all sorts of ways. See if I’m right about how he feels about you—but only if you want me to be right. You wouldn’t be the person I think you are if you played around with the emotions of a man like Michael. He’s seen enough reasons in his lifetime not to believe in love, don’t give him any more.”


  “You really respect him, don’t you? I always knew you liked him, but I never realized you admired him.”


  “He’s the man I want standing next to me at that altar day after tomorrow when I tell the whole damn world that Bette’s mine and I’m hers.”


  “I . . . I don’t think I've ever heard you talk the same way about Grady.”


  Paul shrugged. “Grady’s Grady. I love him like a brother, maybe better. He’s been part of my life as long as I can remember. Sometimes I think that if he’d had a few hard knocks now and then, just enough to make him grow up a little . . .” He shrugged again. “But I don’t expect him to be any different than he is.” He stood up, stretching his back with his arms high over his head. “And if there were such a thing in a wedding as a best buddy, I’d have chosen Grady in a flash. But that wasn’t what was called for. Think about that, little cousin. Think about what Michael Dickinson will be at my wedding.”


  The best man .


  He dropped a hand on her shoulder and leaned over to say three more words before walking away. “Think about it.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Michael watched Tris flick off the kitchen light and shifted his position on the top step leading to his room over the garage. What could Paul have said to her that left her staring into space like that after he left the room? For that matter, what had they been saying to each other during that whole, intense conversation?


  Not that it was any of his business. As long as he’d seen Tris return safe and sound, he could tell that badgering voice in the back of his head that wouldn’t let him sleep exactly where to go. Maybe it would listen now. It sure wasn’t the kind of voice to listen to reason. Not even when he’d pointed out that she was a grown woman, out with her parents, for heaven’s sake, and that there had been nights, months, years when she could have been out all night long in Washington, D.C., and the badgering voice hadn’t known a thing about it.


  Logic made no dent.


  The voice had lowered a decibel or two when he’d pulled on a pair of sweatpants and come out to the steps where he could see the back of the house. But it hadn’t quieted totally until he’d seen the kitchen light go on and saw Tris head to the refrigerator. There’d been that heartbeat-suspended instant when a man’s form appeared, but he’d started breathing again and walked back up the steps he couldn’t remember descending when he recognized Paul.


  Now, pondering that long conversation between cousins, he wondered if his relief at the sight of Paul had been misguided.


  Paul Monroe could be a dangerous man. He seemed so easygoing and uncomplicated on the outside, but he noticed things. And he knew things about Michael that no one else did. Like how he felt about the fact that his mother and father totaled seven marriages between them. Like how he felt about Tris.


  Michael drove his right hand through his hair. This week wasn’t going the way he’d planned, not at all. He’d thought he’d simply see a friend. Instead, he’d discovered that the ghost of a long-ago emotion not only continued to haunt him, but seemed to be as vital and alive as ever. Maybe more so.


  Only now he and Tris weren’t even friends. And Paul was dropping crazy ideas in his head about forgetting being friends with Tris, forgetting driving other thoughts of her out of his mind. About the heated possibilities that whispered in his blood when he felt her arm around his chest, the touch of her breath on his ear, the rub of her leg on his.


  He rose quickly from the step, as if to escape such thoughts. And closed the door firmly behind him, as if to close out the influence of Paul Monroe. Crazy. And dangerous.


   


  
    Chapter Five

  


   


  “And they say women are always late,” Bette grumbled, shifting from one foot to the other in the Monroes’ front hall. Tris gave her a sympathetic look. The day before the wedding, the bride was entitled to a jitter or two, especially with a groom like Paul. After last night’s conversation she’d been feeling a little jittery herself. Even after deciding, as morning’s light seeped into her bedroom, that ignoring his preposterous theory was the only possibility.


  Paul had insisted on adding one last activity to the week’s agenda, a volleyball game with their group plus longtime friends who’d arrived for the wedding and local friends. He said, with some logic, that he and Bette wouldn’t have enough time to visit with everybody as much as they’d want to at the reception, and with the rehearsal dinner tonight, this was the only opportunity. Aunt Nancy had refused to have the impromptu party in her backyard the day before the wedding, so the word had gone out to meet at a nearby park.


  But now Tris, Bette and Judi stood in the front hall waiting for the three men to make an appearance.


  “Grady said he wanted to take a nap, Michael said something about taking a shower after he’d been out running and Paul was muttering something about his lucky ball when he disappeared into the attic,” Judi offered.


  “Oh, no.” Dismay sounded in Bette’s groan. “I promised Paul there’d be no set schedule all week, but today— We’ll never get there, and that means I’ll never get him to come home, and then we won’t have time to get ready for the rehearsal and if we don’t have a rehearsal they probably won’t let us get married tomorrow. Not to mention that we’ll be late for the rehearsal dinner at the country club and they’ll throw out Paul’s parents after thirty-two years of membership.”


  “No way, Bette. And no matter what happens, you know Paul won’t let you get out of this wedding.” Tris's teasing brought a vaguely dreamy look to Bette’s eyes for a moment before it seemed to spur her to action.


  “I tell you what, each of us should go corral one of them. I’ll lure Paul out of the attic if I have to tie him up and drag him. Judi, why don’t you—.


  “Go find Grady, and I’ll get Michael,” filled in Tris. She didn’t like the prospect of sending Judi off to Michael’s private room over the garage. But she might have spoken with too much emphasis, because the other two women looked at her with surprise.


  “Okay, We’ll meet back here as quickly as possible.”


  At the steps to Michael’s room, Tris hesitated.


  They still hadn’t healed over the harsh words spoken on the sailboat. The odd thing was that in all the years of their friendship, they’d never had a fight before. Neither seemed to know how to proceed now. She resolutely ignored the whispered memory of Paul’s suggestion on that score.


  She’d started this week looking forward to recapturing the old days with one significant difference—Grady’s view of her as a kid. She hadn’t expected so many other changes. She saw Grady, and even Paul differently now, probably saw them more accurately and certainly felt closer to them. That was all to the good. But the break in her relationship with Michael . . . there wasn’t anything good about that.


  She wanted to be friends again. Friends. That was all.


  She straightened her shoulders and marched up the steps, knocking loudly on the door.


  “C’mon in. The door’s open.” The words were muffled, but decipherable.


  She pushed open the door and stepped into the room, which was dominated by a king-size bed and had windows looking toward the deck and the water. Once inside, she could hear the shower running. She swallowed nervously as she realized he hadn’t closed the bathroom door all the way. All she could see at the moment was steam billowing out, but when that cleared . . .


  The water was turned off. “Who’s there?”


  “It’s Tris. Bette sent me to hurry you up.” Only a slight revision of history.


  “Okay. Tell her I’ll be there in a minute.”


  With the water off, the steam started to dissipate, and through the half-open door she could make out movement reflected in the fogged mirror. Something that looked like broad shoulders and a tanned back. She remembered how she had felt the heat and hardness of that back when they posed on the library steps. She’d told herself at the time that she was aware only of the feel of his chest under her arm, but her body had been attuned to the way that position had brought her breasts up against his back. She’d tried to ignore the tightening, filling sensation she’d experienced, but the memory was stronger than her will. Even now she felt the hardness against her softness, felt the tenderness, the . . .


  Abruptly she pivoted away, bumping into the counter of the tiny kitchenette before making her way to stand by the love seat, looking out the windows.


  His words and tone had given her the option to leave him to follow on his own. But she had a chance to try to mend the break in their friendship. She wanted to take it. She would take it.


  “Michael.” The word came out through her tight throat as a mutter.


  “Tris? Are you still there?”


  “Yes.” Silence filled the room, as palpable as the moist air. “I . . . I, um, wanted to talk to you. I’m sorry, Michael. About what I said on the boat. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know what got into me. I know you’d never do anything to hurt Judi.” She felt a small stab at her conscience; she was fairly sure the possibility of his hurting Judi hadn’t been the sole cause of her words. She heard the bathroom door open wider and thought Michael stepped into the room, but she didn’t look around.


  “I’m really sorry, Michael. And I hate this awful coldness between us. I feel . . . I don’t know— Lost?” She swallowed at the burning in her throat and tested out a wry smile on the glass in front of her. It wobbled. “I’m used to thinking we’d always be friends.”


  She knew Michael had come up behind her before he touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry, too. I was out of line, way out of line, saying those things. I hope we can forgive and forget this whole thing, because I haven’t much enjoyed the past few days.”


  “Oh, Michael, me either.” She turned to face him and stopped. He stood in front of her, the same Michael she’d known, trusted and counted on for all these years, yet somehow different. His hair, usually so unruly, was slicked down by the shower’s water, taming it, molding it to his head and revealing more of his bone structure, showing more of its strength. Showing the skeleton of a strong and fine man.


  Her gaze slipped lower and she saw he wore no shirt, just a pair of cutoffs that hung low on his slim hips. The water had curled and darkened the hair that marked a path down his chest. She remembered the dressing room curtain pulling back and her mental tracing of that path. All she’d have to do now would be to raise her hand to span the six inches that separated them. Just to touch him. Just to know the feel of him.


  She never knew if she’d actually started the movement when he turned away and went to the dresser. She thought he yanked a drawer open with unnecessary force, but she couldn’t be sure. Expelling the breath she’d been holding without giving way to a sigh—would it have been shaky or wistful? —took all her concentration. Because his back was to her, she couldn’t read his expression, but his voice sounded calm and even.


  “Well, I’m glad that’s taken care of. Now we can play on the same team without my having to worry about being spiked from behind by my own teammate.”


  Count on Michael to say the right thing to put her at ease. She appreciated that, but at the moment it also irritated her. But why? Because she wanted to be kissed, not put at ease. Why hadn’t he kissed her?


  She became aware of his eyes on her. Dismissing her disturbing thoughts, she chuckled. “If we’re talking about forgiveness, isn’t it about time you forgave me for that? It was an accident, you know.”


  “Forgiveness was no problem,” he said, pulling on his second sock and reaching in a drawer for a shirt. “But forgetting’s something else. I had a bump on my head for weeks. It’s human nature to remember attacks from behind like that.”


  His last words were muffled as he pulled a T-shirt over his head. She ignored what might have been a twinge of disappointment at that covering of the smooth muscles and planes of his back.


  “It wasn’t an attack. It was a great shot gone astray. If the ball hadn’t—” She broke off as he turned and she caught sight of the tattered lettering on the front of his shirt: Phantoms. And then she laughed. “Michael, I can’t believe you still have that shirt! You’re even more sentimental than Paul.”


  He grinned that little boy grin at her, tinged with self-directed amusement. “It’s really starting to fall apart, but I can’t bring myself to throw it away.”


  “How about using it for rags?” She lifted one brow at the holes that had worn through where the letters attached to the T-shirt’s thinned fabric. “It looks like it’s halfway there anyhow, and that way you could still have a piece of it around. So to speak.”


  “That’s sacrilege, even suggesting such a thing.”


  She moved closer and caught glimpses of tanned chest through the holes. “I guess it is.” Maybe she wanted to touch him so badly because touching the shirt would be like touching a beloved piece of her past. Maybe.


  Was she just now discovering what Bette and Judi had seen long before her?


  Had friendship blinded her to Michael?


  Almost absently, she smoothed her fingers across the surface of the shirt and absorbed the sensation of warmth and hardness beneath it. Dipping inside one of the larger holes, she reveled in the texture of a dusting of hair over firm skin. She could feel his heart beating strong and hard and the lift and fail of his breathing, faster now than only an instant before.


  She could smell the soap and the water on him, and wondered, if she put her lips to one of those holes would his skin taste of soap? Soap was supposed to taste terrible, so why did the idea of discovering the flavor melded of soap and Michael send a zing through her blood?


  Because she wanted to be kissed.


  By Michael.


  Now.


  “Tris.” Michael’s voice sounded deeper than usual. Almost a rumble. Low enough and soft enough to easily pretend she hadn’t heard. Even when he spoke a second time.


  “Tris. Don’t.”


  She ignored him until he wrapped his fingers around hers, stilling her hand.


  “Don’t what, Michael?” She heard the words, but had no recognition of having said them. Her mind, like her gaze, still rested on the tantalizing view through those holes. She wanted the shirt gone.


  “Don’t touch me like that, Tris.”


  The roughness in his voice drew her eyes up at last. There was that same look she’d seen outside the library when they posed for the picture. A tautness. A sharpness. And, yes, a hunger. Almost as if . . . as if—the thought stunned her, but she couldn’t help completing it—almost as if he wanted her.


  Without warning, he dropped her hand and spun away, pretending he needed to devote all his attention to piling a towel and spare pair of socks into a tote bag.


  Astonishment swallowed her. Michael Dickinson desired her. The rough need in his voice was for her. Her. But that didn’t shock her nearly as much as her own reaction. A bit of relief that he’d backed away, more than a bit of disappointment, plenty of confusion . . . and triumph so strong she was dizzy with it.


  When Paul had suggested Michael cared for her as more than a friend, had felt that way since they’d all come together twelve years ago, she’d tried to tell herself she wasn’t thrilled by the idea. But she couldn’t deny this reaction.


  The question was, what had caused it?


  Was she so shallow that she would glory in such a conquest? So vain that the idea of a man wanting her that way appealed to her? So cruel that a wonderful, caring man being hurt, even inadvertently, didn’t bother her?


  “All ready. Let’s go.” He turned to her with a neutral expression, and she allowed him to usher her out the door and down the stairs, pretending nothing had happened.


  Maybe nothing had. Maybe Paul was out of his mind, and maybe she was becoming the kind of woman who read more into a look from an old friend than was there. But, good Lord, how she wanted it—all of it—to be there.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Uh, Tris. How about swapping spots so you’re playing in front of me?”


  “You’re not going to start that again, are you?”


  Hands on hips, she glared at him, but he read the humor in the depths of her eyes.


  He’d been trying to coax that look from her ever since his reaction to her touch had produced a cloud of awkwardness between them. He’d seen the puzzlement in her face, probably wondering why he’d made such a big deal out of a friendly, affectionate touch. And he’d felt her withdrawal as she must have realized that to him it had other implications. Well, at least now she seemed to have returned to their usual easy camaraderie, even if he hadn’t. But he would. Dammit, he would.


  “It’s all for the good of the team,” he said, guiding her into position in the row closest to the net. “You’re a much better digger than I am.”


  She eyed him with mock suspicion. “No ulterior motive?”


  “Certainly not. It’s just from this position you can get those drop shots and set them up for me.” He gestured across the net to where Grady, on the opposing team, was poised to serve. “You better get ready.”


  Tris gave him one more searching look. If he’d been fooling himself he might have been able to pretend it had more meaning than the little game of words they were playing. “All right, I’ll be the digger so you can feed your male ego by being the spiking star,” she grumbled. She turned toward the net as Grady made contact with the ball.


  “Plus, this way you can’t hit me in the back,” Michael said just as the ball skimmed the net, the words low enough that only Tris could hear.


  “You rat! “she hissed back, but her eyes didn’t leave the ball, which their teammate in the far corner returned rather weakly.


  “A mere matter of self-preservation.”


  Across the net, Grady leaped to meet the floating return and drove down the ball at a fearsome angle, destined to land right at Tris’s feet.


  She crouched low, getting her locked hands under the ball, preparing for the perfect setup. Michael couldn’t deny a rush of pleasure at their teamwork as he moved in to turn her set into a winning spike. Nor could he help a more basic pleasure at the sight of her rounded bottom, stretching smooth the fabric of her shorts as she rose, sending the ball high and easy for his shot.


  Already going up to spike the ball, he was amazed when he felt his balance thrown off by an unexpected impact with Tris. She’d been clearly out of his path. The only way they could have collided . . .


  He twisted his body in midair to compensate and still make the hit, sending the ball across the net with less force but a devastating spin, but he couldn’t save himself from falling to the ground, hitting hard on his side, then rolling to his back.


  The only way they could have collided was if Tris had deliberately knocked into him.


  “So much for self-preservation.” He heard the devilment in her voice even before he looked up into her mocking expression, and concluded that he hadn’t lost his mind. Tris had deliberately thrown her hip into him.


  Curling to a sitting position, he heard a squeal from the other side of the net, and saw that his shot had left the other team in disarray. Grady was on the ground, with his arm firmly around the waist of one of his teammates, the dark-haired woman named Melody, a longtime friend of Bette’s and the other bridesmaid. Neither Grady nor Melody seemed in much of a hurry to get disentangled as they exchanged accusations about the missed shot and their fall.


  He looked up quickly to see what Tris’s reaction would be, but she was laughing and holding out her hand to help him up. Maybe she hadn’t seen— No, he saw her eyes flick to the pair still on the ground, the laughter never dimming, and come back to him. Almost as if she didn’t care.


  No. Of course she cared, of course it bothered her that Grady was showing another woman such attention. She had to care because if she didn’t still care for Grady— He grasped her hand hard and pulled himself up, the abruptness of his move propelling him a step too far, so he brushed against her, feeling the smooth, long line of her leg against his, the curve of her hip just below his. Immediately, he let go of her hand. He saw the slight questioning in her eyes as she unobtrusively flexed the fingers he’d just crushed in his own. He ignored it.


  “C’mon. Let’s get this game going. Our serve.”


  Concentration on the game kept other thoughts at bay until it came his turn to rotate out and sit on the sidelines, trying to watch the other players. Paul, Grady, Bette, Judi. Paul’s longtime secretary, Jan, and her husband, Ed, taking turns chasing nearly ambulatory Ed, Jr. Bette’s high-school friend Melody. Former neighbors, a smattering of relatives. All people who’d gathered to share this wedding with Paul and Bette.


  He hardly saw them. Watching just one player, really, kept him fully occupied. That and trying his damnedest to ignore the voice from so deep inside him that it could barely be heard, asking exactly how to label his reaction to the idea that Tris didn’t still care for Grady.


  The momentary elation was understandable, but had that been fear mixed in? Fear? No, it couldn’t be. Why fear? It wasn’t fear. What could he be afraid of? Nothing. Absolutely nothing.


  If Tris didn’t still care for Grady . . . Then maybe what Paul had said wasn’t so crazy after all. Then maybe what he’d seen in Tris’s eyes this afternoon really had been dawning desire. But . . . but if Tris didn’t still care for Grady, how could she be the Tris he’d always known? The Tris whose heart was steady, constant? So unlike his family.


  He shook his head, trying to clear the questions. It was all moot, because Tris did care for Grady, had always cared for Grady. He repeated the words to himself with the emphasis of a curse.


  He watched her laugh at Paul’s ungainly lunge for a ball, then lavishly praise him when he managed to connect with it.


  “C’mon, team!” he shouted. “How about winning a point, so I can get back in there?”


  “Why do you think we’re losing all these points, Dickinson?” Tris shot back. “We want to keep you on the sidelines where you can’t do any damage.”


  Damage. If he’d done damage to their friendship these past few days, he’d repair it. If these past few days had done damage to his belief that he could treat Tris as strictly a friend, he’d repair that, too.


  By God, he would.


  
    * * * *

  


  Michael had expected that he’d be escorting Judi, as maid of honor, at the various formal functions of the weekend. But with everyone getting ready to leave for the rehearsal, Nancy Monroe came up to him with a preoccupied smile and said she’d decided to go against form. She wanted Tris and him riding herd on Paul for the next twenty-four hours.


  “Paul will be less likely to get one of his wild ideas with Tris around than with his little sister. You don’t mind, do you, Michael?” she asked with a smile. “After all, you see Judi all the time. This way you and Tris can catch up on old times more. That will be nice for both of you.”


  Nice. If he were a cynic, he’d believe that being paired off with Tris for the wedding activities constituted one of fate’s nasty jokes. “Of course, Mrs. M. No problem.” No problem, just a bit of torture.


  His gaze slid to Tris as Nancy Monroe explained to the group who would be driving with whom. That dress she was wearing . . . At first look he’d thought it conservative enough, with its nonplunging V neck between staid lapels. It didn’t cling, although the way it slid over her curves certainly indicated that what was underneath was worth clinging to. But the color was another matter. It had him thinking of lush, ripe peaches and the sweet coolness of their flesh, and that had him thinking of other lush, ripe, sweet flesh and that had him thinking…


  “All right, everybody ready? Shall we go to the cars now?”


  “Gentlemen, start your engines!” Judi intoned.


  Michael was congratulating himself on disciplining his errant thoughts into hibernation as they started out to the cars. Then he got a closer look at Tris’s dress. Good Lord, the thing had only one button. One pearly, white button. He’d been opening buttons since he was three years old. How easy . . . No, there had to be more holding it together than that. He felt sweat slide down the center of his back and film his forehead as he held the car door for Tris, ignoring her slightly puzzled look.


  Tris slid into the car gracefully. He couldn’t have looked away from the deepening V at her neck and the rising slit over her leg at that moment if it had meant guaranteeing Joan the election. Something hot pooled in his throat so he had to swallow an extra time, but the reasoning part of his mind insisted the dress had to have undercover fastenings of some sort or a lot more would have been revealed than a few inches of sleek thigh and a hint of a shadow that might or might not have been the curve of a breast.


  Though that was more than enough for him in this state.


  Driving to the church gave him an excuse for silence while Paul, Bette and Tris chatted, and that gave him a chance to deliver to himself a stern lecture. By the time he’d listened to instructions on the next day’s preliminaries and escorted Paul, Grady and the other groomsman, Bette’s married brother, Ron, to the front of the church to practice the actual ceremony, he figured he’d reasoned his hormones into submission.


  It was understandable. When they’d been in college, he’d kept a constant alert against thinking of Tris in those terms. In the years apart his willpower had gotten out of shape, and the strain of this week was showing. Especially since this afternoon. Since hearing Tris’s voice, not quite steady, apologizing and saying she wanted to be friends again. Since watching the sunlight through the window gilding her.


  When she’d turned, he’d seen that look in her eyes. It resembled what, in another woman, he would have recognized as desire. But he knew that couldn’t be. Because Tris wanted—would always want—Grady. Because constancy was a part of her he’d always valued.


  So it couldn’t have been desire that had had her fingertips sending heat to his skin through the tattered shirt. It could only have been his reading something into it. He would keep his body firmly in check if he had to devote every spare minute to exhausting runs or numbing showers.


  He focused his attention to where Bette’s friend Melody was practicing her role as the first bridesmaid in the procession. Then Tris started down the aisle, and he knew what aching was all about.


   


  
    Chapter Six

  


   


  Tris walked slowly down the aisle toward him. The evening sun sent its last rays through the stained glass, igniting shimmering colors that surrounded her but could not dim her light. Michael felt stunned, immobilized. Tris was walking down a church aisle, and for a moment, senseless but undeniable, he let himself believe she was coming to meet him.


  Near enough now to read her expression, he watched her exchange a quick grin with Grady before shifting to a smile as she looked at Paul. Then her eyes met his and he wasn’t ready for the jolt that hit him. He couldn’t bear to look at her, but didn’t have the strength to look away. Only when he saw the uncertain quiver of her lips did he realize what his eyes might reveal.


  He jerked his head away, staring unfocused toward the back of the church where he was vaguely aware of Judi starting down the aisle.


  Sanity hinged on his ability to count his breaths, making each a little steadier than the previous one, and letting nothing else into his mind. By the time Bette had joined them and they all faced the minister to listen to the plans for the ceremony, he had his lungs under control. But that was about it.


  He tried to concentrate on the details of his duties for the next day. But he’d had too much experience at doing that with one level of his mind while another level wrestled different issues. Like how to get through the next forty-eight hours.


  Bette and Paul led the way back up the aisle. He turned to offer his arm to Judi as they followed.


  “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Judi grinned at him.


  No, not so bad. Just hell. But at least he’d been disciplined enough not to look at Tris again.


  “Seems pretty straightforward,” he said. As long as he didn’t see, hear, touch or smell Tris Donlin.


  “Yeah, Bette and Paul wanted to keep it simple. I like it. Someday . . .”


  Absently, he patted Judi’s hand where it rested on his arm. As they reached the back of the church, Paul looked up from whispering something into Bette’s ear and cocked a grin at him.


  “Hey, Dickinson, I know you’re not crazy about weddings, but you could look a little more cheerful, you know.”


  Michael longed to tell him in no uncertain terms to shut up, but with the Monroes and Whartons gathered around he had to make do with a glare and a muttered, “It was hot.”


  “Oh. Oh, dear. Did you think so, Michael?” Mrs. Wharton looked toward the front of the church with concern. “Maybe I should talk to Reverend Siles about turning up the air conditioning tomorrow. We don’t want people to be uncomfortable.”


  Guiltily, Michael listened to Bette and Nancy Monroe calm the fears he’d raised. He could practically feel Paul’s unholy amusement at the scene. With some sense of urgency, he used the excuse of bringing the car around to escape. He used his chauffeur role as an excuse again when they arrived at the country club for the dinner, dropping off Paul, Bette and Tris, and saying he’d be in after parking the car.


  Instead, he slipped past the room they’d reserved to a quiet patio bordered by garden and overlooking the lush green golf course. Michael pulled in a lungful of twilight air heavy with the scent of just-watered grass and a day’s worth of summer warmth. In a minute or two he’d join the others for dinner and then dancing, but for right now he needed a little solitude and a megadose of equilibrium.


  You don’t mind, do you, Michael? After all, you see Judi all the time. This way you and Tris can catch up on old times more. That will be nice for both of you . This time Nancy Monroe’s innocent words had an inflection of unintended irony.


  Right. Mind? No, he didn’t mind. Why should he?


  Spend time with her, watch over her, see her walking down a church aisle toward him . . .


  “Michael?”


  The soft voice accompanied a light touch on his sleeve, but he froze instantly.


  Tris jumped at his abrupt reaction. “Michael, are you all right?”


  “Fine. I’m fine.”


  “I . . . I, uh, thought I saw you come out this way and . . . and I thought I’d make sure you were all right.”


  “All right? Why wouldn’t I be all right? I said I’m fine, didn’t I? So I’m fine.”


  He turned to face her with pugnacious indignation, but looking into her eyes was a mistake. Dammit, she looked as if he’d just told her that he personally had blown up a historic building in each of the fifty states plus Puerto Rico and Guam.


  “All right, Michael. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”


  Her voice trembled at the edges.


  Aw, hell.


  “Tris.” He stopped her retreat with a touch on her arm, then couldn’t resist sliding his hand down the soft material, trying not to think of what the skin underneath might feel like. “I’m the one who’s sorry. You were being nice to a friend and I was a jerk.”


  A hint of her smile flickered across her lips as she studied him, looking for signs, he knew, that he might really be ill. In a way he supposed he was, and she’d just been treated to a symptom—overwhelming irritability. Right now he was irritated at himself and fate, at the squeak of a door farther down the patio and the sound of a giggle.


  “We seem to be apologizing to each other a lot these days.”


  “Yeah. We do.”


  He felt it then, almost as if she’d spoken the question aloud. She might not even be aware of it herself, but she was beginning to wonder about the odd eruptions over the past few days in a relationship that had been placid for so long. Her probing gaze skimmed over his face. He had to stop her; he couldn’t afford to have the full force of Tris’s perception trained on him. She could see too damn much.


  Without much hope, he looked around for a reason to leave her. There had to be some excuse, some explanation she’d accept. Then, over her shoulder, he caught sight of Grady. At the far end of the patio, Grady was in a deep and obviously romantic conversation with a dark-haired woman. Melody. The other bridesmaid. She’d been at the volleyball game this afternoon, too. He should have recognized the signs then, he’d certainly seen them often enough during college—Grady was in the throes of one of his intense flirtations. He reassessed his priorities. Tris came first. The best thing old buddy Michael could do for Tris now was to keep her occupied.


  “Just a couple of cranky old-timers, that’s us,” he said with a fair assumption of wry humor. “Guess the job pressures get to both of us.”


  “I guess so,” she agreed, but he heard her doubt.


  “I really am sorry, Tris. And I promise to be on good behavior tonight and tomorrow. No more moods. I swear.”


  He held up his right hand in a botched Boy Scout salute.


  She chuckled. “Promise accepted, as long as it includes dancing every dance tonight.”


  “Every dance?” he groaned.


  “Well, maybe not every dance.” He thought she’d truly relented until he caught an echo of something in her voice, part mischief, but another element not so easily identified. “You can skip some of the fast ones. But you have to dance all the slow ones with me.”


  “All . . . all the slow ones with you?”


  “I thought, uh, I thought that would be a way to prove for sure that we were—are back to, uh, normal.”


  Color streaked into her cheeks and her eyes slid away from him. He wanted to kick himself, hard. His awkward reaction had made her think he’d rejected her—how was that for irony?


  Even if she hadn’t seen them together just now, Tris had probably picked up the vibes between Grady and Melody. That was why she’d asked him to dance with her. Dancing with him would prevent her having to sit and watch Grady.


  He felt a strange mixture of relief and disappointment. Disappointment, he understood. He was disappointed for Tris’s sake, that Grady still hadn’t woken up to what—or who—was right in front of him. And maybe, yes, just a little disappointed for himself now that he realized why she had asked him to dance. But why relief? Quickly, he pushed the question aside as he turned to her.


  “You’re right. We should dance every dance, Tris. We have a lot of years to make up for, right?” He put a hand to her hair, stopping somewhere between the fond ruffling he’d intended and the soft caress he wanted.


  She gave him a look with a question in it, but answered firmly, “Right.”


  
    * * * *

  


  He was going to die. Right here on the dance floor, from the unadulterated pain of not allowing himself to take too much pleasure in the much too pleasurable sensation of holding Tris in his arms.


  Remember what this is all about, Dickinson . A friend needed a partner, that’s all. A friend who might feel a little fragile emotionally right now because the guy she’d adored for years had another woman snuggled up to him as the band played another song about falling in love forever.


  Almost as if she’d read the word snuggled in his thoughts, Tris slid closer to him. Another inch and a half and there’d be no air between them at all, just his suit and her dress. That dress with its one button.


  He backed away a safer inch. He had enough trouble convincing his body not to make its demands all too clear. Not that an inch would do much good. Maybe a plunge into Lake Michigan. His willpower was just out of practice, wasn’t that what he’d said to himself? Out of practice, hell. More like dead and buried.


  The band slid effortlessly from one ballad to another. Damn! How much more of this could he take? Involuntarily, he tightened his hold on Tris’s hand. She looked up, her expression half smile and half question.


  “It’s another slow dance,” she said.


  “So it is.”


  “There’ve been a lot.”


  Lord, what got into him, reading satisfaction into her voice? “Yeah.”


  “Can somebody cut in, or is this a private party?”


  Michael turned around to meet Judi’s glinting look of mischief and an identical expression on the face of her dance partner, Paul.


  “How about a partner swap, you guys? I haven’t gotten to dance with my cousin all night. Seems somebody’s been monopolizing her.”


  Fighting a perverse instinct to tell Paul to go to hell, Michael swung Tris into Paul’s arms as Paul twirled Judi into his. He’d just been wondering how much more he could take, so why did he feel bereft? His eyes followed the progress of Tris’s peach dress, and he watched her laugh up at Paul. Part of his mind knew that Judi had said something to him, but the words didn’t register.


  “What?”


  Judi’s dramatically gusty sigh finally pierced his fog. “I said,” she stated with pained emphasis, “that it’s pretty rotten of you to make me feel like a wallflower even when I’m actually on the dance floor dancing with you.”


  He cocked an apologetic grin at her. “Sorry. I guess my mind was wandering.”


  “Yeah, I could see that.” She shot a sideways glance to her cousin and brother. “Guess I’ll have to wait until tomorrow to hone my flirting skills.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve danced with my father, Mr. Wharton, Bette’s married brother, my two uncles and my brother. That’s a pretty boring lineup, you know. If you take away the guys who are married or a relative of mine or both, the only ones left here tonight are you and Grady. And you both seem thoroughly preoccupied elsewhere.”


  She gave another gusty sigh as Michael considered for the first time how onlookers might interpret his dancing so much with Tris. He’d been too busy quashing his own reactions to consider anybody else’s. He hoped nobody said anything to her. If she became self-conscious about what people might be thinking she’d stop dancing with him. That would be better, of course, but all he could think of at this moment were the ways it would be worse.


  But he also felt a small stab of guilt for ignoring Judi.


  “Maybe the reason I’ve been preoccupied is because Grady’s so preoccupied.”


  “Huh? That doesn’t make . . .” Her words trailed off as she looked from him to Tris to Grady, at the moment slipping out the terrace door with an arm around Melody. She raised one speculative brow as her gaze lingered on the door that closed behind them, then swung to Tris and finally back to him.


  “You mean, you think Tris is hung up on Grady, so she’s consoling herself with you?”


  Damn, she didn’t have to be that blunt about it. He used the movement of the dance as an excuse to duck her searching look. Evasion, however, didn’t do any good.


  “No.” She shook her head emphatically. “I don’t think that’s the reason.”


  To his everlasting gratitude, the band wrapped up the song with a flourish. He stepped away from Judi— and her probing look—to applaud. That was how he caught sight of Paul passing the keyboard player a bill, just before he escorted Tris back to where Michael and Judi stood.


  “Here’s your partner back, Michael. Boy, I sure hope I didn’t take up the last of the slow dances.”


  Michael looked from Paul to the band. “Somehow I don’t think you have anything to worry about on that score.” As if on cue, the first strains of a slow, dreamy number started.


  Paul’s eyes glinted with suppressed laughter. “It looks like all your slow dances are taken, Tris, but next time there’s a fast one you really ought to dance with my dad. I bet if anybody could convince him to try something more than a waltz, it would be you. C’mon, Judi, I’m going to deliver you back to Dad and track down my bride for a little prewedding slow dancing.” Paul’s tone was airy, but Michael noticed his friend didn’t risk meeting his look.


  Michael could feel Tris’s eyes on him, and now he was the one avoiding eye contact.


  “They are playing an awful lot of slow dances. And Paul’s probably right that I should dance with Uncle James, and . . . and maybe some of the others. Like Mr. Wharton and my dad. So if you don’t want—”


  “Guess it’s the wedding atmosphere.”


  He took her into his arms nearly as abruptly as he’d interrupted her. She’d been about to give him an out, an excuse to stop this acutely painful pleasure. But, dammit, he couldn’t let her, not when she sounded so hesitant, so vulnerable.


  “I’m not sure what you mean.”


  He shrugged, the resulting movement of her hand on his shoulder almost feeling like a caress.


  “Everybody’s thinking about Paul and Bette, and getting married, so it’s natural to come up with songs about love.” Just as it was natural to think about the way she fit into his arms, the way her hair tickled his cheek, the way her dress swung just wide enough to flirt with his legs.


  “Like subliminal advertising?”


  “That’s right.”


  Silently, they danced. He altered their path to avoid another couple and their bodies momentarily brushed along their lengths. Immediately, he restored the distance between them, but he knew it was too late. He felt the curve of her breast and hip as if it had been imprinted on his skin, and his body tightened in response. Staring over Tris’s head he mentally repeated every lecture he’d given himself earlier.


  Sure she’d paid attention to him at dinner and sure she’d danced with him. But he understood. He’d seen the way Grady had been turning the blaze of his charm on Melody. Nobody in the room could miss it. It had to hurt Tris.


  A wave of protectiveness swept into him. That was nothing new. What bothered him was the undertow of possessiveness.


  For a moment of intensified pain and pleasure, he strengthened his hand on her back, pulling her to him so her breasts pressed against his chest and her hips nestled near where he most needed them. With the song winding down, she moved deeper into his arms as if she belonged there, and for a heartbeat he accepted the feeling of having her body against his, tight and warm.


  The band’s last note echoed into conversations around them.


  “Michael?”


  He looked into her uplifted face and he knew he’d kiss her if this went on any longer. He wouldn’t be stopped by the people around them, or even by the shock he’d feel on her lips.


  “Maybe we should get some fresh air,” she said.


  “Air?” He knew he should be able to figure out what she’d said, but suddenly breathing had become a complex maneuver. Thinking was out of the question.


  “Michael, do you want to go out on the terrace for a little while?”


  “The terrace?” The terrace? Some instinct for self-preservation kicked in and his mind started operating again. Alone, in the balmy dark of a summer evening with the sensation of holding her in his arms like this too new even to be called a memory—that would be suicide. He’d take his chances on the dance floor.


  He dropped his arms from around her and backed away.


  “No. No, I think we should stay inside. Or we might miss one of our dances.”


  
    * * * *

  


  What was going on?


  Tris stood in the darkened kitchen, drinking a glass of water and trying to figure it out.


  She’d told herself over and over in the twenty-four hours since her talk with Paul that he’d gone crazy to think Michael had the kind of feelings for her that had nothing to do with buddies. He’s seen enough reasons in his lifetime not to believe in love, don’t give him any more. Love? Crazy. Obviously, crazy.


  After all, look at the way Michael had reacted this afternoon when she’d simply brushed her fingers against his chest. Absently, she rubbed the tip of those fingers against the texture of her dress as if that would ease the remembered tingling in them. For just a moment, she’d thought she’d seen that, that look on Michael’s face. But she must have been mistaken because if it had been there, he wouldn’t have told her to stop. Would he?


  It didn’t make sense.


  But neither did she. She had decided, absolutely, that Paul was crazy and she was nuts, and that look on Michael’s face had been anything but desire. Absolutely, positively decided it . . . and then she’d heard herself suggesting they dance every slow dance together. No, not suggesting—finagling him into it. Granted she hadn’t expected there to be quite so many slow dances. Or for it to feel quite so right to be in Michael’s arms.


  She gave her head a small shake and took a drink of water, as if to cool the direction of her thoughts. Be honest about this, Tris. At least with yourself.


  She had felt something in Michael’s arms. Attraction. There, she’d said it—at least mentally. She was attracted to Michael Dickinson. Not as a friend is attracted to a friend, but as a woman is attracted to a man. Very attracted to a man.


  And she’d thought now and again during the evening, during those long series of intoxicatingly slow dances, that maybe Paul wasn’t quite so crazy. That maybe Michael did want her. She’d sensed him reacting to her, physically anyway.


  At least she thought she’d sensed that. But maybe it had been wishful thinking, because he’d taken none of the openings she’d offered. Despite her subtle signs that she wouldn’t object to being held closer as they danced, he’d only tightened his arms that once, and then immediately backed off. He’d refused her not-so-subtle suggestion that they go out on the terrace as if it had been an invitation to streak the U.S. Senate.


  She’d even tried one last time. When the party back at the house was breaking up and everyone heading home or to bed, she’d asked if he’d like to take a walk. Instead, he’d jumped on Aunt Nancy’s preparing to call a cab for a guest who needed a ride as if it were a lifeline, insisting on driving the man back to his hotel.


  What if he knew what was on her mind and was trying to avoid having to tell her he wasn’t interested? She should have felt embarrassment at the notion, but her reaction was much darker and deeper than that.


  But if he wasn’t interested, what had that look this afternoon been? And that expression on the library steps? And for that matter, the response she’d detected when their legs had touched under the table at the pizza restaurant?


  Oh, hell. The whole thing probably existed only in her imagination, spurred on by Paul’s misguided desire to see everyone as in love as he was. Sure, that must be the answer. Just a bad case of wedding fever.


  So why was she standing here in the dark waiting for Michael’s return?


  A car came to a stop outside, then she heard the quiet replace the sound of the engine. A car door thunked closed. She set her glass on the counter and pushed away.


  From the French doors between the kitchen and breakfast room she watched Michael’s moonlit shadow cross the lawn toward the room over the garage. At the bottom of the stairs, he hesitated. She saw him shrug out of his suit jacket and hook it over the railing, then follow that quickly with what must have been his tie. Without looking back at the house, he pivoted away and headed for the deck.


  After a quick glance around to confirm no one else remained downstairs, she stepped out of her shoes and unhooked her stockings, sliding them down her legs one at a time and leaving them with her shoes on a chair seat. Quietly she slipped out the door.


   


  
    Chapter Seven

  


   


  Moist and cool, the grass curled around her feet as each silent step carried her closer to the water. The light seemed brighter here, away from the shadows of the house and intensified by the calm water’s reflection. Propped up by his right shoulder, Michael leaned against the supporting post of the deck’s arbor, staring out across the silver and black lake.


  All in all, a most casual pose. But Tris didn’t believe he was as relaxed as he looked. She hoped not, anyhow.


  She thought she’d reached him without making a sound, but when she softly said his name from just behind him, he didn’t start or show surprise. She thought the line of his shoulders did tense some before he shifted a little toward her, but she could have imagined that.


  “Tris.” Something about the way he said the single syllable set her heart racing. “I thought you’d be asleep by now. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow. You should get some rest.”


  “You too.”


  “I will. I thought I could do with some fresh air first.”


  “Me too.”


  Stalemate. He didn’t alter the posture that shut her out, and she wasn’t about to walk away as he seemed to hope.


  “Michael.”


  She took another step around him until his shoulder no longer formed a barrier between them, until she could see his face better. It told her nothing.


  “Yes.”


  She longed for daylight, floodlights, any light to let her see the secrets of his heart. What if Paul was wrong? What if she was wrong? What if . . .


  “I . . .” I, what? I wonder if you feel the change in our relationship the way I do? I wonder if you want it as much as I do? I wonder if you wonder how my lips on yours would feel? “I enjoyed dancing with you tonight.”


  His gaze met hers a beat longer, then flicked away, over her shoulder. “I enjoyed it, too.”


  His voice was too impossibly flat. It couldn’t be that flat if he felt nothing; only if he were trying to suppress what he felt.


  “Michael…”


  She waited until he looked at her again. Her heart banged against her ribs with the deliberate, spaced reverberations of a bronze gong being sounded. She gently touched his cheek, finding the slight indentation of that high, wild dimple. Her throat suddenly felt dry and tight. Trying to swallow down the uncertainty, she slid her tongue across her lips, not aware of the movement until she saw his eyes follow it.


  “Tris, this isn’t…”


  She didn’t want to hear what it wasn’t. She wanted to discover what it was. She shaped her palm to his face as she stretched up to bring her mouth to his. Almost chastely, her lips touched his. Warm and firm. Not perfectly molded; she reveled in this imperfection, testing it with feathering contact along his lips. She’d always recognized that his asymmetrical mouth was part of the charm of his little-boy grin. Now she discovered it contributed to another charm, one that had nothing to do with being a little boy.


  A ragged breath whispered through his parted lips. And she knew that her guesses hadn’t been wishful thinking.


  He did feel the change in their relationship. He did want it. He did wonder how her lips would feel on his. Really feel on his.


  “Michael.”


  She tipped her head and brought their mouths fully together. For that moment she reached to him, the muscles of her calves bunched as she stood on tiptoe to keep sliding her lips along his, while he stood straight and stiff. This was right, she knew it. She wanted to laugh with the rightness of it. And cry.


  Michael. All these years. Michael. Her friend, her confidant. Reliable, familiar, understanding. And now exotic, strange, unknown. She marveled at it all, at the same time a voice deep inside her, as old as woman, whispered, Of course . . . of course . . . This was how it was always meant to be, the voice seemed to say.


  And then she no longer reached alone. His hands cradled her face. His lips met hers fully, with heat and demand. He bent to her until her heels could have come back to the ground., if she’d been satisfied to only accept. But she wasn’t.


  She curled her arms around his neck to bring him closer, then drove one hand into the thick hair that swallowed her questing fingers. It felt like coming home, only home was suddenly grander and more thrilling than she’d ever known. She felt the light demand of his tongue and parted her lips for him with a soft sound that seemed to spawn a groan from deep in his throat. The first touch of his tongue to hers tightened the need growing deep in her body.


  He changed the angle of the kiss, deepening it, plunging his tongue into her mouth. Her hands tightened their hold on him as she arched under the weight of his desire. When he lifted his head she gasped for breath, though she hadn’t been aware of not breathing until that moment.


  He muttered something dark sounding. She didn’t understand what or why, but the instinct to soothe him led her hand around to caress his cheek, touching that high dimple again before her fingers trailed down to the line of his jaw, then the length of his neck until encountering the stiffened collar of his shirt. With no thought, her fingers found the V of skin left bare by two open buttons and followed it to the barrier of another, unopened button. Nimbly she disposed of that button, another and started on another.


  “Tris.”


  His voice sounded hoarse, as if it grated his throat to speak. She found it fascinating. She bent to touch her lips to the base of the throat making that amazing sound, and felt the jolt go through him.


  “Tris—”


  Whatever protests he might have been about to make, he cut off himself by hauling her close and taking her mouth again. This time she didn’t wait for any demand from his tongue, but met it with her own, exploring, teasing, tempting.


  She felt his fingers weaving through her hair to bring her closer. Then, as if satisfied that she wouldn’t pull away from him if he loosened his hold on her face, he cupped her cheek with one palm, then slowly glided it down the side of her throat, echoing the path her fingers had taken on him. Meeting the collar of her dress, his descent paused, and she thought she might go mad. She pressed a slight demand against his mouth and felt his response. His hand slid under the material, following its diagonal path until it met the hindrance of the snaps at the point of the neckline’s V. A small hindrance they proved as they popped open under his touch. His palm moved lower, its pressure and its warmth branding her through the silk of her camisole. He lifted his mouth from hers but only to press against the sensitive skin where her throat and shoulder met. She felt his fingers’ slight fumbling at the button at her waist as if the tickling of nerves that she felt inside had a mirror outside.


  And then the dress opened. She felt the material swing loose, felt the night-cool breeze touch her skin through the silk that still covered her, and felt the heat and stillness of Michael against her. It was the tense stillness of waiting, a holding of breath in preparation.


  She didn’t understand it, and she had no patience for it. She didn’t want to wait, she didn’t want to hold her breath. She wanted him. She curved her arm around his waist, finding an opening where his shirt had come untucked, and tunneling her hand under the material until she could feel the smooth hardness of his skin, until she could press him to her, until she could burrow closer to the heat of his body.


  Again, he muttered. This time she didn’t even try to make out the words. She didn’t care, because he was twisting, shifting his body to brace himself against the arbor support and drawing her between his slightly spread legs, where she had greater contact with his enfolding warmth and full proof that he did, indeed, desire her.


  “Michael.” She whispered his name for the pleasure of saying it, but also with a bit of wistfulness. So much time she’d wasted. So much time when she hadn’t been right here, like this, with Michael.


  She felt the change in him even before his grip on her shoulders set her firmly on her own feet, establishing several inches of clearance between their bodies.


  His breathing came ragged and harsh, and his fingers were tight on her. She couldn’t read his face, not sure if it was because of the wavering light or his determination that she not see inside him. What had happened to their great communication?


  “Michael?” Uncertainty and a little bit of fear came through in her question. She could hear it and she knew he had, too, when he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his shoulder, as if protecting her from something, or consoling her. But how could she need consoling when she could hear the strong pulsing of his heart against her cheek and smell the clean, musky scent of his skin?


  He set her away again and started straightening and refastening her dress as if she were a child. But she could see the taut, strained lines of his face and knew he had reacted to her as a woman.


  “Look, I know this has been a long day. Rough, and long.” His voice sounded gruff, not like Michael’s usual smooth voice, but somehow endearing. He took her hand and started back toward the house. Stunned by what had happened, what she’d wanted to happen and what hadn’t happened, she followed.


  “Don’t let this bother you. It happened, it’s okay. Nothing . . . I understand. All the emotions this week . . . Grady . . . I understand. It’s all right.”


  Grady? For a long moment she couldn’t think of who he meant. It took a few deep breaths for her to adjust to the idea that anyone existed in the universe beyond the two of them. What did Grady have to do with the two of them, with Tris and Michael?


  He opened the French doors and urged her inside with a hand at the small of her back.


  “Lock the door behind you and don’t worry about this. Tomorrow it’ll be like this never happened. It was just . . . just something that happened. Tomorrow it’ll be like it’s always been. We’ll be best buddies, and you’ll feel . . . you’ll . . .” She absorbed one look from him, as brief and charged as a bolt of lightning, then he was shutting the door between them. “Good night, Tris.”


  Mechanically, she retrieved her shoes and stockings and headed upstairs to prepare for bed. But not for sleep. Not with her body still thrumming, not with her mind in turmoil.


  Everything like it was? How could it be? How could she possibly want it to be? She’d wanted to know about the change in their relationship, and now she did. It had gone from seersucker to satin, from beer to brandy. How could it ever go back? How could she ever forget these new sensations and tastes of Michael that were now inextricably mixed with the old, familiar ones? Was that what he wanted? To pretend it never happened? Did he regret kissing her? Touching her? Very nearly loving her?


  Grady . She sat up in bed. He thought she hadn’t gotten over her infatuation with Grady!


  That must be it. But why would he think that? Maybe she’d needed this reunion to put the final cap on her realization, but in fact that infatuation had ended long ago, and she’d have thought Michael, who’d always known her so well, would have guessed that. But even if he hadn’t before, he must see that she’d spent hardly any time with Grady the past few days. She’d been too busy discovering this new feeling for Michael. And Grady . . . A vague image of Grady and Melody came into her head. Grady had been too busy, too. Just as had happened so often in college.


  She could have used a cartoonist right then and there to draw the light bulb over her head. Of course! Michael was confusing this all with twelve years ago. Acting as if she’d be hurt and vulnerable because Grady had been flirting with someone else. As if she’d turned to him for solace, and then things had gotten a little out of hand.


  She smiled a little, indulgently. Misguided as he was, in a way it was rather sweet. Like when her father had brought her a doll from a business trip years after she’d left dolls behind.


  The smile faded. The doll from her father she had accepted with a hug, then quietly tucked away. She wasn’t prepared to be as passive where Michael was concerned.


  She could tell him, but actions spoke louder than words. So what she had to do was show him, oh so clearly, that a certain onetime buddy was the one and only man on her mind.


  
    * * * *

  


  This time when Michael came back from his morning run, the figure on the deck watching the sun rise wasn’t Tris, but Paul.


  “Nerves?” He’d left his tone neutral enough that Paul could take it as teasing or a serious question—whichever he needed and wanted to answer.


  “No.” Paul smiled, slow and wide. “Eagerness, I guess. And amazement. And wondering what took me so damned long.”


  Michael chuckled. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’d only known each other for a few months when you proposed.”


  Paul dismissed that with a shrug. “I knew almost right away, though. Was just too damned stubborn to admit it. And afraid.”


  “Afraid?” Michael echoed the word automatically, at the same time it triggered the memory of sitting watching the volleyball game and a mental voice asking him why he was afraid.


  “Yeah, afraid. Just like you are now.”


  “Me?” His laugh had the right scoffing note. “I don’t have anything to be afraid of.”


  “No?” Paul appeared unmoved by either laugh or words. “How about what’s going on with you and Tris?”


  “Nothing’s going on with Tris.”


  “Because you’re afraid to let it.”


  “Because Tris is who she always has been and—”


  “Is she?” The challenge crackled in Paul’s question. “Or do you just need to think she is?”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Think about it. Think about it, and think about Tris, and think about what you might be feeling if this were your wedding day.”


  
    * * * *

  


  He’d never had greater cause to hate a wedding. The day before had indeed been a mere rehearsal for today’s agony. It would have been that way even without Paul’s words, but they did their part. That was all he needed, to think about what it would be like to be marrying Tris . . .


  He’d started with his resistance worn down in the first place. Lack of sleep could do that to a man. And who could sleep for the images tormenting him all night? Images of Tris with her hair wild from his hands, her lips swollen from his mouth, her body shimmering from his caresses. Remembered sensations and tastes and smells of Tris.


  Memories he hadn’t been able to run away from. Memories he couldn’t afford.


  He muttered a curse and caught a startled look from Bette, seated next to him at the head table.


  “What did you say, Michael?”


  “Nothing. It was nothing, Bette.”


  He was just grateful Paul, seated on the chair beyond Bette, hadn’t heard, and grateful that etiquette had seated Melody rather than Tris on his other side.


  He caught a significant look from Nancy Monroe and realized the waiters were moving among the tables, pouring champagne. Nearly time for the toast, another of his duties.


  So far he’d fulfilled every one of his responsibilities with outward calm—he hoped. He’d shepherded Paul to the church on time and double-checked the rings, then stood in his proper place with Paul as the music began.


  He’d been fine until he let his eyes follow Tris coming down that aisle again today. Even knowing what to expect, the impact had rocked him. If this were your wedding day . . . He figured the only thing that had saved him was pulling his gaze away just as hers came to his face.


  Still, they were several minutes into the ceremony before he recovered his equilibrium. And not many minutes more before he realized his mind had wandered from the solemn, joyful words making Bette and Paul husband and wife to the question of whether it would be harder—or easier! —to get Tris out of the swirls of blue that covered her today than that peach dress from last night.


  He swallowed hard and heard a ringing in his ears, then discovered he was the one making the noise, tapping his knife against the water goblet in front of him. Others took up the sound and soon the room hushed and all eyes followed him as he rose, champagne glass in hand.


  He looked at Bette and Paul, smiling at each other, and he spoke the words in his heart about friendship and love, and the rare kind of people who made both last forever.


  His mistake was letting his eyes meet Tris’s over the rim of his glass as he raised it to the new couple. Tears shimmered in her eyes like sunlight on a clear blue lake. But that was only the surface, and there was so much more, so much deeper in her eyes. Promises of the kind of friendship and love he’d just described. The kind he’d longed for.


  “Are you all right?”


  He sat in the chair, without any memory of how he’d escaped the hold of Tris's gaze or of sitting down. But Bette was the only one looking at him, so apparently he’d accomplished it without any fuss.


  “Fine. I’m fine.” He saw concern in Bette’s eyes, and concentrated on convincing her. “Honest.”


  “Good, because I’d hate for our best man not to have a good time, especially after that lovely toast.” She slid one hand over his. “It really was lovely, Michael. Thank you.” She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek.


  “You’re welcome, but I only said what I felt, Bette.”


  As he watched Paul lead Bette into the first waltz, he tried to pull together the shreds of his resolve with a stern lecture. He could practically repeat it by rote now. Although the version he’d used during the ceremony had added a pithy commentary on inappropriate thoughts in church.


  And that was before he’d seen what that look could do to Tris’s eyes. His resistance was going—fast. Good Lord, how much could a man take?


  “Michael?” Tris stood next to his chair, a tentative smile flirting with lips that didn’t look entirely steady. “Will you dance with me? I don’t expect all the dances today, but I’d like the first one with you.”


  No. No, Tris, I can’t dance with you because holding you in my arms makes me forget friendship and remember kisses by the night-dark water. Because looking at you makes me think about watching blue material flow around you as I strip that dress away. Because your fingers on my shoulder make me think of your hand pressing fire into my skin.


  Lord, how could he tell her those truths? She needed him as a friend today. Today and all days.


  She might be confused right now, might even have convinced herself she wanted something other than friendship from her old buddy Michael. Hell, she’d nearly convinced him last night—or, probably more accurately, his own desires had nearly convinced him. Then, after their kiss, she’d said his name with that questioning note in her voice, and he’d heard the wistfulness. The wistfulness of someone longing to call another name.


  He should have known. He did know, because he knew Tris. The one person in his life who had always remained constant in her loves. No matter what Paul said, she was the same Tris she’d always been.


  All these years she’d longed for Grady Roberts, and now to watch him pursuing another woman once again… it must hurt. He kept his face neutral as he stood up. “I’d love to dance with you, Tris.”


  How much could a man take?


  He was about to find out.


   


  
    Chapter Eight

  


   


  “May I come to your room, Michael?”


  Lord, she was getting bold! She could hardly believe the words came out of her mouth. But then in the past few days she seemed to be making a habit of being bold, of touching Michael, of following him, of kissing him, of asking him to dance. What was one more request?


  “My room?”


  Her cheeks heated, and she couldn’t prevent herself from stumbling over a few more words of explanation. “Uh, to talk for a while. The wedding and the reception were so wonderful, I’m not ready to call it a night yet.”


  He frowned at her. They stood in the deep shadows between the house and the garage, but she knew him so well she could feel his frown.


  “If you’re up for more partying, I’m sure we can catch Grady and Judi and the others. Grady usually favors a couple Near North spots. We shouldn’t have too much trouble finding him.”


  “No! I, uh, I’m not in the mood for someplace loud and smoky.” She’d had a hard enough time separating Michael from the rest of the group in the first place; she wasn’t about to go chasing a crowd now that she finally had him to herself. “I thought maybe we could have a drink and, um, talk. The two of us.”


  She felt his imminent refusal like a thunderstorm on the horizon.


  “Like old times,” she added, as a personal lightning rod. It worked.


  “Like old times,” he repeated. His frown lifted as if he’d solved a puzzle to his satisfaction, but she wondered if he were aware of the peculiar flatness that came into his voice when he tried to mask his feelings.


  “Mmm,” she murmured noncommittally, as she followed him up the stairs and remembered those long sessions in the “old times.” They’d been so unequal, so unfair. Certainly they’d shared their dreams, but when it came to disappointments, she’d poured out her feelings for Grady while he’d never mentioned his hurts, though even then she’d known he had them.


  If Paul was right, perhaps she herself had been one of the hurts. But there’d been others. She’d always known he wasn’t close to his family, not the way she was. And she recognized his pain over the unstable pattern of his parents’ lives. She’d understood some of that from bits and pieces he’d let fall, and from the fact that his parents never came to school functions. But most of all she’d known it from what he didn’t say. They were so open to each other about so many things, how could she not know when he’d closed part of himself off?


  Now, tonight, she wanted to unlock those parts, to know him completely, to blend the familiar friend with the stranger who made her shiver with warmth when he put his arms around her.


  Not exactly like old times, Michael. At least I hope not .


  “You want something to drink?” He flipped on the light switch and headed toward the miniature refrigerator. “I think there’re some soft drinks in here.”


  “All we need are glasses.”


  When he turned around, she displayed the bottle of champagne she’d masked from him with the folds of her skirt. She figured that if he’d known she had champagne drinking in mind, he might have maneuvered out of letting her come up.


  “Uncle James gave it to me as we were leaving. He said to make good use of it.”


  The frown returned to his eyes, and he pushed his right hand through his hair with the air of someone trying to figure out how to deal with a thorny problem. He opened his mouth, but she hurried on, starting to unwrap the foil from the neck of the bottle.


  “I, uh, thought we’d have another toast. To the bride and groom, of course, and—” She untwisted the metal clasp around the cork and lifted it off. Reaching around him, still standing in front of the refrigerator, she took a clean dish towel and covered the top of the bottle. Then she very deliberately defused his objections by adding, “To old times.”


  She could have opened the bottle, but instead she held it out to him, suddenly needing him to be a participant in this night, too. He looked almost solemn, as if about to deliver a lecture. But after a long, heart-thumping second, he took the bottle from her, and she imagined she heard the crumbling of one line of defenses—the first of many.


  “Glasses are over the sink,” he mumbled, steadily working the cork out.


  She eased past him without touching, concerned he might yet turn her out of his room, and got out two old, scratched tumblers, turning around as the bottle emitted the satisfying thwump of a good champagne, opened well. He didn’t waste a drop by letting it foam over the top, instead tipping the effervescence into the glasses she held out.


  When he’d filled both glasses, he raised his tumbler.


  “So, here’s our toast. To Paul and Bette, to old times, old friends and—”


  “New beginnings,” she interrupted, clinking her glass to his and taking a quick sip to make her addition the final words in their toast. He seemed startled for an instant, but then he nodded and took a drink.


  She reached back to flip off the switch on the wall behind her, leaving a low-wattage bulb over the stove the only light in the room. At least the only artificial light, because moonlight silvered through the bank of windows, its glow doubled by the water’s reflection.


  “There, that’s much better. Now we can see the lake from the windows. Shall we sit down?”


  She took the bottle and headed for the love seat without waiting for an answer. Since his only choices were to sit there or on the bed, she was pretty sure he’d follow. Curling her feet to the side as she sat put her closer to the middle of the cushion than either end. She watched through her lashes as he hesitated, eyeing the narrow space she’d left before he joined her. She heard the long, soft breath he let out as he settled next to her, barely this side of being as far away as possible.


  “It’s been quite a week, hasn’t it?” he started.


  Ah, that was supposed to be her opening to pour out her heart about Grady. I remember your tricks, Michael. “Yes, it has. Quite a week.”


  He eyed her, but when she simply took another sip of champagne, hoping the action would hide her smile, he shifted on the love seat and made his opening a little bigger.


  “It hasn’t been exactly what I expected somehow.”


  “No?”


  Definitely frowning now, he seemed intent on getting a better look at her face, but she foiled him by twisting to slip off her shoes and then arrange them neatly by the end of the love seat.


  “No. How about you? Has it been what you expected?”


  Since he’d abandoned finesse, she figured she could afford to be forthright, too.


  “No. It hasn’t been what I expected.” She felt him start to relax, preparing for the conversation to follow familiar lines. “It’s been much, much better.”


  “Better?” He stiffened, seeming as shocked, Tris decided with some glee, as he would have been if Pollyanna had turned into a siren right in front of his eyes.


  “Much better,” she said firmly. “But what I want to hear now, Michael, is about you.”


  “Me? What about me?”


  “You’ve hardly talked about yourself all this week. I want to know what you’ve been doing these past years— more than the bare-bones outline I get from you on the phone or from Paul.”


  “There’s nothing much to tell.”


  She saw the stubborn line come into his jaw. He didn’t like this shift from their usual script. Too bad.


  “How’s your family?”


  “Fine.”


  “Everybody’s well? Healthy?”


  “Yes.”


  “And happy?”


  “I guess.”


  “You guess? Haven’t you seen them lately?”


  “Not lately.”


  She opened her mouth to batter that flat note in his voice with another question, then stopped. Maybe this wasn’t the topic for an all-out assault.


  “Paul said you’d been dating someone regularly, someone in Springfield. I . . . I, urn, thought you might bring her as a guest to the wedding.” That was a lie. It had never occurred to her that he might bring a guest to the wedding, because back when Paul had told her about this woman in Springfield, she’d refused to listen to the details, refused to admit such a woman existed—a woman who could be important to Michael. Oh, what a fool I’ve been, and for so long.


  “I was seeing someone.” He put the slightest stress on the past tense.


  “What was her name?”


  “Her name? Her name was—is Laura.”


  “Laura.” How could she feel such a clutch of jealousy over a name? She wished she could hate the name, hate the woman. But she couldn’t. She could tell by the way Michael said her name that Laura was a nice woman, someone worth liking. Michael wouldn’t have been involved with any other kind.


  “Did you know her long?”


  “Six months, a little more.”


  “What happened, Michael?”


  He looked away, and she felt a sliver of dismay that the memory of Laura had that effect on him.


  “Happened? It didn’t work out, that’s all. Maybe, without even realizing it, I was too . . . too preoccupied with other things.”


  His words had significance, she knew that instinctively.


  But what significance?


  “Like your job?”


  “My job can be very time-consuming. And with the campaign there’s been a tremendous amount of travel the past year.”


  “Tell me about the campaign, Michael. What’s it like?”


  It took more than that to get him to talk about his job, but in the end she prevailed. It was only while she listened to him talk about some of the incidents and misadventures of the campaign that she realized he hadn’t truly answered her question about whether his job had interfered with his relationship with Laura. But right now that didn’t seem as important as the fact that he was sharing part of his life with her, as she had so often done with him.


  She had shifted sideways on the cushion to watch his face as he talked, so she saw the rise and fall of his chest with the deep sigh he gave.


  “What is it, Michael?”


  “Hmm? Nothing, really.” She waited, willing him to tell her. “It’s crazy, but sometimes I wish none of this was happening.”


  “The campaign?”


  “Yeah, the whole thing. I mean, I know that Joan will be a terrific senator and she’ll work as hard as it’s possible to work to do good things for the state, and the country, but . . .” He shook his head, apparently at his own thought. “We’ve been doing good things in Springfield, too. It’ll be like starting all over in Washington. Everything will be different, and sometimes I think it wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t win, if we didn’t end up in Washington. Heck, then sometimes I find myself wishing the campaign would just go on forever, how’s that for crazy? Because heaven knows I wasn’t wild about the campaign when that started, either.”


  He shot her a sideways glance as he refilled both glasses.


  “If you ever breathed a word to the media that I said I wouldn’t mind if Joan lost, I’d string you up.”


  “Oh, yeah, like I’d run to the media with the scoop.” She was irked, but not as much as she might have been. His words came from his own self-consciousness, she knew, not doubts of her.


  “Well, you’ve got to admit it would be a scoop. I can’t figure out what gets into me sometimes.”


  “You don’t like change, never have,” she said promptly.


  He looked up quickly in surprise, a frown of concentration between his eyes.


  “What do you mean? You think I’m afraid of change?”


  “Afraid? No. Not afraid. And it’s not that you mind the challenge of something new. Some people can’t stand for their lives to be constant, they have to have change for the sake of change. You’ve never been like that. All things being equal, you always preferred to keep things status quo. It’s more like you distrust change. Does that make sense?”


  “I don’t know. You’re the one doing the analysis here.”


  But his voice didn’t sound as forbidding as his words.


  “I remember when my sister was little and we shared a room, I desperately wanted to redecorate, but she wanted everything the way it had always been. Mom said to be patient, that she was still a little girl and she’d grow out of that. That eventually she’d accept that change happens all the time. And she did, and two years later we did redecorate the room and then we had this horrible fight because she wanted wallpaper with big, gaudy purple flowers.”


  Facing her fully, his expression shifted to rueful. “I’m not sure if you’re saying I’m going to get over this when I grow up or if you’re accusing me of having terrible taste in wallpaper.”


  His voice held chagrin, but the sight of his dimple had her chuckling low in her throat. She saw the change in his eyes, and knew her own were showing some of her feelings.


  “Michael.” She loved saying his name. She loved the sound of it as a whisper, something soft and intimate between them. Could she make him understand what she was feeling? She stretched forward to brush her lips across the lingering indentation of his dimple, and felt him go still and tense.


  Before he could exchange the stillness for movement— away from her; she knew if he moved now it would be away from her—she touched her fingertips to his mouth, then followed them with her lips. Ah, yes, she could be bold when it meant tasting Michael. With the tip of her tongue she absorbed the line of his lips, swept to the corners, then beyond to where faint lines echoed with the years’ smiles.


  But the lines formed now resembled pain. And his eyes closed tightly as if he were gathering strength. Her mouth whispered over the eyelids, the tickle of his eyelashes making her feel something hotter and deeper than laughter. She kissed the bridge of his nose and then his cheek. She came back to his mouth, but he made no move to cooperate. Did he think he could outwait her? Did he think she wouldn’t notice the change in his breathing? The tension in his muscles? The intensity of heat from his body?


  “Michael, will you kiss me?” Asking had gotten him to dance with her and had gotten them here, maybe asking would get her this, too.


  “Tris.”


  If that one stern word was a clue, asking wouldn’t be enough. She met his lips while they still formed her name, taking the sternness from them, taking the stubbornness from them, taking the denial from them and returning desire.


  The tension stayed in his body, but the stillness was gone. He made a sound against her lips as he wrapped his hands around her arms to pull her abruptly against him. For a moment, she sprawled across him awkwardly, and their mouths slipped away from each other. But he shifted her closer still and twisted his body so she was layered against him, and he found her mouth again, delving into it in a sweeping exploration.


  He turned her deeper into the cushion, and his weight seemed to surround her. He left her mouth to kiss a path of live sensation across her cheek, to the point of her jaw, then down the pulsing line of her throat. Her dress had dropped low on one shoulder, and she shrugged it farther down her arm to leave him freer access. The hungry sound in his throat made her shiver.


  But accepting his caresses wasn’t enough. She wanted to give, too. She circled his waist, holding him tightly to her, then slid her hands up his back in long, possessive strokes, feeling the bunching of his muscles under her palms. His hand skimmed over her bottom and hip, and then to her waist. Even before he touched her, she felt her breast tightening in anticipation. His hand still at her waist, he stretched his fingers wide until the thumb feathered the lower curve of her breast. At last his palm shaped to the roundness of her, and then he grazed her nipple, already taut, but tauter still after his touch. She let out a breath in satisfaction, but the need for more was growing in her. Finding the buttons of his shirt, her eager fingers opened them in no special order, but at each she lingered to explore the firm flesh they discovered.


  His mouth took hers once more. The stroke of his tongue in her mouth and the sweep of his hand on her breast set up a beat in her body that built and built until she had to answer it. Instinctively, she rolled her hips against him, straining to match the rhythm. For one glorious moment, he met her movement, pressing against her in promise and hope. Then, abruptly, he pulled back, and the promise and the hope were as quickly gone.


  He sat up, taking her with him and turning her partly away, though he kept his arms wrapped around her abdomen. Confused by his reaction, and still absorbed by the sensations of her body, she felt grateful for that contact. She heard his ragged breathing, then felt his lips on the nape of her neck, caressing the sensitive skin.


  “I’ve wanted to do that.”


  The barely heard murmur and the shivering touch of his lips seemed to liquefy the bones in her neck, so her head fell forward, exposing more territory for him. She covered his hands where they rested on her rib cage with her own, and wished she could reach more of him to touch.


  “We have to stop. God. We have to stop now.”


  “I don’t want to stop, Michael.” Lord, she’d gone beyond bold to brazen. But this was Michael, and with Michael she could be her most brazenly vulnerable. She twisted around to slip two more buttons open, until his fingers caught hers, squeezing them into stillness where they rested against the heated skin of his abdomen. She could feel the silky prickle of his hair against her fingertips.


  “Tris. Don’t.”


  “You always tell me don’t, Michael. But I want to. I want to touch you. I want to know you, the feel of you without the shirt. Without anything between us.”


  He let out a harsh, uneven breath. She looked up from the fascinating sight of her pale fingers against the hard, tanned flesh exposed by his open shirt. The shirt she’d opened. And in his eyes, she saw the bright, hot light of desire. Ah, Michael.


  Maybe he knew then that it was useless to pretend that this was an innocent kiss between friends that had somehow gone astray. The look in his eyes said all too clearly that his body knew exactly what was happening, and what more it wanted to happen.


  “I want you, Tris.”


  That was supposed to shock her, she supposed. The bald statement, gruffly spoken with no embellishments, was supposed to frighten her off. “I want you, too.”


  He shook his head, but she didn’t know if it was in denial of her words or in frustration at her reaction.


  “Last night . . . Well, I don’t think I have as much self-discipline as I had last night. You’re not an innocent young girl anymore. You know what could happen—what will happen. If we don’t stop now we won’t stop at all.”


  “I know.”


  The hand that covered hers flexed, then loosened as if by force of will. She spread her fingers wide and flattened her palm under his to absorb as much of his skin as she could. He seemed unaware that his other hand stroked temptingly beneath the exposed line of her collarbone.


  “Tris, you can’t—”


  “I can . . . I do.” Something about the erratic beating of her heart must have affected her lungs, because the words came out breathless. Yet she knew there was no uncertainty behind them. There was only the rightness of being with Michael.


  She was aware of a faint scent of soap that clung to his skin, aware of the smooth skin over taut muscle under her hand, aware of his breath against her skin. She leaned to him, brushing her lips across his, a sudden shyness keeping her from doing more. What if she were wrong? What if he didn’t share this feeling?


  “You’re… God . . . I don’t want you to be sorry about this.”


  His mouth came down on hers, hard, demanding, then he broke away abruptly.


  If she could have laughed, she would have. Sorry? How could she be? How could she ever regret what felt so right?


  “I won’t be sorry.” She kissed him gently, but he pulled away. Then immediately came back to her, kissing deeply before he backed away once more.


  “Can’t take any more. Willpower . . . gone . . . God, I can’t…”


  She had no time to assess the ragged words slipping out between kisses, to decide if they were meant as a yes or a no, because his lips were on hers, his arms surrounding her, and his weight bearing her back against the love seat’s arm. The heat of the kiss exploded her doubts, and wherever his hands touched, her skin felt as tender as if it had been singed.


  Like a building brought down by a wrecker’s ball, the crumbling of his resistance set off tremors. She felt them deep inside herself, and she felt them in him.


  His tongue plunged into her mouth again, bringing new heat and sensation. His hand traveled down her leg to the edge of her skirt, pulled halfway up by their maneuvers. When he slid his hand to the bare skin above her stocking, the meeting of fingers and thigh drew a murmur from both of them, exchanged mouth to mouth. He shifted, and even through the fabric of the tuxedo pants, she felt the swollen, heated length of him, as blatant a statement of his desire as his words had been.


  She skimmed her hands over his chest as he unhooked her stocking with enough expertise to make her determine to tease him about it . . . later. When he twisted to strip the stocking off, she took advantage to shift her attention to his back, pushing the shirt out of her way. Impatiently, he shrugged the rest of the way out of it, as she touched her lips to a band of muscle just below his shoulder blades. He took less care in removing her second stocking, reminding Tris of the elements of determination and willfulness in this man that she had not always recognized.


  “Damn. This dress . . . Where the hell . . .?”


  Tris pulled herself away from the fascinating havoc his fumbling attempts had on her senses to find the side zipper herself. She stood, and he stood with her, moving her toward the bed even as she let the loosened dress slip off her shoulders. His hands hurried it, so it floated down her body and pooled at her feet.


  His hands under her silk chemise made her draw in her breath, and at the feel of them on her bare breasts she let it out in a moan. He cupped them gently, then with more strength. His thumbs stroked across the nubs until her back arched in silent response. Now even the rub of silk was too abrasive, and the stiff fabric of his slacks became almost painful against her thighs and abdomen. She wanted nothing between them. She wanted nothing but him.


  As if he sensed that need, he skimmed the chemise over her head, dropping it behind him and nudging her down onto the bed. She watched him shed pants, briefs and socks in one efficient movement. But she had no time to consider it, because then he had joined her on the bed, his hands and mouth feeding the fever that seemed to rage just under her skin.


  She found herself lifting her hips at his silent command, to aid him in stripping off the final, lacy barrier between them.


  This wasn’t at all what she’d expected, this intensity, this hunger. This was Michael, her friend, her companion. Yet this wasn’t Michael at all. This wasn’t her reaction to Michael. This compelling need to have his kisses, his caresses, to have him inside her. To have him fill her. This was something she hadn’t known about herself.


  He muttered again as he leaned across her body, but her mind could make nothing of the words, not when her body reacted to the imprint of his arousal, hot and pulsing against her hip. There was a distinctive crackle of foil, and that registered on the small corner of her mind left for rational thought. Ah, yes, this was Michael. In at least one basic, caring way.


  But his hands sliding under her drove out every thought, leaving behind only sensation, the splendid sensation of his first, sure thrust into her. She clutched at his shoulders for a stability that eluded her as he withdrew and thrust again, stronger.


  She rose to meet each stroke, needing to have him deep within her. But still he didn’t slow. The need became a frenzy as the tremors ripped through her. She felt his body tense, then heard his cry and echoed it with her own. Michael enfolded her as the tremors retreated, slowly, leaving behind an exhaustion so complete that only contentment had a share of her senses.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Tris.”


  She awoke to the sound of her name, murmured against her skin. The softness of both sound and touch contrasted with the slightly abrasive movement of Michael’s hair-coated leg against her thigh. The musk of their lovemaking lingered. In the faint moonlight brave enough to journey through the window and across the room, his face appeared taut and intense as he looked down at her.


  The face she knew so well seemed as new and unknown in that light as the man who had been revealed in their lovemaking. She might have expected sweetness and patience, but she’d received power and passion.


  The tightened muscle of the arm that supported him above her drew her fingers to test and explore it. He bowed his back to touch his tongue to her nipple, and she felt her response as a simultaneous tightening and lifting of breast and pelvis. His mouth closed on her, sucking until she arched to draw near the source of such pleasure. She wanted him again. As much, as urgently. As completely.


  There were things they should say to each other. Questions to ask, thinking to adjust. But not now. She couldn’t now.


  Five senses, that was all anybody got. But to accept all the pleasures her body was absorbing now would require fifteen, twenty.


  She reached to him, willingly contributing to the overload that would short-circuit her senses in pinwheels of electricity.


  “Michael.”


  
    * * * *

  


  The bed seemed large and empty, the dawning sunlight overbright even before she opened her eyes.


  He stood at the window, hands dug into the pockets of cutoffs that were the only thing he wore, staring out toward the water. She wished he were still in bed, near to her. But the next best thing would be standing by him. Sitting, she scooped up his Phantoms T-shirt from the nearby bureau, pulling it over her head as she eased out of the bed. He must have heard her. He didn’t turn, but something about his posture indicated a new tension.


  “Tris.” His voice was low and a little hoarse, almost muffled as he continued to face away from her a moment longer. “I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry?” she repeated, unsure what he meant. Two more steps and she’d be near enough to run her hands down his back, along those planes and muscles that were usually so innocently masked in his conservative clothing.


  Then he turned to her, and she stopped. Her movement, her breath, her blood—all stopped. Frozen by his expression. She knew that only the strength of his will had forced his muscles to obey the command to face her. The clarity of her knowledge stunned her, but that emotion was lost in the sweep of pain; he could barely force himself to look at her. If he’d been any less of the man he was, he wouldn’t have. He would have turned away from her for good.


  “Last night—last night shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.”


  Shouldn’t have happened. . . sorry. Through the pain she tried to make sense of it. “Sorry!” The repeated word came out a hoarse cry.


  She remembered his words of the previous night. I don’t want you to be sorry about this . . . She wasn’t, but he was.


  He was sorry he’d given in to her . . . to her seduction, there was no other word for it. He’d made his reluctance clear, but she’d refused to hear it. And now he was sorry. Sorry he’d loved her.


  He reached for her in what could have been an involuntary move, but she jerked her arm away just before his fingers would have touched her. She couldn’t bear pity in his touch. Not after last night.


  She couldn’t bear it in his face, either. She wasn’t as strong as he was. She turned away.


  “You’ve always been . . . I shouldn’t have—” His voice faltered, then started again, stronger. “I should have stopped it before . . . Last night was my fault.”


  The sound that came from her throat was supposed to be a disdainful laugh. Pain distorted it.


  She’d been transported. He was sorry.


  She’d felt the loose threads of her life coming together in a pattern that meshed with him to create something real.


  He felt regret.


  He ground out a curse under his breath, and somewhere deep in her mind Tris recognized she’d never heard him swear that way before. “This was exactly what I never wanted to happen, Tris. I never wanted our friendship to suffer. Your friendship means too much to me—”


  A slight sound behind her told her he was driving his right hand through his thick hair in that familiar gesture of frustration. But suddenly, he was a stranger. A stranger she had shared passion with through the hours of the night. A stranger she didn’t know anything about now, here, in the light of a summer day’s dawn.


  “It was a mistake. I never wanted to risk your friendship. I never— Tris! What are you doing?”


  She continued gathering her clothes, bundling them to her like pieces of her pride. Her heart would be harder to put back together.


  Not to put them all on—that would take too long, and she couldn’t bear to breathe the air that reeked of his pity and regret—but to ensure that no shred of her remained behind to remind him of his “mistake.”


  “I’ll send the shirt back.” Her words were jerky, mechanical.


  He caught her at the door, and even though his hold on her arm kept her still, she wouldn’t look at him.


  “Tris, please . . . I didn’t—”


  “I know. You didn’t want our friendship to suffer.” Her voice shook a little on the last word. “Don’t worry. It didn’t suffer at all. It died a quick, painless death.”


  She jerked her arm away and was gone.


  
    * * * *

  


  “I don’t understand why you’re leaving today, anyway,” Grady grumbled. “And especially so early.”


  “Shut up and drive.”


  She saw the look he shot her from the corner of his eye, but felt perfectly safe ignoring it. Slightly hung over and more than a little short on sleep, he’d take the path of least resistance. That was what she’d counted on when she shook him awake and demanded he take her to the airport. He hadn’t even realized what time it was until they passed the billboard digital clock flashing the numbers on the way to O’Hare.


  “Don’t park,” she ordered as they came up to a fork in the entry road. “Just drop me off at Departures.”


  He didn’t argue. But when he pulled to a stop in front of the terminal, he leaned over and clamped a hand around her wrist.


  “Tris, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Really.” She turned to direct a smile at him, but it faltered at the concern in his eyes. “I will be fine. Honest. I just need to get away right now.”


  He continued to look at her. “I know I’m not always the most perceptive person, but it seemed like you and Michael were working on something this past week. If there’s something I—”


  “Nothing.” She softened the curt word with a touch of her fingers to his cheek. God, wasn’t this great for irony? Twelve years later, here was Grady consoling her over Michael. “But thanks. Thanks for your concern.” She looked at him again, dark smudges of sleeplessness somehow managing to make him look even more handsome. But that wasn’t what she saw. She saw a friend. “You know sometimes we don’t give you enough credit, Grady.”


  “No, you don’t,” he agreed solemnly.


  “You’re really very sweet.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  She almost smiled at that. “Thanks for the ride, Grady.”


  “Take care of yourself, Tris.”


  “You, too.”


  She hefted her suitcase from the back seat and turned it over to a skycap, gave Grady a wave and disappeared from view among the people hurrying onto other destinations even at this hour on a Sunday morning.


  
    * * * *

  


  Michael sat on the corner of the bed, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped in front of him. The sun rose in front of unfocused eyes.


  He’d known. He’d known. And still he couldn’t stop himself. One night of loving Tris, and that was all he’d ever have again. No more out-of-the-blue phone calls. No more affectionate messages relayed through Paul. No more right even to ask how she was doing these days. No more . . .


  Twelve years before, he’d known how it was between them. And he’d accepted it then. Not always gracefully, but he’d accepted it. He had never let her see his hunger for her. He had never jeopardized their friendship. Until last night.


  He hadn’t had the strength to turn her away, even knowing the emotions that moved her. He’d even tried to rationalize it in that last, sane moment when he’d felt the framework of his resistance giving way. He’d told himself that making love to her once might be the answer, might be the way to finally still that ghost of hope. To get her out of his system.


  What a fool. He should have known she would never be out of his system, and now the feel of her, the sensations of her body, the sounds of her pleasure, the smell of her hair, the taste of her skin were all memories imprinted in every cell of his body.


  God, how sweet she was. He had never . . . No, of course, he’d never. Because never before had the woman been Tris.


  He couldn’t let her go out of his life like this, couldn’t let go even those fragile threads to her of the past few years. If he could talk to her, make her see that their friendship could survive this. That she could trust him to never again let desire overrule his control, to never again let the taste and touch of her inflame his senses until he had to possess her, had to wake her to love her again. And again.


  He bowed his head a moment, then pushed himself off the bed and hurriedly dressed. He had to face this, try to salvage something.


  Mrs. Monroe and Judi were already in the kitchen, their slippers slapping lightly against the floor as they moved around making coffee, pouring juice. Mrs. Monroe greeted him warmly.


  “Good morning, dear. I can’t believe you revelers are up so early.”


  “Where’s Tris?” He saw her surprise at his brusqueness, and didn’t care.


  “Tris? Tris is gone, dear.”


  “Gone?” He heard the stupid note in his own voice. How could she be gone already? She’d just left. He caught sight of the clock over the range and realized more than an hour had passed since she left his room.


  “Yes. To the airport. I had a note from her. She said she had to change her plans. The office needed her to get back early.” She hesitated, as if faced with a small puzzle. “Although I don’t know how she was going to get there. I didn’t hear a taxi honk or anything—”


  “Grady took her,” supplied Judi. “I saw them leaving from my window.”


  “Tris left with Grady.” He said it with detachment, as if he just wanted to verify the facts.


  “Yes. I heard his car and saw her taking out her suitcase.” Judi was watching him intently. “She looked upset.”


  “Oh, dear. Did she?” Nancy Monroe asked her daughter, a frown pulling her brows. “Oh, I almost forgot. In her note, she asked me to give you this, Michael.” Automatically, his hand closed around what she held out to him. His Phantoms shirt. He thought he could feel Tris’s warmth still in the material; he crushed it in his fist, trying to absorb the sensation.


  “Tris left with Grady,” he repeated numbly. What a fool he was. What a damned fool.


  “Are you all right, Michael?” He could feel Nancy Monroe’s hand on his arm. He could feel the aged material of the shirt straining under his grip on it. But mostly he could feel pain.


  “Fine. I’m fine.”


   


  
    Chapter Nine

  


   


  “America loves an underdog,” the newscaster intoned, “and especially when the underdog successfully pulls off a stunning upset. So, America, prepare to meet your latest darling.


  “It’s well past midnight here in Illinois, and for Joan Bradon and her staff, the day that started at dawn this morning is still a long way from being over . . .”


  The television camera panned over the happy chaos of a victorious campaign headquarters on election night, centering on a tall, rawboned woman who radiated energy and determination. But in a darkened living room in Washington, D.C., the viewer’s attention focused on the background, where a man with his loosened tie askew and a phone tucked into his shoulder used one hand to sign something held out to him by a teenage messenger, while he drove his other hand through his thick, unruly hair. He smiled at the teenager, a smile that didn’t mask his weariness, but made it clear that no amount of tiredness would change the basic decency of the man.


  In the living room in Washington, the watcher folded her knees more tightly to her chest, covered her mouth with a fist and tried to ignore the twin tears burning down her cheeks.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris subtly withdrew from the conversation. It wasn’t impolite to do that when you wanted the other two people at the dinner table to get to know each other, as she hoped Leslie Craig and Grady Roberts would.


  She deserved this slightly smug feeling. It had been a stroke of genius to insist Leslie come with her to dinner. She might not have done it with any ulterior motive where Leslie and Grady were concerned, but once she’d seen them together the idea had taken hold. They acted a bit wary of each other, but she hoped that would pass, especially if she participated less so they could talk more to each other. It didn’t hurt that that also served her initial purpose in inviting Leslie—deflecting some of the questions she had a feeling Grady was dying to ask her.


  She’d been surprised when he called last week and said he was going to be in D.C. a few days and wanted to get together for dinner. But not as surprised as she would have been a few months ago. He’d called her more in the three months since Paul and Bette’s wedding than he had in the previous six years. Almost as if, for the first time, he felt comfortable being her friend.


  Tris watched him laugh at one of Leslie’s medium outrageous comments, and thought again that maybe all of them underestimated Grady.


  “Oh, look, it’s the Filbertsons. I simply must go say hello to them on my way to the ladies’ room. I’ll be back in a bit,” announced Leslie, significantly pressing Tris’s hand. “That’ll give you a chance to catch up on old news without an outsider here.”


  She looked from one to the other of them, then swept away. Tris watched her go with an inward grimace. She’d underestimated Leslie, too. She should have known Leslie would maneuver it so she’d have to face Grady alone, at least for a while.


  In the first weeks after the wedding, Leslie had plied her with worried questions about what was wrong and what had happened. When Tris had finally made it clear she didn’t want to talk, they’d reached a tacit truce—Tris would pretend everything was normal, and Leslie would pretend she didn’t notice anything different. That agreement, however, bent a little when Tris invited Leslie to this dinner. Leslie had given her a sharp look and asked if Grady Roberts was the cause of her unhappiness. She hadn’t looked particularly convinced by Tris’s terse “no,” but at last she’d agreed to come along tonight. Now Tris wished she’d thought to get a promise from her friend on the issue of desertion.


  She felt Grady’s eyes on her and gave him a half smile.


  “You look great, Tris.” But he said it with an inflection of doubt, so she knew he could see the signs of tiredness that went heart deep.


  “It’s been a busy time at work.” She answered his tone rather than his words. “It’s always a little crazy with funding requests during an election year.”


  “I’ll bet. Well, with the elections over last week, things should settle down some for you.”


  “Yes.” She knew what would come next.


  “I suppose you know Joan Bradon won the senate election.”


  “Yes, I know. That was great news. It must have made . . . everybody very happy.” Lord, she couldn’t even say his name.


  “I guess. Although Michael acted pretty weird about it.”


  She looked up from the silverware she’d been aligning and realigning on the white tablecloth. “What do you mean? Is something wrong?”


  “Wrong? I don’t know. Would you call it wrong when a guy works like crazy for something for more than a year, something he really believes in, and then when it happens he acts like he’s not totally aware of it? Would you call it wrong when someone looks like being miserable would be one hell of an improvement in his life?”


  “Don’t. Please, Grady.” She blinked hard at the tears she thought had evaporated months ago, along with the hurt pride. She knew Michael must regret that she’d been hurt—of course he would. But how could she feel sorry for his pain when all she had left to feel for herself were weariness and sadness?


  Grady covered her hand, stilling her infinitesimal straightening of her dessert spoon. “I didn’t want to upset you, but it’s hard seeing my friends hurting like this. Especially you two. You were always so . . . so close, I guess. You always seemed to understand each other so well. Don’t you think if you just talked it out . . . ?”


  She shook her head. “There’s nothing to talk out.”


  She’d already forced the issue. If he’d once thought she still was infatuated with Grady. her actions surely had disproved that. How could Michael doubt that he was the one she wanted? Good heavens, she’d practically thrown herself at the man—no, she had thrown herself at the man. So, he’d been only human. He’d probably half convinced himself it was what he wanted, too, just because she wanted it. But in the morning, he’d seen it for a mistake—he didn’t feel that way toward her--and he’d been too honest not to tell her.


  Yes, he’d been only human and she’d been a fool. This time, their famed ability to communicate had been way off the mark. She’d been so sure she and Michael must be feeling the same thing that she hadn’t even stopped to listen to the doubts he’d tried to express.


  But now she saw exactly how he’d tried to warn her. She just hadn’t listened.


  “Nothing to talk about,” she repeated.


  Grady looked unconvinced.


  “It was a mistake, that’s all. . . a mistake.” Her mistake. “We didn’t know each other as well as we thought we did. It’s all right.”


  He patted her hand a little awkwardly and released it, staring into space a long moment before turning back to her with narrowed eyes. “Joan Bradon could be in a position to help you with your homeless project. She’s shown a lot of interest in things like that. And she’s not the type to be afraid of plunging in.”


  “How did you know about the project?”


  He shrugged. “I knew. And Paul told me some of the details, some of the problems you’ve had with it. Are you going to submit the proposal to Michael?”


  “No!” She said it with enough vehemence that heads turned at neighboring tables, but Grady didn’t seem to notice.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t think it would be, um, appropriate, taking advantage of our, uh, our connection.”


  “Baloney. I may not be a politician, but it can’t be all that different from business. Of course it’s appropriate to go to somebody you know. And you know darn well Michael wouldn’t ever recommend something to Joan Bradon that he didn’t think was right.”


  She tried to meet his suddenly searching look, but when his eyes narrowed again, she found the sight of her salad fork too fascinating to ignore.


  As much as she wanted this project to survive, as much as Joan Bradon’s backing might help cut through the red tape and encourage the agencies to pool their money for it, she didn’t want to go through Michael. She could tell herself it was because he wouldn’t give the proposal a fair chance, judging by the way he’d reacted in August. She could even say she felt insulted at his treating her like an untried seventeen-year-old. But she knew those weren’t the real reasons.


  She didn’t think she could bear it. Talking to him, seeing him. And knowing that the night of love and passion that had finally and completely opened her eyes to this man, had convinced him that what he felt for her wasn’t deep enough, wasn’t strong enough. He’d desired her, yes, but the feelings that had been a revelation for her had merely been an aberration to him.


  Talking to him couldn’t make her ache any more than she already did, but it wouldn’t help her forget, either.


  Perhaps if that had been the only way to get help for the project, she would have. But there were other avenues to bring it to the senator-elect’s attention, avenues she was already pursuing. Over these past months, she’d deliberately thrown every bit of energy and emotion she had into work, vainly hoping that there would be less to devote to missing Michael. She’d honed the proposal, making it as practical and well documented as she could, with support and explanations and contingencies for every aspect of it. At each step, she’d heard Michael’s voice advising and assisting. But that wasn’t unusual, because she heard his voice all the time. She heard all the words and inflections stored up from a week in August and more than a decade of friendship.


  “That stuff about appropriateness is an excuse, Tris. So what is it really? Do you think Michael would dismiss your proposal because the two of you have had this misunderstanding?”


  “Of course not.” The snap in her voice punished his temerity for suggesting Michael could be so unfair.


  “Then you shouldn’t handicap this proposal because of a ‘mistake’ you and Michael made.’’


  Not Michael. Just me, alone, making the mistake . And paying dearly for it.


  Relief swept into her as she saw Leslie slowly making her way back to the table. That would put an end to this cross-examination.


  “I’ll think about it, Grady.” A promise easily made. As much as she’d tried over the past months, she knew that not thinking about Michael Dickinson would have been the promise she couldn’t have kept.


  
    * * * *

  


  “They’re sending us home, Tris. Get your coat. C’mon, we’ll brave the Metro together.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Haven’t you looked out the window? I know you’ve spent the past few months working like someone possessed, but I’d think you’d lift your nose from the grindstone once in a while, just long enough to note a little thing like a blizzard.”


  Tris spread the thin-slatted blinds that covered her office window to look out on the January sky. Shades of off-white colored the whole world, from the cloud-packed sky to the whitening ground below, and all the snow-filled air in between.


  “That’s no blizzard,” she said with a Midwesterner’s weather snobbery. “A blizzard is a precise term—you have to have very high winds and a lot more snow than this.”


  “Maybe not in the Great White Waste you used to live in, but in D.C., that is a blizzard.”


  Leslie’s gesture pointed down more than out, and Tris craned her neck to view the street below. Cars skidded and spun in disastrous abandon. She became aware of the bleating of horns. Through the maze, she watched the blue roof of one sedan steadily work its way through the panicked traffic. Northerner, she thought. Probably a newcomer, maybe part of the administration taking office in ten days. Because there was something about Washington driving—a couple D.C. winters, and even the most hardened snow driver degenerated.


  Leslie returned, draping Tris’s coat over the corner of her desk and plopping her boots at her feet.


  “Besides, the office is closing, so you’ve got to leave. The place won’t fall apart because you leave a couple hours early, you know. You might as well come with me. You can brag about how you had to walk eleven miles to school in weather like this every day of the winter when you were growing up, and I, Virginia belle that I am, promise to be suitably impressed.”


  Tris considered the scene outside a moment longer. Going home meant too much time, too much quiet. Too much time to think and wonder and wish, and too much quiet to drown out her heart. But she knew this town and its reaction to snow. If she stayed, she could very well be stranded for a couple of days. She capitulated with a halfhearted laugh.


  “My God, the woman laughs. I don’t think I’ve heard that since the cherry trees were blooming. No, a little later than that. August, I think. So it must have been the crape myrtle blooming.”


  Tris slanted a warning look at her friend, but didn’t say anything as she pulled on her boots.


  “Let’s go, Tris, or we’ll never get a spot on the Metro.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding. You can’t think we’re going to get a seat—”


  “A seat? Huh! I’m not talking about a place to sit, I’m talking about a place to stand!”


  The stinging wind-driven snowflakes and the pure adrenaline of a simple battle against the elements brought a tingling to Tris’s cheeks. Fighting the elements provided a welcome change from tilting against memories.


  They were laughing together as the momentum of the crowd carried them into the escalator entrance to the Metro, down a short flight of stairs to the platform heading north and into a waiting car.


  “Well, at least we’ve got a place to stand,” she said to Leslie as the flood of people behind pressed them into the nearly full standing area Already the body heat had driven up the temperature. She pushed the snow-dampened wool scarf back off her hair and froze.


  “Yeah, a place to stand, all right,” Leslie said. “I don’t think we could not stand. We’re packed in here so tight I think you could faint and still be standing up. I swear— What is it, Tris?”


  Tris heard Leslie’s voice, but the words didn’t make sense to her. Nothing made sense with Michael standing three feet away. Over the shoulders of the four commuters who separated them, he stared at her.


  “Hello, Tris.”


  His voice was so low she shouldn’t have heard it for all the complaints and comments of the people around them.


  But she did.


  Her lips parted, but no sound came out. She should have been ready for this. She should have been prepared. Of course she knew his candidate had won the election back in November. Even if she’d never read every newspaper article about Joan Bradon’s election or stayed up half the night watching the returns, Grady had told her. And somewhere in her mind she must have realized that meant Michael would be coming to Washington. But she hadn’t allowed herself to consider it. She hadn’t prepared herself to come face-to-face with him.


  “Oh.” She heard Leslie’s soft sound of comprehension behind her. “Oh-ho!”


  The train started with a jolt, and she wasn’t prepared for that, either. She lurched forward, careening into the man nearest her. Michael’s hand shot out to her shoulder, and between that and the close quarters, she quickly regained her balance. At least her physical balance. Her emotional balance still reeled from the double shock of seeing Michael, and the contact of his hand on her shoulder. The layers of leather, wool and silk between them didn’t seem to matter to her tingling nerves.


  Somehow Michael had gotten closer. She felt his presence like a source of heat in a cold room. At her side, Leslie wormed and wiggled two other people out of their way, and the three of them stood in a compact circle, isolated in a sea of backs.


  “Hi, I’m Leslie Craig. I work with Tris.”


  Leslie pivoted the elbow tucked in against her side by a woman to her right, and offered her hand.


  “Oh. Yes . . .” Shock thawed out of Tris. She could react again. And she could hurt. “Leslie Craig, this is Michael Dickinson. Michael, Leslie Craig.”


  “How do you do, Michael,” Leslie said, squeezing his hand because there was no room to shake it, and openly appraising him. “Who are you?”


  “Leslie—”


  “I mean how do you know Tris?” Leslie clarified unrepentantly.


  “We knew each other at college,” Michael said, with a hint of a smile behind his good manners.


  “Oh, did you?” Leslie seemed to feel his answer explained a lot. “You’re a friend of Cousin Paul and Gorgeous Grady, are you?”


  “Leslie—”


  Tris ignored the look Michael shot at her, preferring to focus the full force of her glare on Leslie. But she nevertheless felt the impact of those hazel eyes on her face.


  He turned back to Leslie, frowning. “Yes. I’m a friend of Paul’s. And Grady’s.”


  Leslie nodded, the way a teacher does at a student who has just answered a difficult question perfectly.


  “And you were at Paul and Bette’s wedding in Illinois in August.”


  “Yes.” His frown started to slip.


  “In the wedding?”


  “Yes.” Amusement edged the frown further aside.


  “Best man?”


  “Yes.” He chuckled. “Is this part of the usual Washington greeting? Are you with the FBI, Ms. Craig? Demonstrating for me how futile it would be to try to hide any skeletons in my closet?”


  “Do you have any skeletons in your closet?”


  Again Tris felt his eyes on her. “None that would interest the FBI.”


  Leslie didn’t seem to notice the strain in that answer.


  “Good, then you should call me Leslie. And let me say you’re very welcome to Washington. Very welcome,” she repeated with emphasis and a sidelong look at Tris, still the silent point of their triangle.


  “Thank you, Leslie. It’s nice to feel welcomed. I just got into town for good at the beginning of the week, and I haven’t had a chance to do anything but work so far.”


  Tris wondered if that was partly for her benefit; telling her he hadn’t had an opportunity to call her since he got into town. But what would they have said to each other even if he had called?


  “Well, I can guarantee you won’t be doing any work the next couple of days. D.C. does not function in snow. Where do you live?”


  He mentioned an address two Metro stops past the one Leslie and Tris used.


  Leslie tilted her head at him consideringly. “I hope you’ve got plenty of food supplies stashed away. The stores will be picked clean by now.”


  “Actually, no. I just moved into my apartment. My furniture won’t arrive for a couple more weeks and I haven’t had a chance to do much shopping yet.”


  “Then you better plan on staying with Tris.”


  “Leslie!”


  Tris wished she had the power to make Leslie disappear. Or at least shut up. She was excruciatingly aware that her contribution to the conversation had consisted solely of speaking her friend’s name in various tones of reproach. But she didn’t know what else to say to Leslie. And every time she tried to think of something to say to Michael, her eyes burned with the horrible threat of tears.


  “I mean it. You know what this town is like, Tris. The man could starve.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “I’ll just eat out, the way I have been— No?” He broke off as Leslie shook her head vehemently.


  “No. You don’t understand what happens to this place when it snows. The restaurants close. The stores close. The government closes. Everything closes when it’s this bad.”


  “But it’s not that bad,” he protested. “I thought they were kidding when they said the offices were closing.”


  “That’s what you and Tris think, but the rest of us think different. You two sound just alike. In fact—”


  The crackle of the Metro’s PA system interrupted her. Words popped in and out of hearing range, tantalizing the listener into believing someone really was saying something worth listening to.


  “What’d he say?”


  “Which station?”


  “Did he say buses?”


  “Closed for sure?”


  “Shuttles.”


  “Oh, shuttles. I thought he said something else.”


  “Amounts to about the same thing.”


  The questions and comments eddied around them, the passengers piecing together the bits of the message heard, and extrapolating from experience.


  “See!” Leslie was triumphant. “Our stop’s the last one open. Michael can’t get home.”


  “Maybe you’d better . . .” Tris looked up at Michael, and couldn’t go on. Looking into his eyes reminded her too much of what she’d lost. She’d lost that warm look of her friend Michael that she’d relied on for so many years. She’d lost that hot look of her lover Michael that she’d reveled in for one brief night.


  “It’s all right, Tris. I’ll make it to my place fine. It’s really not that bad a storm. I can’t believe everything would close up for this.”


  The Metro car came to a stop. As soon as the doors opened, people in front popped out like a champagne cork, with the rest of the passengers frothing along behind them. Everyone was carried away in the frantic eddy of those most anxious to get ahead.


  “Where are the shuttles?”


  “Which shuttle do you take to Bethesda?”


  “Hurry up, or they’ll all be filled.”


  Tris let the current take her up the stairs. Then she realized it wasn’t just the crowd guiding her steps. Michael had a protective arm across her back, holding off the bumps of those hurrying behind them.


  Up at ground level, Leslie eased away from them, waving and calling goodbye as she headed off on her three-block walk to her apartment.


  Tris let Michael lead her to a corner protected from the crowd, the wind and the snow. The storm seemed worse, the snow settling down, preparing to fall over the long haul. The sky was a uniform cloud gray that made it impossible to guess the time of day. It looked as if it might snow forever.


  “Michael, I think Leslie might have a point.”


  “It’s okay. I’ll get one of the shuttles. I’ll be fine, Tris.”


  She’d heard stories about those shuttles. Sometimes they got stuck for hours. In the cold and the snow. And even without that, it could take hours in this weather to go just the couple miles to his stop. And even then he’d be returning to a new apartment: no furniture, no food.


  “Don’t be silly, Michael. I can’t let an old friend starve to death in the cold.” She’d meant to sound brisk, but not so harsh. She tried to soften the effect with a gloved hand on his overcoated arm. “It really makes more sense for you to come to my place. It’s just a few blocks and I have plenty of food and—”


  She started to say she had plenty of room, thinking of the bed in the spare room. But she didn’t want him in the spare-room bed. She wanted him in hers, spending all the nights the way she’d spent one unforgettable night in his. She wouldn’t tell him the lie, and she couldn’t tell him the truth.


  “I’ll be okay, Tris.”


  Without warning, the need to have him safely with her became urgent. She couldn’t let him go off and probably spend days alone, maybe cold and hungry because her impulsiveness in acting on new feelings for him had made a mess of their friendship.


  “And I could use some help with the shoveling,” she added. “The lady next door’s rather elderly, and I shovel for her, too. If I don’t do it, she tries to get out there herself and she really shouldn’t. She has a weak heart. It’s bad for her. Especially with this kind of snow. Heavy.”


  She demonstrated by holding her gloved hand out, palm up and level, to catch the weighty flakes.


  “Well, if I earn my keep shoveling…”


  “You will,” she promised. She looked up at him again, and saw the light in his eyes. Her heart somersaulted in a maneuver worthy of an Olympic gymnast. She didn’t think it was the warmth of friendship, or the fire of love, but at least it was light of some sort.


  They left behind the activity of the subway stop and the panicked whirring of tire wheels on the main road as their snow-muffled footsteps took them into a sedate neighborhood of tall trees, tiny yards and trim row houses. Tris turned one corner, and then another, wondering if Michael would ever talk again. Without a twinge over contradicting her earlier wish that Leslie would disappear, she longed for her friend. Leslie might not be the most tactful person in the world, but at least she filled the silence.


  “I heard about Joan’s winning the election,” she said, and cringed to hear herself. Brilliant, Tris.


  Of course, she’d heard about the election. She would have had to have spent the past months in a cave not to, since Joan Bradon had pulled off the upset of the election. And she hadn’t been in a cave. She’d been searching for a certain name in print, or a glimpse afforded by a television camera, even though it meant exposing emotions she’d tried to forget.


  She bent into the wind-driven snow and forced herself to keep going. “Congratulations. It must be very exciting.”


  “Thanks. It has been exciting, and hectic.”


  “I’ll bet. But you must have been elated election night, to pull off an upset like that.” She remembered the image of him on the TV screen election night, and knew his elation had been mixed with many other things. “Of course, campaigning like that would be very unsettling. Tiring. Constantly having to adjust your life.”


  “Yes. Unsettling’s a good way to describe it. Before and after the election. A lot of changes.”


  She risked a look at him, as he walked at her side, and saw that he was watching her, obviously remembering the same conversation his words had called up to her mind. It was safe to remember that, she told herself. It was only what had followed that she could not let herself think of. Ever. But especially not with Michael walking so close that his arm brushed hers now and again.


  “I didn’t have any purple-flowered wallpaper to leave behind,” he said, and his voice seemed to deepen on the words, “but there were still a lot of changes, a lot of adapting to do.”


  She couldn’t prevent smiling at him then, any more than she could help the flood of warmth at his answering smile.


  Maybe the damage she’d done to their friendship wasn’t irreparable. She’d never lose the emptiness of knowing that there couldn’t be more between them, but to have some part of Michael was better than the past few months of having nothing. It had to be.


  “And how have you been doing at adapting?”


  “Pretty good, I think. I’ve had my moments, but Joan didn’t have to threaten me more than once or twice to get me to agree to be on her staff here on Capitol Hill instead of staying in Springfield.”


  “Here’s my house,” she said, using memory to follow the walk obscured by snow. Barely three strides took them to the front steps, and she gestured for him to join her on the small porch, out of the hard-falling snow. She fitted the key to the lock. “So, you think you’re going to like Washington?”


  She looked up at him as she swung the door open, waiting for his answer.


  “It’s too early to tell.”


  He held the heavy outer door for her, standing so close that she could smell the wet wool of his overcoat, could see the creases at the corners of his eyes, built by humor and deepened by responsibility. She looked into his multicolored eyes, and she knew he was talking about more than a job.


   


  
    Chapter Ten

  


   


  Michael watched Tris stretch to hook the hanger over the back of the closet door, placing his coat next to hers to dry out before hanging them in the closet. The fabric of her dress slid over her body, slightly cupping the curve of her bottom, and his muscles clenched in reaction. Lord, what was he thinking of, coming here? He should have insisted on going on to his own place, or sleeping on the Metro. Anything would have been smarter than this.


  He knew he would have sought her out here in Washington, to try to repair the friendship he’d shredded. It meant too much to him not to try; she meant too much to him. But he’d intended to wait a little longer, to arrange the encounter to the last detail, to plan what he wanted to say and how to say it. To have a better grip on his emotions. To have some chance to prepare for the impact of looking up and seeing Tris. And wanting her, instantaneously and incessantly.


  She glanced at him and he quickly turned away, pretending an absorbing interest in her living room’s decor. Soft earth tones, a cushy couch pulled up in front of the brick fireplace along with an overstuffed companion chair, built-in bookcases, lots of mellow wood, spaces flowing into each other and big, airy windows.


  It was pure Tris. “It’s a great place. I can see all the work you put in it.”


  His eye caught the twin framed photos on the bookcase—the four friends in college, then captured twelve years later in the same pose. She’d chosen to frame the first of the two pictures Bette had taken in August, though he knew Bette had sent out copies of each shot. He could understand why Tris had chosen that photo; the other one was too raw, his hunger for her too clear. He turned away without comment on the display, and had the impression she’d been watching him. If so, she avoided the topic, too.


  “Thanks. It’s not as challenging as your Victorian must have been, but it gave me plenty to handle.”


  “When were these places built?”


  “In the twenties. You want some coffee? Or would you rather have tea? Hot chocolate?”


  “Coffee would be great.” Strangely, her slightly nervous rendition of the perfect hostess eased some of his discomfort. He followed her through the dining area and into the kitchen, prepared to help, prepared to make this as unawkward as it could be. Maybe their friendship could yet be salvaged.


  They’d both left their wet footwear at the front door, so their steps barely sounded, even on the hardwood floors. He watched her stockinged toes curl into the cotton throw rug in front of the sink as she filled the coffee maker’s pot with water. An unconscious reaction to the soft texture of the rug, he knew. A mere reflex. But he couldn’t stop it from triggering a series of memories of how she had tested and tasted and seemed to enjoy the different textures of his body.


  She looked over her shoulder at him questioningly, and he knew he’d missed something she’d said. What? “I’m sorry. What did you say?”


  “It wasn’t anything. I just, um, said I couldn’t imagine how people got along before coffee makers.”


  Her cheeks had grown pink and her movements jerky as she started the coffee, shouting her self-consciousness. She must have caught the direction of his preoccupation, and it made her uncomfortable. Lord, making her ill at ease was the last thing he wanted. Friendship, Dickinson. Friendship, not hormones.


  Doggedly he began plying her with questions about her house as she poured the coffee and arranged cookies on a plate. He noticed her glance at the sofa, and knew when she decided against having their coffee there. She probably considered it too intimate a setting. Instead, she set the coffee and cookies down on the tiny breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the dining and living rooms, gesturing for him to take one of the cushioned stools. He complied. Drinking his coffee, eating his cookies and expanding on his questions regarding her house’s renovation, its history and its neighborhood. A nice, safe topic, interesting but not personal, and he pursued it relentlessly. Even when her answers dwindled to nearly nothing.


  But finally, there were no more questions to ask.


  He let out a long breath and glanced out through the dining room’s bay window. The snow was coming down as hard as ever and the light was fading rapidly.


  “Maybe I should get a start on the shoveling before it gets dark.”


  Tris jumped, as if her mind had been on something else entirely. “Tonight? Oh, no. I thought we’d shovel tomorrow. The snow’s not supposed to stop until noon and there’s no sense doing it twice, and it’s nearly dark anyhow and—“ her eyes skimmed over him in a way that made him wish it meant half of what it looked like it meant “—you’re not dressed for the job.”


  He looked down at his suit a little ruefully. “I’m not going to be any better dressed for the job tomorrow.”


  She frowned at that. “I have some men’s things in the spare room closet. I’m pretty sure there are some sweats, and a pair of sneakers, though I don’t know if those will fit. Maybe some jeans.”


  “Oh?” Jealousy and doubt and possessiveness—how could a syllable give so much of himself away? She’d run from him for sure. At least emotionally.


  Instead she raised her chin and locked eyes with his.


  “I don’t know what you’re thinking, Michael,” she challenged him directly. “But they’re Paul’s things. He left them here on one trip through and decided he likes having them here so he can pack lighter. Now, I think I’ll change and go check on Mrs. Jenkins before dinner, and you can look through the things and see what will fit.”


  As she spoke, she cleared their few dishes and stowed them in the dishwasher. She had reached the door before he could get a word in.


  “Tris?”


  She stopped, but didn’t turn. “Yes?”


  “I apologize. It wasn’t any of my business.” He saw the line of her shoulders ease at his first words, then almost appear to slump.


  She mumbled something he couldn’t make sense of, because it had sounded to him as if she’d said, “Not since you don’t want it to be your business.” Then she said more clearly, “C’mon, I’ll show you the spare room.”


  Upstairs minutes later, he stood at the window in the spare room she obviously used as an office and watched her, head lowered into the slanting snow, make her way to her neighbor’s house. She’d briskly pointed out the location of his room, the bathroom and the closet holding Paul’s clothes, then left him on his own. He’d stood there for quite a while, listening to the sounds of her moving around in the room across the hall.


  God, he’d missed her. The breath he let out as she disappeared up her neighbor’s walk clouded the window with instant frost. Which was harder, not seeing her at all, or seeing her and not having the right to touch her? His mouth twisted at the question. He was about to find out.


  Turning from the window, he strode to the closet and jerked it open, ignoring the clench of his stomach muscles. The dim light picked out Tris’s out-of-season clothes neatly hung. And in a corner a couple of hangers’ worth of men’s casual clothing. What had he been expecting? A collection of mismatched men’s outfits, silent legacies of relationship after failed relationship?


  He reached out to touch the worn denim of a pair of jeans. No, he hadn’t expected that so much as remembered it. In that moment she’d said she had some men’s clothes upstairs—even while the twist in his gut had presumed they were Grady’s—he’d seen just such a closet in his mind’s eye, only it wasn’t in Tris’s house, it was in his mother’s.


  He shook his head at himself and his memories as he pulled the jeans free of the hanger. Tris wasn’t his mother, or his father, for that matter. Tris didn’t fall in and out of love with the passing of the seasons like some people did. She’d known what she wanted from the time she was a freshman in college—Grady. There’d been only two sidetracks in that devotion. Terrence, and he’d understood that relationship for the substitute it was from the first time he’d laid eyes on the tall, blond, handsome charmer so like Grady. And himself, a trusted friend who took advantage of her vulnerability and lonesomeness to act out his own fantasies.


  Jerking on jeans that were a shade tighter than his usual style, he cursed himself with the thoroughness of practice. His mouth twisted as his repertoire wound down. He’d gotten into a verbal rut since August. What he had to do now was stop chiding himself and find some way to once again give Tris the friendship she’d always counted on from him.


  He pulled a sweatshirt over his head, and emerging from it came face-to-face with something on the bulletin board above her desk. The second picture Bette had taken of all of them on the library steps five months ago. Right in the middle of the bulletin board, right at eye level for anyone sitting at the desk. A memo tacked up next to it half obscured Grady and Paul, but he and Tris were shown clearly. He saw the questioning in Tris’s smile as she gazed down to where his hand grasped hers as it lay on his chest. And even with his face averted from the camera, longing etched lines into his expression for any perceptive observer to see.


  Why had she put it here? Didn’t she see what was in his face?


  His eye caught a name on the papers spread over the desk and he jumped at the chance to divert his mind from those questions. The facility in Cincinnati she’d mentioned, the one that had inspired her proposal. He picked up the brochure, reading of how a once derelict building had become a place where the homeless could get a haircut, a shower, a shave, a change of clean clothes—and a dose of renewed dignity.


  He sat down, looking at the papers more closely, recognizing Tris’s handwriting in the scrawled notes on how other old buildings could be converted to this use. She had target sites and possible funding sources and rough operational budgets. Impressive, very impressive. It had taken a lot of work—a lot of hard, practical work, not just the wishful thinking of an idealist leading with her heart.


  He wondered at the short, sharp twist inside him at that thought. There was no reason for this to bother him. He’d said he’d help her if the proposal warranted it, and she’d obviously been making sure it did. A vision of Tris from twelve years ago formed in his mind: Tris pleading that the money from the Phantom party should go to the denizens of skid row, Tris passionate and impractical.


  The vision faded as he focused again on the papers in front of him. Had she really grown up so much, changed so much? Deliberately, he forced the muscles drawing his brows together to ease.


  Someone would only put this kind of work into a project that was very important to them.


  “Michael!”


  He started at her voice shouting up the stairs, realizing abruptly that his mouth was watering from the smell of broiling chicken. When had she come back? He hadn’t even heard her come in. How long had he sat there?


  “Michael, are you ready for dinner?”


  “Yeah. It smells great. I’ll he right down.”


  They ate dinner informally in front of the fireplace, with her on the couch and him in the armchair. He insisted on doing the cleaning up, and bringing her a cup of coffee as they watched television reports on the snowstorm and the havoc it was causing in the nation’s capital. She reported that her neighbor seemed fine, and he told her about the last, wild days of the campaign. They laughed at memories and silly jokes on the sitcom that followed the news.


  And then their eyes met, the laughter fading as he felt the shift. For a while, they’d recaptured the ease of all the years they’d know each other. Then, in a moment, it had been replaced by another memory. Would they ever stop being betwixt and between—not just friends anymore, not really lovers? God, to be her lover— No, that wasn’t what he could give her, that wasn’t what she needed from him.


  A scene flashed on the television screen, an update on plans for the upcoming inauguration celebration, and he grasped at the topic.


  “I, uh, got tickets . . . I mean our office has got extra tickets to some of the parties and things.”


  “That’s great. Even some of the movers and shakers have been maneuvering to get their hands on tickets this time around. You’re lucky.”


  “I guess so. Sharon always seems to come up with things like that—Sharon’s Joan’s confidential assistant,” he explained. “She just gave me a batch this morning. For the gala at Kennedy Center a couple days before the inauguration, then the swearing-in and parade and one of the balls.”


  “They’re definitely the hot tickets in town.”


  “Yeah.”


  He glanced at her, then quickly away. She almost sounded as if she were having as much trouble coming up with something to say as he was. Actually, he knew what he wanted to say. He just wasn’t certain how to say it, or whether he ought to even try.


  “I thought Paul and Bette and Grady would enjoy all the hoopla, so I called them right away. They’re coming next weekend. And I was wondering . . . I mean, I was going to call you. I got your office number from Paul this afternoon, and I thought tomorrow morning. . . but then when I saw you on the Metro . . .”


  His words wound down and he wondered what the hell had happened to the times he and Tris had understood each other so well that he never would have had to spell this out. She would have understood halfway through his first sentence, and by now she’d have been saying, “That sounds great, Michael. I’d love to come. It’ll be terrific, all being together.” That was what Tris would have said twelve years ago. So why did she just look at him now with that small, stiff smile on her face?


  “Would you like to join us?”


  “Would I like to?” she repeated as if her likes in the matter might not be the key factor. Had giving in to his desire and making love to her five months ago also made a stranger of her?


  “It wouldn’t be the same without you, Tris.”


  “Thank you, Michael. I’d love to come.”


  Even the formality of the words couldn’t still the triumph that flowed through him for one, ungovernable moment.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris weighed the risks at the same time her arms gauged the heaviness of a shovelful of snow.


  She’d listened to Michael stumble over the invitation last night, and wondered why she didn’t help him out. She’d known what he was trying to say. But she’d also known she needed him to say it. She’d tried to tell herself that her accelerated heartbeat resulted simply from the prospect of being with her favorite group of people in the world once again, that it had nothing to do with knowing that it would guarantee her several more chances of seeing Michael over the next week or so.


  Then he’d said It wouldn’t be the same without you, Tris, and she’d stopped lying to herself.


  So here she was, shoveling snow in the blinding-white of a finally clear early afternoon, and considering the risks to her heart.


  In the months since she’d walked out of his room over the garage last August, she’d accepted that he had realized after making love to her that he could never feel anything but friendship for her. Spending more time with a Michael who saw her only as a friend would be self-punishment of the hardest sort. But what if she could change his mind? Or better yet, his heart? Until yesterday, she hadn’t thought there was a chance of that.


  But, even granted that he had never liked changes, she thought she’d seen signs. The way he’d looked at her in the Metro, the feel of his hand guiding her, his words at her front door, the snap in his eyes at the thought of other men’s clothes in her closet, even his fumbling over the invitation to join everyone for the inauguration events. If she gave him time, maybe the desire he’d certainly felt for her back in August would find its way to the surface again, would convince him of the possibility of more than friendship for the two of them.


  “Leaning on your shovel and staring into space does not constitute shoveling.”


  They’d started off side by side on Mrs. Jenkins’s porch, working their way down her walk and across the front to Tris’s. But Michael had shoveled ahead of her, so now he’d nearly reached the front steps while she lagged two yards behind. Her cheeks burned with more than the chill, because she knew she hadn’t been staring into space, but at the foreground—where Paul’s jeans fit Michael snugly enough to form a fascinating picture as he bent, straightened and twisted with load after load of snow.


  “I, um, was contemplating the glories of the inauguration next weekend,” she improvised, quickly filling and dumping her shovel twice.


  “I hope the snow doesn’t ruin it.” Now Michael had taken up leaning on the handle and staring.


  “It’ll probably be gone by then.”


  His eyebrows rose as he looked around at the nearly knee-high expanse of snow that extended into a street as yet untouched by plow or salt truck.


  “Really,” she answered his unspoken doubt, as she uncovered two more feet of walk. “That’s one of the things about D.C. weather. The snow can catch you off guard, but then it’ll go from winter to spring in a blink.”


  “I’ll take your word for that, since you’re a veteran Washingtonian. You and Leslie were certainly right about how this town reacts to snow, so I’ll count on you being right again. I’d hate for the rest of them to be disappointed. You should have heard Paul on the phone, already planning how he was going to casually let it drop at lunch with one of his highbrow competitors.”


  “Now that’s true friendship, giving him something to brag about.” Of its own accord, her grin softened into a smile. “Really, it was nice of you to invite them all. And it was nice of you to include me, Michael.”


  Close enough now to touch, she couldn’t resist resting one thickly mittened hand on his arm. He’d insisted on coming out with only a couple of layers of Paul’s sweatshirts over his own shirt, but he showed no signs of chill now as she looked into his eyes.


  He shifted slightly, breaking the contact between her hand and his arm, and cleared his throat.


  “I thought it would be . . . uh, fun, all of us here. I realized how much I’d been missing that when we got together for the wedding.”


  “Yes.” Was that all it had been? Fun? A case of nostalgia and old times gone too far? Was that what he was trying to say, in a voice that sounded more uneven and rough than usual? She found a part of her couldn’t believe that any longer.


  “Of course, I know you’ve been seeing Grady since the wedding, but still, I figured you’d enjoy being together next weekend, even though it’ll be a bigger group.”


  “Seeing?” Where did that come from? She blinked against the brightness, trying to see him more clearly. “What do you mean?”


  But he seemed to have gotten up a full head of steam now, and her questions didn’t slow him.


  “I imagine you took him by surprise at the wedding. I think you took a lot of people by surprise.” He flashed a grin at her that didn’t seem to quite fit his face, then quickly looked away and bent to the shovel again. “Seeing you all grown-up and so much a woman instead of the girl we knew. It probably took him a little while to adjust. But nobody’s ever accused Grady Roberts of being stupid.”


  “You think Grady and I . . .”


  “I know he’s visited you here, Tris.” He said the words softly, without looking at her. Then his voice strengthened, though his eyes did not meet hers. “I think it’s great.”


  “Great?” She felt as if the world’s spinning were grinding to a wrenching stop, so that everything went in slow motion, with her mental processes the slowest of all. Did he want her to be with Grady? Because he didn’t want her? But what about what she’d seen in his eyes? The signs she’d seen? “But you . . .you and I—”


  “Don’t worry about that, Tris. I know it’s been awkward, but we have too many years of friendship behind us to let that be permanent. As long as we understand how it happened, so it won’t . . .” He cleared his throat, but didn’t bother to finish that sentence. “It’s pretty natural when you think about it. You thought he was rejecting you, and I was there and we’d always been friends. What shouldn’t have happened is my letting it get so carried away. I don’t know how to tell you how sorry I am that I failed you there.


  “Sorry.” That damn word again. She felt the burning cold of outrage settle into her. “You thought I turned to you because I was upset about Grady.” She didn’t question, she summed up.


  “Of course you turned to me,” he said, and she supposed the words were meant to be heartening. “You always had, and I’d always been there. But this time I let you down and—”


  His words broke off as she turned her back on him, stalking up the first three steps to the porch.


  “Are we going in now?” He looked around at the porch and steps still waiting to be shoveled.


  She spun back to face him. “I am. But if I had my way, you could stay out here forever and freeze to death for all I’d care. But I suppose then I’d be arrested for cruelty to idiots.”


  “Tris—”


  She stomped down a step to stand just above him, thumping one multi-mittened hand against his hard chest. “How dare you! How dare you think I would be that, that cheap?”


  “Tris, I never—”


  “Cheap! Or worse. For months I’ve racked my brain and my heart. I knew, knew that you couldn’t think I still had any feeling for Grady. Because I had made an utter fool of myself making it crystal clear exactly how I felt about you! So I accepted that you just didn’t care for me that way, that in the light of day you realized friendship was all there was for us. And all the time you were thinking this!”


  She pulled in air, trying to steady her breathing, but the cold oxygen only fueled her anger.


  “What kind of woman do you think I am to make love to one man when I was longing to be with another? If that’s what you think of me, Michael Dickinson, you can just go to hell!”


  She shoved with both hands against his chest. His heel caught a slick patch and he toppled back into the snowbank they’d built up from shoveling the walk. She didn’t wait to see how he extricated himself, but stomped into the house and slammed the door behind her.


  Stripping off her snow-dampened clothes haphazardly on her way to the bathroom, she jolted her chilled body with the shower’s warm stream. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as the steamy moisture enveloped her. She could cry her heart out here and no one would hear. The pounding of the water against the tile would mask any sobs that might escape her, even if someone cared to listen.


  But she wouldn’t cry. She’d cried enough. And this hurt might have gone too deep for tears.


  He didn’t know her at all. Not really, not if he thought she could do that. He thought she was some giddy young girl, perhaps the image he’d formed of her when he first knew her. That hurt deeply. But what frightened her the most was the niggling voice suggesting that maybe he didn’t want to know her—the woman that the girl he’d known had grown up to become. The person she was now.


  It hurt. It hurt terribly. And worst of all was that Michael—Michael, who’d always been there for her—not only couldn’t ease the ache this time, but was its source.


  The water was edging toward tepid before she finally turned off the shower. She dried herself quickly and pulled on a soft sweater and knit pants, her favorite outfit for curling up on the couch and enjoying a three-hanky movie. Even with no such movie to watch, the clothes suited her mood.


  Michael wasn’t in the house. She knew that without looking. Still, she couldn’t keep herself from crossing the hall to the room that already seemed to have taken on some imprint of his presence. She’d been so aware of him lying here in this bed for all the hours of the previous night. She had practically been able to feel him listening when she went downstairs for some late-night water. Even when she’d finally slept, the awareness of his nearness had crept into her dreams, where he’d been so much closer.


  He’d made the bed, but imperfectly. Unconsciously, she trailed her fingers over the rumpled spread where it exposed some of the pillow. She caught herself caressing the material and snatched her hand back.


  If she had to be touching something, she’d be better off cleaning things up. She pulled open the desk drawer and scooped in some earlier drafts of her homeless proposal. No sense in letting Michael see this. He might actually begin to glimpse the real Tris, and heaven knew she wouldn’t want to confuse him that way. She grimaced down at the cleared desk top and wondered if her feeling fell under the heading of bitterness or self-pity.


  Impulsively, she snatched the picture of the four of them off the bulletin board, tearing it a little where the thumbtack wouldn’t let go. How many times had she stared at his face in that picture, telling herself that the emotions were simply a trick of shadow and light, and not totally believing it. Well, believe it now, kid.


  Movement drew her gaze to the window, and she saw Michael, across the street, clearing the walk in front of the Grabowskis’ while young Mikey plied a shovel nearly as big as himself and chattered happily, apparently undeterred by his audience’s grim expression. Good, let him shovel the entire neighborhood for all she cared.


  She spun away from the window and tromped down the stairs. The ringing telephone saved her from having to decide what to do with herself.


  In response to her muttered hello came Paul’s voice, vibrant and amused. “Hey, Tris, how’re you doing in the Great D.C. Blizzard?”


  “Hi, Paul. I’m fine.”


  “Yeah, you sound it. What happened, cousin, get caught in a snowbank overnight?”


  That would have explained the sensation of ice encircling her heart, but it wasn’t that simple. “How’d you know about the storm?”


  “I was talking to Michael and— You did know he was in Washington now, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  A pause followed her syllable. She could almost imagine Paul sitting in his office, chair tilted back, feet propped on the desk. He would recognize her unwillingness to talk. Considering it, he might let his eyes wander to the photo of the four of them he kept in his office, now joined by the more recent edition as well as several pictures of Bette. Then he’d make up his mind, straighten his shoulders and plunge ahead.


  “Yeah, well, I was talking to him on the phone yesterday morning—” her lips tilted up slightly as he spoke right on cue, and some of the tension left her “— and he mentioned it was snowing some. Then it was all over the news last night how our nation’s capital had ground to a halt because of a little white stuff. I’ve been trying to get through all day. You and Michael. All I get are recordings at the offices, and the telephone company saying your phone was out of order until just now. But there’s no answer at Michael’s.”


  “He’s here.”


  “He’s… he’s there? With you?”


  She couldn’t deny a small thrill at nonplussing her unflappable cousin.


  “Yes. With me. Although right now he’s outside with Mikey Grabowski. Still, I think that qualifies as being here with me.”


  “Hot damn! That’s terrific!”


  She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. She did neither. She sighed, deeply and wearily, sank down on a stool and rested her elbow on the breakfast bar.


  “I’ve known it for years. Years! I told Bette, and she just said to leave you two alone because—”


  “Oh, Paul.”


  The silence was abrupt and complete for all of three seconds. “Oh, Paul’? That doesn’t sound good.”


  “It’s not.”


  “You don’t still have a thing for—”


  “Don’t you start, too!”


  “All right, all right. What happened?”


  Telling him came surprisingly easy. And somehow, saying the words out loud, the problems didn’t sound quite so insurmountable.


  “Sounds to me like you just have to talk out this Grady issue, and the two of you will be all set.”


  “I don’t think it’s that simple.”


  “Why?”


  Wondering if she’d imagined an indecipherable note in Paul’s voice, she shifted her shoulders in frustration. “I don’t know. There’s something . . . It’s like there’s something he knows that I don’t, but somehow I’m being held accountable, or judged or . . . Oh, I don’t know. I don’t even know what that means.”


  “What are you going to do about it? Give up?”


  “No.” She hadn’t honestly known what she was going to do until she heard her heartfelt answer. Heartfelt. That was the key. She couldn’t give up, not the way she felt about Michael. Her heart wouldn’t let her. She had to follow these emotions to wherever they led. Even if that meant heartbreak.


  “Cheer up, kid. I seem to remember you telling me over and over how true love could conquer all.”


  “When did I say that?”


  “When Jean Marie Rustin broke up with me.”


  She made a sound of disbelief. “You were a freshman in college and I was a sophomore in high school at the time, Paul. Are you holding me accountable for what I said then? People change, grow up.”


  “Yeah, people do.” Tris thought she caught an echo of something in his voice, but then it disappeared. Had the same thought occurred to him, that Michael didn’t want her to grow up, that he was still stuck on the girl of twelve years ago? “So, what about now? You still think love should automatically be perfect?”


  “No.”


  “Don’t you?” He asked the question almost absently, as if his mind had started on another track.


  Did she? Maybe it was a question to consider. Did she expect an easy solution, a painless transition from feeling friendship for Michael to feeling . . . what?


  “I gave the proposal to that contact I told you about last week,” she said abruptly. “He said he’d get it to Joan Bradon this week.”


  Honesty might force her to recognize her blurted words as a detour from considering the proper label for what she felt for Michael Dickinson, but it made sense—a long-distance phone call wasn’t the time to get into such thorny questions.


  “Does Michael know?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I haven’t told him.”


  “That much I’d figured out myself. What I want to know is why you haven’t told him?”


  “It just seemed to complicate things. And he’s got enough to worry about, with getting settled in on the Hill and moving and everything.”


  “Is that really the reason?”


  Was it? The proposal was part of her adult life, far from the Tris that Michael knew in college, the one he might still care for in a way he didn’t care for the new her.


  “I bet your accountant would love to know you’re calling long distance to play Twenty Questions.”


  “My accountant’s thrilled that I’m going to be in D.C. next weekend making important contacts with important people. Although he won’t be half as green-eyed as Judi. She was practically spitting bullets she was so mad. But she’s got some big test coming up in school and can’t get away.”


  “She must be disappointed.” But Tris knew she wasn’t disappointed her young cousin wouldn’t be coming, although that made her feel a little guilty. She’d always liked Judi, but having her around, flirting with Michael, was more than she could take right now. Especially if he flirted back.


  While she’d been thinking along more personal lines, she realized Paul had returned to the subject of getting ready to come to D.C. for the inauguration. “And he’ll understand perfectly that I need to call to make arrangements for such a high-powered trip.”


  “Uh-huh. Like what arrangements?”


  “Like checking to see if Michael’s asked you to all these party things.”


  “Yes.” She decided to ignore his self-satisfied chortle. “Anything else?”


  “Yes, asking if Bette and I can stay with you. Grady can rough it at Michael’s, but I don’t want Bette sleeping on the floor, and Michael’s furniture probably won’t arrive in time.”


  Tris smiled a little to herself. She wasn’t the only one of their group who’d changed. Come to think of it, there were differences in all of them. Commitment-shy Paul had a wife he loved and looked out for. Self-centered Grady fretted about two friends’ problem. And Michael . . . the changes in Michael were much more difficult to define. Maybe because she was still discovering them.


  “Of course you can stay with me.”


  “Good. That’ll give me more time to ask questions, too.”


   


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


   


  She’d polished two-thirds of the wooden kitchen cabinets, punishing her arm and shoulder muscles with harder and harder strokes each time her mind threatened to stray to Michael, when she heard the front door open and close.


  About time. Not that she’d really been concerned about him out there without a proper jacket and with the winter sun rapidly losing strength. Pneumonia would serve him right.


  She rubbed the cabinet front vigorously when she found herself envisioning Michael stretched out in bed—her bed—with her as his very devoted nurse.


  “Tris.”


  A cool glance over her shoulder revealed him leaning against the doorjamb, cheeks ruddy with the cold, hair whipped by the wind, and looking incredibly healthy and vital.


  “You’ll freeze,” she said coolly. “You’d better go change out of those clothes. If they’re wet, the dryer’s in the closet across from the bathroom.”


  “Are you worrying about me now because you don’t want to be accused of cruelty to idiots?”


  She refused to respond to his lopsided smile. “Right.”


  He pushed his right hand through his hair, and she had to turn away before she did something stupid like burst into tears. Or throw herself into his arms.


  “Tris, I’m sorry. I was an ass.”


  “You’ve got that right.”


  “Dammit, Tris, are you even going to listen to me?”


  Fairness demanded that she give him that much. She turned around, but she crossed her arms across her chest and leaned against the counter at the farthest point from his position. She could see him read her body language and she heard his sigh. He moved into the kitchen, but stayed more than an arm’s length away.


  “I never meant to hurt you, Tris. Not by anything I said, not by anything . . . we did.”


  His voice was low, and a little husky. There was no doubting his words. He cleared his throat. “It was just that as long as I’ve known you, you’ve wanted Grady, and I thought— All right, I didn’t think.” He held up a hand, palm out, as if he sensed the words welling up in her and wanted to stop them. “Maybe I’m a little slow adjusting. Maybe I don’t always like changes, like you said.”


  She watched his brows draw together and saw a shadow pass over his face, something more than puzzlement. Something almost like pain. Her arms came uncrossed, and she stopped herself from reaching to him only by gripping the edge of the counter at either side of her hips.


  “But let me tell you, it takes some adapting to get used to you.” He glanced up quickly at the involuntary sound she made, his frown disappearing into a rueful grimace. “I didn’t mean it quite like that. For someone who’s supposed to be pretty good at stating political positions, I’m really making a mess of this.”


  His sigh carried a load of frustration.


  “What I’m trying to say is I knew this leggy, impulsive girl, knew her through and through. And then it seems as if I blinked and she was transformed into this woman—-this lovely, warm, sensuous woman.” His eyes met hers for the space of a long exhaled breath that forced thought out of her and replaced it with the remembered sensations of his arms around her, his body moving against hers. And for that instant, her heart soared with the hope that he did cherish the woman, not just the girl. Then he looked away, and rationality returned. “But I still see flashes of the girl and I don't know . . .”


  His hand worked a path through his hair once more. “I just don’t know, Tris. Maybe you have a better idea what’s going on.”


  Maybe, maybe not. Was friendship all he could feel for her? Was it the memory of her as she’d been or the person she was now that he cared for? The possible answers frightened her. But one issue held no terrors for her, one issue was absolutely clear.


  “I don’t deny I had a longtime crush on Grady. There’d be no sense in denying it even if I wanted to, because you were there to hear all about it. And I wouldn’t want to deny it. It was part of my growing up. But I grew out of it long ago, Michael. I’d discovered a long time ago that Grady wasn’t the man for me. That week we were all together just confirmed it for me.”


  The question of what she’d discovered about Michael during that week hung in the air between them, unspoken. She could try to tell him now. But she wasn’t entirely sure of the answer . . . And she could see from his face that he was even less sure.


  “And I would never, ever use somebody the way you accused me of using you.”


  “Tris, I—”


  She didn’t want to hear him say he was sorry again. Not now, with undeniable hope surging in her. In his whole explanation, he’d never once said that all he felt for her, all he could ever feel for her, was friendship. With that to build on, hope was already reaching skyscraper heights.


  “You better get that shower. Then I could use some help getting dinner.”


  And a lot of help chasing memories out of her head. About the way he’d looked coming out of a shower in August in Illinois, and her wonderings about the taste and feel and scent of his shower-clean body. About the fact that she’d experienced those sensations. Just once.


  
    * * * *

  


  She said she’d gotten over Grady Roberts. What did that mean to him? And why the hell wasn’t he elated?


  Michael stared at his reflection in the shower-fogged mirror and asked himself the questions that had been echoing in his head since he’d plucked himself out of a snowbank several hours earlier.


  She said she was long over Grady. Infatuation, she’d called it. A college crush.


  He toweled off vigorously, and pulled on his clothes.


  There’d certainly been no mistaking her anger at his belief that she’d seen him as a substitute for Grady that night in the bedroom over the garage. He caught the image of his wry expression in the mirror as he picked up the discarded clothes.


  But that would mean that all she’d given that night was really given to him—for him. He saw again the concentrated desire on her face, a face framed by the silken sweep of her hair that tangled and teased his hands. He heard again her voice, saying his name in a way that made him know he gave her pleasure. He felt again fingers that curled into his shoulders in urgent desire, fingers that held on to him with a wonderful tightness as the body below his rose to meet his demands. Lord . . . Tris.


  He scooped up his damp clothes and headed to the dryer across the hail. The clothes inside, he absently twisted the knob to set the timer, then started the machine up. It hummed and whirred under his hand. If only his mind, this roiling mix of fear and hope, were as easy to turn on . . . and off. Instead his thoughts tumbled with about as much order as the clothes being dried.


  Tris had always stood for dependability to him, for affection and caring that would never waver. She gave her heart and never took it back. Knowing that about her, admiring that about her had made it possible for him to accept that she would always want Grady. But now . . . What now?


  She had thought she loved Grady and then Terrence. She certainly had cared deeply for them. He didn’t doubt that. Yet now she thought she cared for him. How long would it last? How long before he, too, was in the past tense in her heart?


  She would never hurt him on purpose, but many people in this world hurt without intention. Many people did not equate love with permanence. They took the moment’s emotion and left it behind when the moment ended. But he wasn’t one of them. He’d sworn he’d never be one of them. He’d been certain Tris wasn’t, either. All these years he’d believed that she would always care for Grady, knowing with total conviction that she was not the type to move on from one “love” to another.


  What if he was wrong? What if he’d been wrong all this time? What if the person he’d given his heart to twelve years ago turned out to be that kind? What then? Because he very much feared that his heart at least had never strayed in twelve long years.


  
    * * * *

  


  “So you like living here?”


  Michael’s murmured question broke a silence that had been long and comfortable. They were both sitting on the floor, backs supported by the couch and legs stretched toward the flickering fire, the remains of their dinner on the coffee table they’d pushed aside to better enjoy the fire. Tris felt mellow with the aftereffects of the day’s exercise, the food, the wine and most definitely the company.


  “It’s a great neighborhood. Quiet. Safe. Wonderful neighbors, but still near everything.”


  “Yeah, I was surprised to find it so suburban-looking this close to downtown.”


  “That’s me, just an old suburban matron.” She twisted a little, feeling a twinge in her shoulders from the double strain of shoveling and polishing.


  “Sore?”


  “Mmm. A little.”


  “Here, turn around.” As she complied, he sat up straighter and shifted so he was behind her, close enough that she felt the warmth of his presence, but touching only where his hands kneaded her shoulders.


  She clutched the pillow that had been supporting her head and let out a hum of satisfaction, not bothering to speculate how much came from the easing of groaning muscles and how much from the delicious tightening of other muscles at his touch.


  “Better?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I wouldn’t worry about being viewed as a suburban matron if I were you. I have it on the best authority that you’re the hottest thing in the neighborhood. Especially in the summer when you wear shorts.”


  “What? Who in the world said that?” She turned to look over her shoulder at him, chuckling despite the utter seriousness of his expression.


  “Mikey Grabowski.”


  She laughed outright. “Mikey? Mikey’s all of nine years old!”


  “Uh-huh,” he agreed with no abatement of solemnity. “But Mikey has a sixteen-year-old brother whom he cites as his source, and there is no greater authority on women on the face of this earth than sixteen-year-old boys.”


  “Good heavens. Chris Grabowski? He’s just a—”


  “Don’t say it. And don’t ever let him know you think it. He’d be crushed.”


  “Lord, I will never be able to garden in shorts again. I’ll feel like I have to wrap myself up in a sheet every time I walk out the front door!”


  “Ah.” His breath of satisfaction whispered at her ear, even as his fingers traveled from her shoulders to the tops of her arms, still soothing the muscles. “Then this little talk hasn’t been wasted.”


  “Why, you manipulative. . . manipulative politician!”


  She twisted around to land a blow with the pillow.


  “Just trying to keep this fine neighborhood safe from hot women gardeners.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  She landed another pillow blow, and another. He interrupted his laughter for a pro forma “ow” after each one. Then, as he dodged a fourth strike, the “ow” sounded different, and his hands instinctively went to his neck.


  “Aha! Sore?” She pounced on the sign of discomfort, but stopped her attack.


  “A little.” He shot her a sheepish smile as he echoed her earlier words, and she felt her heart constrict in a most distracting way.


  “Well, turnabout’s only fair, so turn around,” she said lightly.


  He sent her a look hard to decipher, then turned with a trace of reluctance. She knelt behind him, contemplating the broad shoulders under the old sweatshirt, narrowing to where the snug jeans molded to him, and decided that turnabout could also be taken a step further. She scooted closer, until her knees enclosed his hips. His back straightened as if his whole body had just been called to attention, but before he could protest, she put her palms to the tight muscles at either side of his neck, rocking and pressing so effectively that she heard his small groan of reaction almost immediately.


  Leaning forward, she spoke into his ear, trying to imitate his earlier conversational tone. “I have it on pretty good authority that you’re not so bad yourself.”


  “Tris.” His tone was admonishing, but his head dropped forward under her questing fingers, so she figured that outweighed any warning.


  “ ‘Hunk,’ I believe, was the description. Not, perhaps, as strong a term as ‘hot.’ But then there was a member of the older generation present, and their sensibilities had to be taken into account.” She brushed against him, not quite sure herself if the touch of her breasts to his back was deliberate or not, but most pleased by the sound he tried to swallow. “And this judgment came from someone considerably older than nine, or sixteen. For that matter, I believe I saw the opinion reflected in the eyes of several women last August.”


  “Tris—”


  Oh, she knew the dangers of not heeding his cautions, of turning the conversation from the teasing of a moment earlier. But somehow, even with all that had happened between them, she knew Michael would not let her fall if she took a misstep on this tightrope.


  “And I realized they were right. I was the one who hadn’t been seeing clearly.”


  Her fingers slipped into the sweatshirt neck widened by age and fanned wide across the smooth, tight skin of his upper back. She wanted more.


  “I’d always thought you so calm, so rational. I didn’t recognize the heat underneath. Until . . . until you held me. You surprised me, Michael. I thought I knew you so well but you surprised me.”


  She wanted to touch him more, to slide her palms across the well-remembered contours of his back, but he surprised her again, twisting around abruptly and catching her wrists in a hard grip.


  He bit off a word even before he’d spoken it, but she knew it was going to be “don’t.” She couldn’t quite meet his eyes, instead watching the rapid rise and fall of his chest. His hands on her wrists hurt a little, but she didn’t want him to let go. She might fall completely if he did.


  “It was an artificial situation, Tris.” He’d regained most of his calm when he spoke. That irritated her. Why should he be calm when she felt such confusion? “I understand that.”


  “I don’t. What are you saying, Michael?”


  “It wasn’t real. The whole week. A wedding’s a pretty emotional time anyway, and then there was all the emotion of all of us together, and remembering the past, and the way things were and . . .”


  She knew Grady had edged into his thoughts from the tenor of extreme reasonableness in his voice.


  “And the way things weren’t,” she finished for him.


  “Yeah, that, too.”


  “And you think that’s why I made love to you?”


  “It’s natural, Tris. All those emotions . . . Old emotions and new emotions. Changes.”


  “If you’re going to say again that I used you as some sort of substitute—”


  He held up a palm in a peacekeeping gesture. “No. No, I promise. Besides, you can’t push me down this time. I’m already down.”


  He recaptured her hands, one in each of his, and she found something hopeful in that.


  “Okay.” She let her ire subside. If he could be reasonable, so could she. And they’d just see where reason led. ‘So you think I made love to you out of an excess of emotions that I didn’t know how to deal with.”


  He grimaced at her summation. His slight shrug could have acknowledged her accuracy or the uselessness of trying to explain further.


  “All right, so let’s say that’s why you think I made love to you.” She drew a deep breath and he seemed to still suddenly as if he sensed a danger. She issued her challenge. “Then why did you make love to me?”


  Motionless, he stared into her eyes. But she could read nothing in his. She controlled the urge to shiver at their blankness, and met his look as steadily as she could, very aware that he still held her hands where they rested on her knees.


  When he shifted his weight and grinned at her, she felt as if he’d crossed a line of some sort. But her heart sank at the unfamiliar slant of his mouth. There was no hint of a dimple, and this wasn’t his usual little-boy grin. It was an impostor.


  “Well, you got to admit you came on like gangbusters. A guy would have to be crazy to pass up . . .” He started off fine, but it didn’t last, and soon his voice faded into nothing. She offered up a silent prayer of thanks that he had been made so incapable of lying.


  He lifted his hand, taking hers with it, to brush a lock of hair back from her cheek with his knuckles, then let a pent-up breath escape in the sound of a small defeat. “I made love to you because you were so damn beautiful. Because you’re you, Tris. And I have never been able to resist that temptation.”


  “I don’t want you to resist, Michael.” She wanted the words to be strong and assured. They were a whisper. Her laugh came out shaky and low. “I’ve done my best to show you that, Good heavens, I’ve brazenly thrown myself at you every time trying to show you that.”


  “Not every time.” In that low-voiced denial she heard the gruffness of desire, and she remembered how he’d awakened her during the night in the bedroom over the garage, and how he had shown her how much he did want her, needed her. His words now and the memory of his loving then gave her the courage to say more.


  “There’s no one else around this time,” she said. “No other emotions complicating our feelings. No nostalgia for the past, no sentimental journeys home. Nothing artificial about the circumstances this time. Just you and me. It’s very simple.”


  She lifted her hand to his face, taking his hand along as he had hers.


  When she cupped her palm to mold it to his cheek, Michael spread his hand atop hers to press it tighter to his face, then turned to touch his lips to the delicate skin at the base of her fingers.


  He knew she was wrong. Lord, she was wrong. Simple? When had there ever been anything simple about the two of them? And nothing artificial? What could be more artificial than being insulated by drifts of snow and warmed by a roaring fire and good wine? No other emotions? How about longing and need and passion?


  “Michael?” In her voice he felt the remembered vulnerable timbre of her questions five months before. Will you dance with me? May I come up to your room? Will you kiss me?


  He looked into her eyes and saw the uncertainty and the desire. And more, he saw the need. Tris needed him, and that, as always, was the temptation he stood no chance of resisting.


  “Yes, Tris.”


  He freed his hands from hers and set them on her jawline, sweeping his thumbs across the soft sharpness of her cheekbones. He bent to touch her lips, gently, slowly. Then he slid his fingers farther into her hair and curled his hands more securely around her head to pull her tightly against his mouth, so that her lips parted and her tongue met his. He loosened his hold when they were both breathless and lifted his head enough to look into her eyes again. The desire and the need were there, stronger and darker. The uncertainty was gone.


  He’d force himself to take it slow this time. Not to let the passion pull them under too quickly. To let it build gradually, so that if the uncertainty returned . . . If the uncertainty returned, he’d go crazy, but he’d stop. God help him, he’d stop.


  “Slow,” he murmured against her mouth. “Slow.”


  She mumbled something, but slow or not, he was too greedy for her taste to let the words escape her lips.


  Still sampling the dark sweetness of her mouth and tongue, he let his hands glide slowly, so slowly, down the length of her neck, feeling the arch of it under his fingers as she bent back to receive his kiss.


  His caresses spoke of infinity as he explored her through the medium of her sweater. Under his hands, the knit became an erotic abrasive. She longed to have it gone, to erase all barriers between them, but when at last—at long, lazy last—he languidly removed the sweater, she found no release. Only more need.


  She wondered hazily how he could keep his loving so slow on the surface while she could sense—and share—the surging urgency underneath. The passion they had experienced five months ago had been almost alien to their relationship. Tonight, she felt something new. As if elements of their easy friendship overlaid the desire, creating a third stage. A new level, distinct and very potent.


  His mouth, long journeying from her chin to her nipple, at last reached its destination, and he opened his mouth to pull on it through the lace of her bra. She arched, in pleasure and frustrated longing to draw him closer still, to draw him into the closest of embraces. Now.


  But she couldn’t gather enough wits to express any of that until he broke contact to start another joltingly languorous exploration of her other breast.


  “Michael, please.’’


  “Slow.”


  She took a quick, deep breath, trying to steady herself. She didn’t consider the resulting movement of her breasts until she heard Michael’s rumbled groan, and then she allowed herself a small smile.


  “All right, slow. But only after you catch up with me.”


  With some regret, but also a dose of self-preservation, she broke away.


  He let her go, a horrible doubt slicing into him for the instant before he saw her eyes. Then he relaxed. Momentarily.


  She slipped her hands, wide open, under the sweatshirt, managing to caress a couple hundred million nerve-endings while lifting the shirt over his head. She leaned forward to circle him with her arms and stroke her hands over his back.


  “I love your back.”


  He mimicked her action, sweeping his hands along the delicate indentation of her backbone. “Me, too.”


  Encountering the encumbrance of her bra, he quickly unhooked it. The lacy material swung loose between them and he felt it like a teasing feather against his chest. Reflexively, he pulled her to him, relishing the way her soft breasts pressed the lace against his skin. “But I like other parts, too.”


  “Me, too.”


  She sounded a little breathless, although he knew for a fact that she was breathing, because he could feel the movement of her lungs under his hands and could feel the effects of her breaths against the skin where she was nibbling along the cord of his neck. Could feel it there and in every square inch of his body.


  She backed away enough to let him look into her eyes.


  The desire and the need shone in her, flaring as brightly as the fire before them.


  “Yeah? What else do you like?”


  With a motion so slow he could hardly bear it, she pulled the straps of her bra down on her arms. Deliberately, she set the bra aside, then put her hands, warm and soft, on his chest. Their progress down his chest was wickedly languid. A slow-motion torture of pleasure as she tempted his nipples with gentle touches, then too soon deserted them to slide lower and lower over ribs and muscles that battled not to tremble.


  At the snap to his jeans, her fingers fumbled long enough for him to wonder if she really was nervous or just prolonging his agony of anticipation. Then the rasp of the zipper came in time to his breathing. He captured her hand and brought it to the waistband of his briefs.


  “Touch me, Tris. If you want to, touch me.”


  “I want to.”


  And from her touch, he knew she did.


  He knew it was her hands that freed him, that stoked the fire so hot that he had to still them once, twice. But he wasn’t aware of stripping off the rest of her clothes and the rest of his until he was settled between her legs.


  “Oh, God. Tris.”


  “It’s okay. Michael.”


  “Slow. Going . . . to give you . . . slow.”


  The tinge of desperation in her soft laugh did nothing to cool him. “Somehow I’d forgotten you were the one saying slow.”


  He eased slightly away from her, bowing his body to open his mouth over her stomach and take a mockingly gentle bite of the soft flesh there. “I meant it. Something must have made me forget that resolve—temporarily.”


  He set about proving to her just how firm his resolution could be, determined to stretch their communication, their knowledge of each other. Courting familiarity by listening to her body, tuning himself to what she needed, where a touch would make her tremble, how a kiss could make her sigh. And he knew she was doing the same. She had to be, because she would touch her lips to his collarbone, her fingers to his hip, her breasts to his chest, and only then did he realize he had wanted that touch above all other touches at that instant.


  The exertion of patience left its sheen on their bodies when he finally acceded to the pleas of her soft voice and urging fingers and positioned himself above her. He looked into her eyes as he gradually brought himself into her body. She lifted her hips to take him more deeply, and they stilled.


  He wanted to hold this moment forever. He wanted to extract every millisecond from it. He wanted the simple rightness of this sensation to last forever. But a movement started in one of them, and echoed to the other, then back, growing stronger and faster with each exchange until there was no knowing where one ended and the next began. The movements became shudders, and then cries, and then boneless, nerveless exhaustion and small sounds of content.


  Michael shifted some of his weight off Tris, but did not break their union. Time passed, but the increments weren’t important to him. She was right; what there was between them was simple, as simple as this. And she was wrong, because what there was between them was also as complex as this.


  
    * * * *

  


  “I’m glad their flight comes in before rush hour. That way I can get off a little early to pick them up at the airport and have Grady settled at your place and Paul and Bette here, before we meet you at the restaurant for dinner. You’re sure you’ll be able to get away in time?”


  “I’m sure.” He automatically shifted to one side to give her better access to the mirror as she brushed her hair.


  “Did I tell you I invited Leslie?”


  “Uh-huh,” he grunted as he lifted his chin to pass one end of his tie over the other.


  “Seven-thirty, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Tying his tie, he could still watch her, and marvel at how in the seven days since the heavens had dumped a snowstorm on Washington, D.C., they had meshed their daily lives.


  In the mornings they equably shared the bathroom as they got ready for work, leaving together to walk—through snow that melted as rapidly as Tris had predicted—to the Metro headed for downtown and their jobs. In the evenings, they put together dinner from the basics Tris had on hand and some specialties one or the other of them happened to pick up during the day. And in the nights. . . ah, the nights.


  Tris swung away from the mirror and headed back to the bedroom. Peering at his image as he straightened his tie and shirt collar, Michael caught a glimpse of the sly grin on his face.


  The nights were what had him smiling stupidly all through the days, and thinking ahead to the time when he could go home to Tris.


  Home .


  The word caught him off guard. Was he considering this narrow brick house his home? He had a key, yes. And Tris had certainly made him welcome. He’d hardly been back to the small apartment farther up Connecticut Avenue for more than changes of clothes.


  But home. That implied things he wasn’t sure he wanted implied. Things like counting on permanence, like staking your future on the steadfastness of someone else’s heart.


  They said the desire for a home was inbred, but he might be better off ignoring that and honing some of his other instincts. Like self-preservation.


  “Michael? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.”


  He stood in the doorway and watched Tris smooth a stocking over her leg and felt the clutch of another instinct. The instinct to return her to that warm, mussed bed and use only a small slice of its wide surface.


  “I wish you could come with me to the airport to pick them all up this afternoon.”


  “It’s an important meeting.”


  “Oh, I know. And we’ve been very lucky that you’ve had so much free time this week.” She looked up at him through her lashes as she buttoned her blouse, and he felt his body tightening, despite the shared shower—long and steamy and most satisfying—that had already put them behind this morning.


  He talked to divert his mind in hopes his body would take the hint. “It’s the inauguration. Everybody has so many social obligations there’s not much time left for work.”


  “I’ve heard that some senator once said it was a lot less work to govern than to inaugurate.” She fastened her skirt and pulled her shoes from the closet.


  “I believe it.”


  He knew what could happen. How many times had he seen his mother or father go through this euphoria with a new partner? How many times had they told him that this time, this person was really it? How many times had he believed them and gotten involved in their latest loves’ lives? And how many times had those people—nice people, generally, good people—disappeared along with the supposed never-ending love? And there he’d be, turning around to be introduced to someone new.


  The only way he’d learned to cope was to not let the changes permeate the fabric of his life, to let them skim over him and to hold on to the certainties he did have with both hands. To cultivate those certainties, like his ability, like his regard for Joan Bradon and a few others, like his friendships with Grady, Paul . . . and Tris.


  There was no way to avoid all changes, so he’d felt the pain of some, like having Laura go out of his life last year. But he knew that pain would be nothing compared to what would happen when Tris moved on. He knew—he feared—she would move on, as she had from Terrence and Grady. And he had to make sure he survived it.


  “Did I give you the name of the restaurant?” she asked as she put gold hoops in her ears and reached for a gold chain.


  “Yes.”


  “And the address?”


  He had to forcibly restrain himself from giving in to the temptation to take the chain from her hands and fasten it around her neck, knowing full well that that would lead to kissing her vulnerable, velvet nape and that would lead to so much more. “Yes. You wrote it all down, and I have the paper here in my pocket. You’re treating me like a kindergartner. You want to pin it to my coat?”


  Her smile was a little quizzical and he knew his rough tone was the cause.


  “No. I just want to be sure you’ll be there. I’m sure Paul and Bette and Grady and Leslie will want to see you. And I know that after twelve hours I will be more than eager to see you.” She passed him on her way out the door, pausing to brush a kiss both promising and fleeting across his lips.


  “C’mon, I think we have time for one cup of coffee if we hurry.” She made the words sound like an invitation of an entirely different sort.


  He clenched his hands at his sides to keep from reaching for her as they headed down the stairs.


   


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


   


  “Michael's place is on the sixth floor.” Tris led the way into the small elevator, and caught the look Bette and Paul exchanged as she turned around to press the button. “He told me when he gave me the key,” she added.


  That was true. She’d never been to his apartment, because he’d been at her house for all this short, idyllic week. She felt her stomach give a little lurch as the elevator started a sluggish ascent, but she didn’t think her reaction was to the motion.


  Was the idyll over? Was that why he’d been acting so odd this morning? He’d seemed both more intense and more removed somehow. There’d been an emotion so strong in him that she’d felt its waves halfway across the bedroom. But she couldn’t define it. Wariness? Uneasiness? Perhaps those could be explained if he still had a lingering doubt about her feelings for Grady and he was keyed up by the prospect of them all being together again.


  But what about the other possible labels her mind had come up with for his mood? Like fear. Or distrust.


  “C’mon, Tris. We need the key to open the door.”


  Shaking her head free of her questions, she followed the rest of them out of the elevator. She unlocked the door to 605 and swung it open wide. “Michael said to leave your stuff anywhere, Grady.”


  Grady, followed by Bette and Paul, walked to the center of the room before thunking down his suitcase on the carpeted floor.


  “Yeah, anywhere,” he muttered.


  “Great decorator,” commented Paul, looking from the uncurtained windows to the bare walls to the small stack of unpacked boxes.


  “His furniture hasn’t arrived yet.” Tris bristled on Michael’s behalf at the implied criticism. But a whispered question in her mind about whether the unsettled air had a deeper cause than all the time he’d spent at her house sent a shiver down her back. It almost looked as if he weren’t sure he would like the transition to D.C., and he wanted to be ready to pick up and leave, to return to where he’d been before this change in his life.


  “But he did order a bed,” she added for Grady’s benefit, and perhaps, a little, to sidetrack her own thoughts.


  She set off purposefully down the short hall that obviously led to the two bedrooms and bath. In the larger bedroom was a sleeping bag on top of a pallet. Tris wondered if it was her imagination that made it seem so obvious that this wrinkled arrangement hadn’t been used in a week. In the other room was the brand-new bed, the box spring and mattress still enclosed in plastic.


  “Guess he hasn’t had a chance to settle in much,” commented Grady.


  “It does look unlived in,” agreed Bette, innocently—too innocently. “As if he hasn’t spent much time here.”


  Paul emitted a sound of choked laughter. Tris lifted her chin as she met grins from Bette and Grady. All right, so they all knew, or had a pretty good idea, where Michael had been spending his time. She wasn’t ashamed of it. Quite the opposite. And she wished like the dickens that he could be spending his time in her bed these next few days instead of returning here to be host to Grady.


  “He hasn’t,” she said boldly. “And frankly, you’re all putting a definite cramp in our style.”


  The easy laughter that followed her declaration seemed to wash away any traces of awkwardness in adjusting to the newness of her and Michael being more than friends. By the time they’d prepared the bed for use, stowed Grady’s belongings, then done the same with Paul and Bette’s at her house and made their way to the restaurant, Tris felt that she and Michael were accepted as a couple as surely as Paul and Bette were.


  At the restaurant, she discovered there might be one exception to that. Michael.


  Her heart seemed to take an extra beat when she saw him making his way through the crowd to them. He really was, in a most understated way, a hunk. And that was even with the conservative dark suit and white shirt hiding the attributes she had come to know and enjoy intimately over the past seven days.


  The glance he sent her seemed a little constrained. He accepted a kiss and hug from Bette and exchanged warm handshakes with Paul and Grady. But she quickly realized that he was keeping distance—and often a couple other bodies—between the two of them, as if he were afraid that she might grab him and kiss him in front of their friends. Was he uncomfortable about their relationship? Ashamed?


  The stab of hurt at that possibility weakened her enough that she’d been maneuvered into a corner seat before she realized exactly what he had in mind.


  Grady sat at her right. And Michael was at the opposite corner of the table from her, as far as he could get at a cozy table for six in a crowded restaurant.


  What did he think he was doing? Trying to force the clock back to twelve years ago? Was this some sort of test? Or worse. Was some part of him trying to make her return to what, to who she had been, because that was who he loved?


  Wasn’t that a kick? she thought, when she allowed herself to think.


  The girl Tris had thought she was in love with Grady. The woman Tris knew she loved Michael. But Michael was still caught up with the girl Tris. All it would need to be a complete mess was for Grady to fall for her, now, as the woman she was. That would make all three of them miserable.


  But, despite her own troubles, Tris was observant enough to believe that Grady, long the oblivious corner of this triangle, was far from miserable when Leslie came hurrying up to the table.


  At least someone was happy, she thought, with a swell of self-pity. Amid the easy banter of old friends and somewhere between the salad and the main course, anger started chipping away at the self-pity. Who did Michael Dickinson think he was? How dare he push aside the past week as if it hadn’t existed? Because it sure as hell had existed, and so did she. And she wasn’t about to let him pretend otherwise.


  By the time the waiter had cleared the main course and Leslie started to excuse herself from the table, temper had enough strength to push Tris out of her chair and slap her napkin down on the table as if it were a gauntlet as she glared at Michael.


  “I’ll go with you.” She had a sense that everyone looked at her a little strangely then, but the only reaction that really interested her was the startled uncertainty in Michael’s eyes. Good. Let him wonder what was going on in her mind. Let him be concerned just a fraction as much as she had been. Let him worry about how she felt about him for a change.


  She was still considering exactly what she would do to him when the wonder and the concern and the worry finally wore him down enough to break through all his barriers, while she and Leslie stood before the mirror in the ladies’ room, reapplying lipstick and combing their hair. It abruptly struck her that Leslie had been talking earnestly and watching her intently for a couple of minutes. She struggled to catch up with the thread of the conversation.


  “ . . . since we’ve been friends for so long, and your friendship’s very important to me, I think being honest is best. So if you tell me hands-off, that’s the way it’ll be. Not that there’s been any hands-on. Nothing like that, it’s just sometimes I get a sort of vague impression . . . I’d rather head it off beforehand than wait to see if it’s my imagination. I mean, I wouldn’t want you to think I was trying to infringe.” Leslie’s uncharacteristic babbling had Tris staring at her friend, who wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Never mind. I think it’s all my imagination.”


  “What’s your imagination, and what are you talking about, infringe? Infringe on what?”


  Leslie took a deep breath. “Not ‘what,’ ‘who.’ Grady.”


  Tris stared at her a moment in the mirror, then turned to face her. “Oh, God. Not you, too. Not one fool. Two.”


  Leslie’s expression froze. “I know you think you were a fool to care about Grady when you were in school, Tris. But I am not getting involved, and I’m not a fool—”


  Tris shook her head. “Yes, you are, but not the way you think. I don’t mean you and I are the two fools. I mean you and Michael.”


  Leslie’s stiff dignity evaporated instantly. Curiosity could do that. “Michael? How are Michael and I being fools?”


  “By thinking I still have a thing for Grady,” Tris said tartly.


  “I never said—”


  “No, you never said. But why else would you start talking this junk about ‘infringing’?”


  “I just thought . . . I mean, we’ve been friends a long time and I wouldn’t want you to . . .


  “To think you were trying to cut me out with a guy.” Leslie started to protest, but Tris stopped it with a wave of her hand. “Lord, it’s bad enough getting it from Michael, but you! Leslie, I don’t know how to say this any more clearly than I already have. I don’t love Grady Roberts. I never did, not in the way I understand love now. I had a severe case of unrequited infatuation, but that was years ago. Whatever you want to call it, it stopped a long time ago. I know it was gone by the time I met Terrence. And I can tell you that by the third day with Grady last August, I knew with total, utter, absolute certainty that there’d never be anything other than friendship between Grady and me. That other feeling was like a ghost—a pleasant, friendly ghost of a long-gone memory.


  Leslie smiled at her a little sheepishly. “I knew that. I really did. I knew it when you came back from Illinois in August, and I would have had to be wearing a blindfold not to know it when I saw the way you and Michael were looking at each other that day on the Metro. Otherwise I never would have interfered that way.”


  “Oh, no, you never would have interfered,” said Tris with affectionate sarcasm.


  Leslie pretended huffy indignation. “I might interfere now and again, but it’s only top-quality interference. And you can’t tell me any different. I’ve seen you come in every day this week with dark circles under your eyes and those turned-inside grins that say that you’ve found something a darn sight better than sleeping to occupy your nights!”


  Tris abruptly turned away to return her comb and lipstick to her purse.


  “Tris? What is it? Is something wrong? Oh, Lord, have I put my foot in it? Was I totally wrong about how you’ve been looking this week?”


  “No. You weren’t, but now . . .” She raised her head to meet Leslie’s searching look.


  “But now you’re not sure,” Leslie supplied, and Tris nodded. “I’ve got to admit I wondered a little at the seating arrangement tonight. That’s why I was asking about— well, you know. So what’s happening?”


  “I don’t know. That’s what’s so frustrating. Last night everything was fine. Then this morning, when we were talking about everybody coming in, and the plans for the weekend, it was as if he backed up about a hundred miles.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”


  Through the rest of the meal, and even when everyone returned to her house for a nightcap, she had no opportunity to confront Michael with that question of “why,” because they were always in a group, with no chance for private conversation. Almost as if Michael had planned it that way. And through the weekend rush of sight-seeing and party-hopping that absorbed them all, she had the distinct impression he meant to keep it that way.


  
    * * * *

  


  Emerging from the dim, cozy restaurant into the brightness of a sparkling winter day, Michael watched Senator Joan Bradon and their two business-lunch companions blink against the cold dazzle of the sky, trying to get their bearings. He didn’t need to do that because he knew exactly where he was. A block and a half from Tris's office. Tris.


  He flagged a taxi and enclosed the other two in it, then turned to search for another cab to take the senator and himself back to Capitol Hill.


  “Joan! Joan Bradon!”


  Michael watched Joan’s face crease into a smile as a gray-overcoated man separated himself from the flow of the sidewalk traffic. Even the expensive tailoring didn’t mask that this man had a burly enough build to match the deep voice.


  “Hello, Morton. How are you?”


  “Same as always. But how are you? Welcome to Washington, Senator Bradon. Congratulations!”


  “You already congratulated me, or didn’t you know your secretary sent me flowers the day after I won the election?”


  “Of course I knew, and I sent them, not my secretary. But I thought you might have forgotten.”


  “Not a chance. But of course, you were just covering all the bases, weren’t you?” She turned to Michael. “Michael, you remember Morton Treen, don’t you?”


  He did. As he shook hands, he contemplated the man. Truly a political animal, with no official title or power, but with plenty of clout. Gray suited him. Michael knew Morton Treen had done enough expedient, self-serving deals to dim any white hat he’d try to wear, yet he’d accomplished enough good to prevent anyone from ever painting him black. He fit Washington perfectly.


  “Good to see you again, Michael. And Joan, this is absolutely providential running into you this way. I have something I’d like to throw your way. It could get you off to a flying start on the Hill, really make a name for yourself right away. Do you have some time?”


  Michael met Joan’s look and gave an infinitesimal shrug. With the city gearing up for the inauguration festivities, work was rather piecemeal.


  “Certainly, Morton.” She turned to Michael. “I’ll meet you back at the office. Or better yet, why don’t you take the afternoon off? I know you have friends in from out of town, and you’re looking a little tired. You need to relax more, enjoy yourself.”


  She gave him a small push, and turned to take Morton Treen’s arm, heading back into the restaurant.


  Michael smiled a little as he watched them. Morton Treen might be a tough political animal, but he’d put his money on Joan any day.


  He’d walked a block and a half before his conscious mind acknowledged what his subconscious apparently had known all along. He was going to see Tris. He’d missed her. These past few days, wrestling with his doubts and seeing her only in the midst of crowds, he’d really missed her. He paused outside her office building, considering the words emblazoned above the door. One word caught his attention—Preservation. That was what he should be thinking about. Self-preservation. Preserving his heart. Ensuring that when she moved on from him, there was still some of him left. Anything left.


  He stared at the word. Preservation. Self-preservation.


  Hell, who was he kidding? There wasn’t anything left of his heart to preserve. She had it all. Probably had since her freshman year in college, twelve long years ago.


  He pushed open the plate-glass door and went in.


  
    * * * *

  


  The quick knock on her half-opened door hardly penetrated Tris’s mind.


  “C’mon in,” she called and started to turn around without disturbing either the half of her mind occupied by a Midwestern group’s convoluted efforts to save a landmark inn, or the half occupied by the complex man who was driving her crazy . . . and who was standing in her doorway with the most curious expression on his face she’d ever seen. As if the desire to smile at her made him frown.


  “Michael.” The tightening of her throat softened the word into a whisper.


  “Hi, Tris. Busy? The woman up front said to come on back.”


  “Yes. I mean, no, I’m not busy. And I’m glad you came on back.”


  She crossed to the door, and he stepped into the room as she closed it. She watched him survey the small office, taking in the bookshelves, the open folders on her desk, the orderly clutter of a space well organized and well used.


  “I’ve missed you, Michael.”


  He completed his circuit of the room and stood before her as she leaned against the door. Something in him wouldn’t allow him to make the same admission. “You just saw me last night.”


  “Mmm-hmm. Me and approximately three thousand other people at the Kennedy Center.”


  “Didn’t you enjoy the gala? All those stars, all those dressed-to-the-nines celebrities?”


  “It was all right.”


  “Just all right? I thought you were the one telling me a week ago that those were the hottest tickets in town.”


  “They were. But there are other things I’d rather do. Things you can’t very well do at the Kennedy Center with three thousand people around.”


  “Other things? Like what?”


  “Like this.” She slid her hands up his chest, burrowing under the open topcoat and suit jacket so only the fine cotton of his shirt separated her palms from his skin. At his shoulders, she moved her hands higher, reaching around his neck to pull herself close, at the same time urging his head down to hers.


  He required little urging. She felt the taut need in him an instant before his mouth found hers. His tongue thrust between her lips as his body pressed her firmly against the door. Welcoming the weight and heat of him, she shifted to accommodate the knee he slid between hers, spreading her legs apart until he bent a little to turn his hips into the cradle that awaited him. She tightened her legs against his. Ah, it felt so good . . . and it could feel so much better. She felt his arousal pressing against her, hollowing out her insides with the ache he’d created.


  He lifted his head, too soon for her desire but nearly too late for her lungs. She gulped in air and joy and relief.


  Everything was all right. Everything had to be all right.


  “God, you feel good, Tris.” He muttered the words against her neck, so they thrilled her both as sound and touch.


  She moved against him, and he responded by pressing his hips into her, and finding her mouth again and again. Until they both had to gasp for air and enough self-control to keep from slipping down to the floor and completing what they both craved.


  He’d eased away from her some, so her forearms rested on his shoulders, and he watched her intently. She smiled into his multicolored eyes, and spoke the words she couldn’t hold in any longer.


  “I love you, Michael Dickinson.”


  She felt the change in him immediately. His eyes dropped and he shifted his shoulders as if they carried the weight of her arms on them as a burden.


  “That’s quite a word to throw around.” He spoke very quietly, very reasonably. The flatness chilled her.


  “Throw around?” The jolt of fear stopped her heart, then hammered its beats so fast she felt breathless once more.


  “You’ve thought you were in love before, haven’t you, Tris?”


  It was more accusation than question. She couldn’t decide if her reaction was sadness or anger. “You’re never going to get over the fact that I once thought I was in love with Grady Roberts, are you?” she asked. “That I had a youthful infatuation with him. You’ll never get past Grady.”


  “Listen. Grady isn’t the issue. I wouldn’t give a damn if you’d married the man and had five children by him. Since you say it’s really over—”


  “Over? There wasn’t ever anything there. Not anything real. Just my infatuation.”


  “And is that over? Your infatuation for him?”


  “Yes!”


  “Good! Because I want to get married. And I only intend to do this once.”


  She sucked in a breath for her next retort. How could the right words sound so wrong?


  How could the right man be so wrong? At last the air hissed out of her as she considered Michael’s belligerent face. “That’s a hell of a proposal.”


  “Then it suits the situation just fine, because I’m in a hell of a fix.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means I’m in love with you, probably have been since you were a freshman in college, but I don’t know if you love me.”


  Very quietly, very dangerously, she spoke. “I’ve said I love you, Michael, haven’t I?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you don’t believe it.”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe. All those years—”


  “All those years ago, Michael. That’s the important word you keep forgetting.” But something inside of her wondered if Grady was all that bothered him. “Yes, I thought I was wildly, unrequitedly in love with Grady. When I was seventeen years old. And yes, I held on to that belief for a while. But I grew out of it.”


  “Is that what happened with your marriage, too? You grew out of it?”


  She stilled at the harshness of his words. She remembered her uneasy feeling during her telephone conversation with Paul the week before. The uneasy feeling that there was something standing between her and Michael that she didn’t know about. Something deeper than her long-ago crush on Grady Roberts. Did her marriage and divorce have something to do with it? What if it was she, not Grady, that he couldn’t get past. The changes in her. If he still loved someone she no longer was.


  She felt something as cold as panic around her heart. Lord, please let it be Grady that’s the issue here. I know, eventually, I can convince him that’s no threat to us. But if it’s something else . . .


  “I made a mistake marrying Terrence. A terrible, unfair mistake. But people do make mistakes, Michael. Especially young people. I grew up. I don’t think you’ve seen that yet—”


  “‘What if this is another mistake?”


  She felt as if the breath, the life, the love, had been sucked out of her. “You don’t know. You really don’t know. You don’t know me. And you don’t trust me. Or my love. God, I thought if there was anybody in the world who would understand.


  “Tris—”


  “No.” She pulled her arm away, afraid she wouldn’t get through this if he touched her. “I very much fear that the Tris you say you’re in love with, the Tris you proposed to just now, is no longer the Tris I am. So I must decline, with very great regret, your flattering proposal.”


  He stared at her so long that she feared the tears would come before he left. Then he muttered a curse word that would have shocked her coming from him, if she’d had any emotion left over for shock.


  He spun on his heel and jerked open the door, almost colliding with Leslie, whose hand was raised in preparation to knock.


  “Oh!” She stepped back in obvious surprise, started to smile a greeting, then stopped. “Michael.”


  He didn’t acknowledge her, but he did alter his route enough to avoid running her down as he strode out. Leslie seemed to be grateful for that courtesy, muttering something dryly about “nice seeing you, too” as she looked in the direction of his departure.


  Then she turned to Tris and, after one long, searching gaze, she swung the door closed behind her and stood there a full minute before breaking the silence.


  “Anything I can do?”


  “No.”


  “Anything anybody can do?”


  “No.” Nobody except that stubborn, pigheaded man who’d just walked out.


  “Maybe you should take the afternoon off.”


  Tris sank into her chair, tension abruptly giving way to exhaustion. “No. At least here I have a chance of keeping part of my mind off it.”


  Leslie came across the room to perch on the low bookshelves under the window. She didn’t say anything, but Tris felt her concern. She had to talk to someone. Who better than Leslie?


  “It’s the same old thing, Leslie. Every time I think he’s past it, it comes back to that whole silly thing with Grady.” She gave a laugh devoid of amusement. “You know the weird thing? I never so much as kissed Grady. I’ve shown Michael every way I can think of that I don’t care for Grady as anything more than a friend. If someone had told me Michael Dickinson would be a jealous man, I wouldn’t have believed it. It doesn’t fit.”


  Leslie’s expression became very thoughtful, but she said nothing.


  “You know what makes me the saddest, Leslie? I used to feel that Michael could look right into me and see all the way to the bottom of my heart. It used to make me feel so safe, too, because here was someone who knew everything about me and still accepted me, still liked me. But if that’s true, why doesn’t he see or believe that I love him? Or was I just wrong all those years about him, about us?”


  Asking the question, Tris felt a swell of loneliness rising in her. She didn’t want to consider the hole in her life that would be left without Michael there. She found some comfort from the emphatic shake of Leslie’s head.


  “You don’t really think you were wrong, Tris. You know you and Michael have something very special. But it’s changed. You were friends a long time, and now you’re something else. You’ve got to give yourselves time to adjust to all these differences—the differences from each of you growing up, and the tremendous differences from a new kind of relationship.”


  “I guess my mind knows that,” Tris acknowledged. “But it’s hard, and a little lonely. And when he starts acting this way, so unlike himself, with this jealousy—”


  “Are you sure it is jealousy?”


  Tris looked up at her friend. “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve just wondered . . . You say it doesn’t fit him, and I’d have to agree. It doesn’t fit the man he seems to be, or how he acts.”


  “What do you mean?” The words came out again, although she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.


  She could tell Leslie how Michael had brought up Terrence, too. That would prove his jealousy, wouldn’t it? Is that what happened with your marriage, too? You grew out of it . . . ? What if this is another mistake?


  She remembered her doubts, her impressions that there was something deeper bothering Michael. Be honest, Tris. Your fear that it was something deeper. She wanted it to be jealousy, because jealousy seemed straightforward, relatively simple and perhaps fixable. While the unknown could very well be unsolvable.


  “I watched Michael yesterday with Grady, and it doesn’t seem to me that Michael treats Grady like someone he’s jealous of. And then I thought about how he is with you, how he looks at you. I’d be willing to bet my last Southern drawl that he loves you. But he looks at you as if it’s all going to be taken away from him any moment. And you’re the one who’s going to do the taking away.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Leslie’s words dogged Tris for twenty-two-and-a-half hours.


  They ran continuously in her mind through the rest of an unproductive afternoon at work. And during a dinner with Bette, Paul, Leslie and Grady that Michael excused himself from at the last moment. And through a restless, unhappy night that turned into a dull, unhappy day.


  At first she tried to assess Leslie’s words rationally. Did she see any proof for such an observation? Had he said anything that might support Leslie’s contention? Soon, however, she found herself wondering why he might feel that way, and she knew that she’d accepted the truth of the words.


  But that didn’t bring her any closer to an answer. Why would he think that she would take her love away? Why didn’t he—couldn’t he?—believe in her love?


  Staring out her office window, she wondered if it was because she hadn’t fallen in love with him in college. Could it have hurt him so much that she hadn’t returned his love then? But she hadn’t known about his feelings. Of course, hearts weren’t always reasonable, or just.


  “Can you take the afternoon off?”


  She twisted around so fast at the deep, familiar voice just behind her that her foot came out of her shoe.


  “Michael!” He looked awful. Even more tired than he’d looked election night on television. She wanted to fold her arms around him, to bring him rest and contentment. But could she, when he didn’t seem to trust her?


  “I got the afternoon off.” His face shifted to a grimace. “Actually, I was thrown out of the office and told not to come back until I could be human. If you can get off, we could go somewhere.”


  She felt disoriented by the suddenness of his appearance. Go somewhere? Like a date?


  “‘Where?” Why?


  “I know Paul, Bette and Grady are spending the day in Annapolis, so I figured your house would be empty. We could have some privacy there.” He pulled in a quick breath and let it out. “We need to talk.”


   


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


   


  Terse refusals had been his only response to her offer of something to drink or eat. Silently, Michael sat beside her on the couch, elbows on his knees and his lightly clasped hands extended in front of him. His stillness conveyed tension as clearly as pacing would have, until, abruptly, he started talking.


  “I’ve never told you much about my parents, have I, Tris?”


  “No, you never have.”


  He hadn’t had to. She’d often wondered if he’d tell her what she already knew. But at this moment, another issue overrode all else. Why was he telling her now?


  “My parents divorced when I was nine. Lots of kids go through that, I know. And it wasn’t a particularly bitter divorce. There was never any trouble with them sharing custody or anything. In fact in some ways they understand each other very well. They’re very much alike.” She heard the harsh note in his voice at that, and even with only his profile to judge from, she saw a deep disappointment in the lines of his face.


  “By the time I was out of high school I’d been to four of their weddings. And there have been more since that I haven’t bothered to go to. My mother’s been married four times, my father three times. And those were the ‘successful’ relationships. Each time they’re sure it’s going to be the one that lasts forever.”


  He made a rough sound that caused burning in Tris’s throat. If only she could touch him. If only she didn’t fear that touching him was the last thing he wanted right now. “Forever’s gone by so fast and so often it makes my head spin to think of it.”


  She wanted to gather him in her arms, to comfort him, to protect him from the pain he must have felt in those unsettled, unsettling years. But she didn’t. The questions wouldn’t let her. Why have you chosen this time to tell me all this, Michael? What does this have to do with me? With us?


  “I have half-brothers and half-sisters, not to mention a slew of ex-stepfathers and ex-stepmothers. I honestly don’t think I could name all my various ex-stepbrothers and stepsisters—they came and went too fast. But some I remember. My junior year in high school Mom met the father of this girl I was dating and the next thing I knew, my girlfriend had become my stepsister.”


  He glanced at her, then returned his stare to the empty fireplace. She wondered if he’d been expecting her to look shocked. “Not exactly the kind of sane, stable childhood you had, huh?”


  “No.” She spoke very carefully, waiting. “I was very lucky. It must have been difficult for you, Michael.”


  “Yeah. Difficult.” He slowly turned to face her, and Tris thought that he was forcing himself to let her see all the way into him, down to the bedrock of determination he’d founded himself on. “I swore I would never be like them, Tris. That when I said forever I’d mean it and I’d stick to it. No equivocation, no backing out. Forever.”


  Her heart thudded heavily against ribs that suddenly seemed too delicate to hold this assault. Was that the way he felt about her? She knew that was what she wanted from him, with him. It was the certainty, the reliability she’d always felt in his friendship. Now she wanted it from a deeper emotion. If he’d loved her all these years, as he’d indicated he had, didn’t that qualify as the kind of love he was talking about? Wasn’t that the kind of feeling she’d sensed from him?


  Then why was the ecstasy of that thought flavored with this unknown terror?


  “And I swore that was what I would have in return. That’s what I have to have in return. I have to know that other person will be there for me forever. That her love will be constant.”


  Her lips parted on the words that would tell him that was how she felt. Words like marriage and children and home and growing gray together. Words like love and forever. Then the words dried in her heart and her lips closed.


  He wouldn’t believe them. She could already see the wall of disbelief in his eyes. And she understood. Understood, why he’d told her this now, understood his reluctance to love her, to make love with her. He believed that she would break his heart, that she would be as inconstant as his parents. He believed, as Leslie had guessed, that Tris was going to take everything, all her love, away from him.


  And even while her heart tried to cry out to him how wrong he was, her mind acknowledged that he could justify his disbelief. He could point to her infatuation with Grady, to her short-lived marriage, and he could see them as proof of her changeability.


  Her hand reached to him, hovering by the small indentation in his cheek, but not touching him. He shifted on the couch, bringing them face-to-face with their bodies not quite making contact.


  She thought of all she longed to say. I’ve grown up, Michael. I was young, and I didn’t know. I thought I knew about love, but I didn’t. Now I do. I’ve grown up and I love you. And I know it’s forever .


  But no matter what words she gave him, she couldn’t give him that knowledge, that certainty. It could only come from him.


  What if it never came? She couldn’t think of that, couldn’t consider it.


  “Michael.” Only his name and already the tears threatened to stop her words. “Michael, I do love you. I can’t deny that I thought I was in love with someone else when I was younger. I wouldn’t deny it even if I could make you believe it. Those people, those relationships are part of who I am now. If I could make you see that . . . But I know it doesn’t matter what I say to you, because nothing I say is going to convince you.”


  She leaned forward and placed her right palm over his heart, feeling the rhythm of its beat and taking comfort from it. Such a strong heart. Surely it would be strong enough to believe in her.


  “This is the only place you can be convinced. Listen to what your heart tells you about my love, Michael.”


  Holding her look, he lifted her palm from his chest and brought it to his lips, wondering at the softness of her skin and her eyes.


  He’d been so sure his words would drive her away. He’d made his demands clear, and he’d let her see his skepticism that she could meet them. Fear or anger—or both— that was what he’d expected. Not the clear, strong light of desire in her eyes.


  He stood, drawing her with him, and led her toward the stairs without speaking.


  If she desired him, that was what he’d take. He’d gone long past the point of self-preservation. He couldn’t stop himself from loving her. He couldn’t protect himself from the pain when she left. This had been his last weapon to buy himself the safety of driving her away. But she hadn’t been driven away. And now there was no safety, no protection for him.


  The bedroom door shut behind them, and he moved to her, skimming the zipper down the back of her dress. Pushing aside the material, he cupped her breasts from behind. His hands absorbed the sensations of the teasingly slick material of her bra and slip and the sweet weight of her breasts, as his mouth gently traced her backbone down from her nape.


  He felt the shimmer of her need just under her skin, and he welcomed it.


  He’d take whatever she gave him for as long as she chose to give it, and he’d give everything in return. Everything except the belief that she could give him forever.


  
    * * * *

  


  Why didn’t she cry? Her eyes and throat held the hot ache of tears, but no tears fell.


  Maybe tears seemed too small. Or maybe the feel of Michael’s leg, heavy and intimate, thrown across hers, and the warmth of his arm, resting just beneath her breasts, and the rhythm of his breathing, communicating itself to her through the periodic whisper across her skin and the rise and fall of his chest against her shoulder, all combined to make her feel too right, too cherished to cry.


  How could he doubt the feeling between them when their bodies were so right together? When they found each other and brought each other joy every time they made love?


  She tipped her head to see his face and confirm what she already knew; he was asleep. In the fading winter light, his hair and eyebrows and lashes stood out darkly against his skin. Carefully, she shifted so she could bring her right hand up to brush back his thick hair from his forehead. She smiled to herself as she thought of his characteristic gesture, and mimicked it with gentle fingers. Touching the darkened skin under his eyes that betrayed his weariness and the fan of grooves that seemed to be cut more deeply than they had been just a few days ago, she frowned.


  He looked tired, worried. And she knew she was the cause. That seemed so wrong, so very wrong—that loving him the way she did she was somehow causing him pain.


  He mumbled something in his sleep, and his arm and leg tightened around her, bringing their bodies into more secure contact.


  Her heart swelled at the unconscious movement, because she thought she understood the instinct that prompted it. She thought—she hoped—it was the same possessive, protective emotion that was welling in her.


  Love. The forever kind.


  The kind that could leave a scar forever, too.


  Grady had been an infatuation, as unreal as a teenager’ s swooning for a rock star. Even the failure of her marriage to Terrence, embarked on too young and for the wrong reasons, hadn’t hurt her the way Michael could. Because Michael was passion and companionship, candlelight and sunlight, seduction and security . . . lover and friend.


  At least now she knew what she had to conquer. At least now she knew what he needed—certainty. The utter, complete belief in her love. The girl she’d once been might have thought that would be easy to give him. She knew differently.


  In the years since college she’d learned very well that achieving the bright, shining goals of idealism required the hard work and hard head of realism. From wanting to save the world, she’d come to the challenge of trying to preserve one small part of it for future generations. She’d learned that succeeding at that could bring an abiding satisfaction. But she’d also learned that, even with the hardest work and the hardest head, for some buildings—and perhaps for some hearts—the endings weren’t always happy.


  He didn’t trust her love. Didn’t trust it not to evaporate, to disappear overnight as he had seen “loves” disappear from his parents’ lives. She couldn’t force him to trust her love. There was no final test, no hurdle she could jump and then have Michael Dickinson convinced once and for all that she would love him for as long as she breathed.


  It was her personal catch-22. If the girl Tris had fallen in love with him all those years ago, he might have believed in the reliability of her love. But she knew that it had taken the experiences, and especially the mistakes, of the past twelve years to mold her into the woman who could love Michael as deeply, as completely as she loved him now.


  All she could do was endure. And keep loving him.


  There was no choice about that.


  
    * * * *

  


  Michael turned in from the quiet hall where his footsteps had echoed hollowly, and heard voices coming from the senator’s office. He wasn’t surprised to find he wasn’t the only one who’d stopped by to slip in an hour or so of work before the Inauguration Day festivities.


  The next few weeks were going to be hectic and draining; at least he’d start them with a clean desk. Anyhow, that was a better use of his time than staring at the unfamiliar ceiling of his apartment bedroom and wishing for things that weren’t going to happen. Such as he’d be magically transported to Tris’s bed. Or she’d be magically made to love him for the rest of her life.


  He’d left Grady sleeping soundly in the new bed in his spare room, with a message that he’d meet all of them at the Metro stop nearest the Capitol in plenty of time for the swearing in.


  His desk was nearly empty and he was twenty minutes from leaving when a voice spoke from the doorway: “She wants to see you.”


  He looked up to see Sharon Karik, the senator’s confidential secretary and general assistant, leaning against the jamb. He was one of the few people who knew she’d met the senator many years ago when she was a battered wife and the senator was a volunteer counselor with no political ambitions. They’d both come a long way, but he knew the trust built in those first encounters had never wavered. Some relationships were built to last. The thought stung on his raw doubts about Tris’s feelings for him.


  “How’d she know I was here?”


  “Radar, I guess. You know how she is.”


  “Yeah, I know.” They exchanged grins mixed of pride and accomplishment. “Any idea what’s up?” he asked as they walked the short corridor to the inner office, but without much expectation of an answer. If Sharon had thought he should know she would have told him.


  “Nope. Go on in.” She swung the door wide. “Here he is.


  “Good morning, Senator.”


  Joan Bradon glanced up from the papers on her desk with a swift smile, then finished jotting a note even as she started talking. “Morning, Michael. Have a seat. I’m glad you stopped by today. I have something I’d like your opinion on.


  “Certainly, Senator.”


  She pulled her dark-rimmed glasses off impatiently, ruffling her smooth cap of gray-sprinkled hair. “Enough of that ‘Senator’ stuff, Michael. The first few days it was fun, but it’s been Joan for five years, let’s leave it that way.” She didn’t wait for an answer, tossing a folder to his side of the wide desk. “Here, look at this.”


  He picked up the folder, but wasn’t surprised that she kept talking as he opened it; people who couldn’t do two things at once didn’t last long around Joan Bradon.


  He looked at the title page and felt a curious shifting in his chest. It couldn’t be . . . But if it was. . . why? Why did she do it this way?


  “This came to me from Morton Treen. He doesn’t often steer me wrong. I found it quite impressive. Well thought out, well presented. And certainly the idea of two benefits from the cost of one project has a lot of appeal. In fact, I thought you’d mentioned something similar to me back before the election. But then you didn’t follow up. Wasn’t there a project you wanted me to look at? Something similar to this?”


  Michael raised his eyes from the pages. “Yes, there was, Joan. But it wasn’t similar—it was the same project. But with some changes in the proposals for how the funding would be accomplished.”


  “The same project, hmm?” She studied his face a moment longer, then put her glasses up to her eyes to check a note. “Morton says someone named Tris Donlin is the brains behind this. You know her?”


  “Yes, I know her.” At least he’d thought he did. But she’d gone to Morton Treen with her proposal instead of bringing it to him. He felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut. Hadn’t she trusted him?


  “She’d talked to you about the project before and then decided to approach me from another direction, hmm?”


  He forced himself to say the word that confirmed what he didn’t want to acknowledge. “Yes.”


  “This funding looks pretty reasonable, like she knew what might fly. You say the funding proposal was changed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Sometimes changes are for the better, Michael.” Her voice was soft, but her look seemed to pierce right through him to his soul. He didn’t look away. “I know you don’t always care for change, but— What is it?”


  He didn’t think he’d betrayed his reaction, but she was sharp. “Someone else has said that to me recently.”


  “Ah.” She looked from him to the papers in front of her and back to him. “Someone perceptive. Someone who knows you well.”


  His brief nod accepted her words.


  “I was a little concerned about you when you were talking this fall about not coming with me here to D.C., Michael. I’ve been glad to see you seeming more settled the past week.” Her hand moved over the paper with Tris’s name on it. “Just remember, you’re a skeptic and not a cynic. I need your talent for seeing the holes, but don’t ever forget that there can be damned fine cheese surrounding those holes. Don’t focus on the holes to the exclusion of the cheese, Michael.”


  This time she didn’t wait for him to respond, putting on her glasses and briskly rearranging the papers before her. “Anything involved here that will prevent your review of this proposal from being objective and fair?”


  “No, I don’t think so.” If anything, he might be a tougher judge, knowing Tris had chosen to bypass him with her heartfelt project. Why, Tris?


  “Good. I’d like you to take a look at it and leave me something brief with a preliminary opinion.” She consulted her slim gold watch. “Not now. It’s time to leave for the swearing in. After the parade this afternoon?”


  She left just enough of a question in it that he knew he could beg off if he wanted to. He didn’t. He nodded.


  “Good. I know you men don’t need as much time to get all dressed up, so I thought you would have time before tonight’s ball. Leave a note on my desk and I’ll look at it in the morning. If you like the idea, we can get a few other people involved right from the start. It never hurts to make people think they were in on the discovery of something great. See you tonight, Michael.”


  “Okay, Joan.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “I have never seen so many horses! Not since the day my great-uncle took us all to the Kentucky Derby in Louisville.” Leslie emphasized her exhaustion by flopping on Tris's couch. Tris had long envied Leslie her ability to flop gracefully. “And let me tell you, the jockeys’ outfits at Louisville were a darn sight more conservative than some we saw today.”


  “Where is that you said? Lu’ville? Is that somewhere in Kentucky?” Grady perched on the couch arm and handed her a cup of coffee.


  “That is how we in the South pronounce it,” Leslie intoned, but her eyes gleamed at the teasing.


  Tris had a momentary vision of Leslie and Grady sitting on a wide, white veranda in the dress of a century and a half ago, and Leslie rapping him on the knuckles with her fan. But rapping gently enough to encourage him to go right on with his flirting. She stifled a grin as she put down a tray with cream and sugar, and a plentiful supply of cookies, then added her review of the parade they’d just seen.


  “I thought the horses were fine and the marching bands sounded great, but you could have cut out all the smiling politicians for my taste.”


  “Try to remember all those smiling politicians are the reason for the whole thing,” recommended Michael, bringing in the last two cups. “Coffee, Bette?”


  “No coffee for Bette,” Paul answered for her. “Don’t you have milk?”


  Tris tried to remember the contents of her refrigerator. “Uh, I might. You want milk, Bette?”


  “Or hot chocolate?” Paul asked his wife.


  She patted his hand. “No, thanks. No milk, and no hot chocolate. I’ll just have a cookie.”


  She leaned toward the tray, but before she could reach it, Paul had jumped up, snagged the cookie plate and brought it back to her.


  “You sure you don’t want something hot to drink? It was awfully cold out there.”


  “It was fifteen degrees warmer than most January days in Chicago, Paul.”


  “But the wind was raw, and we were out a long time, with the swearing in and then the parade. Maybe we should have come back earlier. It’s a long day, and with the ball tonight . . . Maybe we should skip the ball, stay home and rest.”


  “I’m fine. Honest. And if you think I’m going to miss my one and probably only opportunity to go to an official inaugural ball you’re crazy.”


  “Then maybe we should all clear out now and let you take a nap before you get ready. You should rest.”


  “I’m not tired enough to take a nap. Sitting here like this is fine, Paul. Besides, I want to talk to everybody.”


  Tris listened to the exchange with growing amazement. She couldn’t resist seeing if anyone else thought Paul was acting out of character. The stunned expressions of Grady and Michael told her they agreed.


  Bette obviously also had been checking out her audience because she gave a giggle. “Paul, I think your friends are suspecting I’ve had your personality altered while they weren’t looking.”


  Paul colored a little, but gruffly intimated that he didn’t care. “Husbands are supposed to look out for their wives,” he mumbled.


  “Especially when they’re looking out for two,” added Bette. She surveyed the blank faces around her, and prompted, “You know, as in eating for two.”


  “A baby.” Michael was the first to get it.


  “A baby.”


  “Congratulations!”


  “That’s wonderful!”


  “When are you due?”


  “How long have you known?”


  “Is everything all right?”


  “Have you picked out names?”


  “A boy or a girl?”


  “We won’t know that for a while yet, Grady,” said Bette with a laugh, then started separating the spate of questions. “Everything’s fine. The baby’s due in mid-August. So that leaves us several months to thrash out the name issue. But we know a few we’re considering,” she added with a big smile at all of them.


  “This calls for champagne, and I just happen to have a bottle in the fridge.”


  “I’ll help.” Michael followed her into the kitchen.


  “No champagne for Bette,” Paul called out after them.


  “That doesn’t seem fair,” Tris heard her protesting.


  Michael had the glasses out by the time she’d retrieved the bottle from behind items in daily use. She peeled foil from the bottle’s neck. An effervescence bubbled into her bloodstream as she remembered another bottle of champagne, and what had followed it. Was Michael remembering?


  “You want me to open it?”


  Tris met his intense eyes. He remembered.


  “Yes. Please.” Her voice seemed oddly breathless for such a mundane request.


  Or maybe it wasn’t so odd, she decided as she watched him wrap one strong hand around the bottle and the other around the towel-covered cork. How hopeful she’d been that night. It had all seemed so simple, so inevitable. She’d discovered a bright, new feeling for Michael Dickinson and had been certain, deep in her heart, that he shared that feeling.


  Now she knew the name for that feeling—love. She also knew that simple and inevitable were not among love’s guarantees.


  He filled the last glass and put down the bottle, two drops from the lip of the bottle dropping to his finger. She followed his automatic motion as he brought his hand to his mouth, reaching out quickly to stop him short. He stood very still. Meeting his eyes, she brought his hand to her lips instead, sipping those two precious drops slowly and carefully.


  He finally moved, twining his fingers into her hair and bracketing her cheeks with his palms, holding her face so his eyes bored into hers. She felt, as she had before, that he was searching for something that would answer forever his questions. She opened her eyes and her heart to him, hoping it would be enough.


  When he abruptly brought his mouth down to hers, she couldn’t help a feeling of sadness at the same time she relished the feel of his lips and tongue and teeth. He hadn’t found the answer he’d been seeking.


  Michael, if I could give you certainty I would. But only you have the power to believe in me, in my love .


  “Did you say you were going to find out what’s taking so long? With the champagne? In the kitchen?” Leslie’s raised voice of warning penetrated the mist of desire Michael so easily raised in Tris. She backed away quickly and was fussing with the tray when Grady and Paul came around the corner.


  “Good. Here, you each carry a couple glasses and then we won’t need a tray.” She handed them the glasses and hustled them out of the kitchen, taking one covert look at Michael before heading to the living room with him following.


  The look told her that he had been as affected by their kiss as she was. There were so many emotions in it. So many questions. So many declarations. She knew she couldn’t begin to sort them out.


  She looked from Bette to Paul. She was thrilled for them, and she envied them.


  They hadn’t always had a smooth road, she knew. But they’d passed that. They’d been sure enough to marry, and now sure enough to have a baby.


  She wanted a baby. She wanted Michael’s baby, with Michael’s warm eyes and tousled hair and errant dimple. But how could that be, how could a marriage work for them if he didn’t truly believe she loved him?


  “A toast,” Michael announced.


  Everyone raised a glass, turning to Michael to say the words. His eyes never wavered from Tris. “To Paul and Bette, to old times, old friends and…”


  She remembered the words she’d added to this same toast he’d made in the small room over the garage five months before. Would he remember? Would he give her hope by using them?


  “ . . . and new beginnings.”


  “Hear, hear,” came the voices around her. Michael leaned forward to clink his glass softly against hers. She saw him through a mist of tears. If only he could truly believe in the power of new beginnings.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris stared at her image in the bathroom mirror, and wished Michael’s were next to hers.


  He’d said he was going to his office for a while before returning to his apartment to dress for tonight’s ball. He and Grady would pick up Leslie, then come here to get her, Paul and Bette.


  She’d put on her dress, a shimmer of garnet red that rippled with light when she moved. But she’d never be ready if she didn’t stop staring into the mirror making useless wishes. She picked up her brush with determination.


  If Michael were beside her, the wishes wouldn’t seem so useless. If she could keep him beside her all the time, maybe his doubts would finally be eased.


  But that wasn’t realistic. Just as her first expectations five months ago that the new feelings they’d discovered for each other would be perfect weren’t realistic. How could she have expected them to switch from years of friendship to being lovers without any hitches? That was the foolishness of someone who, indeed, led with her heart, and she wasn’t that person anymore.


  It made sense that Michael had doubts and concerns. It was reasonable and understandable, especially considering his family history and what he’d seen of her track record with relationships. She couldn’t blame him for not feeling the absolute sense of rightness that she experienced every time they touched. She might wish he could feel it, but she couldn’t blame him if he didn’t.


  No, what she had to do was work to overcome his doubts.


  And work she would, until he couldn’t do anything but believe she loved him. And when that happened, then . . . then, she’d take about two seconds to say yes if—no, when, when he again asked her to marry him.


  “If you keep sighing like that you’re going to fog up the mirror.” Paul grinned at her from the doorway before being scooted aside by his wife.


  “Why don’t you go wait downstairs? You’re all ready, but we have a few more finishing touches. Just a few minutes.”


  Paul groaned as he went down the stairs but was wise enough not to question Bette’s time estimate.


  Pulled from her reverie, Tris rapidly finished arranging her hair and checking her makeup. Gradually, she became aware of Bette watching her in the mirror. She met the look and saw sympathy and understanding there.


  “Ready?”


  “Ready,” Bette confirmed, but stayed where she was a moment longer. “Hang in there, Tris. It’ll work out, and he’s a wonderful man.”


  “I know he is.”


  “It’ll work out,” Bette repeated with a brief squeeze of Tris’s shoulders before they headed downstairs.


  It had to. Please, it had to.


   


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


   


  He closed the report slowly, not wanting even the rustle of paper to disturb the total quiet of the office or the acceleration of his thoughts.


  Tris had done an impressive job. Her proposal sold itself. It was solid and professional—not the work of a wide-eyed, idealist girl, but of a pragmatic, resourceful woman. He’d responded to the former when she’d first talked about the proposal in August. He’d seen glimpses of the latter in the notes on her desk ten days ago. Which had he been expecting to encounter within the pages of this report?


  He’d checked the phone number and was dialing before his mind acknowledged the impulse.


  “Hello.” The voice was familiar and—yes, for all the faults—loved.


  “Hello, Mom.”


  “Michael! Dear, how wonderful to hear from you! Is everything all right? It’s been so long! Are you enjoying Washington? So exciting! Are you going to all the parties? Tell me what you’ve been doing!”


  At the characteristic mixture of exclamations and questions, he found himself smiling a little as he complied. Then he listened to her enthusiastic description of the widower she’d seen every night since she’d met him the week before in the grocery store.


  She was still like an exuberant teenager, still a kid. And for all his smooth sophistication, so was his father. To give them their due, he knew they’d done their best to love and care for him. But they’d never really grown up.


  They’d never really grown up .


  The phrase seemed to slam into his mind, pumping an adrenaline mixture of hope and fear so strong that his hand shook a little as he said goodbye and hung up the phone.


  They’d never really grown up .


  But Tris had.


  The proposal under his hand was the solid proof of that. But he shouldn’t have needed that. His fear had made him equate her with his parents, but she’d never been like them. Even as the seventeen-year-old he’d first met. And certainly not as the woman he’d made love to five months ago and over the past two weeks.


  Only now could he look into the past and see how his craving for permanency had blinded him. He’d seen Tris’s youthful infatuation for Grady, and because he wanted her to be so different from his parents—needed her to be so different—he’d imbued it with the trappings of a lifelong love. Even her marriage he’d twisted into some sort of echo of the one love his view of her had allowed. To meet his needs she could make no mistakes of the heart. Because if she did, then the fear lurking in him would pounce, and would convince him she indulged in the same undependable, unenduring loves he’d seen his parents go through.


  He’d left her no middle ground, no room to be first a girl, trying out her heart, and then a young woman, making her mistakes and learning her way, and now a woman.


  She was a woman now. Wasn’t she? A mature woman, who would know her own heart. Wouldn’t she? Who, if she said she loved somebody, truly did. Didn’t she? She’d been telling him that, and showing him, but he hadn’t believed it—he’d been afraid to believe it.


  Afraid of the change?


  What about her accusation that the person he loved was the girl Tris had been, not the woman she’d become? Was he so afraid of change that he couldn’t accept changes in her? Or was he so afraid of being his parents’ son that he refused to admit that his own love might have changed, might have grown out of a young man’s infatuation and into something deeper and richer?


  
    * * * *

  


  “This was a definite tactical error, letting the three of them go to the bathroom together.”


  Despite himself, Michael grinned at Paul’s grousing. Since the ladies’ cloakroom was inside the ladies’ lounge, they’d agreed to meet the three women at the base of the broad marble stairs that led from the entry level to the expansive ballroom. He, Paul and Grady had quickly shed their coats and now stood at the bottom of the stairs, waiting.


  “Now, this is my idea of a ball.”


  Michael turned from where he’d found an open spot by the turn-of-the-century-styled light post that flanked the bottom step, and followed Grady’s gaze, surveying the scene lit by chandeliers and the sparkling of silver and crystal. Tuxedoed men and expensively gowned women circled the packed dance floor, while more of the same watched from the gallery that hugged the sides of the room.


  Paul’s waiting was less than patient. Michael thought he understood. He’d known that Paul and Bette had something special since the first time he’d seen them together. But now, when he saw them looking at each other, he saw something deeper. Something that spoke of a marriage that would last, and a commitment strong enough to rejoice at bringing a new life into the world. If Tris were carrying his child . . .


  The image hit a velvet, heated blow to his heart. God, to have Tris carrying his child. He’d never let her out of his sight.


  “Here they come.”


  He heard the undercurrent of unreasoning relief in Paul’s voice, and felt a small echo of it in his own heart.


  Turning back, he saw Tris immediately. She and Leslie flanked Bette with a faint air of protectiveness. He recognized that, along with the incredible picture the three women made, especially Tris, tall and straight and blond. But those impressions were pinpricks compared to the burst of awareness in his chest. A kaleidoscope of images overlapped, blurring time and geography as he saw Tris, long-haired and coltish, red-cheeked and irate, laughing and innocent, sleepy-eyed and wise. All Tris. All the woman he loved. All the woman who loved him.


  He watched her gaze slide past Paul and Grady with a faint smile on her lips. And he watched her continue her search for something—or someone—else. Another image came into his mind, a double image of Tris coming down a church aisle toward him. Of the way she’d smiled from man to man at the altar until her eyes had met his, and how the impact of that look had rocked him. And how he’d forced his eyes away from her so she couldn’t see too deeply into him.


  Not this time.


  This time he had to risk it, had to risk seeing what was really there, had to risk letting himself believe in her love.


  He made a slight movement toward her, and saw her find him. And he saw.


  She lit up from within with the love.


  It washed over him, cleansing long-ago scars, healing his wary heart with a belief strong enough to base a life on. He felt his heart expand within his tightening chest as she came into his arms unquestioningly.


  He hugged her hard, trying to remember not to crush her. He’d tell her, he’d make her see what he had finally seen. Somehow. And he’d do it tonight, but not now. Not with a couple thousand celebration-minded revelers around them. For now, he’d just indulge in an hour or two of the kind of pleasurable pain known only to a man in love.


  He nuzzled the intricate curves of the delicate ear exposed by the curve of her hair, and felt her answering shiver like a tingle of electricity in his nervous system.


  “Let’s dance,” he breathed into her ear. “All the slow dances. Real slow.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “Michael. How nice to see you this evening.”


  He stifled a small groan as he loosened his arms from around Tris. Never in his life had he been less thrilled to hear Joan Bradon’s voice. He had no idea of how many dances they’d danced, but he knew it had grown harder with each one to remember they were in a public place, especially since Tris had shown no inclination to object when he’d found this secluded corner devoid of chandeliers.


  Grown harder . His mouth twisted at his mental choice of words. He slipped his arm around Tris’s waist, halfheartedly hoping her skirt would help mask his condition. Ah, well, Joan Bradon was the mother of three and grandmother of one, so she wouldn’t be particularly shocked. Besides, he had the feeling she’d sought him out in this secluded corner, and probably had a good idea of what she’d find.


  “Joan. Nice to see you, too. I’d like you to meet Tris Donlin. Tris, this is Senator Joan Bradon.”


  “It’s an honor to meet you, Senator Bradon.” Tris extended her hand and Joan met it immediately, then held on to it.


  “Tris Donlin,” Joan repeated. As if she hadn’t already known who Tris was before she approached them, Michael thought with wry knowledge of his boss. “I’ve seen your proposal. Very impressive. I’ll call your office tomorrow to set up an appointment to talk further about it.”


  “Thank you.” To a stranger she’d seem totally composed, but Michael could see Tris was stunned, and he felt the worried glance she threw at him.


  “I understand you and Michael went to college together.” Now it was Michael’s turn to be surprised. Joan must have made it her business to find that out in the past few hours. “You strike me as a very perceptive woman. Michael’s not an easy man to know, is he? But he’s worth the effort. It’s good to meet you, Tris. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other—over the proposal and—” she gave the two of them a significant look “—in more social circumstances.”


  Well past surprise, Michael knew the meaning of fatalism when Joan turned her bright eyes back on him. She wasn’t done.


  “Don’t bother to come in until after lunch tomorrow, Michael. I have a feeling the entire Hill is going to spend the morning recovering. And remember, Michael, enjoy the cheese.”


  She strode away, a little ripple of head-turning following her purposeful passage.


  “Michael, I was going to tell you about sending her the proposal. I had this contact, and he said—”


  “It’s all right, Tris.”


  “I just thought that with things, so . . . unsettled between us that it would be better . . .”


  “I know. I understand.”


  “I’m sorry. I should have told you before it had a chance to get to Senator Bradon’s desk. And to find out like this . . .”


  “I already knew. Joan showed it to me this morning.”


  “She did?”


  “Yes. I recommended she throw her support behind it.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes. It had nothing to do with you, Tris.” He tried to be stem, but looking into her blue eyes, he couldn’t maintain it. “I admit I was ticked at first that you’d bypassed me, but I do understand, Tris. When I read the proposal, I realized what you’ve probably known all along—that I’d been treating you like you were still seventeen. You were right to give it to someone who judged it on its merits. When I did that this afternoon, I knew it deserved all the support we could give it. You did a great job. The proposal sells itself.”


  Her smile was wide enough to encompass a love even as large as his. “I did, didn’t I? Do a great job, I mean.”


  “Yes, you did,” he said with mock gruffness. “Now let’s get back to dancing. We’re missing a slow one.”


  She went into his arms willingly, but he could tell her mind wasn’t totally with him.


  “The proposal really sells itself.”


  “Yes, it really does.” He whispered the words against her temple where his tongue made a small circle.


  Another moment of quiet passed as he felt their movements meshing.


  “Michael?”


  “Mmm?”


  “That was an odd comment she made about cheese.”


  “Mmm-hmm.”


  “What do you think it meant?”


  Who could think? “Maybe she’s confused, thinks Wisconsin elected her instead of Illinois.”


  Tris chuckled a little. Then he felt first her lips, then her teeth, soft but sharp, on the turn of his jaw. A definite admonition. “Will you tell me someday?”


  “Yes, someday, I promise. Just not right now. Right now, I want to dance with you.”


  He shifted their bodies closer and heard her sigh of content coursing all the way through his reheating bloodstream.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris unlocked the door and the others trooped in behind her, stamping their feet clear of slush and cold.


  “What does everybody want? Coffee? Brandy? Milk for the mother-to-be?”


  Bette smiled at the last offer, but Paul seemed to consider it seriously as he took off his wife’s coat and laid it with his on the back of the couch, then guided her to a seat away from the door’s draft.


  “I don’t think you should have stood outside watching the fireworks like that. You might have gotten chilled.”


  Bette smiled at him and answered patiently. “I was fine, Paul. I had my wrap and your coat on, I could have withstood a blizzard.”


  “Thanks, but nothing for us, Tris,” said Grady. “I’ve talked Leslie into going to a jazz club over in Georgetown.”


  “Okay, see you guys later.” Tris met Leslie’s eyes for a moment, trying to convey both encouragement and caution. She wanted Leslie to have a wonderful time; she didn’t want her to get hooked on Grady Roberts. She knew from Leslie’s arched-brow smile that the message was received and understood.


  Good-nights were cheerfully exchanged with Grady and Leslie, but when she turned to hang her coat in the closet, she found Michael not a foot away, watching her face intently.


  Lord, he was at it again—worrying that she’d be hurt by Grady’s “defection.” Her surge of disappointment was a physical pain.


  For all her lectures to herself about being patient and reasonable, she’d let herself imagine that everything was all right. It had been very easy to pretend Michael already believed in her love. Especially after the way he’d held her tonight when they danced, after the way he’d stolen a brief, heated kiss in the temporary dark between fireworks, the way he’d held her hand during the taxi ride home.


  When she’d seen that look on his face when she came down the ballroom stairs to meet him, she’d thought . . . she’d hoped. Now, having the hope not fulfilled hurt.


  She’d be patient, she’d endure, she’d show him her love was lasting. But that didn’t mean the waiting didn’t hurt.


  “What?” she demanded of him, pain edging her voice.


  “Just wondering if you—”


  “Michael, please don’t start.”


  “I just—”


  She growled a little at him, trying to ease her frustration. “You are so stubborn.”


  “I was just going to ask what you wanted to drink, but if it comes to being stubborn, how do you think I stayed in love with you all these years?” he muttered.


  Her anger melted, and that left room for her renewed resolve to be patient and understanding. To be realistic about the adjustments in their relationships. To love him the way he deserved to be loved.


  “Michael, I do love you,” she said softly.


  He met her eyes directly, just a hint of a smile in his. “I know you do.”


  She felt as if one of the fireworks they’d watched earlier had just gone off inside her, complete with pinwheels and sparklers.


  “You do? You do! You . . . know . . . You really believe it.”


  Instead of answering her, he swung away and grabbed Bette’s and Paul’s coats from the back of the couch, strode across the room and shoved them into Paul’s unresisting arms. Then he dug in his pocket and pressed his key ring into Paul’s hands, while Bette and Tris gaped at him.


  “Paul, here are the keys to my car and my apartment. Use anything you want, eat all my food, use my phone to call New Zealand, use my credit card for a TV shopping spree, but please, please get the hell out of here. Now.”


  Bette recovered first, and was tugging on her husband’s arm at the same time she started pulling on her coat. “C’mon, Paul, I can tell when we’re not wanted,” she said with a splutter of warm laughter.


  “But . . . But what’s going on?” Paul protested. “What are you going to do?”


  “It’s none of our business,” his wife informed him as she gave Tris a warm hug.


  “Tris and I have some things to prove to each other, Monroe. Okay? You’ve been saying it for months and now we’re agreeing, so get the hell out of here, will you?”


  “Oh.” Paul pulled on his coat along with a self-satisfied grin. “Oh! All right. All right. We’re outta here.” He shepherded his wife out the door, but paused just before closing it behind him. “ ’Bout damn time, you two.”


  Tris turned to face Michael. His hands cupped her face, his fingers tunneled into her hair as he looked down at her.


  “Are you—”


  She didn’t have to finish the question because she saw his certainty in his eyes. Still, he gave her the answer in words, too.


  “I’m sure. Very, very sure.”


  He kissed her, just his lips touching hers, and she tasted the answer there, too.


  Backing away only enough to look into her eyes, he smiled. “Do you know how long I’ve loved you?”


  “Do you know how long I’m going to love you?” she countered. “It’s the same answer to both questions.”


  She saw puzzlement in his eyes, then it disappeared and, with it, her own last tiny bit of worry.


  “Forever?”


  “Forever.”


  He looked at her a long, lingering moment, as she discovered both the warm light of her friend and the bright, hot light of her lover firing his eyes. Then he touched his mouth to hers, softly, hungrily, demandingly, strongly. All the emotions in each of a dozen kisses that explored and declared until kisses, even these kisses, were not enough.


  She wound her fingers into his thick hair and pressed herself against him, loving the feel of his hardness.


  Climbing the stairs was slow and distracted, with stops to touch and kiss and unclothe. At the top landing, his fingers fumbled to find the secret to her dress, and she couldn’t still a throaty chuckle.


  “Damn dress . . . Where do you . . .?”


  “Here.” She guided his fingers.


  “Promise me something, Tris.”


  “Anything.”


  “No more dresses that take an engineer to figure out. I don’t have the patience. From now on, only easy dresses to get you out of.”


  “Ah, Michael, you don’t know yourself. You’re a very patient man. And very stubborn. I don’t believe there’s a dress in the world that could defeat you.”


  He growled something as he slid the dress away from her, and found her skin.


  “But I promise,” she said on a soft gasp, with her lips touching the top of his head as he bent to take her into his mouth. “Only easy dresses.”


  
    * * * *

  


  She awoke to the feel of his body next to hers, as she had before. Several times. And each time was an awakening of passion for both of them. Only this time, it was broad daylight and Michael was propped on one elbow, staring down at her intently, the lines at the corners of his eyes etched in solemnity. With no preliminaries, he asked.


  “Will you marry me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will you love me forever?”


  “Yes.”


  “Even when I’m stupid and stubborn?”


  “As long as you’re not stupid about worrying that I don’t love you, and as long as you’re stubborn about staying in love with me.”


  “I think that can be arranged.”


  He dropped a kiss on her chin as he stroked down her body with a possessive hand. She found she enjoyed his possessiveness, his wordless declaration that he knew she was his.


  At the sound of the phone, their eyes met in an exchange of good-humored grimaces.


  “I wonder who that could be?” said Michael with absolutely no wondering in his voice.


  She grinned, and rolled on her side to reach the phone.


  “Hello. Oh, good morning, Paul.”


  Tris listened for a minute, then turned to Michael with eyes bright with laughter and love. “Paul says he’s checked with Grady and Leslie, and June would be a great time for all of them.”


  “Great time for what?”


  “Great time for another reunion—at our wedding.” Michael leaned across her body to take the receiver out of Tris's hand and spoke very firmly into it. “We’ll let you know what we decide, Monroe. And no matter when it is, you’ll all be there—come hell or high water. Now goodbye.”


  He hung up, but he stayed where he was, the length of his body blanketing hers. She felt the heat between them building. Not flaring like something short and intense, but steadily welling to an enduring flame. “And what are we going to decide, Michael Dickinson?”


  “We’re going to decide which day in June,” he said, shifting against her to find his place in her. “And then we’re going to decide if we can stand to wait until then.”
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  I now pronounce you husband and wife . . .


  Grady Roberts felt as if he’d been hearing that phrase more often lately than “Have a nice day.”


  It still echoed in his head as the reception shifted from the dinner phase to the dancing phase.


  He smiled reflexively at the knockout redhead who’d ignored her date to make eyes at him as he’d sat with the others at the head table. She was truly a knockout. He was stupid to let it bother him that she looked at him like a succulent chocolate dessert she wanted to devour.


  Then the bride and groom moved into the open expanse of polished wood floor to begin the dancing, and his smile softened.


  God, Michael and Tris looked good together. Rightness glowed from them. A rightness that had spurred them to move up the date of their wedding three times, until the caterers, dressmakers and gift givers could only sprint like mad to keep up with the bride and groom’s eagerness. A rightness that left a hole deep inside him. Or maybe the hole had been there a long time, and the fact of his best friends getting married one after the other had simply brought it out of hiding.


  Paul and Bette joined them on the dance floor. Then other couples.


  First Paul and Bette, now Michael and Tris.


  How could you be so happy for people and also feel so left out and so...what? He’d say lonely except that was an odd word for someone who’d never spent an evening—or night—alone unless he wanted to.


  Even odder, he’d recently found himself spending more and more of his evenings and nights alone.


  Maybe he just needed to get out more. Maybe that was all that was the matter with him.


  “Grady? Grady, come back to earth.”


  He blinked into focus on Bette Wharton Monroe’s smile. “Paul’s dancing with the bride. Are you feeling brave enough to dance with a pregnant lady?”


  “For as long as the pregnant lady’s husband will let me.” He smiled back. “Which we both know won’t be long.”


  A dance and a half later, Paul claimed Bette. Then Grady danced once with Tris before Michael claimed her. Even his dance with Judi—Paul’s kid sister and practically his own—ended with her father claiming her.


  He looked around for Leslie Craig, the remaining member of the wedding party, Tris’s co-worker and her maid of honor. He wouldn’t mind dancing with her. She didn’t look at him like a high-caloric goody. Leslie more likely would slip in some pointed remark than gush or stumble over her words.


  But she was still dancing with a man Judi had informed him was someone’s recently widowed uncle. Grady frowned.


  The man looked young for an uncle and a widower. Some might even consider his gray hair and dark mustache distinguished. And from the way Leslie smiled, at least one person found them charming.


  Grady turned away and danced on. The redhead. Friends’ mothers. Michael’s boss, U.S. Senator Joan Bradon. Leslie moved on to other partners, though the uncle showed up a couple more times, and Grady never could reach her before someone else did. He danced with miscellaneous relatives of Tris or Michael and assorted wedding guests. The redhead again.


  She made it clear she was willing and eager. Trouble was, he wasn’t either one.


  The dance ended, and she stayed at his side.


  “All right, everybody, while the band takes a break, my cousin Tris is going to toss the bouquet.” Paul had a firm grip on the microphone and the crowd. Dancers wandered off the floor, anticipating his next announcement. “Will all the unmarried ladies please move over there by the doorway.”


  The redhead gave Grady a look under her lashes, slid her hand down his sleeve until her fingertips brushed the back of his hand, then started across the floor to the designated area with a walk that should have gotten her arrested for attempted arson.


  Maybe he just wasn’t flammable lately.


  To let another bouquet candidate pass, he moved to his right, and bumped squarely into Leslie Craig.


  “I don’t object when men trample on my affections,” she said in that faint drawl of hers, “but I draw the line at my toes.”


  He grinned. “Sorry, Leslie.” He stepped back to open her path to the growing group of would-be flower catchers.


  She didn’t move.


  He stepped farther back, making the opening more obvious, even gesturing that the way was clear.


  She arched a brow. “What’re you doing there, Grady? New dance step?”


  “That would be the closest I’d come to dancing with you tonight.” Her hazel eyes glinted with humor at his dry response. “But what I was trying to do was politely let you past so you’d have a chance to catch the bouquet.”


  She shook her head. “Thanks, but I’ll stay here.”


  He saw Tris, already with her back to the growing group of women, glance toward Leslie.


  “I think Tris is looking for you.”


  “She’ll understand.”


  “You object on feminist grounds?”


  “Not me. I’m from the feminist school that says a woman can do anything a man can do—including love and marriage. No, I think bouquet tossing is a quaint and archaic tradition, and I’m all for that. You learn to cherish your quaint and archaic traditions when you’re from Virginia. It’s just that I’m too archaic myself to go in for this one.”


  Grady had been watching Paul consult with Tris some eight feet away, but now turned to consider the woman by his side. He knew from Tris that Leslie was older than his thirty-three, but it couldn’t be by much.


  Besides, he’d spent time with enough attractive women to qualify as something of an expert, and her appeal was the kind age didn’t diminish. It came from her bones, and her brain. He’d spent many childhood hours with old movies as his only companions, and he could see a lot of the young Katharine Hepburn in Leslie Craig.


  But he was too late to make his observations. She’d continued the conversation without him.


  “Believe it or not, Tris and Michael want to get things moving faster. You’d think moving their wedding up from June to late April would be fast enough for anybody.”


  She smiled at him, a friend sharing their mutual friends’ happiness, and he felt the uncharacteristic urge to ask her if she didn’t have any of the feelings he’d been experiencing. The left-out feeling. The wondering about when—or if—it would be his turn.


  Doubly uncharacteristic. To have the feelings, and then to consider confiding them. Even Paul, who’d been his first friend, would be astounded if Grady Roberts ever said what he’d just been thinking.


  Leslie’s smile had slipped and she studied him in some puzzlement.


  In their encounters since Tris introduced them last fall, he’d realized Leslie was a perceptive woman. Dangerously so. He turned on his smile. “They do seem in a hurry, don’t they?”


  In the background, he heard Paul giving final instructions.


  All Leslie’s puzzlement didn’t disappear, but her smile returned. “I heard Tris telling Paul that if he wanted her to throw this bouquet he’d better get a move on because she had a honeymoon to start. And Michael flat out said he wasn’t going to waste time throwing the garter. He was going to hand—”


  A missile struck Grady a glancing blow on the right shoulder, deflected straight at Leslie Craig’s chin and shed three petals before dropping into the hands she’d instinctively raised.


  A whoop went up from the general direction of Tris, Michael and Paul, quickly picked up by the rest of the crowd.


  Leslie’s head was bent over the bouquet that had landed in her hands, so Grady had to bend to get a look at her face.


  She looked stunned.


  “You okay, Leslie?”


  “Okay?” She still stared at the flowers.


  “You took it square on the chin. It wasn’t a knockout punch, was it?”


  “No. No, I’m okay.” She finally looked up, but not at him. “You’re a low-down rat, Tris Donlin.”


  Grady looked around as Tris, Michael, Paul and Bette converged on them. In the background the women who’d waited in vain dispersed, most smiling, a few—including the redhead—looking put out.


  “Tris Donlin Dickinson now,” the rat corrected with no embarrassment.


  “You should have seen that throw, Grady,” enthused Paul. “She could have been playing for the Cubs with that pickoff move. She winds up like she’s going to throw to the plate, then—whoosh—zips it over to first base.”


  Leslie’s narrowed eyes bored into Tris. “Only she threw to somebody sitting in the stands. Happily sitting in the stands.”


  “I wanted you to have it. It’s my wedding day. Shouldn’t I get to decide who gets this bouquet?”


  “That’s low-down and sneaky, appealing to my sentiments that way and—”


  “I learned it from the best,” Tris tossed back at her.


  “You could have just handed it to me instead of pelting me with it, not to mention setting up false hopes for all those girls over there.”


  “Those were exactly my thoughts,” said Michael. “That’s why I decided to skip the part where the groom throws the garter. Here, Grady.”


  When a friend extends a hand to give you something, it’s automatic to take it. You don’t stop to consider whether you really want to accept the item. At least, Grady didn’t stop to think. So he ended up with a circle of flowery lace resting in his wide palm.


  “What’s this?”


  “It’s the garter, what do you think it is?” demanded Paul. “You can’t tell me you’ve never seen one before. But this one’s special,” he added with a wicked grin. “This one means you’ll be the next one married.”


  Feeling as if he’d also taken a blow to the chin, Grady looked around the circle of his friends, then at Leslie.


  “But right now what you do,” continued Paul, “is go out in the middle so everybody can see, and then you put the garter on the leg of the woman who caught the bouquet. That’s what you do.”


  “Oh, no, he doesn’t.” Leslie was adamant.


  “It’s the tradition,” Paul persisted.


  “No way."


  Grady looked from one to the other. Sounded as if Leslie had no intention of cherishing this tradition. Come to think of it, he didn’t remember this particular tradition being followed at Paul and Bette’s wedding last August.


  “But—” Paul started before Bette stepped in quietly.


  “How about if we make our own tradition.”


  “Bless your heart,” breathed Leslie.


  “What? What did she say?” Paul asked.


  “She said, ‘Bless your heart,’ ” Tris told her cousin. “She says it a lot. It’s a sort of multipurpose Southern expression Leslie uses for any occasion. Right now I think she’s using it to say thank-you to Bette for saving her from the garter-on-the-leg tradition.”


  On cue, Bette went on, “Why don’t we have the man who has the garter dance the next dance with the woman who caught the bouquet. That’ll be the new tradition. Okay?”


  Grady heard the band start up. He heard Leslie muttering about there being a big difference between catching a bouquet and fending it off out of self-defense.


  Maybe he just needed to get out more. Maybe that was all that was the matter with him.


  And maybe not.


  He closed his hand around the scrap of lace and took Leslie Craig in his arms for their dance.


   


  
    Chapter One

  


   


  Grady Roberts opened his top left-side dresser drawer, repository of all the things he didn’t know what to do with, and, first thing, he saw the garter.


  He thought he’d packed everything he’d need for this trip to Washington, but more business trips than he cared to count had taught him to take one last look.


  And there, amid single cuff links, hotel shoe-shine kits, toothpicks, an old pocketknife, matchbooks and spare change—in fact, right on top of them—rested that white band of fabric Michael had handed him at the wedding two and a half weeks ago.


  He’d shoved it in his tuxedo pocket after that single dance with Leslie Craig. Later he’d seen it on the dresser when Harriet, his housekeeper, sent the tux to the cleaners before last week’s museum board benefit. He’d left it on the dresser because it didn’t seem right to throw it out, but what did you do with a bride’s garter?


  Apparently Harriet had figured the best thing to do was to put it back where she’d found it, because he’d discovered it in his pocket during the benefit. He couldn’t blame the garter for his not enjoying the company of his stunningly beautiful and stunningly boring date, but the fact was, when he came home—early—that night, he’d taken the garter out of his pocket and dumped it in this drawer with something close to irritation.


  And there it had stayed until now.


  He could throw the thing out. He stood there looking at it, making no move toward the wastepaper basket. Or...


  “What the hell.”


  With that fatalistic mutter, he picked up the bit of material, tossed it in his open suitcase and slammed the drawer closed.


  
    * * * *

  


  “How about this?”


  Leslie Craig looked at the massive Chinese gong Grady Roberts stood next to. It was the largest thing in the Georgetown antique store he’d made their first stop. An antique store in Georgetown and one in a trendy mall, for heaven’s sake. The man didn’t have a bit of shopping sense.


  He’d called out of the blue Thursday, said he’d be in Washington over the weekend and would she be available Saturday to help him select a housewarming gift for the home Paul and Bette had just bought in suburban Chicago. With Tris and Michael still off on their honeymoon, he really could use some help shopping in D.C., he’d said. She’d said yes.


  She sighed mentally. Grandma Beatrice had always said men had to be schooled in gift buying just the way they are in world history. Grady Roberts, she feared, would require remedial work.


  “I don’t think so, Grady.”


  A tuck appeared between his brows. Lord, even the man’s frown was more appealing than most men’s widest smiles.


  “Why not?”


  Despite the appeal, she moved closer so she could lower her voice out of hearing range of the supercilious clerk lurking in the vicinity.


  “If your heart’s set on an antique, there are some towns a little way out we could try. They’re much more reasonable.”


  His frown cleared. “The money doesn’t matter.”


  She’d tried the oblique approach, now it was time for direct. “Maybe not to you, but how about to Paul and Bette? How do you think they’d feel having something sitting in their living room that cost as much as half a year’s mortgage payments?”


  He looked stubborn.


  “Of course, when I say sitting in their living room, that’s only a guess. Where exactly do you put a genuine Chinese gong? And what on earth would you use it for? I can’t imagine Bette calling Paul and their kids-to-be in to dinner with it.”


  “Not everything has to be useful,” he argued, but the stubborn look had disappeared.


  “True, but then it should be something the person getting the gift can truly love. You think Paul and Bette would love this?”


  The surface didn’t ripple, but Leslie thought she saw reactions flicker across the clear blue of his eyes. Poor soul, it was a whole new concept for him. Wouldn’t do to throw someone at the remedial level right into a graduate course. Better to ease him into it.


  “Why don’t we look around a little more,” she suggested smoothly. “And you can tell me more about the house Paul and Bette are buying.”


  He let her ease him out of the antique store and on to other shops that shared at least one theme—outrageous prices. So, she confirmed to herself, he hadn’t really had his heart set on the gong or even an antique, because if he had she didn’t fool herself into thinking Grady would have been so easily swayed.


  Why on earth had she agreed to accompany him on this shopping expedition?


  Because she couldn’t resist.


  Not because of his looks, though looks he certainly had—a couple inches over six foot, no extraneous inches anywhere else, blond hair, blue eyes, features both regular and manly. Women definitely looked twice.


  That was not a recommendation in Leslie’s eyes, however. If anything, his handsomeness and easy charm had made her dismiss him when they met last fall.


  But Tris and Michael, Paul and Bette—people Leslie liked and admired—had been friends with Grady for a long time, so surely there was something. And then she’d thought she’d caught glimpses of it herself, especially at the wedding.


  Well, there you had it, as Grandma Beatrice would say. A challenge ready-made for Leslie Aurelia Craig. A lost soul—all the more lost because he didn’t know he was a lost soul—clearly in need of a little gentle guidance.


  Besides, she liked Paul and Bette, and for a couple starting off in their first home to be saddled with something like that gong...Especially since Grady would be too near at hand for them to sell the thing at their first garage sale.


  
    * * * *

  


  This was not going the way Grady had planned.


  They’d wandered in and out of Georgetown shops for nearly two hours. He would guide them in, hoping to get this gift bought and shipped, and she would usher them out, not satisfied with any of his proposals. Finally he talked her into a glass of wine and some fruit and cheese in the tree-shaded courtyard of a small restaurant he knew.


  This was more like it, he thought as he considered Leslie. Elbows propped on the table, she rested her chin on the backs of her hands, which she’d templed over the wineglass. The position displayed the clean line of her profile beyond a sweep of brown hair glinting with red and gold.


  She had beautiful hands. Long, slender fingers and a narrow palm. Soft, but not the least bit fragile. They were hands that accomplished things with a delicate touch.


  He’d tell her that, but not right now. Too early. And if there was one thing Grady knew about dealing with women it was timing.


  For now, he remained content to let their interaction fall into the familiar rhythm.


  But he’d barely settled back in his chair before she started plying him with questions about the house Paul and Bette had just bought.


  “I don’t know. It’s just a house. It’s in Evanston, just north of the city. It’s two stories, kind of big. Not too far from Lake Michigan.”


  “I don’t know,” he repeated to inquiries on neighborhood character, construction date and architectural style.


  “What’s the outside look like?”


  “I told you, two stories.”


  She shot him a look that might have been disgust.


  “How about the yard?”


  “It has big trees.” That was fairly safe. A lot of Evanston had big trees, especially that area. And then he remembered another tidbit. “Paul said something about the previous owner being elderly and very frail, so not much got done to the outside. He said he wouldn’t have to worry about getting a lawn mower because there’s no grass to mow—just dirt.”


  But that didn’t satisfy her, either.


  “Are they planning on renovating? Redecorating?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “They must be doing something. At least a room they’re going to make into a nursery for the baby.”


  “I don’t know.” What was the hurry? The baby wasn’t due until August.


  “But they must have talked about it. People getting a new house can’t help but talk about it.”


  “Yeah, I guess they did. I just didn’t pay much attention.”


  She took her elbows off the table and sat back, openly studying him. This was not part of the familiar rhythm.


  “Well then, how did you expect to buy them a gift?”


  What, was she crazy? “I expected to walk into a store, find something and pay for it.”


  “But how could you know if that something was right or not?”


  “Right?”


  “Appropriate for them. Something Paul and Bette could love. Something that would make them remember you every time they looked at it, and it would make them feel good.”


  He smiled at her. “Isn’t that an awful lot of burden to put on a present?”


  She didn’t smile back. “Not if the present buyer’s truly willing to give.”


  The trouble with hazel eyes was that they sort of snuck up on you. They seemed just like ordinary eyes one second and then the next they were boring right into you.


  He shifted in his chair and slanted his grin. “Hey, you’re the one who said that antique gong was too expensive. I was willing to give.”


  She flipped one hand dismissively. “Money. That’s not what I’m talking about.”


  What was she talking about? What was she doing?


  She removed her red knit jacket from the chair back and slid her purse strap over her shoulder. “Thank you for the wine, Grady. It’s nice seeing you. Hope your business goes well Monday, and have a good trip back to Chicago.”


  “But—but I don’t have a present yet.”


  “You’re not ready yet. You’ve got more thinking to do before you’ll know what to get them. And it wouldn’t hurt if you paid more attention to what they tell you about the house. Give them my best when you see them.”


  She stood.


  “Wait a minute. Please sit down.” She looked at him with polite inquiry, but did sit. This was definitely not going the way he’d planned. “I thought we’d go to dinner.”


  “Why?”


  He’d never been asked that before. Not in the more than half of his life he’d been dating. He’d had women say no before—a few—but he’d never had one ask “why.”


  Mildly annoyed, he said the first thing that came to mind. “To get something to eat.”


  “It’s only three-thirty in the afternoon and we just had something to eat.”


  “Well, we wouldn’t go now,” he said in exasperation, and for some reason that brought the spark of amusement back into her eyes. “I thought we’d go later, take the opportunity to get to know each other.


  “After all,” he went on quickly in case she had another “why” ready, “we’ll run into each other more when I’m in D.C., through Tris and Michael, and I know you’ve gotten to know Paul from his trips for the Smithsonian, and Bette when she comes along. But we don’t know each other very well. I’d like to get to know you better.”


  That was true, he realized with a bit of surprise.


  He reached across the glass tabletop and took Leslie’s hand in both of his. “I think you’re a very interesting woman, Leslie. And very lovely.”


  She detached her hand.


  “Thank you. And I’m sure we will get to know each other over time since, as you’ve said, we have so many friends in common. But for now . . .”


  She stood again. This time he stood, too.


  “But the gift—You said you’d help.”


  He started to cover the odd note in his voice with more talk, but stopped when he caught her expression. Something Tris had said about her friend’s propensity for mothering people shot to the surface of his memory.


  The one thing Leslie can’t resist is someone she thinks is a lost chick.


  It wasn’t a role he felt any affinity for, but any port in a storm . . .


  “I really could use your help, Leslie.”


  “But we don’t seem to be getting anywhere, Grady, so—”


  “But we will. Give it more time.” That’s what he needed, more time.


  “—there’s no sense—.”


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute. I have an idea.”


  “An idea?”


  A stroke of genius, and one bound to keep them together for at least a couple more hours. And that would make it late enough that going on to dinner should be no problem. Then...who knows?


  “You said I need to think about Paul and Bette, and what they love. I know where to do that—the Smithsonian.”


  “The Smithsonian? Oh...you mean . . .”


  “Right, the exhibit Paul’s been working on isn’t ready yet, but he’d consulted for them even before he started this regular position last year, so there’ve got to be other displays with artifacts like the antique toys Paul appraises. Americana, that sort of thing.”


  “National Museum of American History,” she murmured. She was weakening.


  “Right, we’ll go there.” He tossed money on the table for their bill plus a generous tip, and took her arm. “That should give me lots of ideas. You can’t say no to that.”


  She couldn’t.


  
    * * * *

  


  They saw the Star-Spangled Banner that Francis Scott Key wrote a country’s anthem about. They watched the pendulum that swayed with the earth’s rotation knock off a few more increments of time. They studied Dorothy’s ruby slipper from The Wizard of Oz, Al Jolson’s sheet music, Mister Rogers’s sweater, Edith’s and Archie’s chairs from All in the Family and Fred Astaire’s top hat.


  She discovered his love of old movies.


  He found out that her grandmother had taught her to play the piano and had a saying for every occasion.


  They spent a very agreeable two hours. And when they walked out into the setting May sun and headed across the grassy Mall to where Grady had parked his rental car, he felt they had, in fact, gotten to know each other better.


  What he hadn’t done was come up with an idea for a present for Paul and Bette.


  “I guess you’re right,” he told her. “I am hopeless when it comes to buying gifts. My personal assistant does a lot of that for me, and the rest of it I usually get the first thing that hits my eye.”


  “I never said you were hopeless. You’ve just never been taught.”


  Maybe he’d always assumed that if it cost enough no one would notice the lack of thought. Discomfort at that notion was quickly edged away by the pleasure of the moment. To his left the Capitol dome rose, bathed in sunlight. To his right the stark Washington Monument was etched against the blue sky and beyond it the solid serenity of the Lincoln Monument. And by his side walked a woman, a very nice woman.


  How often had he stopped to consider the “niceness” of the women he’d spent time with?


  “So today was first grade in the Leslie Craig School of Gift Giving?”


  She responded to his teasing straight-faced, but with her eyes giving her away. “Make that preschool, Grady.”


  He laughed and took her hand as they jogged across Jefferson Street ahead of a slow-moving car.


  “Oh, look, the roses are blooming.”


  Leslie started to move away, but he didn’t loosen his grip on her hand; instead he followed along where she led.


  Most of his experience with roses came in ordering them by the dozen from florists. But here, several beds entirely filled with rosebushes occupied a triangle of space between the original Smithsonian building—"Dubbed ‘the Castle,’ " Leslie said—and a building with Centennial 1876 Exhibition above double front doors. Colors tumbled over one another. Buds still encased in green nestled next to flowers opened so wide that gravity had drawn some petals to the dark earth below. And perfect blossoms regally posed for their moment of glory against velvet green leaves.


  “Aren’t they wonderful? Look at that one—Peace. That color . . .”


  Leslie moved from plant to plant. She slipped her hand out of his, but he went with her, observing her reaction more than the flowers. She breathed the scented air in deeply and let it out. Abruptly he remembered what it felt like to hold her while they danced, the feel of her back under his hand, the brush of her arm against his, the soft presence of her hand on his shoulder.


  “The first time Grandma Beatrice came to visit me in Washington, we came here and sat on these benches one whole afternoon, watching the people and feeding the squirrels. We come every year when she visits me.”


  Such a simple thing—some dirt, plants, a few flowers—and she got such pleasure out of it. Year after year, from what she said.


  “That’s it,” he said softly. Then louder, “Hot damn, that’s it.”


  She looked at him, a reminiscent smile still softening her mouth.


  “What’s it?”


  “The idea. The gift. I’ll give them this.”


  He gestured at the flowers around them. She looked around, then back at him, eyebrows raised in question.


  “A garden, Leslie. I’ll give them a garden,” he explained, and her puzzlement started to fade. “I mean, they can choose what they want and everything, but there’s a man I know—I helped sell his old business so he could do what he really loved—landscaping. And I know he’d be happy to do it. He can help Paul and Bette figure out what they want, and then he’ll landscape it for them.” His enthusiasm dipped for an instant. “That’s something they’ll like, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I think that’s something they’ll like very much. That’s a great idea, Grady.”


  The momentary dip smoothed before a renewed surge of certainty. “And they’ll remember it, like you said. And they’ll look at it for years and years and think about me giving it to them and they’ll smile. Hey, this gift giving can be pretty good stuff, can’t it?”


  Her smile changed, and he stared at her mouth.


  “It sure can."


  Pleased with the scent of roses, pleased with the sunshine, pleased with the idea, pleased with himself and pleased with Leslie, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to take her in his arms and kiss her.


   


  
    Chapter Two

  


   


  Grady’s mouth shifted on hers, changing the angle of the kiss from that first, exuberant meeting, taking advantage of her stunned stillness to carry this beyond an impulse.


  Move, Leslie. Move away . Her mind’s order faded to a mumble under the roaring in her ears.


  It felt so natural, instead, to match her movements to his. To meet his lips, to echo the exploration. To put her hands up to his neck when he slid his arms around her, to settle into his hold when he drew her nearer.


  So natural. And nature was a powerful force. A force to be reckoned with, a force to fear.


  Because there was also such a thing as a natural disaster.


  She put her hands on broad shoulders and leveraged herself three inches away from temptation. Because Grady Roberts had all the makings of a disaster for her, natural or otherwise.


  She’d heard the stories: Grady Roberts, the great ladies’ man; Grady Roberts, the smooth operator.


  Partially straightening her arms gained her a modicum of space, but still within the circle of his arms.


  Say something, Leslie. Say something.


  “A student with your aptitude should be able to skip several levels and graduate before you know it.”


  His gaze still rested on her mouth, and she felt the impact of that look like a shiver under her skin. Then he raised his blue, blue eyes to hers and she had to fight to keep from shivering in earnest.


  “I, uh, mean, uh, gift giving. In the Leslie Craig School of Gift Giving.” She laughed a little. It didn’t sound quite right, but the fact that she’d produced the sound at all steadied her enough to add, “If you get this enthusiastic about gift giving, you’ll be a real menace come Christmas, Grady.”


  Another laugh, still a little forced, but a laugh nonetheless.


  Grady’s eyes were less readable now, more like his usual expression.


  And while she was absorbing the realization of how little his usual expression did show of what was going on inside him, Grady released her. He made almost a caress of it, sliding his hands lightly along her back and arms, until she took a step back.


  He still said nothing.


  Lord, she’d like to bolt. Make up some flimsy excuse and get out of here, away from him, away from all that...that nature.


  But already she could feel her equilibrium returning. He’d taken her by surprise. That was all.


  And cutting the evening short would give the kiss more significance than it truly deserved. Why get so worked up, anyway? It was a kiss, just a kiss. Making a big deal of it could create awkwardness, since they would surely run into each other through their mutual friends. She didn’t want that.


  “So you ready for that dinner now? I know I am. Can’t have us starving right here in front of the Smithsonian and in full view of our national monuments. It wouldn’t seem right, now, would it?”


  “No, it wouldn’t. Dinner is definitely in order,” he said slowly, and relief that he’d followed her light lead shot through her.


  Or something shot through her.


  “Well, c’mon, then.”


  As they continued on toward his car and then back through the city to a tiny Italian restaurant up Connecticut Avenue, her spiel would have done a tour guide proud. She couldn’t remember a word of it later.


  She was no fool. She knew the men who found her attractive were the ones who liked a sense of humor, a sharp wit, a good listener, an undemanding presence in their social lives. And there wasn’t one she didn’t remain on friendly terms with after she let them know that was all it ever would be.


  Grady Roberts didn’t fit that mold. She knew from Tris and the others the kind of women he favored. She’d seen it herself with that redhead at Tris and Michael’s wedding. Her mirror told her she was attractive enough: decent figure, clear skin, regular features, shiny hair. Her face wouldn’t send small children crying for their mothers, but neither would it have strong men—especially outright handsome strong men like Grady—quaking in their boots.


  Besides, Grady related to women like a shooting star—brief, intense and no residuals once it had burned itself out.


  No thank you.


  So she ate with him and she talked with him and she laughed with him. But she insisted on paying for her dinner, so there’d be no mistaking this for anything resembling a date.


  And when he pulled up in front of her building, she gave his shoulder a quick pat and threw a wave over her shoulder as she went inside, so there’d be no mistaking them for anything other than friends.


  
    * * * *

  


  And he let her.


  Twenty hours later he stared out his hotel room window at the embassy across the street flying some blue-and-white flag he didn’t recognize, and he shook his head. What had gotten into him?


  First, he rushed the first kiss. Then he’d stumbled through the evening like a sleepwalker, letting her rule the conversation with amusing anecdotes of her family’s history without once approaching anything close to personal. All right, he hadn’t expected a kiss quite that...quite that much of a kiss.


  But today, while sailing the Chesapeake with a business prospect, he’d gotten a better perspective.


  He could—he would—get things back on track. Because he did want to get to know her better.


  He dialed her home number.


  A machine with Leslie’s voice, the bit of drawl warming up the succinct message about the number he’d reached and the way to leave a message, answered.


  “Leslie, it’s Grady. I’d like to take you out for dinner tonight, but since you’re not there I’ll give you a call later, or you can give me a call at my hotel.” He left the number and time, then hung up with a strange reluctance.


  Restless, he walked toward Dupont Circle. The soft spring evening had brought people out, couples slipping past him two by two. In every conceivable combination of humanity they sat on front steps, lolled on park benches, perched on the sides of cars, laughed in front of ice-cream shops, shared a bicycle.


  Room service and a channel-hopping binge that finally located Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant whiled away the night. Twice more he reached Leslie’s machine.


  She wasn’t available at her office when he called late the next morning during a break from his appointments.


  With fifteen minutes until his five-thirty flight, he tried one last time from the airport. She was in a meeting, did he want to leave a message? No, no message.


  
    * * * *

  


  “And if we can get the coverage I’m hoping for in The Post—”


  Interrupted by her own office telephone, Leslie made an apologetic face at her two visitors and answered.


  “Public Relations, Leslie Craig.”


  “Hi, Leslie, it’s Grady.”


  He’d caught her by surprise. The message on her machine that Sunday night she’d understood. He’d been in town, didn’t know many people, probably wasn’t accustomed to an evening without a date to fill it. And the message at work the next day had been a polite follow-up. But that had been a week ago, and she certainly hadn’t expected to hear from him now.


  She’d let the silence drag on too long.


  “Grady Roberts,” he prompted, without sounding the least put out.


  She smiled. “I know. How are you?”


  “I’m fine. And I’m coming right along with that project we talked about.”


  “Project? Oh, the present?”


  “Yeah. I contacted that landscaper I mentioned and he went by the place yesterday, right after they closed on the house. He said it’s got a lot of potential. Now he’s drawing up a few general ideas for them, rough sketches, so I’ll have something to put a ribbon on when they have their moving-in party in a couple weeks. Then he’ll work with Paul and Bette so it’s just what they want.”


  “That sounds terrific. I don’t think you could have come up with a better present.”


  “Thanks to you.”


  “It was your idea, Grady.”


  Tris Donlin Dickinson’s head came up from where she was reading the news release Leslie had been going over with her and an architectural consultant to the historic preservation foundation they both worked for. Leslie met her questioning look with a faint shrug.


  “My idea that I wouldn’t have had if you hadn’t insisted I actually give it some thought.”


  “True.”


  He laughed, and she smiled at the sound.


  “Well, I hoped I could thank you—”


  “You already did and you just have again.”


  “—properly. This weekend. I’m coming in to D.C. and I hope we can get together. Dinner, and I hear there’s a great place to dance in Georgetown by the river, and—”


  “I’m sorry, but I have a visitor coming in and I’ll be tied up all weekend.”


  A short silence, before his cheerful response. “Ah, well. Guess I’ll have to wait to make my proper thank-you, then.”


  “Truly, Grady, there’s no need—”


  “Depends on whose need you’re talking about.” His voice had dropped half a tone. “Talk to you later.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Bye.”


  She held the phone through the click and the dial tone. She considered faking a more normal conclusion to the conversation, then decided against it.


  Hanging up, she turned to Tris and Dick Welsh. “Now as I was saying, the coverage I’m hoping for . . .”


  Tris’s eyebrows had nearly disappeared under the blond hair across her forehead, but she cooperated in the return to business. Temporarily.


  Twenty minutes later, the discussion had ended with a few revisions to the release and contingencies for the campaign they hoped would draw attention to a developer’s plan to claw a section out of a Civil War battlefield.


  Dick Welsh left. Tris rose, but only to close the door before resuming her seat with an air of settling in.


  “So,” she started, “that was Grady on the phone, huh?”


  “Um-hmm.”


  “Didn’t know you two were exchanging phone calls on a regular basis.”


  “We aren’t.”


  “You didn’t tell him who your weekend visitor is.”


  “Didn’t I?”


  “You know you didn’t. Trying to make him jealous?”


  “Good Lord, no!”


  The vehemence slipped out and Leslie would have tempered it if she’d had the words to speak again, but Tris relaxed.


  “It’s not that I don’t love Grady,” Tris said. “I mean, really love him, as a friend. For the person he is, not for the god I’d imagined him to be as a kid.”


  Leslie couldn’t help but smile. She’d been around to listen nearly a year ago when Tris had prepared to finally test the college crush she’d harbored for Grady for a dozen years, and she’d been there this fall after Tris realized her feelings for Grady had become friendship, while her feelings for her longtime “buddy” Michael Dickinson had deepened to love. There’d been some rough spots for Tris and Michael in adjusting to their new relationship, but that was past—as Tris’s face clearly showed at the moment.


  “I know, Tris. I know exactly what you mean.”


  “And I really just started to appreciate what a great guy Grady is in the past few months. Maybe I’m seeing him better now or maybe he’s more relaxed with me because I’m not starry-eyed around him. Whatever it is, I see the good things in him, the real good things in him, not just his looks and his charm, but his loyalty and his kind heart and his caring for—”


  "You sound like the man’s press agent,” Leslie murmured.


  Tris frowned without pausing. “—his friends. With his friends he’s terrific. But when it comes to the women he dates...I’ve seen him, Leslie, time and time again. I know he doesn’t mean to hurt anyone, and most times he doesn’t because he picks women who won’t be hurt because they want the same thing, but sometimes he doesn’t realize, and he’s so charming...It’s like he just can’t help himself and—”


  “Tris, let me set your mind at ease.”


  Leslie stopped the spate of words partly out of self-preservation; her head was spinning. Now she leaned forward and put a hand on her friend’s arm, speaking with the assurance of a thirty-seven-year-old who knew she was well past foibles of the heart.


  “I would not succumb to Grady Roberts’s famed charms, even if he were intent on trying them on me, which he most certainly is not. Is not, you hear? It’s very simple. Business kept Grady in town the weekend before you and Michael came back. He wanted to get a present for Paul and Bette’s housewarming. He asked me to help. I did. He called to thank me.” She straightened and smiled. “As simple as that.”


  Tris still wore a faint frown.


  “Grady called to simply say thank-you?” She sounded skeptical.


  "Yes."


  “Are you sure—”


  “I’m sure.”


  Perhaps she spoke a little sharply because Tris cut a look at her that reminded Leslie that Tris, while younger and perhaps a bit less battered by life’s disappointments, was not stupid.


  “I’m just concerned about you. Leslie.”


  “Bless your heart.” She meant it—she valued Tris’s friendship and caring, but she also used the expression that Tris got such a kick out of on purpose to lighten the mood.


  Tris’s frown lifted, and Leslie adroitly shifted the conversation as she continued dryly, “But if you were truly concerned about me, you would volunteer to help entertain my little cousin April this weekend.”


  Tris snorted. “Concerned, I said. Not stupid. I still remember that trip to the zoo two years ago.”


  They exchanged a look of survivors remembering a shared horror. But Leslie felt obliged to defend her relative.


  “She’s two years older now. Surely she’s grown out of the stage of trying to infuriate the gorillas by pelting them with peanuts.”


  “She’s probably just two years stronger,” was Tris’s uncomforting prediction. “Now she’d probably make them so mad they really would shake the bars loose.”


  
    * * * *

  


  By late Saturday afternoon, Leslie wasn’t sure if April Gareaux was stronger, but the thirteen-year-old certainly was more sullen.


  Friday evening she’d taken the girl for dinner on a boat that cruised the Potomac. Admittedly, Leslie had been a bit distracted by the earlier delivery of a half-dozen red roses with a card simply signed “Grady.” Thank heavens Tris had been out of the office.


  Saturday morning, Leslie took April to the Smithsonian’s Air and Space Museum; the you-are-in-the-cockpit movie left most of the audience gasping and April yawning. They ducked into the National Archives building for a peak at the original Constitution and the genuine John Hancock signature on the Declaration of Independence. For lunch, Leslie took her to the food court in the Old Post Office Pavilion so there would be enough choices for a thirteen-year-old palate.


  April moved like an automaton at half power.


  Riding the subway north, with the afternoon stretching before them, Leslie decided to play what she considered her ace in the hole—a trip to an upscale mall where the District of Columbia met Maryland.


  “Okay,” was all April said to the suggestion.


  Leslie figured it was a pose. From what she heard from parents and advertisers, every girl that age lived for mall delights.


  Not April Gareaux.


  By the time they returned to her apartment, twenty-four hours of single-word answers, uninterested looks and disdainful shrugs had Leslie so worn out she didn’t even have the energy to suggest they go out for dinner.


  “How about if I order in pizza and we see what the TV has to offer?”


  “Okay.”


  That was one of the two answers she’d gotten all day, the other being “Yech.” At least her dinner plans elicited the more positive choice, even if it followed a martyred sigh. She chewed on a piece of chocolate licorice as she dialed the pizza number and watched April flop on the sofa with remote control in one hand and the TV listings in the other, showing probably more enthusiasm than for any other activity.


  The chocolate licorice provided a surefire barometer to Leslie’s low spirits. Her father had introduced her to the treat when she was nine. Chocolate licorice had been her father’s cure for the tragedy of a broken arm that had restricted her the last two precious weeks of that summer, and she still followed it.


  She straightened her shoulders and finished off a second stick of licorice.


  Maybe April Gareaux thought she’d worn down her older relative, scored some sort of victory. Leslie was made of sterner stuff.


  She poured them each a soft drink, slipped off her shoes and sat next to April.


  “Yes, it’ll be good to take it easy tonight, because tomorrow we’re getting up bright and early for church, then we’ll change and take the train up to Baltimore for a baseball game. I have tickets and—”


  April groaned, Leslie persevered.


  “—great seats and the weather’s supposed to be perfect. We can cheer and yell and stuff ourselves on hot dogs. You’ll love it.”


  “I’ll hate it. I don’t know why I had to come here again, anyhow,” April grumbled. The most words she’d said at one time since her arrival.


  Leslie had always loved kids. Whenever the numerous Craig relatives and connections had gathered—as they often did at Grandma Beatrice’s sprawling estate outside Charlottesville, Virginia—she’d entertained and cared for those younger than herself.


  Since leaving Charlottesville for Washington ten years ago, she’d bypassed most family gatherings. But that didn’t stop Grandma Beatrice from involving her in family business. Including what she saw as the sad state of her great-granddaughter April’s upbringing.


  “Your Cousin Melly is making a botch of raising that girl, Leslie,” Grandma Beatrice had said.


  “I’m sure it’s not easy for Melly, with Jeff dying like that—”


  Grandma Beatrice’s disapproving sound—much too genteel to be called a snort—had stopped Leslie’s excuses cold.


  “He wouldn’t have died like that if the two of them hadn’t been trying to climb some fool cliff,” her grandmother retorted. “If you’re a reasonable human being and you want to go somewhere, you take a road, and if there’s no road there’s a darn good reason. Bunch of nonsense. And Melly’s gotten worse, not better. Only thinks of herself and her latest adventure, never the child, and now the child’s growing up a brat.”


  Beatrice Waverly Craig would have torn her own tongue out by its Southern roots before saying such a thing to anyone outside the family, but with Leslie she had always been bluntly honest. Sometimes painfully so.


  “You’ve always loved children, Leslie, and you have nowhere to direct that love. Well, this is a child who takes some effort to love. See what you can do.”


  “But in a weekend how can I—”


  “A weekend might be the most that should be asked of anyone, Leslie.”


  Now, looking at April’s drooping mouth and pugnacious chin, Leslie thought a weekend might be more than should be asked. She also thought April deserved an answer.


  “You’re visiting me again because I’ve always enjoyed kids, and our family thought we’d have a good time together.”


  “Well, I’m not.” Leslie took that to mean April wasn’t having a good time, though April might have been declaring she wasn’t a kid, or perhaps that she wasn’t a member of the family. “And if you enjoy kids so much why don’t you have some of your own to drag around to all these stupid places instead of picking on me?”


  From long practice, Leslie stifled a wince, grateful when the downstairs buzzer gave her time to regain her equilibrium. After buzzing in the pizza delivery man, she opened her eyes wide at her cousin’s daughter and said, with her most exaggerated drawl, “Why, darling, April, it’s exactly because I don’t have any of my own that I turn to you. Because I do so looooove torturing young girls.”


  April’s mouth twitched, and Leslie hoped a smile might follow. But April, after all, was a Craig.


  “Very funny.” She snarled, and her face slipped into accustomed unhappy lines as she again faced the TV.


  The doorbell cut short Leslie’s mental debate whether to push April toward a real conversation. She dipped into her purse for her wallet to pay for the pizza and opened the door.


  
    * * * *

  


  It should be arriving just about now.


  Grady grinned to himself.


  The roses had been standard, as classic as a Tracy-Hepburn movie. And he’d send more next week—he wondered if he could have garden roses delivered like the ones they’d seen at the Smithsonian. But some situations, some women, called for something different, and this had never failed.


  The only question had been timing. He didn’t want to be too obvious, but he also wanted Leslie to feel his presence this weekend. Friday would have been overanxious; Sunday might have been too late. Yeah, this would work.


  He might need lessons in housewarming gifts, but nobody could question Grady Roberts’s success in wooing women.


  
    * * * *

  


  Leslie stared at the man outside her apartment door.


  Instead of the familiar red, white and blue shirt of the pizza delivery, there stood a man in a neat tan uniform, a man who looked closer to retirement than puberty. Instead of a flat box showing grease spots and oozing tempting smells, he held a large wicker basket with its contents hidden by tinted cellophane and its handle decorated with a silken yellow bow.


  “Leslie Craig?”


  “Yes.”


  “Delivery from Not Just Another Gourmet.”


  She gawked at him. She’d shopped there, but the prices were so high she saved it for special occasions. And delivery? With what they charged? Never. “For me?”


  “Yes, ma’am. If you’ll sign here.”


  Dully, she followed his order, fished out a tip and took the basket.


  “That’s not pizza,” April accused when Leslie sat beside her with the basket on her lap.


  “No.”


  “Well, what is it?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  April shot her a disgusted look and started peeling back the cellophane. “Well, look.”


  The retreating cellophane first revealed the long thin neck of a bottle of wine—a very good bottle of wine. Then an assortment of foreign cheeses, two tins of pate, four kinds of crackers, a minibowl of strawberries and another of raspberries.


  April had the flap of a small envelope opened before Leslie took it away.


  “Yech.” April vibrated disapproval as she rooted through the basket’s contents. Leslie wished she could have appreciated that April was more interested than she’d been all of her visit. “Who’d send junk like this? What’s the card say?”


  Leslie had a suspicion, a fear, really. She drew the card from the envelope and read: You wouldn’t come to dinner with me, so I’ve sent an appetizer to you. Enjoy. Grady.


  “Well?” April demanded.


  “It’s from a friend.”


  “I know, a man,” April said wisely. “Mom gets stuff like this from men, too. But only when they really want to get in her pants.”


  “April!”


  “Well, it’s true. That’s when men send the yuckiest things. I like it better when they send candy. But the ones who send this sort of junk are usually the ones she gets all wound up about and goes off with. For a while.” She pulled out a white bakery box and sniffed diligently. “Well, at least he sent dessert. Chocolate. So who’s this guy who wants to get in your pants?”


  “He does not want—” She stopped. She would not debate this with a child. It was ludicrous. She wrapped herself in Grandma Beatrice’s dignity and looked down her nose. “That is an extremely unseemly topic of conversation for a young lady. Especially for a Craig, who should—”


  The doorbell rang again. With the basket and its contents spread out on her lap, Leslie looked at April. “That must be the pizza. Could you . . .”


  April gave a martyred sigh, but took Leslie’s wallet and conducted the swap of money for pizza. Leslie repacked the basket so she could get plates and napkins.


  April ignored the plate and silently plowed through the pizza without removing her eyes from the TV screen.


  Leslie ate more slowly, but just as silently, pushing aside thoughts of Grady by mulling over what April had revealed.


  Melly had always craved excitement and variety, never settling to anything or—to be honest—anyone. Even Jeff. For better or worse, that marriage probably had lasted because he shared her love of adventure and her very fluid definition of fidelity. Neither Melly nor Jeff had been subtle about such things. Leslie wondered how much April had picked up in her first six years of life, and since her father’s death seven years ago.


  With Jeff gone, Melly rushed from adventure to adventure, from man to man. At first she’d taken her daughter with her, but more and more in recent years Melly had left April with varied relatives.


  Leslie leaned back in the corner of the couch, looking at the girl’s profile. She had the long Craig nose. Grandma Beatrice called it aristocratic. Leslie remembered at April’s age lamenting her own Craig nose as plain big. Eventually, as her grandmother had promised, she grew into her face; her other features strengthened, balancing the Craig nose and creating an attractive whole. But she could remember the agony of waiting.


  “I guess this means the ball game’s off tomorrow.” Beneath April’s insultingly hopeful tone, Leslie caught discomfort, and knew April had been aware of her scrutiny.


  “No. Why on earth would it?”


  “Because you’ll be doing something with this guy.” Her tone said she was addressing someone who’d flunked remedial logic.


  “No, I most definitely will not. I am taking you to a baseball game, that’s what I am doing tomorrow. You’re my guest, and you’re the one I’m spending time with.”


  April flopped back; just looking at her slouch made Leslie’s back ache. Had Leslie detected a flash of surprise before the sullenness slipped into place? “Well, you can force me to go to this stupid baseball game tomorrow because I’m still a kid. But how about this guy, huh? He’s not some poor kid you can boss around. What’re you going to do about him? Huh?”


  
    * * * *

  


  Good question.


  And one she sidestepped. Sunday she’d been too tired from the weekend with April. Monday she’d convinced herself the flowers and gourmet basket were gestures, no more.


  But today, when she got home from work, she discovered a package outside her apartment door with the logo of a local department store. She tucked her attaché more firmly under her left elbow, shifted the mail she’d just collected into the same hand and warily picked up the package the size of a truncated shoe box.


  Nothing on the label except her name and address, and the store’s return address. She’d have to open the thing to solve the mystery of its origin.


  Juggling her burdens, she fished out her keys and let herself in, tumbling her attaché, purse and mail on top of the wide bookcase near the hallway to her bedroom. The package she handled more gingerly.


  She looked at it a full minute, then tore off the wrappings. Plunging through padding, she fished out a container of her favorite scent. Not cologne or the thumbnail-size bottle of perfume she indulged in only when she felt particularly rich or so blue even chocolate licorice couldn’t perform a cure. What she held now was a bottle big enough for a case of the blues to drown in.


  The phone rang once but she ignored it, placing the bottle carefully on the bookcase and staring at it until the phone rang again. She snagged the plain envelope that had nestled amid the padding, had the envelope open and was reading the single word on it when she snatched the receiver up as the third ring faded away.


  “Hello.”


  Grady, she read.


  “Hi, Leslie. It’s Grady,” she heard.


  Damn. Her heart sank. She could have used another moment to consider this. Which might explain why her heart picked up speed at the same time it sank.


  But Craigs didn’t waffle when it came time to charge ahead.


   


  
    Chapter Three

  


   


  "Hello, Grady. I’ve just opened the most extraordinary package from you.


  “Extraordinary?”


  “Yes. I didn’t know perfume could be purchased by the half gallon.”


  He chuckled, a very masculine, very satisfied sound.


  “Really, Grady,” she went on in a tone she kept light and friendly, “it’s most generous of you to keep thanking me for helping you decide on the gift for Paul and Bette, but totally unnecessary. I enjoyed it. So, please, no more.”


  In his momentary silence she read indecision over whether to deny the flowers, food and perfume had been expressions of thanks, and perhaps a bit of confusion.


  “All right,” he said slowly. “But then let me take you to dinner tonight.”


  Her eyebrows rose. What was the man up to? She’d told Tris he wasn’t trying to charm her, but she was beginning to wonder. “You’re in Washington again?”


  “Yes, the client I told you about wanted to introduce me to some of his connections. There’s really a need for my sort of business here in Washington. I’ll have to learn more about the links between the private sector and government around here, but other than that, I think a branch could practically open itself . . .”


  She listened to his discussion of the prospects of a branch of his business brokerage in the Washington area, enjoying his enthusiasm, while another level of her mind focused on a more personal issue.


  If he was trying to charm her, why?


  Surely he must see she wasn’t a candidate for his usual romantic interlude. At the very least he’d recognize that the web of their mutual friendships would make the post-interlude period awkward for all concerned. And with Grady, post-interlude followed interlude as surely as day followed night—and nearly as quickly.


  So, since he couldn’t be after a fling, what was he after?


  That’s when it hit her.


  He was after friendship. He just didn’t know how to go about it.


  Sure, he was friends with Tris and Bette, but he’d known Tris more than a dozen years and viewed her as a sort of kid sister, and Bette he’d known always as the woman who made Paul Monroe’s eyes glow.


  But other than those two, she would wager the family heirlooms that the only way Grady Roberts knew to interact with unattached females was romantically.


  In its own way, Grady’s situation was truly sad. What he needed was someone to teach him how to be friends with a woman. Someone who wouldn’t be taken in by his romantic ploys. Someone who wouldn’t fall for the glint in his blue, blue eyes.


  Someone who over the past ten years had succeeded in helping several men see how they could make their lives happier, without making the mistake of getting dangerously involved herself.


  “So what about dinner tonight?”


  “Dinner? Okay—”


  “Great. I know a wonderful French place—”


  French? Probably tiny tables, candlelight and wine? Naturally he’d think of that first. But she’d show him another way.


  “I’m in the mood for a burger. Give me twenty minutes to change into jeans and I’ll meet you at this place I know on Connecticut Avenue.”


  “Oh.” She could practically hear his plans shatter, and she grinned. But he rallied quickly. “Okay.”


  Two minutes later she hung up with a sense of accomplishment and great optimism that handling Grady Roberts wouldn’t be so tough, after all.


  
    * * * *

  


  “You look a little tired, Leslie. Are you okay?”


  Tris studied her with narrowed eyes; Leslie wished the blinds let less revealing sunlight in her office. Tired? Try exhausted. But Tris was the last person she’d admit it to.


  On rare occasions when her subtlety slipped she had been accused of interfering in friends’ lives, though she preferred to think of it as redirecting their thoughts. For their own good, of course. Tris—damn her perception—was the most frequent accuser. Leslie counted herself fortunate Tris had been too preoccupied with the joys of newly married life these past few weeks to be her usual observant self.


  Leslie had said no to nearly half of Grady’s invitations, but since he wanted to get together every day, she wondered if cutting their outings in half was enough to let a friendship grow slowly, naturally. Though she persisted in making their encounters unrelentingly casual, paying her own way as often as she could beat him to it, talking about strictly impersonal matters and avoiding situations he could turn toward a more romantic bent.


  That took a lot of energy. Grady did not give up, and he was adept at turning a look into a potential bone-melter, a touch into a possible skin-burner. He’d had a lot of practice at this romance stuff. Remembering that kept her knees locked the couple times she’d been on the verge of slipping under his spell.


  Some people cracked their knuckles or twirled their hair; Grady flirted. Things like that made no difference in your feeling about the person, if you liked them.


  Ah, that was the question. Did she like Grady?


  If Grady were merely handsome—could anybody that good-looking be considered “merely” anything? she wondered with a wry face—he’d be easy to dismiss. If he were merely successful he’d be easy to forget. If he were merely charming he’d be easy to write off. But there was the evidence of his friendship with Tris and the others, and Leslie’s own observations of him . . .


  “Are you all right, Leslie?”


  Tris’s question jerked her back to the present.


  “Of course. Why ever wouldn’t I be all right?” She smiled brightly.


  “Well, I don’t know why, but you just made this strange face, and I’ve had the feeling you aren’t really listening to me. Is something wrong?”


  “Noth—”


  “Are you still worrying about April?”


  “April? Yes, I suppose I am.” It wasn’t a lie. Since her young relative’s visit nearly two weeks ago, her concerns had remained, just below the surface of her mind.


  Tris frowned. “Leslie, you can’t solve everybody’s problems. As much as you’d like to mother two-thirds of the world—”


  “I wouldn’t have enough place settings for dinner,” she demurred, “and Grandma Beatrice would never approve of paper plates.”


  The frown tightened as Tris fought a grin, and Leslie was satisfied.


  “All right. I won’t lecture—”


  Leslie thanked her with a heartfelt, “Bless your heart,” and the grin defeated the frown.


  “But I’m going to agree with Michael and insist you come with us this weekend to the beach. Until last night I thought, well...But now I see how much you need the rest. And we’ll make sure you don’t think of anything more demanding than whether to sit in the sun or the shade.”


  “That sounds wonderful,” she said. A lazy weekend by the ocean could cure many ills. “But I am not about to intrude on you and Michael. You’ll want to be alone and—”


  “You will definitely not be intruding, so it’s settled—you’re coming. If you can get Friday afternoon off, we’ll leave around lunchtime. And see if you can get Monday off, too.”


  Leslie decided she must be more tired than she knew, because she found herself nodding in acquiescence. The foundation director had been fretting about the vacation time she’d built up, though whether out of concern for her well-being or his record keeping she didn’t know. Either way, she wouldn’t have trouble getting the time off.


  “Besides,” Tris went on, “it would be impossible to be alone, since Paul rented the beach house. He’s not allergic to making plans the way he was before Bette, but he still has his impulsive moments. He decided a weekend at the beach was a perfect way to celebrate wrapping up the installation of the exhibit—you are coming to the opening, aren’t you?”


  “Uh, yes.”


  She’d returned her RSVP for the Thursday evening reception, and she’d turned down Grady’s suggestion they go together. She didn’t want him or anyone else to see them as a couple; that would defeat her whole purpose. But what about at the beach? Where Paul, Bette, Tris and Michael went, would Grady be far behind? But could she back out now without being terribly obvious?


  “Good. And don’t worry about a thing this weekend. I know you’re not the type to get all bent out of shape about being a single woman along with just two married couples for company.” Tris looked at her intently, and Leslie thought she understood; Grady wouldn’t be there. That’s what Tris had found out last night. “But just so there’s no mistake, we really want to have you along.”


  Tris stood and gathered the coffee mug she’d brought with her. “So that’s settled. You’ll drive out with Michael and me on Friday. But first we’ll all be together Thursday night at Paul’s reception.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Grady listened to the man next to him, but his eyes followed Leslie as she accepted a glass of wine from a thin man with even thinner sandy hair. The exhibit light, meant to bathe details of handcarved toys and the patina of two-hundred-year-old wooden games, also caught Leslie’s high, wide cheekbones, leaving shadowed hollows before picking out the sharply etched line of her jaw.


  A movement subtly shifted the sheen of her royal-blue silk dress, and halfway across the exhibit area Grady swallowed at the intimation of the curves below.


  She moved closer to the sandy-haired man and Grady’s muscles tightened fractionally; it wouldn’t take but a minute for him to reach them, less than that to send this guy on his way. Then a turn of Leslie’s head showed him her smile. He thought he read tolerance in it and relaxed.


  Even though he kept his conversation with the brother of a Chicago client short, he’d lost sight of Leslie by the time he shook hands and started off.


  Paul was by the exhibit entrance, surrounded by officials, complimenters and questioners. He handled them with almost careless ease. Grady had caught Paul’s interview on local TV as he’d changed for this reception, and marveled at his friend’s naturalness.


  Opposite Grady, Michael stood back from the crowd, watching the comings and goings with his usual quiet intensity. But Grady noticed Michael seldom stood in his out-of-the-way spot alone. Sometimes in pairs, often singly, others made their way to Michael, and when he spoke they listened.


  A shift in the crowd opened a new line of sight and he saw Leslie, alone for a moment, like him. Without moving her head, her gaze came around to meet his. He lifted his glass, and her eyebrows rose as a smile pulled at her lips.


  He took a step toward her, then stopped as she turned away, and he saw Tris had placed a hand on her arm.


  Meeting Bette Wharton Monroe’s eyes then, Grady altered his course to where she stood, cornered against a display case by a bushy-haired man, short and rotund in a tweed jacket whose weave had caught crumbs from his repast. Grady traced crackers, cheddar cheese, flaky pastry, a dollop of creamy dip and smear of strawberry juice.


  Bette had to interrupt to introduce the man as Professor Whicken. Assessing Bette’s pale face and the professor’s renewed conversational flood, Grady took action.


  “I think it’s time for all pregnant ladies to be sitting down,” he announced, grasping Bette’s elbow and drawing her away.


  “I’m just telling Mrs. Monroe—” The professor, who showed an inclination to follow, halted when a hand met his chest.


  “We appreciate your concern, Professor,” said Grady to the man who’d expressed no concern. “But I’ll be happy to take care of Mrs. Monroe from here. Thank you.”


  Out of earshot, Bette added, “Thank you. That deserves at least a knighthood.”


  Halfway to the chair Grady had spotted, Michael joined them. “You beat me to it, Grady. How’re you doing, Bette?”


  “I’m fine. And I don’t need to sit down.” She hung back a little. “Really.”


  “Sure you do,” Grady disagreed amiably, still homing in on the chair. It happened to be occupied by a white-haired lady, but that didn’t matter.


  “What’s wrong?” Paul arrived a little out of breath, a wake of surprised looks behind him.


  “Nothing is wrong. Go back to your conversation, Paul,” Bette ordered as Grady ceded his hold on her arm to her husband.


  Paul ignored her. “Michael? What’s up?”


  Not even particularly surprised it was Michael that Paul presumed would know, Grady simply continued to the chair, stopping in front of the white-haired lady.


  “Excuse me, could we possibly have the use of that chair? As you can see, our friend is pregnant, and with all the excitement and everything . . .” He let it trail off and smiled, a man smiling at a woman, sharing an understanding of the world and humanity.


  “Of course, of course.” The white-haired lady fluttered up, joining her insistence to the three men’s until Bette sat.


  “Thank you,” Grady told the woman, and smiled again.


  She smiled back, then headed off, but not before she tossed a distinctly saucy look back over her shoulder.


  Bette covered her mouth with her hand, but the amusement colored her voice. “Grady, you are incorrigible.”


  “What?” he asked innocently. “I just asked if we could have the chair.”


  “Hey, I don’t care if he tangoed with Grandma Moses in front of the Supreme Court,” said Paul. “He got you a chair.”


  “Yes, he did,” she agreed. “Thank you, Grady. It was very nice of you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  “I think we should leave,” Paul said abruptly.


  “Leave? But the reception’s only half-over. We can’t leave,” Bette objected.


  “Sure we can."


  “Well, I don’t want to. I came here to bask in the glory of your accomplishment, and I’m not done basking.” Husband and wife exchanged a look. “I’m all right, Paul. Honestly.”


  Paul seemed to relax, moving his hand from Bette’s shoulder to stroke her cheek.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Are you okay, Bette?”


  The questions from Tris and Leslie tripped over each other as they joined the group.


  “I’m fine. Just a little tired. Grady rescued me.”


  Grady felt the look Leslie flicked at him, but was too late to meet it. By the time he turned to her she was assessing the situation. She looked at Bette closely, then to Paul’s still-stubborn expression, then over her shoulder at the important people Paul had deserted.


  “Well, she looks fine to me,” Leslie declared, then dipped deeper into her drawl. “And if there’s one thing a Southern woman knows, it’s the vapors.”


  Bette gave her a grateful look, turning to her husband she said, “See? The words of an expert. Now will you please go back to the others?”


  “I don’t think—”


  “Bless her heart,” Leslie interrupted blithely, “Bette simply had the common reaction to being near talked to death by Will-He-Ever-Be-Quiet Whicken.”


  Everyone chuckled except Paul, but even his face eased.


  “Whicken is a notorious windbag,” added Tris. “Everybody who knows him stays away, so he picks on newcomers like Bette.”


  “Especially slow-moving ones like me,” she said with a rueful look at her girth.


  This time even Paul chuckled. In three minutes he’d been persuaded to return to his conversation, though it took both a promise that someone would stay with Bette, and Michael’s taking him by the arm and leading him away.


  “Professor Whicken is the source of a good deal of conjecture in some circles in Washington,” Leslie informed the group that remained around Bette’s chair.


  “What sort of conjecture?” Bette prompted.


  “Well, nobody’s ever actually seen him stop talking long enough to breathe, so we wonder if he ever does.”


  “He must.” Grady waited until all three pair of eyes were on him, especially the hazel pair. “He’s got to stop talking in order to eat, and we know he eats from the evidence on his jacket. In fact, the evidence showed he’d stopped talking long enough while he’s been here to eat.”


  “Couldn’t be,” objected Tris. “Must be old stains.”


  Grady shook his head. “Crackers, cheese, dip, pastry and strawberry from those little tarts—in other words, a good portion of the menu here.”


  “I think Sherlock Roberts has you, Tris.” Leslie turned to Bette. “What do you think? You spent the most time with him.”


  Bette looked from one face to the other. “I think it does not behoove someone who’s seven months pregnant to comment about someone spilling food down their front.”


  As the laughter died down, Bette said, “Someone’s trying to get your attention, Tris. Or maybe Leslie’s?”


  The sandy-haired man Grady had seen earlier with Leslie looked over at their group.


  Tris smiled at him as she said to Leslie in a low tone, “Did you—?”


  “Yes, indeed. Consider the way paved. Now go to it, kid.”


  Tris hesitated. “Will you be okay, Bette?”


  “Of course, as long as Leslie sticks around to tell me what this is all about.”


  “It’s about being a foundation with not very much money trying to do work that costs a lot of money.” Tris sighed, but her smile didn’t falter as she headed off.


  Grady gave in to the urge to grin as Leslie explained that the sandy-haired man had a bank account as fat as he was thin, and the historic preservation foundation she and Tris worked for was courting a large donation. Leslie had softened him up, now Tris would hit him with the facts and figures of how much they could accomplish with his check.


  Business, that’s why Leslie had been so attentive to the man. He could understand that.


  “A nonprofit foundation’s work is never done,” Leslie said, “especially when it comes to getting donations. But in this case, he’s really a very nice man.”


  Grady turned away from where Tris and the man were in earnest conversation and looked at Leslie.


  “Have you seen all of the exhibit?”


  His abrupt question didn’t faze her. “Yes, I have.”


  “Good, then you can show me. I haven’t had time to get all the way around.”


  “Don’t forget to show him the section with those handmade chessboards from the backwoods,” instructed Bette.


  “Some of them are amazing.”


  Leslie flashed her a look Grady couldn’t see. Bette smiled blandly.


  “You should probably go take a look around now, before it’s too late, Grady. But I’ll stay here. We promised Paul someone would stay with Bette.”


  “There is no need for anyone to stay with me. I’m—”


  “I’ll be happy to,” said Michael, rejoining them after depositing Paul amid a crowd of well-wishers. “We’ve hardly talked because of the opening. This is our chance.”


  Leslie had been taught well. She gave in so graciously, Grady could almost pretend she had really wanted to go with him. That ingrained graciousness was one of the things he liked about her. As they studied the displays that drew the viewer along with an appreciation of humanity’s deep-seated desire for diversion and its ingenuity in meeting the desire, Grady detoured from the thought that there were a lot of things he liked about her.


  Almost pretend she had really wanted to go with him.


  Almost, but not quite, because clearly she’d been reluctant.


  Maybe pure stubbornness prompted him then to lead her away from the activity around Paul’s exhibit. A couple twists and turns later and they were in quiet, shadowy isolation with only unlit display cases for company.


  “We must have taken a wrong turn somewhere,” Leslie said. “Maybe we can follow the bread crumbs back.”


  “Wait a minute. I want to talk to you.”


  Caution replaced cheerfulness. “Oh? About what?”


  “About this weekend . . .” She looked away, but not before he’d caught a shadow of expression, almost hunted, on her face. He went on slowly, turning that over in his mind. “I’m planning to head to Denver to check something for a client. Then I’ve got things in Chicago that need attending, so I probably won’t be back until the end of next week.”


  “Oh. Well, have a good time. Hope all your business goes well.”


  The relief in her voice hit him low and hard. He’d considered accepting Paul’s invitation to the beach this weekend, then trying to wrangle it so Leslie came, too. But he’d decided a week apart might make her appreciate him more. And might give him a chance to figure out what she was playing at. He’d heard about hard to get, but he hadn’t seen it often, and it didn’t seem Leslie Craig’s style.


  Now he had another answer—she didn’t want to be around him.


  “Thanks.” He didn’t examine his curt tone or the raw sensation low in his stomach. “Guess we should get back.”


  He took her arm, maybe with a little more force than necessary, and she pulled back automatically. But he already had his hold, so the momentum of her countermove simply pivoted her until she came up against him, one open hand on his chest.


  She was in his arms, the way she had been in the rose garden not so long ago. She smelled as sweet. She felt as good. And her mouth...her mouth was right there . . .


  It took no thought, just the following of a need. He bent his knees and ducked his head; he had to because she hadn’t looked up at him, but he caught her mouth.


  He dropped his hand from her arm, holding her only with the kiss. She tasted of warmth. Sweet, sweet warmth that seeped into him and fired his blood. And she tasted of hesitation. But she didn’t pull away.


  Wanting to crush her to him, he instead touched his fingertips lightly to her jaw. She raised her chin, and he deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue through her slightly parted lips as his hands tunneled into her hair to cup the delicate curve of her skull.


  It took only the slightest pressure to urge her tighter against him. Her hands slid up to his shoulders. Better, but not enough. He didn’t want those elegantly capable hands on his damn suit coat, he wanted them on him. Then, as if in answer to his desire, she moved one hand to his neck, the tips of her fingers stroking the skin.


  He swirled his tongue deeper into her mouth, exploring the warmth, barely holding back the fire.


  Her tongue touched his—almost, it seemed, by accident—and started to retreat. But he caught it, drawing it into his mouth with an insistent need he was too absorbed in meeting to analyze. He felt more than heard the soft sound deep in her throat, the same way he experienced his own groan at her delicate touches. He wanted more...more...And he wanted so strongly he started to feel lightheaded with it.


  He raised his head to gasp in the oxygen his lungs demanded, but he kept his gaze on her lips as if a look could sustain the physical link.


  “Grady.”


  Uncertainty clung to the word. It certainly wasn’t an invitation, so when he took possession of her mouth once more, it was all his own doing. For an instant she met him, a glimpse of what she held back from him, enough to make him know he wanted it all. Desperately.


  And then she withdrew. Even before their lips parted.


  “Grady, no.”


  He felt the breath of her words on his lips, absorbed the impact of them in his tight muscles.


  He raised his head, so the differences in their heights put distance between her lips and his. He watched the slumberous desire in her eyes give way to a haze he didn’t understand.


  “Why?”


  “Because I want us to be friends.”


  “Friends?” The word didn’t register immediately, but when it did, he grinned a little at her, the blood still humming through him in a most unfriendly way. “It would be a hell of a waste of chemistry for us to be friends.”


  Where had she gotten the notion they should be friends? A kaleidoscope of the past few weeks flickered through his mind. Wherever she’d gotten it, it certainly explained a number of things, and he sure preferred that explanation to the idea that she just didn’t want to be around him. Besides, now that he knew, he was certain it wouldn’t take him long to change her mind.


  Not with this encounter as proof of the charge between them.


  “That’s just...just hormones.” She waved away a millennium worth of powerful instinct with one hand. “It’s much more important that we be friends. I think we’ve made a good start these past few weeks. I’d hate to see it ruined by something so ill-advised.”


  Ill-advised? No woman had ever called kissing him “ill-advised.” He frowned. “You’re serious about this.”


  “Yes. Yes, I am. I most certainly am. I know you’re not accustomed to friendship with many women, but think of me like Bette and Tris.”


  He stared at her. If he’d ever had a quarter—an eighth—of this reaction to Tris or Bette, Michael or Paul would have shot him.


  What he felt for her had nothing to do with the easy, accepting warmth of his deep affection for Tris and Bette. How could it? He shifted his weight to one foot, brushing his right hip against Leslie.


  There was no denying the desire he felt for Leslie Craig, so she must fall into that other, much more populated category of women in his life. He couldn’t get confused by the warmth he also felt. He’d spent more than half his life exploring the attraction between men and women, and he couldn’t mistake it. Relieved to have that settled, he leaned forward to demonstrate the matter to her. But before his lips did more than brush hers, she backed up, out of reach.


  “You’re sort of stuck, aren’t you, Leslie?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You can’t convince me we’re just friends if you’re afraid to kiss me. And you can’t kiss me because it proves there’s more between us than friendship.”


  A stubborn expression settled over her features and he remembered her account of her couple-of-times-great-grandmother who had single-handedly held off first a Yankee patrol and then a band of renegade Rebels. He didn’t doubt it for an instant.


  “Friends, Grady. That’s all we are. That’s all we ever should be. That’s all we ever will be.”


  With the sensations still alive, he stared at her. “We’ll see.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Any given warm-weather weekend, beach-bound traffic stretched from Washington, D.C., to the Atlantic shores of Maryland and Delaware like an army of ants on the march. At least being toward the head of the column spared Leslie, Michael and Tris the sort of backup at the Chesapeake Bay bridge that overheated engines and tempers.


  They reached, in decent time and good spirits, the house Paul had rented just over the Delaware border. The house, weathered but solid looking, had its back to the street so it could turn its face to the ocean. A porch edged with a railing wide enough to sit on encompassed the entire building. Unloading their bags, they followed the path around to the oceanside.


  Turning the corner to the front, Leslie caught a glow of gold amid the shade of the porch’s overhang, on the far side of where the path met wide stairs leading up to the porch.


  Grady. Her steps faltered at the sight of him sitting on the railing. He’d looked too good for comfort in his perfectly tailored suit, immaculate white shirt and discreetly expensive tie at the reception last night. So good she’d given in to the urge to kiss him back for those few, unthinking moments in the shadows.


  He looked even better with his hair ruffled, his shirt faded from the open collar to the loose tails and his shorts frayed at the hem.


  He smiled at her, and her heart sped up.


  Well, of course it did. He was a very good-looking man, and she hadn’t lost the instinct that made her as aware of that as the next woman. Which also explained giving in to the urge to kiss him last night. It didn’t mean any more than that, though.


  “Oh.” Tris, walking next to her, flashed her a look, then frowned at her husband and said almost under her breath, “I thought Grady wasn’t going to be here.”


  Michael gave a slight shrug. “Last I heard he wasn’t coming. Guess he changed his mind.”


  “Hey, you guys! Glad to see you could finally tear yourselves away from all that Washington power and glory.”


  Paul’s shout ended any further discussion.


  He and Bette stood at the top of the wide stairs, grinning and exchanging greetings and hugs as the three newcomers joined them on the porch. Grady took his eyes off Leslie only long enough to clap Michael on the back and give Tris a quick hug before he resumed his perch on the wide porch railing, elbow hooked around one upraised knee.


  She turned to him then, steadily meeting his bland gaze.


  “I thought you had business in Denver.”


  “Changed my plans. Something more important came up.


  “I see.”


  “Leslie, c’mon in here and let me show you where to stow your bag before we all collapse in decadent abandon on the beach chairs.”


  She started after Paul, but still heard Grady’s murmured response: “No, you don’t see yet. But you will. We both will.”


   


  
    Chapter Four

  


   


  They delayed Paul’s promised decadent abandon on the beach chairs to take a long, slow walk along the waterline. Clouds piling up on the horizon and blocking out the warmth of the sun discouraged any thoughts of swimming. But they splashed along the edge, occasionally wading deeper to gauge how much spring had warmed the water.


  Leslie would have preferred not to have stated her plan to keep their relationship at the friendship level; the last thing she wanted was to set herself up as a challenge for Grady Roberts. But subtlety couldn’t stand up to that kiss at the reception. She’d thrown down the word “friends” to make Grady take a step back, and give her room to breathe.


  It worked. For the moment.


  She’d figured he’d be half a continent away in Denver and would find other targets for his attention. But he wasn’t half a continent away. He was right here.


  And come tonight, he’d be right down the hall, sleeping on a couch in the living room.


  Paul had cheerfully announced that arrangement when he’d shown her to her room. Not by a flicker did he indicate she might appreciate reassurance on that point. “With three bedrooms, we figured the latecomer should be the one to camp out on the couch.”


  She would have preferred half a continent between them instead of a hallway. It struck her as ominous that Grady’s final words had gone from yesterday’s, “We’ll see,” which she’d optimistically interpreted as meaning he’d consider being her friend, to essentially saying today, “You’ll see,” which no amount of optimism could twist to mean that.


  So Leslie braced.


  And Grady did nothing.


  At least, nothing objectionable. During the walk, he didn’t once try to touch her. He didn’t single her out to walk next to. He didn’t even make eye contact. It was darn annoying.


  She lugged out the emotional sandbags in preparation for hurricane, then ended up with a drizzle.


  Actually, they all ended up with a drizzle. The clouds completed their takeover of the sky as the six of them neared the house.


  From the porch, they watched the drizzle turn to steady rain, and enjoyed the coziness of their shelter. Bette sat in the circle of Paul’s arm on the swing they shared. In a nearby chaise longue, Michael’s light hold drew Tris’s back against his chest.


  Fighting a twinge of isolation, Leslie sank into a canvas deck chair. Rather to her relief, Grady didn’t take its twin, but returned to his spot on the railing.


  “So, Tris, how did your talk with the potential donor go last night?” he asked as he settled comfortably with his back against the roof support.


  “It went fine, but it didn’t go far enough.”


  “What does that mean?”


  From long experience, Leslie knew what it meant. The prospect was still a prospect, which was better than no prospect but not as good as a check. She’d already heard these details, so she let her mind and her eyes stray.


  From a contemplation of the mesmerizing rain, her focus turned to the foreground—the man perched on the railing. The position emphasized the strong lines of his neck. The open collar of his shirt revealed a dusting of hair that showed golden even in the dim light.


  Grandma Beatrice had long blamed curiosity for leading Leslie into numerous scrapes. Now that regrettable curiosity prompted her gaze to follow the line of his broad shoulders down a rolled-up cotton sleeve to his forearm. With his right foot on the railing, his bent knee propped up his left forearm. She had a clear view of a thicker covering of hair there, but of the same golden color, almost a delicate tint. His forearm was well muscled and his wrist thick with tough bone—nothing delicate there.


  Below the ragged line of his shorts, the same golden glint was visible, but the long, defined muscles were just as tough as his arms and wrists. Maybe more so, she thought as she noticed a number of lighter-skinned scars.


  His golden perfection being marred by something as mundane as scars seemed incongruous.


  “Wondering where I got them?”


  She looked up sharply and met his gaze. How long had he followed her survey? Her neck heated with rising color. She countered the embarrassment with wry humor.


  “That’s all right. This way I can let my imagination run wild.”


  His face seemed to tighten. “Don’t let it run too wild. They’re very prosaic scars.


  She opened her mouth to repeat that she didn’t need to know, didn’t want to know how he got them. But he seemed to feel a need to explain them to her.


  “I got them playing tag football.”


  “Oh, with your family?” That surprised her, and she had no idea why.


  “No.” He clipped the word uncharacteristically. “Tag football’s not their style.”


  “No,” said Paul. “Mayhem on the lawn is more my family’s style.” Despite his humorous tone, Leslie thought she detected a bit of protectiveness in his interruption.


  Grady said nothing. Without changing his relaxed position, he seemed to tighten. She wasn’t surprised Paul took over the conversation; it was clear the tense figure on the railing wasn’t going to continue.


  “We used to have marathon games in our backyard. Dad swears he never could keep grass until I left for college.”


  “Even after that,” said Michael. “I’ve played in some Thanksgiving Day games that came long after high school.”


  “And not just football,” Tris added. “Volleyball and badminton.”


  “Badminton! My sister’s a badminton fiend,” Paul said. “You met my kid sister at Tris and Michael’s wedding, didn’t you, Leslie?” She nodded. “Well, Judi may look like your everyday college student, but don’t ever get around her when she’s got a badminton racquet in her hand. She plays to the death.”


  “Look who’s talking,” Bette interjected, then turned to Leslie. “I never knew sailing could be a contact sport until I went out with Paul last spring. He told me we were going sailing with Grady, but what he really meant was we were in one boat and Grady was in another and then each tried his damnedest to sink the other. I was expecting skull and crossbone flags to be unfurled any moment.”


  “Just a little friendly competition,” said Paul, but with a grin lurking. “Right, Roberts?”


  The odd tension had left Grady. Even before he chuckled and started an anecdote of the boyhood competition he and Paul had indulged in, Leslie knew the conversational diversion his friends had constructed had served its purpose; he was back to being himself.


  She didn’t doubt that Grady had been disturbed. She didn’t doubt his friends had stepped in to both give him time to recover his equanimity and to direct the conversation away from whatever had triggered his reaction.


  She was surprised by his reaction. And she had no clue what had triggered it.


  
    * * * *

  


  She’d outsmarted herself, and Grady took full advantage of it.


  After a dinner that turned out surprisingly well despite the chaos of six chefs bumping into one another in a one-person kitchen, the rain-cooled air prompted them to settle in the living room.


  He deliberately chose a corner of the love seat, then watched Leslie pick a chair at the opposite end of the conversation area—not far in the compact arrangement.


  He recognized the exact moment she realized that sitting opposite him meant she looked right at him, and he looked right at her.


  But he refrained from making obvious eye contact as the talk flowed. From plans for the next day—all agreed to let the day develop as it would; “Paul’s favorite kind of plans,” teased Bette, “no plans.”—to the success of Paul’s exhibit to Michael’s work as an aide to a senator from Illinois to Bette’s arrangement to make her longtime assistant a full partner in Top-Line Temporaries.


  “It’s ideal. Darla says that with her youngest child going off to college this fall, she wants to go full steam ahead with her career so—”


  “But she’s too smart to work the kind of hours you were working,” interjected Paul.


  “Are you saying I wasn’t smart?”


  “I couldn’t ever say that, since you picked me. Let’s just say you were in need of some diversion.”


  “And you are very diverting, Cousin Paul,” contributed Tris, catching the peanut he tossed and popping it in her mouth.


  “To get back to what I was saying,” Bette resumed sternly, but with a smile, “Darla’s going to run Top-Line full-time the first few months while I stay home with the baby. After the first of the year, I’ll go in a couple days a week, and work from home through the computer linkup Grady’s setting up for us.” Grady was aware of Leslie glancing at him, but when he looked at her, she’d already turned back to Bette. “That way I can spend more time with the baby.”


  “Have you decided on names?” asked Michael.


  Grady slipped away from the current of the conversation. Was Leslie surprised he knew enough about computers to help Bette set up? Not very flattering. Even less flattering, was she surprised he would help?


  He stared at her, and gradually awareness of her discomfort surfaced. Too bad, he thought, tuning in enough to know the talk still centered on the baby. On the creation of a family that Paul and Bette were embarking on.


  A family. Paul and Bette having their own family.


  A sourness trickled through him. He’d never felt this before. He wondered, dispassionately, if this was what envy felt like. If so, he understood a lot better the bitter expressions of some who’d looked at his money, his looks, his lifestyle. Not a pleasant sensation at all.


  Not that he wanted to get married. He wasn’t ready. Far from it. Still, to have a family...


  He jerked his mind away from the thought. He waited until Leslie looked at him, a faint belligerence in her expression, then he let his eyes trail down her. Throat, curve of her breasts under the cotton shirt, slanted torso as she sat on one hip in order to tuck those long, slender legs to one side. From her bare feet, he started the return journey, noting this time that her right hand clenched the arm of the chair.


  When he reached her face again, he saw the expressive brows raised at him, the glint of anger in her eyes, and fought an urge to apologize.


  Too bad. He didn’t care. Better to focus on sexual flirting—something he knew a damn lot about—than to think about other things.


  
    * * * *

  


  After a swim the next morning, Bette retired to the shade of the porch, proclaiming an itchy sunburn was the last thing she needed. Grady started a ball going among the rest of them. When Paul added a Frisbee, their five-pointed catch became a real challenge, especially when the ball, the Frisbee and a wave converged on one person.


  Leslie felt something akin to relief that Grady seemed lighthearted, untroubled by whatever had caused, first, that odd moment on the porch and, later, that provocative survey of her. She’d been lost in her own thoughts—not of the cheeriest variety, either—when she’d caught his look.


  It had surprised her. First, because he looked at her the way she would expect a man with his lady-killer reputation to look at a woman. Then a second jolt because she was surprised—because it wasn’t something she would have expected from Grady, no matter what his reputation.


  Grady emerged, spluttering and streaming water from his body but triumphantly holding aloft the ball in one hand and Frisbee in the other.


  When she stopped laughing, Leslie announced she was going to sit out for a while. “I didn’t come to the ocean to spend all my time in the water.”


  “I’ll come with you,” Grady declared. “I didn’t come here to spend all my time drinking the water.”


  They slowly made their way to the shallows, pausing to brace for enthusiastic waves that broke around them.


  “Here comes one."


  Just as Grady spoke his warning, Leslie caught sight of a small boy a few feet in front of them. He didn’t look more than five; he seemed to be alone, and he was facing the oncoming waves with eyes wide and mouth open.


  “Look out!” she shouted as the wave hit her and rushed on toward the boy.


  The boy didn’t move, but the man next to her did. Halfway to the boy before the words were out of her mouth, he still couldn’t beat the wave.


  The force of the water caught the child, pulling him under and dragging him along in its race toward the shore. Leslie pushed her hair out of her face in time to see Grady scoop up the boy before he could be caught in the wave’s return trip.


  The child came up coughing the water he’d taken in. But in the seconds it took her to reach them, he’d cleared his lungs sufficiently to get down to the serious business of crying.


  Grady stood in water now placidly lapping his calves, holding the small body almost gingerly. The boy wasn’t as wary. He had his arms wrapped around Grady’s neck and held on with all his might.


  “Is he all right?”


  “I think so. I think he mostly got scrapes from being pulled along the bottom.”


  Leslie saw angry red marks on the tender skin and several scratches. “That and a huge scare.”


  “Brian! Oh my God, Brian!”


  They looked up to see a man and woman followed by an older boy racing toward them.


  “He’s all right,” Grady said, almost shouting to cover the distance and the panic. “He’s all right.”


  The man reached them first, splashing into the water and skidding to a halt.


  “Brian?” The boy lifted his head from where he’d buried it against Grady’s shoulder and stretched out his hands to his father without abating his crying.


  The woman arrived as they all reached the water’s edge.


  She ran shaking hands over the boy’s small body, reassured through touch that he was all right.


  The older boy came up, pale faced and anxious. “Is he okay?”


  “Yes, he’s okay,” his mother said firmly.


  “We don’t know how to thank you—”


  The man’s words ended in a deep gulp as his wife’s eyes filled and spilled over. Grady waved away the need for any words. The man shifted his son’s weight to one arm and reached out the other to shake Grady’s hand.


  “Thank you. You’ll never know—Thank you.” He swallowed. “C’mon, Brian, let’s get you dried out, okay?”


  As the family group started off, they heard the older boy say, “He was right there. I only looked away for a minute, Mom, honest!”


  The mother hesitated before she said very quietly, “We’ll talk about that later, Kevin.” But she put an arm around the slumped shoulders of her older son.


  Grady stared after them, his face unreadable.


  “Grady?”


  He didn’t blink, he didn’t respond, he just watched the family’s progress across the wide expanse of sand.


  Feeling as if she were prying, Leslie slipped away to where they’d left their towels and sunscreen lotions.


  She dried herself, then spread the towel and sat down. A glance told her Grady was no longer where she’d left him. She scanned the beach in the direction the family had gone without any sight of him. In the water, she spotted Tris, Michael and Paul grouped together, but no sign of Grady’s golden head. She turned and saw him. Jogging steadily, head bent as if in contemplation of his next footfall, in the opposite direction.


  She laid back and wondered what had been going on in Grady Roberts’s head when he’d stared after that family.


  She wasn’t sure how long she’d been lying there, but she was aware of the increasing warmth of her skin. As she turned over, she caught sight of Grady walking back along the water’s edge. Beside him was a young woman whose fall of shining brown hair hid more of her model-thin body than her bathing suit did. The young woman had her hand on Grady’s arm, and he was looking down at her.


  Tucking her own salt-stiffened hair behind her ear, Leslie turned away and rested her cheek on her arm.


  “Hey, Leslie, you’re starting to get pink.”


  She opened her eyes to see Tris toweling off and looking over her shoulder toward Grady and his companion.


  “Are Paul and Michael still in the water?”


  “Yeah, they’re swimming laps—as much as you can with the waves coming in. But I’ve about had it for this afternoon. I want to shower, wash my hair, then sip a tall drink on the porch. How about you?”


  “I’ve about had it, too. Your itinerary sounds great. Let’s go.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “Sometimes I could shoot Grady.” Leslie heard Tris’s voice, and hesitated before turning the corner that would take her into the kitchen. “He’s never going to change.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.”


  “You didn’t see him, Bette.”


  “Actually, I did. I saw the whole thing from the porch, and it was the girl who approached him. And it didn’t take him long to head back to the rest of you. But by that time you and Leslie were nearly to the house.”


  Leslie backed up a couple steps, then scuffed loudly along the hall, emerging into the kitchen with a bright, “Hi. What’s everyone up to?”


  Tris gave her a wide smile. “Getting that drink we talked about and starting to talk about dinner. What do you think of shish kebab?”


  “We were talking about Grady,” Bette contradicted. “Of course there’s one thing you’ve got to understand about Grady.”


  Leslie could see Tris consider trying to override Bette, then decide to go full speed ahead. “Yeah,” Tris said dryly, “his emotional life’s like a firecracker. His relationships start off as if they’ve been shot out of a cannon, burst into their brief, shining moment, then fade out of sight, leaving only ashes.”


  “Very nice image, Tris.” Leslie knew her light tone was perfect, though it cost her some. “If you’re that good I’m going to start having you write your own news releases.”


  “Oh, no—”


  Bette ignored the byplay and said, "I’m not talking about how he’s dated in the past. I’m talking about something more basic. Grady has had the disadvantage of being handsome, wealthy, smart and successful.”


  Leslie fought the truth of that with dry humor. “We should all be so disadvantaged.”


  But Bette wasn’t sidetracked. “What do you think happens when someone like Grady meets people?”


  “They look at the package and not the person.”


  Both Bette and Tris stared, and Leslie deeply regretted her impulsive words. She didn’t want them thinking...well, what they both looked as if they were thinking.


  Bette recovered first. “Yes. That’s exactly what happens. People are so impressed with the outside, they don’t bother looking to the inside. I guess for some people that’s a blessing. But what happens when a person with a great outside also has an impressive inside? And day after day, year after year, nobody bothers to look for it.”


  Tris’s eyes lost their focus. “That’s exactly what it was like in school. All the girls who were crazy about Grady, none of them talked about what a great guy he was, how funny he could be, how nice. They only saw the looks and the charm. God, even me.”


  She blinked, and looked from Bette to Leslie. “Those years I had the crush on him, I wasn’t really looking at Grady. It wasn’t until the week we were all together before your wedding, Bette, that I saw him as a person, a friend. No wonder that’s when he started keeping in touch.”


  “That’s right. So is it any wonder that he’s conducted his relationships the way he has?”


  “Oh, now wait a minute, Bette. I think that’s going too far. Grady has a short attention span with women. He always has. I don’t mean the other might not contribute in a way, but I think it’s more an ego thing. That and the old male standby of fear of commitment.”


  “I’ve been right before, haven’t I, Tris?”


  Leslie knew a challenge when she heard it, though she didn’t understand this one.


  “Yes, but that was different. That was—”


  “That was Michael, whom you’d viewed in certain ways for too long to see clearly,” Bette interrupted firmly.


  “What are you two talking about?” At first Leslie had been glad to drop out of the conversation, but curiosity could itch like crazy.


  “Tell her, Tris.”


  “Tell me what?”


  “It’s not anything awful, Leslie. It’s just something I never told you about that week before Paul and Bette’s wedding, the week I realized how I feel about Michael.”


  “There’s a lot you never told me about that week, Tris. When you came back you weren’t talking at all.”


  Tris waved off that period of misery. Michael’s love had washed it away.


  “Bette was the first one who opened my eyes about Michael, to see him the way he is instead of the way I’d gotten in the habit of thinking he was. But—” She spun around to face Bette. “That was Michael. And this is Grady.”


  “Yes,” Bette agreed placidly. “But the question is, who is Grady?”


  
    * * * *

  


  They hadn’t come up with an answer to that one.


  They hadn’t even had time to try before Grady, Michael and Paul returned, ready for their turns at the showers. Before long all six of them sat on the porch sipping wine coolers Michael had concocted, building up the energy to fix dinner.


  “We could go out to eat, you know,” said Grady.


  “Too crowded,” objected Michael. “Saturday night everywhere’s packed.”


  “How about if we just eat cheese and crackers,” suggested Tris. “Then all we need is one volunteer to walk all the way back to the kitchen.”


  In unison the three men moaned as if in the later stages of starvation.


  “Okay, let’s divide and conquer this project. We need a fire in the grill so we can cook, we need the skewers threaded with all those goodies we’ve got in the fridge and we need a salad and rice. Then we need the table set and the wine poured. Sound about right?”


  Everybody murmured agreement with Bette’s assessment, happy to let her organize.


  “Okay, how about if we divide up into teams. One team gets the fire going, then sets the table and pours the wine. Another team threads the kebabs and cooks them. And the third team makes the salad and cooks the rice.”


  “Sounds good,” said Grady over the general assent. “Leslie and I will be team one, with the fire and stuff.”


  Even if Leslie wanted to object, which would have been making a big deal out of nothing, she didn’t have a chance.


  “Okay,” said Michael. “Tris and I’ll do the kebabs.”


  “Rice and salad, it is,” agreed Paul. “C’mon, Bette, let’s get to it.”


  A few minutes later, Leslie watched Grady place charcoal briquettes in the bottom of a grill by the back door.


  “Here are the matches.”


  “Good.” He splashed on lighter fluid and lit a match. He didn’t pull his hand back from over the grill until long after she would have.


  “Hey, be careful!”


  “It’s all right. You have to start the fire at the bottom or it takes forever to get going.”


  “I’m a firm believer in light the match and toss,” said Leslie, the vision of those flames so close to his arm uncomfortably vivid. “If the choice is burning your arm like a marshmallow, I’ll settle for a slower starting fire.”


  He grinned at her. “Nice to know you care.”


  “I just don’t want to delay dinner by having to take you to the emergency room,” she said tartly. “I’m hungry.”


  “That’s why I went with the quick-starting method.”


  She gave him a disapproving look before going to the wooden kitchen steps to sit down. As she sat, she slid her hands under her shorts to smooth them.


  “Ow!” She instinctively put the side of her finger to her lips.


  “You okay?” He sat next to her and drew her hand down from her mouth, turning it palm up and bringing the side of her index finger close to his face so he could inspect the damage. Stretching her skin between his thumbs he examined it. “You’ve got a splinter. It’s not deep. If I had fingernails, I could pull it out.”


  “Oh. I better go in and get tweezers—What are you doing?” He’d bent his head over the finger he still held fast. His breath across her palm sent shivers up her arm. “What are you—Oh!”


  He released one of his hands from hers, took something from between his teeth and threw it away, then smiled.


  “You didn’t—?”


  “Sure I did. No fingernails, but I do have teeth.”


  She shook her head, unwilling to acknowledge that her reaction was anything other than amused disbelief.


  “Better?”


  “Yes, thank you,” she said solemnly. She tried to ease out of his light grip, but he didn’t release her hand.


  “Good. You should be more careful with your hands.” Her eyebrows rose at his admonition. Was he kidding? “You have beautiful hands.” He took a hand in each of his and spread them over the warm, soft denim just above his knees. He wasn’t kidding. “I remember thinking that the day we went shopping for a housewarming gift for Paul and Bette—that your hands are remarkable. Delicate and capable.”


  She wished he was kidding.


  He rested his hands on hers, his palms warm against the backs of her hands. Then he lightly drew his fingertips from her wrists to her spread fingers, interweaving with them while his thumbs stroked the tender arch between her index finger and thumb.


  Sensation centered in her hands, in the few inches from wrist to fingertip that Grady’s touches cherished. Every other part of her was left with only the memory—no, the imagination—of sensation. But imagination was plenty.


  Unwelcomed and unstoppable came the question of what it would be like to be Grady Roberts’s lover, to have all this sensual concentration on areas beyond her hands. Equally unwelcomed and unstoppable came the flashes of images that answered the question.


  He released her fingers to stroke the edges of her palms, rhythmically, slowly.


  All those women who had enjoyed the full powers of Grady Roberts...for an instant she envied them.


  But his stroking touched the sore spot on her finger, and pain brought a return of sanity.


  She pulled her hand away.


  “Now, Grady,” she started in a tone she wouldn’t have used to April because the thirteen-year-old would have been insulted to be addressed like a child. She didn’t bother to untangle whether it was him or her own feelings she wanted to put firmly in their place. “I know old habits die hard, but that’s not the way to treat a friend.”


  Deep in his blue eyes she thought she read hurt and disappointment—in her. As if he felt she’d misjudged him and he’d been hoping—counting on?—a fairer hearing from her. Could she be that wrong about him, that wrong about his intentions? But if she was . . .


  “I never said anything about friends,” he said flatly.


  Then he blinked, and what she was coming to think of as the curtain of his charm slid back into place, and her doubts slid away.


  He was a man used to getting what he wanted, but not accustomed to wanting anything for long. She would simply point out—in the most reasonable way—the impossibility of their being any more than friends, and eventually—soon—his interest would go on to the next woman.


  “It’s really the only practical possibility.”


  “Practical?” His tawny brows quirked.


  “Practical.” She staunchly stood by the choice with firm repetition. “After all, you live in Chicago and I live in Washington—a thousand miles apart—and that doesn’t—”


  “Two hours on an airplane. Less. Barely time to read a couple reports and make notes. I know.”


  She had to take another breath, but she continued with the thought she’d started. “And that doesn’t seem likely to change. I certainly intend to keep working for the foundation, and that means living in Washington, so—”


  “But I might not continue living in Chicago.”


  “What?”


  The syllable rose too close to a squeak for her dignity’s comfort. Grady looked mighty pleased. She brought her voice down to mild interest. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that I have definitely decided to open a branch of my business brokerage in Washington. And I’m going to do it as soon as possible, because the past few weeks have shown me there’s even more potential here than I’d thought when I started exploring the idea.


  “And with a branch here, I’m going to buy a place because I’ve spent enough time in hotels to last my lifetime.” She heard an underlying bitterness in the last phrase stronger than she would have expected. “I want a home. And if I find the right one, and if the business goes the way I think it will, who knows, I might move my base of operations here. My assistant could keep the Chicago office running fine, because our reputation’s already built there. But here, where we’d be new . . .”


  He’d spoken almost to himself at the end, gazing off to some future she didn’t see. Then his look sharpened as he faced her, and his words turned deliberate. “Yes, I would seriously consider moving to Washington permanently.”


  “Grady! Leslie!” Tris called from the kitchen. “How’s the fire? Ready for cooking?”


  “Ready,” Grady called back.


  Leslie stood and started up the steps. “Table setting time.”


  But Grady stopped her with a hand on her forearm.


  “I am seriously considering a move,” he repeated. “So that shoots down your excuse.”


  “It’s not an excuse—”


  But her retort lost its impact since he’d already moved ahead of her and was taking the stairs two at a time.


   


  
    Chapter Five

  


   


  Having learned her lesson the night before, when they returned to the porch after dinner, Leslie chose a spot at right angles to Grady, so there wouldn’t be any “accidental” meeting of eyes.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  All that did was give him free rein to contemplate her profile. She could feel his look, feel it as clearly as she had felt the brush of his arm, the nudge of his knee, the warmth of his breath as they had set the table. Set the table and unsettled her, that’s what they’d done, as he had brushed and nudged and warmed.


  Well, she vowed inwardly as she outwardly joined in the talking and joking, tomorrow she would avoid this sort of scrutiny if she had to sit in the damn attic by herself.


  Then the following morning they’d all go home, and that would be the end of it. And she would not, absolutely not, entertain any shreds of regret.


  
    * * * *

  


  Sunday, Leslie clung to the group like a limpet.


  A couple times he tried to maneuver her off by herself, but she foiled the efforts, so he accepted that the day would be spent en masse. From the lazy perusal of the Sunday paper, with much passing back and forth of sections and a joint effort at the crossword puzzle that left in doubt whether six heads were better than one, but definitely proved they produced more erasures. To the afternoon spent enjoying waves and sand that rapidly emptied of crowds trying to beat the traffic back to the city.


  For dinner, they decided to drive up the coast to the next town, which boasted several choice restaurants and a compact boardwalk. The night before, both restaurants and boardwalk would have been packed. But Sunday night had a distinctly laid-back air they all enjoyed.


  After a leisurely meal, they strolled the boardwalk often lashed by storms but still surviving. They discussed the merits and difficulties of various games of chance and skill in great detail.


  When Leslie showed ability at the “shooting gallery”—at least in comparison to the rest of them—Paul had an explanation. “It’s because she’s from the landed Virginia gentry. Fox hunting, you know. Probably been doing it since she was just out of diapers.”


  “Fox hunting is done with a horse, not a gun,” pointed out Michael while the rest of them laughed.


  “Same difference.” Paul dismissed it with a wave.


  Michael’s picks proved particularly unlucky when they all bet on tiny mechanical horses racing under tiny mechanical jockeys around a slotted metal course. Michael’s choice invariably came in last.


  “Dickinson, this finally explains something to me,” Grady said. “I’ve always wondered why they said a horse was dead last—it’s because they look like they’re dead.”


  When Michael withdrew from the ranks of the bettors because he was out of change, Paul chortled, “Wouldn’t the tabloids love that—‘Senate aide leaves racetrack without a quarter to his name.' "


  “Now there’s a game I want to try.” Tris pointed to a sign advertising Whack-a-Mole.


  “How does it work?”


  Michael answered Bette while Tris handed over her money. “For a token fee, the player gets a rubber mallet. When the game starts, plastic moles pop up from those holes at random and the player tries to whack them before they disappear again. For each mole whacked you get a point.”


  “I’m going to mash ’em all,” Tris declared.


  “Your wife sounds damn bloodthirsty, Dickinson. I’d be careful not to leave any rubber mallets around the house if I were you,” advised Grady.


  Michael shrugged. “As long as she sticks to moles.”


  “But, Tris, you’re a softy, why do you hate moles?”


  “Because they dig up my lawn, and my garden. And they won’t go away.”


  “It’s a long-standing feud,” Leslie explained to Paul, Bette and Grady. “From the time she bought her row house and started trying to tame that jungle of a yard—”


  “A postage stamp,” murmured Michael.


  “Maybe a postage stamp, but when I started on it, two-thirds of the mole population of the Metropolitan Washington area was concentrated on that postage stamp!”


  “Anyhow,” resumed Leslie, “every Monday at work we’d hear about her travails with the moles. The square footage they’d dug up, how much work they’d undone, the number of bulbs they’d devoured. So one guy went to the hardware store, got a trap and wrapped it as a present for her.”


  “Dead moles in traps.” Tris shivered and got a sympathetic look from Bette and grins from Paul and Grady.


  “And another guy brought in this article about how you could put fresh chewing gum down their holes and the moles would eat it and then they’d die.”


  “They’d starve to death,” Tris elaborated. “I didn’t want to kill them, I just wanted them to go away. So then Leslie called an agriculture expert and found out that if you got rid of the grubs they eat, they’ll go away. So that’s what I’ve been doing. But it takes so darn long, and they tunneled through another corner of the garden this spring and it’s so annoying—”


  “You’re up, lady,” called the game attendant.


  Tris gave it her all, but she had more enthusiasm than technique and when the game ended the population of plastic moles was none the worse for wear.


  “They’re crafty critters, aren’t they,” said Paul, pretending to console his cousin with a shake of his head. “Boy, I’m glad we don’t have moles in Illinois.” He stopped abruptly. “Do we? I better check with Charlie.”


  “Oh, no.” Bette gave a mock groan. “Grady, do you know what a monster you’ve created with that gift of landscaping for the house? Any second now I expect Paul to turn into Mr. Greenjeans. He and Charlie get together and they start talking this lingo about friability and sun hours and pH levels and root systems.”


  “You’ll love it when we’re done, Bette.”


  “Yes, dear.”


  Paul’s fake swipe at his wife’s bottom turned into a hug.


  But Tris’s attention hadn’t strayed from the game. “Darn! I wanted to get more of those little devils.”


  “How about you, Michael?” Leslie asked. “That’s your yard they’re digging up, too. You want to take a whack?”


  “Not me. I’m the easygoing type.” Tris slanted him a look, and he grinned a little lopsidedly. “Besides, they’ve been there a long time. I like continuity. My wife says I’m not fond of change. Maybe she’s right.”


  A look passed between Michael and Tris, and Leslie could almost imagine she saw the electrical charge that bridged the four feet between them. She swallowed, not sure if her throat had tightened at the power of their love or at the reminder of a chasm in her life.


  Grady stepped forward and swept Tris a deep bow. “I would be honored, milady, if you would allow me to enter the fray and whack in your stead.”


  Tris assumed a serious expression as she gripped the cuffs of her shorts for an answering curtsy. “I accept your brave offer, Knight Whacker.”


  Under cover of more flourishes and encouragement from the rest, Grady leaned close to Leslie. “Thursday, Bette said I deserved a knighthood for rescuing her from Whicken. Now Tris. I seem to be everyone’s knight in shining armor except yours, Leslie.”


  She didn’t have to answer because just then he was handed a mallet and swept up to the game.


  From one side, she watched Tris, Michael, Paul and Bette crowd around Grady, the kidding fast, affectionate and good-humored. They truly were good friends. This was why she enjoyed their company so much. This was what she stood to lose if she were ever foolish enough to let errant thoughts about Grady Roberts lead to foolish actions.


  The whoops and hollers of encouragement soon drew a crowd around them as he played a second game, then a third.


  From her position, Leslie could see Grady, intent, yet grinning, as well as faces in the half circle behind him. She noticed many of the males first looked faintly contemptuous of Grady’s good looks, then gradually impressed by his performance—even jousting a mole with a rubber mallet displayed his strength and agility.


  And she noticed the admiration of the females. It was there from the first moment they looked at Grady, and it only deepened. It should have been comforting to have her earlier thought confirmed that she’d reacted to him the way any woman would. It wasn’t.


  She sighed when a college-age girl wormed her way into the front row by the simple method of pushing Leslie back. The attendant gave her a wary look at the intrusion of his territory, but with space at a premium—and crowds good for business—he didn’t object.


  From this new vantage point, Leslie looked over the gathering, and something new struck her. Grady was the center of the group, but not really part of it.


  He didn’t share jokes with the newcomers the way Paul did. He didn’t share assessments of his progress toward the grand prize the way Michael did. He seemed to detach himself from the people all around him, focusing solely on his objective. A performer vying for the applause of his audience, yet separate from them.


  She thought of her observations of how people reacted to him, and Bette’s question of how having people judge only on the outside would eventually affect someone inside.


  Another impression struck her with enough force to tighten her throat and sting her eyes. Loneliness. Deep, soul-parching loneliness. A loneliness he hid from himself, as well as others.


  The crowd erupted into a roar.


  Leslie blinked, adjusting to Grady as he was now. His arms lifted in triumph, a slight sheen of concentration making his face even more appealing, and his eyes zeroed in on her. She shivered with the impact of that look.


  “Grand prize,” acknowledged the attendant. “You can have the big ’un.” He jerked a thumb to a man-size rendering of a mole in shaggy brown plush that suggested the creature was molting. “Or five of your choice.”


  Calls from the crowd divided equally between the options.


  He looked the huge mole up and down, then solemnly told the attendant, “I cannot justify depriving you of such a useful marketing tool. I’ll take the five.”


  He made the choices quickly, and just as quickly distributed each. Something that was either a plush football or a toy mole to Tris. A yellow stuffed rabbit with floppy ears to Bette. A smaller version of the same in green to a lady in the crowd in an even more advanced stage of pregnancy. A lumpy hand puppet of a bucktoothed beaver for a little girl in a stroller.


  And finally, a teddy bear no bigger than the palm of his hand. This he slipped into the pocket of his shorts as he stepped back from the game, allowing a tide of others in to try their skill. Separated by the flow of the crowd, Grady looked over the tops of heads to her.


  “Can you fight your way out?”


  “Sure. I’ll meet you over there on the boardwalk.”


  In two minutes and fifty “excuse me’s” she caught up with the rest of the group in animated discussion.


  “We’re having celebration ice-cream cones, Leslie,” Michael said. “Tris and I are going to go get them, so tell us what flavor you want.”


  “Anything with chocolate and nuts.”


  “Mmm, sounds wonderful,” said Bette. “A great finish to those crab cakes Leslie and Tris convinced me to try.”


  “So far you’ve said everything sounds wonderful. You’ve got to make a choice,” said Paul.


  “How can I decide without knowing the options? I’m coming with you guys."


  “Then I am going, too. Or you’ll order something outrageous and keep the baby and me up all night.”


  Bette turned to Leslie. “You know, I only ate vanilla until I met Paul Monroe, and now all he does is complain about my exotic tastes.”


  But the look she gave her husband as they started off with Tris and Michael for the ice-cream shop was so full of love that Leslie smiled, despite another clutch of pain deep, deep inside her.


  “Here.”


  She turned back from her own thoughts to find Grady holding out his hand to her.


  “I considered the puppet for you—that was one cute beaver—but it would be a shame to hide hands like yours. So I got this guy. I hope you like him.”


  She looked down to the teddy bear resting in his wide palm. A wise and smiling face looked back up at her.


  She shouldn’t take it. She’d be much better off without any whimsical teddy bears around to remind her of Grady. Definitely she shouldn’t take it.


  “Thank you, but—” She looked up then. Somewhere under the surface blue of his eyes she thought she saw a shadow of that vast loneliness she’d sensed earlier.


  If it had been there at all, it was gone in an instant. Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing. She should still say no thank-you.


  “Thank you, Grady. I love him.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Paul and Bette drove back. The rest of them decided to walk. They followed the shoreline, shoes off. Sometimes single file so each could let the waves wash over their feet before pulling back to the dark ocean to their left. Sometimes they walked four abreast as they talked easily.


  Eventually Tris and Michael, holding hands, fell back, leaving Grady and Leslie to walk on as a couple.


  Whether she liked it or not, he thought with satisfaction.


  But he made no effort to break the silence until the lights of their destination glowed in front of them.


  “Looks like Tris and Michael will be a while,” he said, with a nod of his head back to where two barely visible forms sat on a dune looking out to the water.


  “Mmm-hmm,” she agreed. “Understandable that they’d want time alone."


  An opening like that couldn’t be passed up.


  “Paul and Bette, too, probably.”


  “What?”


  “They probably want time alone.”


  Two figures sat close together on the porch swing. No creak reached them over the sound of the waves, but from the movement, the swing was swaying gently.


  “How about if we give them some time alone,” he suggested, fully aware of producing time alone for another couple, as well. “We can walk to the other side of the house and sit for a while.”


  “Okay. For a while.”


  Her easy acceptance surprised him, and put him on guard. So when they found a comfortable natural hollow in the side of a hillock of sand, he was prepared for her opening comment.


  “I’m glad we’ve settled this, so we can be comfortable being friends, Grady.”


  “We haven’t gotten anything settled.” He echoed her reasonable, even tone precisely.


  She arched her brows at him. “But yesterday—”


  “Yesterday you said it was impractical for us to get involved for geographic reasons, and I demolished your argument. So there’s no reason—”


  “There are reasons.”


  He shook his head. “Face it, Leslie, I’m going to be in Washington a lot. And I’m going to be calling you a lot. And I’m not going to be calling you ‘friend.’ ”


  “Well, even if you were going to be in Washington every minute of every day, there’s nothing you can do about the fact that I’m older than you. Not even Grady Roberts can do anything about birth dates.”


  Smug, that was the only word to describe her expression. She’d been waiting to deliver that line. He had all he could do not to laugh at her. But she apparently read his silence as a triumph for her logic.


  “How much older than me are you?” he finally asked.


  “Let’s just say I could be your older sister.”


  He shook his head. “That’s no good. Lots of women could say that. Let’s get down to facts and figures. I’ll be thirty-four in October. How old are you?”


  “That is not a question to ask a woman."


  “You’re going to have a hard time convincing me you’re too old for me if you won’t tell me how old you are.”


  He had a point, and her expression in the soft light of the moon showed that she knew it.


  “Let’s just say I have wrinkles.”


  “Character.”


  “And gray hair.”


  “Where?”


  Defiantly she swept back her hair over her left ear. Against the darker mass he saw strands of silver. Maybe five.


  He reached up, gliding his fingertips into her hair, letting his hand graze the top of her ear. She shivered, trying to bide it by shifting and dropping her hand. But he held her hair back and leaned forward to touch his lips to the exposed skin just behind her ear. Only a touch, but a long, slow one.


  “I’ll buy you some Clairol.” His voice carried a trace of huskiness.


  She glared at him.


  “Are you frowning at the kiss or the comment?”


  “Both. You aren’t taking me seriously, Grady.”


  “Sure I am.”


  “We’re from different generations.”


  “Then we’ve bridged the generation gap because we’ve spent the whole weekend doing the same things, and enjoying the same things. I haven’t noticed you having to make any concessions because of your advanced age.”


  She studied him a long moment, then apparently reached a decision.


  In the tone of one prepared to take extreme measures, she said, “I can remember when the Beatles were on the Ed Sullivan Show.”


  He laughed. He laughed until he dropped back flat on the sand.


  “Grady!”


  He sat up, but the chuckles still rumbled. “Sorry. Really, I’m sorry. But you made it sound so heinous.”


  “Well, it proves how much older I am. You probably don’t even remember Paul McCartney before he went solo.”


  “Hardly that, Leslie. But even if I were that much younger than you it wouldn’t matter.”


  “It does matter. It means—”


  “Because I’ve always had a hankering for a Mrs. Robinson sort of character in my life.”


  “Mrs. Robinson! I said I’m old enough to be your older sister, not your mother!”


  “She wasn’t Dustin Hoffman’s mother.”


  “Or your girlfriend’s mother!”


  She tried to look incensed, raising her eyebrows and looking down her nose at him. But she wanted so badly to grin that her mouth trembled.


  And looking at her mouth made him want badly, period.


  He scooped her to him with one arm before he could think or she could protest. Her lips were cooled by the night air and tasted of salt, lingering ice cream and surprise. But only for a moment. Because then the chemistry, the hormones, the sparks, the whatever she wanted to call it, fired between them, and he tasted on her lips what she must be tasting on his. Desire.


  “Two, three years difference doesn’t stop us from feeling like this.” He’d meant to make the words a smooth persuasion, but they sounded gritty even to him.


  “Almost four years, and—” She protested, though her hands rested on his shoulders without pushing him away.


  “I don’t give a damn, Leslie. This is what’s important.”


  His other arm completed his circle of her as he bent to her mouth. Her lips weren’t parted at first, but she didn’t resist his invasion. He delved more deeply, feeling his own heartbeat’s hammer skip to a harder rhythm. For an instant that was nearly longer than he could bear, she remained absolutely still. Not withdrawing, not responding.


  Something much deeper than his pride ached, but he knew he would release her if she remained passive. He would let her go in a second. One more second of tasting her. . .


  She made a soft sound in the back of her throat that he felt, not just heard. And then she was kissing him back, meeting his tongue, leaning into him, sliding her arms around his neck.


  He shifted so he bracketed her between his legs, her back against one of his bent knees, her legs stretched under his other. He needed her closer. He had to have more.


  He touched her, tracing the curves and hollows of her body through the soft cotton of her shirt. The straight, clean line of her collarbone, the swelling curve of her breasts. More than flesh and blood and bone, he felt as if he were touching liquid fire briefly transformed to human form. Under his breath, as his mouth followed the descent of her satin throat, he muttered a prayer that she was half as close to drowning in the sensations as he was.


  How had he gotten so far so fast? And without any consciousness of the gradual escalations whose timing he prided himself on judging to perfection?


  Had he simply vaulted from meeting her lips to near explosion or had the heat of the kisses, of her fingers in his hair, her palms on his cheeks, seared the intermediate steps from his memory?


  It didn’t matter. This is what’s important.


  Her shirt had ridden up, so they were skin to skin where his arm circled her back, where his hand caressed her midriff. His fingers grazed the silky material at the lower curve of her bra, and he craved much more. With his free hand on her legs, he pulled her tightly against him, the pressure of her hip against him a pain that made him groan with pleasure.


  He stroked the long line of her thigh, dipping inside the wide cuff of her shorts. He spread his hand, marveling at the smoothness. But he wanted more. He pushed the shorts up, delving nearer the mysteries Leslie hid.


  She made a sound he could almost tell himself was surrender, but an instant later she shifted in his hold, moving infinitesimally away from him.


  “Grady—”


  He moved with her, following her, taking her mouth, sweeping his hand lower, lower, until his fingertips encountered the silky material of her panties.


  But she retreated again, and this time he did not follow.


  Though he didn’t give up her lips until she exerted firm pressure against his shoulders.


  “Grady. Stop.”


  “You really want me to stop, don’t you.”


  “Yes.”


  He didn’t understand her at all. “But you are attracted to me.”


  Her body had told him that, but he waited for her lips to try to lie.


  “You’re a very attractive man.”


  If she’d denied the power between them, he could have proven her wrong. But how could he argue with agreement?


  “Then why?”


  “Because it wouldn’t be right.”


  “Why not?”


  She shook her head a little—he guessed at his stubbornness—but she answered evenly. “Because I don’t believe in short-term flings. And even if I did, with both of us being friends with all of them—” Her gesture took in the house behind them. “It could only lead to strained feelings, at best, when it ended.”


  “What’s to say it would have to end?” he demanded boldly. His question must have surprised her less than him, because she answered calmly enough.


  “Two things right off. First, we don’t have anything in common. And second, your history.”


  Her voice held no condemnation, yet he felt like a condemned man. He couldn’t even claim he was innocent.


  He couldn’t deny that short-term romances filled his history. When he’d been younger that had made him no different from most of his contemporaries. But now he found most men his age had something deeper with one person, while he still jumped from relationship to relationship. He’d felt vaguely uncomfortable about that for some time. Most often when his friends teased him—because he valued their opinion of him, and he discovered he wasn’t particularly proud of this aspect of his life. And lately he’d found the chase so much more of a burden than a pleasure that he hadn’t bothered. Though the reputation had lived on.


  But never before had it made him feel so shoddy.


  He didn’t look at Leslie as he stood, brushed the sand from his shorts and extended his hand to her.


  “Guess it’s time to call it a night.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Good-nights were brief. Only minutes after Leslie and Grady reached the porch, Tris and Michael arrived. Before long, everyone was heading off for bed.


  But an hour later she sat on the edge of the bed, staring at a framed print of daisies in an earthenware jar.


  She decided to pack.


  She’d have time in the morning, but she had time now, too, along with too many thoughts and too many nerve endings still singing a siren’s song. She’d folded everything except her robe and what she’d wear tomorrow and started sorting through her cosmetics bag when she realized she’d left her brush on the porch.


  The only way to the porch was through the living room, where Grady slept on the couch.


  Her heart started beating more quickly and her breathing grew shallower.


  How ridiculous! Afraid to walk through a room because of a man! She resolutely pushed aside the question of whether fear was an accurate description of her reaction.


  She put on her robe, allowed herself a deep, steadying breath, then eased open her door. Finding her way through the dark living room, she kept her eyes from the couch.


  But opening the front door produced a squeak that jerked her head around to see if it had trumpeted as loudly to the couch’s occupant as it had to her.


  Moonlight picked out the white of the sheet that draped across his hips and one leg, leaving bare the other leg and his chest. From where she stood, it was entirely possible that he was naked under that sheet.


  More important, she reminded herself, he wasn’t moving.


  She slipped outside and padded barefoot to where she’d left the brush. Back through the open door, with one hand on the knob and one on the frame, she closed it inch by unsqueaking inch. When the door was closed and locked, she released a breath, but she did that quietly, too.


  Two steps away from the door she stopped.


  She turned back and looked at Grady. His position hadn’t changed. But something about him suggested movement. She counted to ten. Nothing. Letting out a breath, she relaxed.


  Maybe too much, because that’s when it struck her, with the golden body she’d seen being bronzed by the sun now shining silver in the moonlight. Lord, he was an attractive man, with a smoothly sculpted body to match his handsome face. A smile that heated cool blue eyes. A touch that knew how to please a woman. And heaven help her, she was attracted to him, though she’d fudged her answer to him.


  Well, of course she was attracted to him. And of course she fudged her answer. She needed distance from him. Even at the cost of producing that bleak expression on his face when she reminded him of his pattern with women. An odd reaction, she thought again; she would have expected a veritable Don Juan to be proud of his conquests.


  She shook her head. He was an expert at making himself attractive to women and he had all the raw material to work with. He also was far from stupid. He’d recognize that his reputation wouldn’t appeal to her; he couldn’t hide it, but he could make her wonder, so his other appeals came through. And she did, and they did. Yes, she was definitely attracted.


  Physically.


  Lust, that’s all. Little case of lust never hurt anybody, as long as you didn’t act on it.


  I seem to be everyone’s knight in shining armor except yours, Leslie.


  There was his kindness to friends. His humor. His need for remedial gift-buying lessons. His pleasure in pleasing his friends. And, most disconcerting of all, that aura of basic isolation.


  All right, maybe lust was complicated by less clear-cut issues.


  That didn’t change the bottom line. The reasons she’d told him for remaining strictly friends were as strong as ever.


  The one she hadn’t told him was even stronger.


  “You better hurry back, Leslie. Back to the safety of your room.” She jumped at his voice, but he didn’t move. As far as she could tell he hadn’t even opened his eyes. But his whisper in the dark was very sure. “And you better do it fast.”


  She hesitated, adding another ounce to his discomfort of lying still and silent under the weight of her regard. Then she left without a word, without a sound, except, finally, the click of a door closing down the hallway.


  “It wouldn’t hurt to lock it, too, Leslie,” he whispered into the shadows that still carried her scent.


  
    * * * *

  


  With Paul and Bette staying on at the beach a few days before flying back to Chicago, Grady joined Leslie in Michael’s and Tris’s car for the return to Washington.


  Grady watched Leslie arrange herself in a far corner of the back seat and turn to watch the scenery out her window. Then he stared unseeing at the view out his. Tris looked straight ahead, answering Michael’s comments with monosyllables. As thickening traffic required more of his attention, Michael stopped carrying the conversational ball, and it dropped with a thud.


  Grady preferred it that way. He’d had enough of talk in the past twelve hours. First, that exchange with Leslie last night. And this morning, Paul.


  They’d been alone in the kitchen, drinking the strong black coffee they’d needed to revive on many a morning during college. The only hangover this time, though, was from a night of tossing and turning.


  “Leslie Craig’s a very nice woman,” Paul had started.


  “Yeah,” he’d said, wondering where this was going.


  “Glad you agree. You know, Grady, I’ve never known you to deliberately hurt anybody. Oh, sure, you’ve hurt people—by accident, from misreading them, from honest thoughtlessness. I guess we all do that sometimes. But never when you realized that what you were doing could hurt somebody, and especially never somebody nice.”


  Then the man who had been his friend since they were boys clapped him on the shoulder and walked out of the kitchen, leaving Grady feeling as if he’d been blindsided.


  “Let’s drop Leslie off first.”


  Tris’s suggestion—an order really—brought Grady’s attention back to the present. He didn’t know the area well, but he knew that dropping off Leslie, then him before Michael and Tris returned home, would be a roundabout route.


  But no one protested. Leslie wasn’t transparent enough to look openly relieved when they pulled up in front of her small apartment building, but the tense line of her shoulders eased.


  “Thanks for the weekend, it was wonderful.” She addressed the car at large. Michael got out to retrieve her bag from the trunk, and Grady started to follow. “No, please don’t get out.” Their eyes met an instant. “There’s no need. Goodbye, Grady, good luck with your business. Tris, I’ll see you in the office tomorrow. Thanks again.


  The door closed. He heard her exchange goodbyes with Michael, then she was gone.


  Michael turned into the hotel’s driveway. But before Grady could put his hand on the door handle or marshal words of cheerful farewell, Tris slued around to face him.


  “Grady, stop trying to seduce Leslie.”


  Her distrust was like a slap; the unfairness only added to the sting. He could have tried to seduce Leslie—and probably succeeded—but he had released her. And later, when some sense they didn’t have a number for had told him her resistance was weakening, he had warned her to run back to her room.


  He said none of this. He stared at the woman who’d been his friend, who’d once idolized him, and said nothing.


  “How can you do this, Grady? Another piece of the Grady Roberts legend? You don’t need more notches. What are you trying to accomplish? When I introduced you two last fall, I was so happy that two people I love seemed to get along. But now...This isn’t right, Grady.”


  “It’s none of your business, Tris.”


  “Yes, it is my business because Leslie’s my friend. And if it weren’t for me, you never would have met her. You never would have made her a target for one of your all-out campaigns. The flowers and candy and wine—No, she didn’t tell me. She probably thinks I don’t know. But I do. And even if I didn’t I saw you at the reception and this weekend. Remember, Grady, I’ve been around you a long time. I know the signs. And I won’t stand by and watch you treat her the way you always treat the women you date.”


  He said nothing, afraid of what he would say if he started.


  “Why can’t you just leave her alone?”


  He shifted but still said nothing.


  “Grady, you’ve always been careful to try to pick women who won’t be hurt when you leave, but Leslie’s not like that.”


  “I know that.”


  “Then how can you do this to her? How can you go after her like any other woman?”


  “It’s different.”


  “Different? How? It looks like a standard Grady operation to me, except Leslie’s holding out.”


  “I don’t know, Tris,” Michael interposed quietly. “I don’t remember Grady seeing a woman for as long as he’s been seeing Leslie.”


  As much as Tris had hurt him, Grady was nearly as disconcerted by Michael’s thoughtful eyes.


  “That’s because he’s never had a woman resist the way Leslie’s resisting. He’s not ‘seeing’ her, he’s pursuing her. And only because she hasn’t fallen into his lap.”


  “Tris—” He bit off the words, but couldn’t purge the anger from his muscles as he shoved open the car door, or from his tone. “Just back off, Tris.”


  She leveled a stare at him. “That’s exactly what I’m asking you to do. Back off.”


  He slammed the door behind him and waited impatiently for Michael, moving in his unhurried way, to come around to open the trunk.


  When he had his bag, he issued a curt, “Thanks,” and started around Michael.


  “Grady—” He might have kept going, but a hand on his arm stopped him.


  He glared into Michael’s unperturbed eyes. “You, too, Dickinson? You want to take a shot, too?”


  “Not particularly. But I do want to say something.”


  “Doesn’t everybody?”


  Michael ignored that. “We haven’t been as close as you and Paul, but I’ve known you a long time, Grady, so in a lot of ways I think I know you very well. And there’s something you said just now that I think you should think about carefully.”


  “Yeah, what’s that?”


  “You said it’s different.”


  Grady looked at him without saying anything, not understanding immediately, then not sure he wanted to understand.


  “Tris asked how you could go after Leslie like other women you’ve gone after, and you said, ‘It’s different.’ ”


  “So?”


  “So that could mean you have different feelings about Leslie than you’ve had about the other women. Or it could mean Leslie’s different from those other women. Or it could mean both.”


  Under Michael’s intense look, Grady remained silent.


  “I’ve seen a good number of the women you’ve dated over the years and I’ve gotten to know Leslie the past few months, so I can say she is definitely different from your usual choice. About your feelings, well, only you know that, if anybody does. That’s what I want you to think about. That’s all I had to say. See you later, Grady.”


  Grady was standing in the driveway when they pulled away.


   


  
    Chapter Six

  


   


  Over the next hectic few days in Chicago, as Grady finalized plans so that operations would roll smoothly while he devoted himself to establishing a D.C. branch, he thought about what Michael had said. He could think about that without the lump in his gut that formed if he let memories of what Paul or Tris had said creep into his consciousness.


  At least, he thought about Leslie being different from other women he’d dated. The stuff about his own feelings he decided wasn’t worth thinking about. If he was acting different—and God knows Michael was the only one who thought he might be doing that; Paul, Tris and Leslie had told him often enough he was acting right in character—it was simply because Leslie was a different type of woman.


  And since she was different, what he needed was a different approach.


  Stripped of the standby gifts of flowers, candy, wine, perfume or jewelry, Grady felt naked. But far from defeated.


  After all, Leslie might have given him the key herself. What had she told him about finding the right gift for Bette and Paul’s housewarming? Think about their lives, think about their likes. Then think about what he could give them that would make them feel good.


  So he thought hard about Leslie Craig’s life and likes, and when memories of her laughter and her lips intruded, he resolutely pushed them back.


  At 2:45 Friday afternoon it hit him. He got his personal assistant started gathering the information he’d need—by fax or express delivery or any other means before he returned to Washington on the next Thursday.


  And then he dove back into the work he needed to complete before he could leave, and start a new kind of campaign. To get to know Leslie Craig. Really know her.


  
    * * * *

  


  The toughest part was getting Leslie in his car.


  He’d felt like a maniac lurking around her apartment building Saturday morning, but talking to her phone answering machine wouldn’t do. This had to be done face-to-face. So he lurked. And, finally, he was rewarded.


  Leslie came around the corner carrying a bag of groceries in one arm and dry cleaning in the other.


  In jeans and sneakers, her hair pulling free of the clip at her nape, she looked more like a waif than anyone seeing her professional image would believe. This was the woman from the beach, the one he’d held and desired. He might have preferred a layer of her professional polish between them right now. He felt a lurch in his chest that had to be nerves.


  He moved quickly to intercept her, relieving her of the groceries during her moment of frozen surprise.


  “Grady. What are you doing here?”


  “I’m here to make amends.”


  “Oh?” The syllable vibrated with wariness and curiosity.


  “I told you when I first called that I wanted to get to know you. And then when you gave me the opportunity, I tried to push you into something, uh, different.” This was tougher than he’d expected. “So to make amends, I figured since you don’t have a car, I could take you places you wouldn’t ordinarily get to visit.”


  “Grady, I don’t—”


  He pushed on before her “no” solidified. “Starting today. It’s a beautiful day. I thought we’d go to Manassas Battlefield. Unless you’d rather see Mount Vernon.”


  “Manassas?”


  “Sure, you know, site of two Civil War battles. Being a Southerner, you probably call them the Battles of Bull Run. It should be a great day to see it. There’s a slide show, and park rangers give talks, then we can wander around on our own, really get a feel for the place. But, as I said, we could make it Mount Vernon. Or Gunston Hall or—”


  “How do you know about Gunston Hall?”


  “Gunston Hall, home of George Mason, Virginia patriot and principal architect of the Bill of Rights. Called by Thomas Jefferson the wisest of his generation. Built Gunston Hall in 1755, down the Potomac River from Mount Vernon,” he recited. A grin, partly relief, escaped. “I’ve been doing my homework.”


  An answering smile started, but she clamped down on it.


  "It’s a generous offer, Grady, but I have plans this evening, so—”


  “So I’ll get you back in good time. That probably would make Manassas best. It’ll be closer than Gunston Hall and less crowded than Mount Vernon.”


  “Grady, I really think—”


  “Please.”


  They looked at each other for what felt like three-quarters of an hour, but what he supposed couldn’t have been even a minute. But it was enough time to read a flurry of emotions in her hazel eyes, then a growing determination.


  He made another try, “It’s my way of saying I’m sorry and—”


  “That’s not necessary, Grady.” She reached for her groceries, but he held on.


  “I want to say I’m sorry, and that I’d like a second chance—”


  “But—”


  “On your terms.”


  That stopped her. “My terms?”


  “Yes. Friends.”


  “Friends?”


  He nodded. “Friends. Strictly hands-off friends.” He raised his free hand palm out and met her eyes directly. “I mean it, Leslie. I’ll try my damnedest.”


  The multiple colors in her eyes shifted and started to take on a new hue. But before he could read the secrets she hid, she turned her head. His hand started reaching, prepared to cup her chin, to turn her back to him so he could see her eyes.


  He let it drop to his side. Hands-off, he’d promised. Strictly hands-off. So if she wanted to contemplate the line of begonias that flanked the apartment building’s door, so be it. But he hadn’t promised he wouldn’t talk.


  “You were right that being friends is new to me. I’ll need your help to pull it off. But I usually do pull off the things I put my mind to.” He said it flatly; fact wasn’t bragging. “Give me a chance to show you, Les.”


  Slowly she brought her eyes back to his face, and he didn’t have a clue what would come next.


  “I have to be home by four-thirty. And nobody calls me Les."


  He bit back the inclination to reply that he’d be happy to call her more. It wouldn’t have been an auspicious beginning to his new attitude.


  
    * * * *

  


  He returned her to the front door of her apartment at 4:34, but she didn’t seem to hold it against him.


  By then they both sported sunburns around pale raccoon eyes left by sunglasses, and sweaty legs from tramping over the countryside that witnessed the turning tides of a country and the ebbing lifeblood of thousands of men.


  They watched a slide show and map program, then listened to the talk Grady’s research had promised. He soon realized the background was for his benefit, not hers.


  They took the fruit and bottled water he’d brought to a vantage point and he tried to translate the images he’d just absorbed onto the landscape spread out before him.


  Leslie spoke of the first battle—the first full battle of the war—as if she’d been there. July 21, 1861—when Washingtonians, led by some of the day’s highest and mightiest, drove buggies out to observe a bit of history, though mostly from five miles or so. When Union troops, panicked by Confederate shelling and rumors of atrocities, reached the onlookers in late afternoon, there was a wholesale flight back to the capital. Some kept going, thinking the Confederates would march on the city. If Stonewall Jackson had had his way, they might have tried. But the Confederates were too exhausted and disorganized to pursue the fleeing Union soldiers, much less engage a large reserve force and cross the Potomac.


  War returned to the same farmland thirteen months later—three days in late August 1862 that cost more than forty thousand lives.


  “It was more a battle,” Leslie said, “but it’s not as well known. It gets lost in a series of battles, even though Lee, Jackson and Longstreet were here for the South.”


  “You must have been here a hundred times to know it so well,” he said, not sure how he felt about being indulged by her when he’d meant to indulge her with this trip.


  “I’ve never been here before,” she said, her face so intent as she looked out at the view that he knew his surprise had succeeded even beyond his greatest hopes. And he experienced the most incredible pleasure.


  “But you know all about it.”


  “I’ve been reading about it since I could read, and hearing about it even before that. It’s family lore, how Grandma Beatrice’s grandfather lost an arm at the second battle. And whatever I didn’t know before, I’ve learned in the past few years.”


  He looked the question.


  “The battlefield’s been under pressure from developers who’ve wanted to put shopping centers here. The foundation’s involved in fighting them off, plus I volunteered on my own. We thought it was safe once, but there are rumblings a new group is set for another round.”


  He looked at the peaceful, undulating land that had carved a spot in history. “Shopping centers!”


  She grinned. “My sentiments exactly. C’mon, let’s walk it before the fast food and video stores move in.”


  And walk they did. Following the battles, lingering at spots of human drama they’d learned from the guidebook or ranger. Those were the times it was hardest to resist the temptation to touch her, to push back a strand of hair, to put his arm around her, to hold her hand.


  But he pushed temptation aside, and listened instead.


  So when they returned to her apartment, he felt both noble for his restraint, and at least partially compensated because she seemed visibly more relaxed around him. Plus, he knew Leslie Craig better than he had when the day started.


  “Thank you, Grady, this was a wonderful day.”


  “Don’t thank me yet, this is just the beginning."


  “What do you mean?”


  “This trip was the first in a continuing series. I told you before—Gunston Hall, Mount Vernon, Leesburg, Fredericksburg, Harpers Ferry—you tell me where you want to go, and we’ll go there.”


  “I didn’t know you were such a history fan.”


  “I’m not. At least, I haven’t been before, but today was really interesting.” His surprise must have seeped through because Leslie gave him a wry grin. He hadn’t expected to enjoy that aspect of the day. “Besides, I figure I should take advantage of the area’s history, and you’re a great guide,” he added honestly. “So it benefits both of us. Isn’t that what friendship's supposed to do?”


  "I suppose that’s one way of seeing it.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Leslie went into the building without succumbing to the urge to check if the sensation skittering down her backbone was because Grady was watching her.


  But let’s face it, that’s about the only thing you didn’t succumb to.


  In the end she’d agreed to another outing the next weekend. He hadn’t balked when she’d first said she wasn’t sure if she had other plans. He simply offered to call during the week to find out when she’d be free. They’d work around her schedule, he’d said.


  Which had made her feel ungracious, to quote Grandma Beatrice’s most dire criticism—and yucky, to quote April’s all-purpose description.


  She grimaced at her pink face in the mirror as she prepared to shower. She was going to look like a scoop of raspberry sherbet for her date with Barry tonight.


  If you could call it a date.


  Barry Kerken had been a regular escort; following his bitter and stressful divorce. About a year ago, nearly healed, he’d indicated he was ready to intensify their relationship.


  When he accepted her firmly, gently repeated declarations that that would never happen, they settled into a comfortable friendship of sporadic dinners, lunches and telephone conversations. Several months ago, he’d started talking about a woman he was seeing.


  When he’d called and asked Leslie to the theater for tonight, she’d learned Susan was out of town. Leslie expected a lot of tonight’s talk would be about Susan.


  With the right nudge, Leslie suspected Barry Kerken would propose to his Susan. Standing in her slip, applying light foundation in hopes of toning down her skin. Leslie decided this was a night for nudging.


  Her deep sigh as she slipped her silk dress over her head surprised her. She was beginning to sound like April, martyred inflection and all.


  And there was absolutely no reason. She didn’t begrudge Barry to Susan. Barry was one of her successes.


  Though others might not understand or approve, her relationships with men like Barry filled a need in her. The need to help, to nurture. To watch someone grow, then to let them go.


  “Lapdog,” Grandma Beatrice had pronounced on the few Leslie let her meet. “He seems nice enough,” her more tactful friends would say. Tris was not among the tactful. “You’ve got to change your outlook,” she’d say. “If a guy’s safe enough for you to agree to see him regularly, Leslie, he's too safe to be interesting.”


  Grady wasn’t likely to draw any of those responses. But it did look now as if he was safe enough for her to see. By his own promise, he’d removed himself as a danger.


  She was the one who’d recognized Grady needed tutoring in the art of being friends with someone of the opposite sex. She had the experience, and now, after clearing away the confusion of physical attraction between them, she had a willing pupil.


  How could she possibly feel anything but pleased?


  
    * * * *

  


  Some habits form quickly.


  By the end of the next weekend, Leslie was in the habit of mapping out trips with Grady and planning her weekend around them. She was also in the habit of relaxing her guard around him. She had no need of a guard because he stuck to his promise faithfully.


  That next weekend, they couldn’t decide whether to go to Fredericksburg, which offered both Colonial and Civil War history an hour’s drive south, or to Gunston Hall. They compromised by going to both—Fredericksburg on Saturday and Gunston Hall on Sunday.


  She insisted on being home by six on Saturday, still wary he might try to extend the day into dinner. He didn’t, and she felt rather foolish, especially since her deadline meant she had to cut short her exploration of James Monroe’s law office. She’d gotten into conversation with a guide who’d been perfectly happy to show her several items too fragile for general display. Because of her deadline, though, they had to leave before she’d gotten to see all there was to see. Talk about hoist on her own petard!


  Then she spent the evening at home, restlessly alone.


  So Sunday, after they’d toured the spare loveliness of George Mason’s home, with an on-site expert showing them renovation research, then enjoyed the peace of sitting above the Potomac amid two-hundred-year-old boxwoods and a resurrected flower garden, she suggested they stop for dinner in Old Town Alexandria.


  If it was a test, he passed with flying colors. They ate in a casual seafood restaurant near the water in an area that predated the capital across the river, as easy in conversation or silence as two friends could be.


  Still, she’d felt a disinclination earlier that day to have him come up to her apartment, so she’d met him at the street door.


  But this Saturday morning, that wasn’t to be.


  The phone rang as she was stowing a guidebook to Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, into her bag. She considered letting the machine take it, but it might be Grady saying something had come up and the trip was off.


  Instead, it was Grandma Beatrice—not a woman to be cut short when she had something to say. And she had a good deal to say.


  She buzzed the door open when she heard Grady’s voice. By grace of a long cord, she opened the door to his knock and waved him in. She gestured to the phone, shrugged and signaled an invitation to sit.


  “I agree,” she said into the phone. “It’s a bad situation all ’round. And I hate to see it. I had hoped that visit would help, but there wasn’t a sign that it—”


  Grady straddled a chair, his arms rested on the back, his chin on top of his arms and his eyes on her.


  Leslie listened to her grandmother describe signs of improvement in April after her trip to D.C.—faint, perhaps, and not long lasting, but there nonetheless—but every other sense was attuned to Grady. His gaze never wandered.


  “In that case, I’ll invite her back...I know I don’t have to do it. I want to.” She heard the familiar lecture about having her own life to attend to and sidestepped it with the ease of practice. “I know that, too. But I want to do it. I’ll check on dates, and call Melly—no, I think I’ll call April directly. It should be her decision.”


  She wrapped up the conversation then, promising to keep her grandmother updated on the possible visit.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Grady.” She gathered her tote bag and sweater, adding, by way of explanation, “My grandmother.”


  “The one you talk about? Grandma Beatrice?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’d like to meet her.”


  Looking up from locking the door, she surveyed him, but his expression remained bland. "Not right now you wouldn’t. She’s on the warpath.”


  “With you?”


  Had she imagined he sounded as if he’d take issue with anyone on the warpath with her? “No, not with me. With my cousin, Melly, and her daughter, April.”


  “What’s their problem?”


  She sketched Melly and April’s history as they walked down to the street door. “So I’d say April’s problem is a case of teenitis drastically compounded by her father’s death and the fact that her mother doesn’t stay put for more than three weeks at a time.”


  “That can be tough on a kid.”


  His voice was almost too bland. As he opened the car door for her, she got a better look at his face, but it told her nothing, except his eyes had that protective veneer.


  “Yes, it can.”


  “Nice of you to try to help out.” He paused before closing the door. “Letting the kid decide if she wants to come or not is smart. Shows you understand she’s a person.”


  She wondered if he’d seen only one side of the issue. But he’d shut the door, so she waited until he was in the driver’s seat to address the other side.


  “I do see that April’s a person, and that she has some cause to be unhappy. But I can understand Melly, too. She’s always craved adventure and excitement. And April is so sullen. She’s not very easy to be around. All she wants to do is sit around all day and watch television.” Grady swung his head away from her, as if checking for oncoming traffic, but he didn’t pull out of the parking spot. “It’s like she tries to be a black cloud, blocking out the sun. And it’s such a waste. She’s really bright—”


  “Maybe that’s the problem.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Sometimes adults don’t want kids around who see too much.”


  Leslie thought about her reaction to April’s uncomfortably acute observations when the gourmet basket arrived. The teenager had recognized—and voiced—some issues Leslie hadn’t wanted to hear, or to see for herself. Yes, Grady definitely had a point.


  “And that kind of kid would be bright enough to pick up on the adults’ reactions,” she said, thinking out loud.


  “Stands to reason.”


  “So where does that leave them?”


  “It probably leaves them two choices. Either the kid stops seeing, or at least stops letting the adults know about it. Or else the kid does let the adults know, and that probably makes the adults real uncomfortable.”


  Leslie shifted the conversation then by saying how much she was looking forward to seeing Harpers Ferry. It didn’t seem fair to take up the whole afternoon with her family’s problems.


  Grady cooperated, teasing, “You might not have seen it before, but I bet you know all about it.”


  “As a matter of fact,” she answered deadpan, “did you know that Harpers Ferry is where the Potomac and Shenandoah rivers come together, and where the states of West Virginia, Maryland and Virginia come together.”


  He laughed, and April, Melly and their problems were mentioned no more.


  But Leslie wondered about that insight to April, and about the man who’d provided it.


  
    * * * *

  


  After a sumptuous lunch the next afternoon at the Red Fox Inn in Middleburg, Virginia, renowned as the heart of hunt country, Grady went along with Leslie’s demand to walk through an area that retained vestiges of an eighteenth century village. It was the “brisk” part he objected to.


  “Too hot.”


  “It’s not that hot. It’s not even out of the mid-nineties.”


  “That’s plenty hot enough to melt this boy from the shores of Lake Michigan, my dear Southern belle.”


  She kept her mouth straight, but her eyes glinted. It was a very appealing expression, especially with a faint breeze ruffling the wisps that had escaped from the loose way she’d pinned her hair up. The reactions he’d kept a firm clamp on for longer than he cared to think about stirred stubbornly.


  “In that case, you can set your own pace,” she allowed, “but I intend to leave you in the dust.”


  “No dust.” He shook his head. “If I try to move fast, wherever I go there’ll be mud from all the sweat.”


  Laughing, she walked ahead, leaving him to his more leisurely pace. And to a very lovely view as the pale green skirt of her sundress gently swayed with her movements. The stirring deepened, and he grimly turned away.


  He caught a glimpse of something that made him stop, then back up.


  There, perfectly framed between not-quite-straight brick exterior walls of two shops, was a building of the same vintage, on the next street. But this building had a split personality—the left side painted in sparkling yellow with every speck of trim highlighted in bright blue, the right side in staid tan with white shutters.


  Leslie would love it.


  He opened his mouth to call to her and raised his arm to wave her back.


  But his arm dropped to his side unwaved and his mouth closed without speaking her name.


  He’d made it his business, or at least his pleasure, to know what women would love. Women loved flowers, perfume, jewelry and other indulgent gifts.


  Oh, yes, he knew what women, in general, loved. But a specific woman’s specific tastes? Never.


  Until now.


  But he did know Leslie’s. He knew exactly what her reaction would be if he showed her this vignette. He knew the expression of her pleasure, in detail and color.


  He knew what made her happy. He knew what made her sad. He knew she liked to eat the inside of cake first, saving the frosting for last. He knew she fingered the links of her bracelet watch when she was worried. He knew she sipped her coffee until it was nearly cool, then drank it down. He knew she was loyal and caring. He knew she listened and counseled, but didn’t unburden herself to others. He knew how much she gave to others, and how little she allowed them to give back.


  He knew she was like no other woman he’d ever known before. No, not “known,” because he hadn’t really known those women. He’d merely encountered them in brief and intense explosions of interest that left only a rubble of memories. But Leslie he truly knew.


  That certainly brought a reaction as varied as the colors that made up her hazel eyes. Besides many he couldn’t identify, he recognized a few. A kind of satisfaction—he’d set out to get to know Leslie Craig, and he was succeeding. A warmth he’d always reserved for the small circle that included Paul, his parents and sister, Michael, Tris and more recently Bette. And a restless kind of confusion he didn’t like at all.


  Because what he didn’t know was what to do with his knowledge of Leslie Craig.


  He couldn’t use it to—what? His mind boggled at filling in a word. Seduce, Tris’s term, held a sharpness he didn’t like. Woo? An old-fashioned word, and bottom-line, what he meant was as old-fashioned as humanity. But woo included a tangle of implications. Win? That made Leslie sound like a trophy, and at his worst he’d never felt that way about any woman, much less her.


  There wasn’t a word; there was just a feeling. But even if he could describe it, he couldn’t pursue it because he’d promised Leslie.


  Use his knowledge of her to deepen their friendship. Sure, but what about the sensations when he looked at her? The recurrent urge to touch her? The dreams he woke from knowing she had visited them—and not as a friend?


  He suddenly realized he’d stared at the half-and-half building long enough to draw the attention of passersby. He headed after Leslie, walking fast.


  But not fast enough to outstrip the persistent, edgy question in his head: So where was this going? Or the answer: He didn’t have a damn clue.


   


  
    Chapter Seven

  


   


  Grady grew uncharacteristically quiet as the afternoon waned. Now, sitting in Sunday-evening returning-to-the-city traffic stopped dead by an accident, Leslie watched him rub a palm across his eyes, then his mouth, as if to wipe away the lines that bracketed them.


  The pang she felt should have been guilt; she’d known he was working grueling hours, yet she’d blithely accepted the time he’d devoted to her these past few weeks. But the feeling was softer than guilt, and more disturbing.


  “Tired?” She couldn’t keep concern from her voice.


  He turned to her, and she held her breath.


  “I’ve never worked so hard at making a friend in my life.” He leveled a look at her and added evenly, “Or worked so hard at trying to charm a woman."


  Honest words that deserved an honest answer.


  “I’ve never been subjected to so much charm in my life.”


  That was honest. Though perhaps not the whole answer.


  She’d caught herself wondering now and then if he really had given up any thought of being more than friends. And had thoroughly chastised herself.


  She’d said friends, and she meant it. That was all she could be to him. It would be too unfair to let him become more than that to her.


  He studied her a long time. When he did speak it was slowly and seriously. “Maybe you haven’t let anybody try.”


  There it was again, that disconcerting perceptiveness of his. That slanting look that seemed to slice to her soul, that seemed to say he saw things hidden even from her. It made her uneasy to be reminded so sharply how much he hid under the surface of his charm, looks and success.


  She couldn’t pretend that she wasn’t sidestepping the implications of what he’d said, but she did it, anyhow.


  She tried for wry humor with, “Think you’re going to show off your great powers of perception with me as the case study, huh, Roberts?” and got much more of a response than she’d expected.


  “Perception? Me?” Grady laughed. “I think you’ve got the wrong guy in mind. Maybe you’re mixing me up with Michael Dickinson. Dark-haired guy, shorter than me, remember him? That must be who you’re thinking of.”


  “No. I mean you.”


  “I’m not perceptive, ask my friends. Nuances slide right by me. I don’t pick up on moods or signals. The only way I catch undercurrents is if they start to drown me.”


  She looked at him, at his good-natured grin, at his loose-jointed posture, at his open blue eyes, and she realized he truly believed that about himself.


  But she didn’t.


  She’d seen too many examples of his snagging nuances, moods, signals and undercurrents. Not just with her, but with Michael and Tris and Paul and Bette. Even the first time they met seven months ago. Tris had roped Leslie into having dinner with her and Grady, to act as a buffer to keep the conversation from getting too close to her break with Michael. Tris had done an excellent job of hiding her unhappiness, but she hadn’t fooled Grady. That had been clear to Leslie, even as a stranger to him.


  Now she knew him, but she had no idea why he might deny his ability to sense other people’s feelings.


  Sometimes adults don’t want kids around who see too much.


  His own words provided the clue.


  “What about your parents?”


  “What about them?”


  If she’d had any doubt, it ended with those terse words. His insight to April came from firsthand experience.


  “Are they perceptive people?”


  “No.” He turned his head to look out the side window, so his next words were muffled. “But then we’re not close, so maybe I don’t know them well enough to say.”


  She waited for him to explain, but when he shifted in the seat before facing her again, she knew it wouldn’t be that easy.


  He grinned, his eyes veiled. “Besides, how would I know, since I’m not perceptive myself.”


  “You say you’re not close, do you see them often?”


  “Now? Hardly ever.”


  It seemed incredible to her, but his words invited the question. “And when you were growing up?”


  “Before I started school, they’d take me along most trips.”


  She remembered snuggling in blankets in the back seat with her older brother while her parents drove through the night to family vacation destinations; she didn’t think Grady was talking about the same thing.


  “What sort of places?”


  “London, Paris, Rome, Hong Kong, Honolulu, the Riviera. The Riviera a lot. They liked it there.”


  He hadn’t. “Do they travel for business or pleasure?”


  “Both, I guess. My father’s an international business consultant. But I don’t know how seriously he takes it. He and my mother have always liked the travel and glitter. He doesn’t need to take it seriously. My great-grandfather made enough on the patent for a tool prototype they’re still using so none of us have to work.”


  But he did work, and he did take it seriously. And she knew without a doubt it wasn’t the travel or the glitter that made him do both.


  “What happened when you started school?” She kept her voice quiet, the questions not too interested, aware how close he was to answering no more.


  He shrugged. “I stayed home.”


  I, not we. “It must have been an adjustment.”


  Another shrug. “Not really. Staying with a nanny in a hotel or staying with a nanny at the house—it wasn’t that different."


  Leslie’s hands clenched at her side, in pain and anger. Pain for the little boy Grady had been. And anger for his parents. What was wrong with these people? They’d been given the greatest gift possible, a child to love and cherish. And they hadn’t seen beyond their own selfish pleasures. Not seeing, or not caring, that they were starving their child of love. Not seeing, or not caring, that behind the good looks, easy charm and business success, the man he’d become was lonely and vulnerable.


  Carefully she stripped emotion from her voice. “So was that when you met Paul, when you started school?”


  “Not right off. Let’s see.” He narrowed his eyes to look into the past, clearly more comfortable with these memories. "I remember Judi being born and Paul’s eleven years older, so we must have been right around eleven.”


  “So you’ve known all the Monroes a long time.”


  “Yeah. I spent most summers with them, and a lot of vacations.” She heard a lot of things he didn’t say—that his parents came and went in his life, but the Monroes stayed. That what he knew of family life and a family’s love came from the Monroes. His fond smile grew wry, and anger and pain surged through her again. “I used to hope my parents would be away for Christmas so I could be with the Monroes. At that age I preferred Mrs. M.’s cookies to any four-star restaurants at Kitzbühel or St. Moritz.”


  She saw his discomfort with the conversation’s seriousness, heard it in his lighter tone.


  “Lousy skier, huh?” she tried teasing.


  “Damn good, actually—”


  “Modest, too—”


  "But they frown on night skiing, the parties weren’t for kids and old TV shows dubbed in German weren’t too entertaining.”


  With no inclination to tease now, Leslie remembered from their first Smithsonian outing how Grady had spoken of old movies as if they were old friends. Perhaps his first friends. His reaction to her remark about April watching TV also made sense. Was it another area where he’d had special insight into the girl, because he, too, had escaped an unhappy situation as a youngster through that medium?


  “About time.” Grady’s mutter pulled Leslie’s thoughts back. At the crest of the hill in the distance, the brake lights of the cars flickered off, on, then off again. “It’s finally opening up. Probably will be slow going, but I should have you home before too long.”


  Grady’s discomfort was almost palpable. She’d seen the phenomenon before—people who’d confided more than they’d meant to want nothing more than to be away from their confidante. He was probably regretting that they’d arranged to spend Thursday afternoon together on a visit to Mount Vernon, just down the Potomac from Washington.


  At first, seeing Grady, so confident and at ease in social situations, reacting this way seemed incongruous.


  The incongruity disappeared when she considered his life.


  Not only didn't he know how to be friends with a woman, he didn’t know a lot about being close with people, period. Because he hadn’t been taught by the people who should have been closest to him.


  Most people he’d encountered had been so dazzled by his exterior, they never bothered to look inside. She’d seen that for herself—at the wedding, at the Smithsonian reception, at the boardwalk. So he’d come to believe that what he thought, felt—what he was—didn’t have value.


  Grady needed more than a few lessons in being friends with the opposite sex. He needed to learn his tremendous value. More than anything, Leslie wanted to help Grady Roberts see the good in himself.


  
    * * * *

  


  For the first time, Grady had been almost glad to drop off Leslie.


  He’d talked too damn much.


  Maybe he needed a break.


  He let the car with the hotel valet and picked up his written messages from the front desk with an automatic smile for the young woman before taking the elevator to his room.


  Maybe he’d just gotten stale. Working long hours every day, then seeing only Leslie. Not even Tris and Michael. Under the circumstances he hadn’t wanted to invite any lectures from Tris or questions from Michael.


  But that didn’t mean he couldn’t see someone else.


  He knew other women in Washington. A woman with the commercial real estate firm he’d hired to locate an office had made it clear she’d enjoy his company, no strings attached. Probably just what he needed. Time with someone new. He wouldn’t have a clue how she ate her cake and she wouldn’t get solemn over his childhood. She’d seemed perfectly content to take him at face value—making it clear she enjoyed both the face and the net asset value.


  He’d know exactly where he was with her. No different approach required. No uneasy feeling, no uncomfortable questions.


  He pulled out his appointment book, looking for the slip of paper she’d given him.


  What was her name? Suzi Boyd, that was it.


  Grady grimaced. Paul was always teasing him that all the women he dated had names that ended in i. The joke had gone flat lately.


  A fluke, but his past of Randis, Melodis, Kerris, Tammis and Barbis symbolized dating women who had more in common than the way they spelled their names. No strings.


  He looked at the name and number on the piece of paper, but he didn’t reach for the phone.


  All right, maybe he wasn’t in the mood to see Suzi Boyd.


  There were other women.


  But he didn’t look through his book. He sat in the chair and stared out the window at the same flag of the same embassy he’d looked at while he left a message on Leslie’s machine that first weekend. He should find out what country that was.


  He could ask Leslie. She’d love the tiny challenge. She’d probably march right over there, knock on the door and ask. And in under a minute she’d be invited in and made an honorary citizen.


  When he realized he was smiling, he didn’t try to erase it with a frown, but accepted it.


  Maybe he hadn’t talked too much. Maybe he’d just talked about the wrong things this afternoon. He didn’t usually talk about those things to women. To anybody. But as she’d pointed out, he was tired. And he’d spent so much time around her, it had been easy to let things slip.


  He did need a break. He looked at his book next to the pile of messages, then away. He wasn’t in the mood to see other women right now. But there were other ways to get a break.


  He could go to Chicago. His assistant said the Burroughs deal seemed to be coming to a boil. And he’d promised Jasper Burroughs he’d see the sale of the Burroughs candy company through its final stages in person.


  He looked at his appointment book, thinking about calling for a plane reservation, without much enthusiasm, and the top message slip on his stack caught his eye. Carol Drew had called.


  Before he could think about it—lately he’d been thinking too much, along with talking too much—he dialed the number. He was put through to Carol Drew’s car phone, got an update and made an appointment with her for Tuesday afternoon. He hung up grinning.


  Perfect. He’d cancel the plans with Leslie, get the breathing space he needed and do some serious house hunting. And nobody could lump Carol Drew with his past women—she had a wallet full of grandchildren photos, a tendency to call him “dear” and to wonder if he’d eat right living alone, and no “i” in her name.


  He immediately dialed Leslie’s number.


  “Something’s come up, Leslie. I won’t be able to take you to Mount Vernon Tuesday.”


  "Okay."


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all right, Grady, I understand.”


  He wished he did. Why’d he feel as if he was depriving himself of what he wanted when he was just giving himself room?


  “It’s just I know you got the afternoon off work and—”


  “Grady, it’s all right. Really. I know how hard you’ve been working. And with everything you need to do in expanding your business I’m surprised you’ve had any time to chauffeur me around the countryside. I should be apologizing to you for taking advantage of your generosity—” He made an inarticulate sound of protest, but she kept going. “And don’t worry about my taking the afternoon off work. They’ve been after me to whittle down my vacation time.”


  “Good, then you can take Wednesday afternoon off, and we’ll go to Mount Vernon then,” he heard himself say. “And don’t make any other plans for the weekend. I have something special planned.”


  “The whole weekend? I don’t—”


  “The whole weekend,” he repeated firmly. “And no, I won’t tell you more because it would ruin the surprise. You’ll just have to trust me.”


  At the end he could tell she wasn’t entirely convinced, but she agreed. And he’d been so busy getting her that far that it wasn’t until after he’d hung up that he realized that for someone who’d wanted a break, he’d not only traded one afternoon together for the next afternoon, but had put a lot of effort into making sure they’d be together for the weekend.


  He knew they both knew the trust he’d asked for involved more than having a fun weekend.


  He talked too damn much.


  
    * * * *

  


  Through her open office door, Leslie could see Grady leaning against the doorjamb of the waiting room. Considering it was nearly half an hour after the time she’d said she’d be ready to leave, he looked remarkably patient. Still she felt a sense of urgency as she finished reading over the draft of a program announcement the education director had brought in for her to review.


  From the corner of her eye, she saw Grady stiffening.


  “Grady? What are you—?” Tris’s voice cut off abruptly.


  From the hallway outside Leslie’s office, she looked from Grady to Leslie, and back.


  “Tris.” Grady’s nod was nearly as stiff as the one-word greeting.


  “How are you, Grady?” Tris didn’t sound too limber herself.


  “Fine. You and Michael?”


  “Fine, thank you. Uh, well, I better get going.”


  “Okay. See you later.”


  “Yeah. See you later.”


  Leslie waited until they were in Grady’s car, crossing Memorial Bridge to pick up the George Washington Parkway on the way to Mount Vernon before she asked the question.


  “What was that all about?”


  “Hmmm?”


  “Don’t give me that vague noise. I want to know what that was about with you and Tris.”


  “Tris?”


  “Yes, Tris. Tris Donlin Dickinson, the woman you’ve known for more than a dozen years. Remember her? She married one of your best friends. You were in their wedding. Two months ago. Though you two sounded like people who weren’t real sure you knew each other well enough to say hello. So, I repeat, what was that all about?”


  He slanted a look at her, and his eyes were guarded. She stared at him insistently. He sighed.


  “It’s no big deal, Leslie.” His tone was very good, but she didn’t believe him. "Tris doesn’t approve of my, uh, spending so much time with you. She seems to think I’ll be a bad influence on you.”


  “I see.” And she did, and it made her want to wrap her arms around the strong, golden-haired man next to her, and never let anyone hurt him ever again, including a woman who was a dear friend of his and hers.


  Teaching Grady Roberts lessons in friendships was becoming a dangerous proposition.


  
    * * * *

  


  Shortly before noon Saturday, Grady stepped from Washington’s hazy heat, already intense enough to grill the unsuspecting, into the protection of the air-conditioned vestibule of Leslie’s apartment building and pressed the button above her name.


  The answering buzz mildly surprised him. Only that once when she’d been on the telephone with her grandmother had he been up to her apartment.


  Upstairs, she met him at the door.


  “You had a phone call from your office. They asked you to call back as soon as possible. Said it was the Burroughs account.”


  She gestured him toward the phone.


  “Damn. It’s been brewing for a while, but I...This could take a while. I can go back to the hotel and come back when I’ve cleared it up.”


  “No need. But if you use the bedroom phone, I can run the dishwasher and do some other things in here. Okay?”


  More than okay. Being in her bedroom might trigger reactions that were less than comfortable to ignore, but he’d trade that for the potential information to be gained.


  While he punched in the numbers of his calling card, he looked from the rocking chair with the sweater draped on the back to the peach, green and white quilt-covered bed to the slice of the moderately neat walk-in closet visible through the partly opened door.


  On the mellow wooden surface of a long bureau, he saw a grove of framed photographs. More pictures were sprinkled in front of volumes that packed a ceiling-high bookcase. He scanned the titles, noting a heavy leaning toward history, plus classics, romantic suspense and mystery. On an eye-level shelf, the teddy bear he’d given her at the beach listed against the Man in the Iron Mask. As his call went through, he picked up one picture showing a strong-featured woman with gray hair and eyes that promised both humor and strength. Grandma Beatrice, he thought.


  Before he could examine other individual faces, or try to match the children of yesterday with the adults of today, much less separate friends from family, his assistant in Chicago answered and delivered the news that the Burroughs deal had hit a snag. The potential buyers were bickering among themselves, threatening the whole deal.


  Grady’s attention zeroed in on the problem. He’d worked too hard and too long on selling Jasper Burroughs’s business not to try his damnedest to untangle the snag. It took nearly an hour, but he was satisfied when he hung up that, if the potential buyers could be brought around, they would be satisfied.


  Tempted to continue exploring Leslie’s room, he heard her coming down the hall. So, instead, he hurried her out the door, into the car and on the road to his surprise.


  “Have any plans for the Fourth of July?” he asked.


  She gave him a mock-suspicious look. “You’re planning on taking me to Philadelphia to view the Liberty Bell?”


  He laughed. “I thought something closer to home. I hear there’s quite a celebration on the Mall. People picnicking, then a concert, then watching the fireworks.”


  He knew it was a gamble. All their other outings had carried the excuse that he was providing transportation she didn’t have. That didn’t apply here, and her silence made that uncomfortably clear.


  “On one condition,” she finally said, and his shoulders eased. Conditions he could deal with. “You let me treat you to the picnic on the Mall.”


  “But—”


  “That’s the condition, Grady,” she said sternly. “It’s small thanks for all this. Take it or leave it.”


  He sighed as if she’d backed him into a corner. “I’ll take it.”


  “Good Then it’s settled. Now isn’t it time you told me where we’re going?” she asked as they headed west along I-66.


  “Nope.”


  She grumbled good-naturedly, and he was certain she was intrigued.


  That changed abruptly when they turned south on Route 29. It was as if her mood also changed direction.


  She sat straighter, looking intently at the road signs. Her feet were flat on the car floor, her knees together and her shoulders rigid when she faced him.


  “Where are we going?”


  “It’s a surprise.”


  “Grady...” The word packed a load of wariness. He glanced at her, and she smiled, probably hoping he’d believe she was kidding. He didn’t. The smile was as stiff as her posture. “Some people don’t like surprises.”


  But she wasn’t one of them. That was something else he knew about her. She’d liked the idea of a surprise just fine until they turned toward Charlottesville. She clearly was familiar with the road, and just as clearly she didn’t like being on it. Was there something in the seventy miles between here and Charlottesville that made her react that way? Or was it her hometown itself? But why on earth would she be so reluctant to go there? It wasn’t as if she was estranged from her family.


  “All right, here’s a hint. First we’re going to the home of a man famous for what he wrote and the offices he held, but whose favorite role was gentleman farmer.”


  “Monticello.” His heart sank at her hollow tone.


  “You don’t like Thomas Jefferson’s house?”


  “Oh, I do like it,” she said quickly. “It’s a beautiful spot. And it’s fascinating. Really gives you a sense of the man, and the times.”


  “Good,” he said, pretending he had no cause for disappointment at her reaction to his surprise. “Then I thought we could look around the University of Virginia at the part Jefferson designed. We have dinner reservations at a historic inn and rooms for overnight so tomorrow we can get an early start on seeing Ash Lawn, because I read Jefferson’s supposed to have helped design that for Monroe. Then we’ll finish with Madison’s Montpelier.”


  She was silent.


  “Unless you have a dislike of Jefferson and everything associated with him that you haven’t confided in me.”


  “Oh, no,” she said. He believed that.


  Grady let her words about Jefferson’s wide-ranging interests and ingenuity slide past and tried to interpret the tone. She meant what she was saying, but it was a smokescreen. A cover-up for her inexplicable discomfort.


  It wasn’t with him, because she’d been fine when they started the trip. It wasn’t because she had no interest in Jefferson.


  Charlottesville. He kept coming back to that.


  “You know,” she started with studied casualness that made him instantly alert. “As long as we’re this close it would be a shame not to give you a better view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Skyline Drive’s not far west of here.”


  And Charlottesville wasn’t far south. He recognized delaying tactics. He could confront her, and risk her clamming up. Or he could go along, and hope that if she didn’t open up, she at least let inadvertent clues slip.


  “Sounds good. There’s a map in the glove compartment. You can navigate.”


  
    * * * *

  


  It wasn’t her fault the sky’s floodgates had opened to dump an ocean’s worth of water on them.


  It probably would have happened even if they’d kept on the main road to Charlottesville. But the fact that she’d directed them on to roads that couldn’t be considered “main” by any stretch of the imagination didn’t help.


  With the wipers going full speed and the car barely going at all, they still only got glimpses of the road ahead. Everything was so waterlogged it was difficult to distinguish where the narrow roadway ended and the dark vegetation lining it started.


  She’d had them twisting and turning on back roads for a couple of hours. They had seen some pretty country. And she’d bought herself more time with impulsive requests that he pull over so she could explore first a country store, then a display of handmade quilts.


  Time was what she needed. Time to adjust to the idea of visiting her hometown, with all its associations and memories. The idea of returning to UVA’s campus, where she’d received Frank’s marriage proposal. Returning to Monticello, where she’d told him they were expecting a baby. Of almost certainly passing the main intersection where the car accident had taken her unborn baby—and so much else—from her. Of running the risk that the inn Grady had chosen was the one where Frank and his second wife had celebrated the christening of two children since then.


  She’d faced these ghosts before. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t been back at all since she’d moved to Washington—fled, her grandmother accused her—a decade ago. She had been back. Twice. Each trip carefully planned and emotionally prepared for.


  But this time there’d been no time, because of Grady.


  Grady . . .


  She looked over at him, concentrated and intense, but his driving as confident as ever.


  It was just the unexpected prospect of going back to her hometown that had her on edge. It had nothing to do with revisiting those scenes with this particular man.


  From his speculative looks and a few leading questions she hadn’t answered, she suspected he’d sensed her reactions. But he hadn’t protested when she directed him into time-consuming byways under the guise of “exploring.”


  He hadn’t even complained that she had them on a road the map didn’t show when, after a preliminary rumble of thunder, the rain gushed down. But she felt responsible.


  “Maybe we should pull over.”


  ‘Nervous?” Under the neutral word, she thought his question had an edge that applied to more than the weather.


  “It’s getting pretty bad, Grady.”


  He said nothing, but his brows drew tighter. From displeasure or concentration?


  Nerves and humidity condensed into a chill down her back as they crept along. The dashboard clock said twenty minutes passed, but it felt so much longer she wondered if the storm had affected that, too.


  A dip in the road gathered standing water into a mini-lake. Grady slowed to a steady crawl to ford it. That was the only reason Leslie saw the sign, a flash in the instant’s clarity after each swipe of the wiper blades.


  She waited until they’d reached relatively firmer ground—here the water sheeted across the road instead of swirling like a tidal pool—before saying, “There’s an inn up ahead. The sign says a mile, on the right.”


  He said nothing, but when they reached the turnoff indicated by a sign that probably was white with bright blue lettering when it wasn’t seen through a gray gauze of driving rain, he eased even slower and turned the wheel.


  He swore, not with full volume but with plenty of feeling.


  The car seemed to slip sideways, as if determined to keep going straight.


  “What is it?”


  “Power steering’s gone,” he muttered. The muscle in his forearms tightened as he wrestled the wheel around, steering from another kind of power.


  A drive, blessedly straight, ended in a paved rectangle with a half dozen or so cars. Beyond stood a solid two-story farmhouse, built to accommodate an era when families and furniture were big. It wouldn’t be as posh as the accommodations Grady’d arranged in Charlottesville, but Leslie found it much more appealing at the moment.


  Grady brought the car to a stop, flipped off the lights, wipers and engine and clasped the top of the wheel with both hands as he turned to her.


  He looked tired, but his eyes glittered a little. Perhaps with the challenge of battling the elements.


  “Ready for a bath, or you want to sit it out here?”


  “We might end up floating it out if we stay here, so I’ll take my chances on a bath.”


  “Okay.” He twisted to lean over the seat to reach their bags. The rolled-back sleeve of his shirt brushed along her arm, leaving goose bumps in its wake. “You want to try to protect yourself from the rain?”


  She shook her head, her voice momentarily unreliable. Taking her bag from him so he could grab his own, she swallowed and said in a moderately normal tone, “There’s no way to avoid getting soaked in a gully-washer like this, so it’s best to save the dry clothes for when we get inside and can change.”


  “Shoes, too?” He nodded to where she was unstrapping her sandals.


  “Definitely shoes, too.”


  She put hers inside the bag, slipped her bracelet watch off her arm and inside a pocket.


  He grinned, and she grinned back, exhilaration replacing the tension of those final minutes on the road, and a warm glow of affection covering feelings less comfortable to consider.


  “Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  The doors sprung open, slamming closed behind them as they sprinted through the dousing rain. The water was chilled, but couldn’t defeat the accumulated heat of the past few weeks, so the air steamed around them. They zigzagged around parked cars, meeting where a curved path of paving stones led from the parking to the front steps.


  “C’mon!”


  Grady grabbed her hand and kept her sprinting through rain so thick it seemed like solid matter instead of liquid. Panting and laughing, they splashed barefoot up the wooden steps and skidded to a halt in the relative protection of the two-story porch’s deep overhang.


  “More towels, Marty!” The screened door opened to a woman whose short brown-and-gray hair curled tightly all around her face. She shook her head at them, but smiled warmly. “Two more drowned rats on the doorstep. Towels’ll be here in a shake.”


  Thanks and exclamations on the weather were interrupted by the arrival of a thin, middle-aged man with a fringe of straight black hair around a balding dome and an armful of fluffy green towels. The woman’s introductions were hurried.


  “I’m Karen Tanner, and this is my husband, Marty. Welcome to Tanner’s Inn. I see you were smart enough to bring a change of clothes. Soon as you dry off enough so you don’t leave a river on the wood floors, you can take turns in the powder room down the hall. We’ll be serving dinner in an hour or so. We usually have menu choices, but we’ve got such a full house, it’s family style tonight.”


  “It sounds wonderful,” Leslie said gratefully.


  Grady flashed her a look, but said nothing. Surely he couldn’t mean for them to go on now, she thought as Karen Tanner, talking all the while, led her through two antique-filled parlors and a hallway to the powder room.


  Before too long, she was sitting on a cushioned glider watching the power of the storm from the protection of the deeply recessed porch and contemplating the wonder of being dry, off the road and in possession of a glass of fine Virginia chardonnay wine. That’s how Grady found her.


  He stood a moment, looking out through the porch’s screen at the rain lashing the ground in a straight torrent, and Leslie found herself studying him.


  His skin showed bronze against the white of his shirt at the collar and rolled-back sleeves. His legs looked long and lean in trim jeans. Light from the room behind them streamed through the window, making his hair, still sleeked to his skull, gleam like something collectors would covet. Lamplight carved his profile as perfect angles and curves against the deepening dark of the storm blending into night.


  “It has to let up some time,” he said, then looked at her as if gauging if she were prepared for that eventuality.


  She wasn’t. Why was he so all-fired set on getting to Charlottesville?


  “But you said the steering . . .”


  She couldn’t see his face well in the shadow, but he was shaking his head. “Temporary. Must have gotten wet from going through all that standing water.”


  “It’s not likely to dry out in this.”


  “It’s not the rain coming down that messes it up, it’s the water coming up from underneath.”


  She tried a different tack. “I’m hungry.”


  She had the impression he smiled. “Me, too. We’ll see how it’s steering after dinner.”


  “Mmm.” She made a noncommittal noise. “Want some wine?”


  “Sure.” He accepted the glass Karen Tanner had left for him, and sat down beside Leslie.


  They didn’t touch, not the slightest brush of fabric on fabric, but she could feel the warmth of his body next to her. Without any need for conversation, they sat in the growing dark, watching the storm, gently rocking the glider and sipping their wine.


  And for no reason at all, Leslie was reminded of what a dangerous man Grady Roberts could be.


  
    * * * *

  


  Along with dessert, Karen Tanner brought the news that flash flooding had hit the district, with rain-glutted streams washing out two bridges and covering several stretches of road.


  The family-style meal she’d promised was delicious, though not quite as family style as Leslie expected. Besides a large table in the middle of the room, there were three tables for two set around the corners. Marty Tanner had seated a young couple whose abstracted manner screamed honeymooners at one of those tables, a silver-haired couple who held hands across the table at another and escorted Grady and Leslie to the third.


  She cast a quick glance at the jumble of people at the main table but, meeting Grady’s look of blended amusement and challenge, didn’t say anything.


  Instead, she’d devoted herself to making their conversation lively, interesting, humorous...and as far from her reaction to the prospect of going to Charlottesville as humanly possible until Karen Tanner’s news.


  “So we can’t go on,” Leslie said to Grady. No relief, no triumph, leaked through in her voice. “It would be foolhardy.”


  He raised one eyebrow at her. “Equally foolhardy to go back, then.”


  What an idiot! She’d been so focused on not wanting to go to Charlottesville, she hadn’t thought this out. Worse, she had the sudden impression geography wasn’t the only issue in this conversation of going on and going back.


  She broke the look, mildly surprised to find chocolate cake blanketed with raspberry sauce sitting in front of her. She’d forgotten about dessert, and she’d forgotten about the woman who’d brought it. But Karen still stood next to the table, watching them with unabashed interest.


  “Guess we’ll have to stay,” Grady said evenly. “If you can put us up for the night. Karen.”


  “Well, we can, but...It’s a shame the small cottage by the stream’s already taken by that couple.” She gestured to the honeymooners, and Leslie shifted uneasily under the knowledge that this sharp-eyed woman put her and Grady in that category. “It’s lovely, if I do say so myself. And it’s very private. But with the weather, we’ve only got one room left, and it’s a single. It’s got a private bath, but just the one bed—a twin.”


  “Oh.”


  Leslie was aware of the woman looking from her to Grady, and wondered what she read in their faces—but not enough to meet the woman’s eyes or look at Grady herself.


  “There’s a couch in the room,” the woman added. “Good sized, too. It was our son’s room before he went in the Air Force. We only use it for emergencies like this.”


  “Thank you. We’ll take the room.”


  Grady sounded as unflappable as he had on the phone with his office this morning. She hadn’t listened, and she’d tried not to hear, yet she couldn’t miss the calm tenor of his response to a situation that clearly had rattled the man who’d called.


  It was a timely reminder of another facet of Grady. He’d shown her the lighthearted charmer from the first. Lately he’d been a relaxed friend, the person she suspected not many beyond the Paul-Bette-Michael-Tris group saw. And she’d caught glimpses of another layer beneath that, carrying vestiges of a lonely child.


  In all of this, though, she mustn’t forget that Grady had made himself a very successful businessman, accustomed to complex negotiations that transferred whole businesses and were worth thousands—millions of dollars. That did not happen by accident; it derived from strength, intelligence and determination.


  He’d be a valuable ally. Or a formidable opponent.


  “Good. I’d really hate to think of anybody trying to get around out there tonight.” Karen moved off, leaving a silence unfilled by the drumming of the rain.


  “Grady—”


  “I said we’d take the room, Leslie. I didn’t say we’d share it. I can sleep down here somewhere. But it would be stupid to risk driving strange roads on a night like this. It would—”


  “It would be stupid to risk driving unfamiliar roads on a night like this,” she agreed, surprising him, judging by the way his bead jerked up. “I was going to say I thought it was a good idea to take the room. As for your sleeping down here,” she continued briskly, with a thought to the antique furniture’s deficiencies in both padding and length, “it’s silly to waste a perfectly comfortable couch.”


  His blue eyes studied her a long moment, stretching her ability to return the look with total blandness.


  “Okay.” She released a breath at his acceptance, her lips curving as he continued, “If the couch is under six feet, you get it. If it’s over, we’ll toss for it.”


   


  
    Chapter Eight

  


   


  “It looks comfortable enough.” Leslie bounced the sofa cushions with her hand.


  “Safe for you to say, it’s over six feet long.”


  She grinned at his morose tone. This would work out fine. The room was long and narrow, with the single bed in one corner and the sofa at the opposite end, facing French doors that opened to a small deck and with its back to the bed. For being in the same room, they were as private and as far apart as possible.


  On top of that, Grady had been casual almost to the point of offhandedness about the situation.


  And best of all, they weren’t in Charlottesville.


  “Have a seat,” he invited. “Unless you’re tired and want to go right to bed.”


  She groaned. “If I went to bed after that huge meal, I think I’d sink through the mattress to the floor.”


  They’d lingered over their coffee so long that they’d been the only ones left in the dining room. To make amends for keeping Karen and Marty so late, they’d insisted on helping with the dishes and ended up hearing all about the inn’s history. Two hours later the four of them had been sitting around the kitchen table, enjoying a nightcap poured by Marty and a “sliver” of cake insisted on by Karen.


  For an instant after Karen used the word, Leslie met Grady’s eyes and allowed herself to recall that moment on the back steps of the beach house, the sensations of his strong hands holding hers, his teeth and lips, his touch.


  Then Marty started an anecdote about the great-aunt who’d willed him the inn, and Leslie escaped the memory.


  That had been the only lapse, and it had been hers, not his. So there could be no harm in talking for a little longer.


  Besides, there were things she wanted to know.


  “Unless you’re too tired,” she offered out of fairness. “You were the one doing all that driving.”


  “Tired, yes. Sleepy. no.” He sat, slipping off his shoes, then stretching his long legs across the scarred coffee table. “So have a seat.” She complied. “It sounds like Marty’s aunt has a thing or two in common with your Grandma Beatrice.”


  “They do sound like sisters beneath the skin, don’t they? Growing up, I thought every family was required to have at least one member like that. The grande dame requirement.” He said nothing, so she made it more direct. “Doesn’t your family have anyone like that?”


  “Not really.”


  Not direct enough, apparently. “What’s your family like?”


  He shrugged. “I told you, we’re not real close.” She waited, and was rewarded when he finally added, “I don’t think they really wanted a kid. Maybe I was an experiment that convinced them they weren’t cut out to be parents. Maybe I was a mistake. Either way, they sure didn’t know what to do with me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He frowned, quick, impatient. “Sometimes my mother would come into my room, at the house or some hotel, and look at me like a piece of modern sculpture she couldn’t quite fathom. The nanny’d make some fatuous remark about how nice that Mommy came to tuck me in, and then she’d get this hunted look. She’d come to the bed and fiddle with the covers, air kiss my pillow and get the hell out of there.”


  Grady Roberts wouldn’t know what to do with sympathy. His parents had never gotten close enough to give it; he didn’t let the world close enough to see when it was needed. Curbing her instincts, she asked lightly, “So nannies cared for you."


  “Mostly. I got pretty good at taking care of myself. Sometimes I’d watch old movies and pretend Greer Garson from Mrs. Miniver or Donna Reed from It’s a Wonderful Life was my mother.” He gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. “But never Katharine Hepburn.”


  “And your father?”


  “He never came in.”


  The anger and pain she’d felt when he first talked about his parents surged back, but she held it in check. To help him, she first had to understand. “And when you got older?”


  Another shrug. “I guess they would have been willing enough to have me around, although—” His grin grew sardonic. “Having a thirty-three-year-old son makes it difficult to maintain the fiction that they’re in their early forties. But by the time I was old enough to join in their pursuits, I had different tastes.” A more genuine smile reached his lips. “I still prefer Mrs. M.’s cookies to four-star restaurants.”


  Ideas tumbled through her head. How could she make him see that his parents’ rejection was their fault, not his? That the surface of good looks, charm and success he showed to the world was not the sum of his value, wasn’t half. How could she get through to him? How could she help him the way she’d helped others, like Barry, see the good in themselves? And why did it seem so much more important to succeed with Grady?


  “How about equal time here, Leslie. You don’t talk about your parents much.”


  He said it matter-of-factly, but she wondered if he regretted his revelations.


  “They both died while I was in high school.” A mist in her eyes made her blink hard. “Twenty years, and it still hurts.”


  He moved closer, a reassuring presence, but touched her only briefly, fingertips to her arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up something that gives you pain—”


  Pain? What about his pain?


  “No, it’s okay. I guess it wouldn’t hurt so much if I hadn’t loved them so much. I had a wonderful childhood. Lots of love, lots of laughter. And I was very lucky to have Grandma Beatrice, too, after the accident.”


  He looked the question. She drew a deep breath; she intended to ask more questions so it was only fair.


  “Mom and Dad were coming home from dinner with another couple. The driver of an oncoming car fell asleep, it crossed the center line and hit them head-on. Mom and Mr. Reynolds were killed instantly. Mrs. Reynolds died two days later. Dad recovered enough to be home for about two months. But his heart just wasn’t strong enough. I was finishing my freshman year in high school when he died.”


  “So you lived with Grandma Beatrice.”


  She nodded. “From the day of the accident. My brother, Harry. was a freshman out at Stanford. He couldn’t have taken on a young teenager, and nobody wanted him to.” A slight smile lifted her lips. “Least of all me. I love him dearly now, but he was the bane of my existence growing up. Besides, he had his life, his future, to get on with. There was never any question but that I’d go to Grandma Beatrice.”


  “That must have been rough on you. I can’t imagine . . .”


  When he didn’t go on, she was left to wonder if he couldn’t imagine the pain, or he couldn’t imagine loving someone enough to feel the pain.


  “I can’t deny I wish my parents were here, traveling out to California to see Harry’s kids, debating retirement and clucking about how times have changed. But I know they loved me.” Impulsively she put her hand to his cheek. The slight prickle sensitized her palm and fingers. “I had that love for fourteen years and nothing can take it away.”


  Grady looked into her eyes and saw the strength her family’s love had given her. Enough strength to have compassion even while she was hurting.


  He wanted to pull away.


  Instead he covered her hand with his, binding the touch of her long slender palm and fingers to his skin. He didn’t need compassion from her; he needed passion.


  Without taking his eyes from her face, he shifted her hand until his mouth found her palm. Using tongue and lips, he explored the taste and sensation of the gentle mounds beneath each finger, the delicate hollow at the center of her palm, the rise to her wrist.


  And he watched her eyes change, watched the haze of desire blur the distinct colors.


  Still holding her hand against his face, he bent his head to hers. He could cover her mouth in a swift raid she wasn’t anticipating. He could rely on the potent chemistry between them to carry her beyond her doubts.


  But somewhere in those final two inches before his lips touched hers, he discovered he didn’t want that.


  He wanted more. Yes, he wanted the chemistry, the desire he’d suspected in that first kiss by the Smithsonian rose garden, then tasted for an instant at the reception and more fully that night on the beach. But he also wanted the friendship and trust he’d had these past weeks.


  So he paused, even knowing she might withdraw. She might stiffen; she might end this kiss he so desperately wanted before it even began.


  From the scant distance he’d preserved, he met her eyes, then let his gaze drop to her mouth before raising it once more to her eyes. It was as blunt a declaration as he could give—he wanted to kiss her, he was going to kiss her, unless she did something to stop it.


  What she did was tilt her head, slicing a fraction off those separating inches and presenting a most enticing angle. He mirrored her movement without conscious thought, and their lips brushed, lingered and separated.


  Her eyes were clouded, but the wariness he’d worked so hard to erase had edged back in, though not as strongly as the desire. Not nearly as strong as the desire.


  Her month softened. Slightly wet, the lips parted.


  With deliberate slowness he slid his fingertips along the line of her jaw, up the sharp angle to her ear, where they traced so lightly he wasn’t sure himself if he still touched her, or only imagined the smooth, graceful curve. His fingers slid into her hair, disappearing in the soft thickness as they spread wide to cup her head.


  He wanted her to see the kiss coming and accept or reject. He wouldn’t take her by surprise.


  Their lips didn’t brush this time, but met fully.


  When he released her mouth disappointment joined the other emotions in her eyes. He tilted her head between his two big hands in order to change the way their mouths meshed and a flash wiped the disappointment from her eyes.


  She changed the angle the third time, a brief touching that fired off a chain reaction in him. The kisses blended into one another and he lost count. Though the sensations were distinct, sharp memories.


  From cupping the back of her neck, his hand came around to trail down her throat, then grasp the collar of her shirt, to draw her closer. They were half lying on the couch, her leg between his, her hip brushing against his hardness. His shirt was opened, gone. He didn’t remember the mechanics of opening her blouse and bra, but he would never forget the sensation of stroking her soft breast.


  She arched, filling his hand more completely, the perfect curve molded in his palm, the nipple’s sweet hardness becoming the catalyst to a chemical reaction that produced a shortage of oxygen, a tightening of muscles and a high-octane explosion in his blood.


  But it produced a different reaction in her.


  He felt her drawing away and heard her murmur the word “stupid,” a protest at herself not him.


  He overruled her with a hard, swooping kiss, letting her body carry much of his weight, riding the reaction that always flared between them. And when she put her arms around him once more, he knew she wouldn’t pull away, so he gentled the kiss. But not right away.


  The momentary desperation he’d felt before the first kiss was banked down by their marathon of kisses. Long, deep, deliberate kisses. Languid caresses that trailed off into simply touching one another. Then began again with slow-moving magic.


  He knew by her breathing that she had slipped into a light sleep at one point while he held her. An unconscious movement brushed her hand against his chest. He hoped to heaven she was awake after that, because the exploration of his ribs and breastbone and collarbone that her hands embarked on just about killed him. He hated to think she could do that to him in her sleep.


  But eventually the touches grew slow once more, and Leslie slept in his arms, while he pushed every thought away except how good this felt.


  
    * * * *

  


  Leslie jolted awake.


  “What’s wrong? Something’s wrong.”


  “Shh, it’s all right.” Grady’s whisper didn’t soothe her because she was aware simultaneously of the warmth of his arms around her, his legs tangled with hers and the heat gathered deep inside her from his touch, his nearness.


  Dear Lord, how she wanted him.


  “It’s the rain,” he said softly against her hair. “It stopped. That’s what woke you.”


  She knew he was right, but she couldn’t relax. Not while he held her like this and she wanted him so desperately.


  He recognized her stiffness; she could tell that in the way his hold eased, as if she might shatter if he moved the wrong way. He loosened his arms, shifted his legs.


  Resisting the urge to bolt or give in to the false modesty of hurriedly adjusting her clothes, she sat up. Moving away from him, she turned her bracelet watch to see the face.


  “It’s late.”


  “Depends on how you look at it. Could be early. Very, very early.”


  She shot him a look, then decided against fully meeting his eyes. This way she couldn’t know for sure that he wasn’t talking strictly about the hour of the day.


  “But either way,” he went on, “we should get a little sleep. We have a full day of sight-seeing ahead of us.” Suddenly she was too tired to worry about that. Too tired to worry about anything except changing into her pajamas—she’d brought her most modest, least enticing night-wear—brushing her teeth and slipping into bed.


  
    * * * *

  


  She must have fallen asleep, because the next thing she knew, she heard rain. Lifting her eyelids, she also saw watery daylight misting into the room. It took a moment to realize the light was from the sun, but the “rain” was the sound of the shower.


  Getting up; she eyed the rumpled blanket and dented pillow on the couch.


  The pillow, the blanket and the indentations on the couch’s cushions gave an impression of the body that had rested there. She could almost see it; for a second she was disappointed she’d fallen asleep too soon and stayed asleep too long to see it in reality.


  Foolish, Leslie. Very, very foolish.


  Almost as foolish as she’d been last night, actually earlier this morning.


  She’d come very close to making love with Grady. Much too close.


  Now she had to concentrate on getting them back on track for a friendship, to reclaim the territory she’d lost—no, that she’d freely given. She couldn’t put the blame on him; she’d been an equal partner in those kisses and touches. But she could put blame on herself, because she knew she couldn’t ever be anything more than friends with Grady. She couldn’t . . .


  Her head jerked up. Grady leaned against the bathroom doorjamb, wearing only jeans and watching her. She hadn’t heard the shower shut off or the door open.


  His feet were bare. The snug jeans were zipped but not snapped at the top. A glimmer of water showed here and there in the narrow line of golden hair in the center of his chest. His jaw bore a glinting stubble. His mouth was solemn and his eyes bored into her with an intensity that made her dread his next words.


  But all he said was a mild, “Next.”


  She scooped up her clothes and toiletries bag and headed past him.


  His hand on her forearm stopped her as abruptly as a brick wall would have.


  "Grady—"


  “No.” The single harsh word stopped her warning; they weren’t necessary anyhow because his tone clearly said he knew what she’d meant to say. And that he rejected it. “If you say it would be foolhardy to go on, I’ll just answer that it would be just as foolhardy to try to go back.”


  His hand dropped from her arm, and she let out a pent-up breath.


  He sounded almost normal when he added, “We’ll start with the easy stuff. You take your shower. I’ve got to check the situation in Chicago. I’ll see you downstairs.”


  He was still on the phone in the guest parlor when she came down. She’d had the first cup of coffee before he joined her in the dining room.


  “I have to go back, Leslie,” he said without preamble. “I’m sorry. We’ll have to head back to D.C. right after breakfast. I can catch a noon flight from Dulles if you wouldn’t mind dropping me off and taking the car back to the city for me.”


  “Of course.”


  “I’ll be back on the Fourth. I’m holding you to that picnic.


  “If it works out, sure, but don’t worry if you can’t because—”


  “I’ll be back.” He glanced out the window at the brightening sky. “Damn.”


  “It’s all right. I understand.”


  He studied her, from her hair to her chin, from her mouth to her eyes. “We will take this trip eventually, Leslie. Foolhardy or not, we will go on. I promise you that.”


  
    * * * *

  


  A promise or a threat?


  Which had he intended it as? Which did she take it as?


  Lord, she wished she knew the answers.


  Returning to Washington after dropping Grady at the airport, Leslie found a message on her answering machine from a former co-worker who’d broken up with her husband of eight years. When she called back, the woman almost begged her to have dinner together that night. Listening to Janey's problems would keep her from thinking about her own.


  That left the afternoon.


  Her apartment didn’t offer enough puttering opportunities. She considered writing letters, but couldn’t dredge up anything to say that didn’t involve Grady, and that was too dangerous. Phoning would be worse, especially since the only two people she had any inclination to talk to were Grandma Beatrice and Tris, neither one shy about asking questions. Not a good idea.


  Finally she changed into her coolest shorts and top and walked to the zoo. The hot, humid weather, unbroken by yesterday’s rain, kept the crowds down. Those who were there moved as slowly as the languid animals.


  She bought an ice cream, found a shaded bench and stopped trying to hold off her thoughts.


  Had she done him a disservice by letting their relationship go on this way? Had she given him signals he’d misinterpreted? Had she given him signals he’d interpreted correctly, but she hadn’t intended to let out?


  How could she help him learn about friendship if that’s not what she was feeling for him?


  She absolutely wouldn’t fall in love again, especially with someone like Grady. It could only hurt her, and it wouldn’t be fair to him, especially if he had come to truly care for her.


  But maybe he’d pursued her simply because she said no. Maybe he’d confused her efforts to play mother hen to him as she had to so many friends—this time vastly complicated by physical attraction—with something else. Maybe the best thing would be to go ahead and have a fling with him so he could get past her and go on with his life as he had with every other woman.


  Sensations rippled through her. The remembered sensations of Grady’s touch on her skin, his lips on her mouth. The imagined sensations of a more complete union. The anticipated sensations of his moving on.


  Maybe she should cut the relationship entirely, right now.


  Even at the cost of strain among their mutual friends. Even at the cost of missing him dreadfully.


  She had the questions down pat.


  Now all she needed were answers.


  
    * * * *

  


  “If we work right through, we can get it all done. A few more hours and we could have this wrapped up for good.”


  Grady’s words didn’t slow the silver-haired man’s straightening and gathering of papers.


  “I told you at the start, Grady. I lost one wife and missed two kids growing up while I was building Burroughs Candy. I’m going to make damn sure I don’t risk doing that with my second family while I’m selling it,” said Jasper Burroughs. “I’m going home to give my son a bath and help put him to bed and to have dinner with my wife. The offer will still be here in the morning. We’ll finish then.”


  Grady knew better than to argue. He calmly said good-night, dismissed his assistant, made notes for the next day, read over a memo and wondered what he was going to do with himself.


  He’d immersed himself in the Burroughs deal the past three days. By necessity at first, getting up-to-date, researching changes Burroughs wanted in the counteroffer to the buyers, then presenting the counteroffer. In between, he’d caught up on the other Chicago accounts, consulted with his assistant and kept his Washington contacts active by telephone.


  Leaving no time to think about Leslie Craig.


  But, at barely seven o’clock of a summer’s evening with his desk cleared, that wouldn’t be the case tonight.


  He looked at the telephone, and decided against it. He wasn’t sure what he’d say to her, but whatever it was, the telephone didn’t seem the way to do it.


  For the first time he could remember, he wasn’t sure what he wanted.


  His body had strong opinions on the issue. All he had to do was get near Leslie—hell, just thinking about her did it—and his body made its opinion clear.


  And even though she persistently pulled back from the wanting, she wanted him, too. But if he broke through her resistance and they did make love, what then?


  He hadn’t worried about the morning after with other women, much less the days and weeks after. He’d wanted, and he’d gone after.


  Because he hadn’t known those other women.


  Not as friends, not as people. So he hadn’t had anything to lose, With Leslie he did. A friendship he didn’t want to lose, maybe couldn’t afford to lose.


  A clatter in the hallway of an early arriving cleaning crew startled him. He was getting jumpy.


  Three solid days in the office was too much for anybody. What he needed was a quiet evening at his condo and an early night. He got his car from the office garage and headed north.


  When he passed the turnoff to his condo, he was only mildly surprised. He wasn’t surprised at all when he pulled into the driveway of the Monroes’ Lake Forest home.


  “Oh, how lucky,” Nancy Monroe said, “I grilled two extra lamb chops. You must stay for dinner.”


  “Nothing lucky about it,” said James Monroe, slipping an arm around his wife’s waist. “You always cook extra, but you’re right, he’s got to stay for dinner. We haven’t seen you since Tris and Michael’s wedding.”


  “Thanks, but I really can’t stay,” he insisted in turn. “I just stopped by to say hello.”


  The Monroes out-insisted him.


  Conversation was wide-ranging and unfocused—his business, the Monroes’ impending grandparenthood, the Cubs’ season, the lakeshore’s erosion, Paul and Bette’s new house, Chicago’s politics, James Monroe’s easing toward retirement, Judi Monroe’s summer job as a waitress in Yellowstone Park. He drove away well fed and oddly comforted.


  He swung by Paul and Bette’s house on his way through Evanston. The last vestiges of twilight showed the shapes of new evergreens and flower beds. Lights at the back of the house indicated someone was home. Still, he used his car phone to call first. Mrs. M. had said Paul was in Dallas for a couple days consulting on a major appraisal; Grady didn’t want to startle Bette with a knock after nine o’clock.


  “We haven’t seen you in ages, Grady. Are you in Chicago?” Bette demanded after the first greetings.


  “Not exactly.”


  “You’re not calling from D.C., are you? This doesn’t sound like long-distance.”


  “No.”


  “All right, Grady, where are you?”


  “In front of your house.”


  Before the clunk of the phone fully registered, he saw Bette at the front door, calling out with an undercurrent of laughter. “You get in here right now, Grady Roberts.”


  He hung up and did as he was told.


  Stopping at the kitchen, Bette brought out a pitcher of iced tea, two glasses and a plate of cookies, then led Grady to the big screened-in porch at the back of the house.


  “The iced tea’s great, Bette.” He took a glass and sat at the round table where she was working on a project. Neatly stacked magazines flanked a yellow legal pad filled with notes. A pile of cutout magazine pictures sat to one side, with three cumbersome albums opposite him. “But the cookies—I just came from the Monroes’ . . .”


  She smiled; they both knew her mother-in-law’s penchant for feeding anyone who walked in her door. “So you couldn’t possibly eat another thing.”


  “What’re you working on?”


  “Garden—” She pointed to one magazine stack, then gestured more broadly at the other stack, plus the pictures and albums. “And nursery. I’m getting that organized so I can show the workmen coming tomorrow exactly what we want for the colors and wallpaper.”


  A smile pulled at his lips. “Leslie said you’d redecorate the room for the baby.”


  Bette gave him a searching look. “She was right.”


  Getting up got him away from that look. Pretending a great interest in the pottery candle holders and oil lamps gathered on the windowsills that opened into the house provided an excuse to keep moving.


  “We were going to do it ourselves, but organizing’s about all I’m good for these days,” she said with a grimace at her cumbersome body. “Let me give you a word of advice, Grady. If they ever figure out a way for men to be pregnant, don’t plan to be eight months’ pregnant in July, not unless you can spend the time in Alaska. Anyway, Paul wanted to do the nursery by himself, but as many things as he’s good at, wallpapering isn’t one of them.”


  Grady picked up an oil lamp, the pottery cool and smooth in his palm, his mind hundreds of miles to the east.


  “We tried the powder room, and it was a disaster. He blames Michael. He says if Michael’s renovation on his Victorian down in Springfield had included wallpapering, he would have learned that along with paint stripping, plastering and painting...Grady? Grady.”


  He snapped his attention back to the screened porch in Evanston, Illinois, and to Bette.


  “Sorry. My mind wandered. I’ve got this big deal going. It’s been a long, complicated sale and the commission can make the financial year for us.” A slight exaggeration but a comfortable explanation of his inattention.


  Not to Bette.


  “You’ve had big deals before. You love them.”


  “Yeah.” He grinned sheepishly. “Don’t know what’s the matter with me.”


  “Offhand, I’d say you’re lonely.”


  Caught off guard, his grin faltered and he tried to retrieve it. “Hard to be lonely in my life-style.” He let the grin go. “Remember the first time Paul brought you to meet Michael and me?” She nodded, a wealth of memories in her eyes. “I told him then that he was proving he was smarter than me because he saw the value of quality over quantity. And in you he’d definitely found quality.”


  Her eyes misted. “Thank you, Grady.”


  “Don’t cry on me, Bette.” His panic was mostly kidding, but not all. What did you do with an eight months’ pregnant, crying woman? “If Paul finds out I made you cry he’ll have my hide. Besides, you know how I feel about you."


  “I know. But it’s nice to hear it. Everybody needs to hear the words,” she said with an emphasis that made him slightly uncomfortable. In contrast, the gentle tone of her next few words initially lulled him. “But tell me the truth, Grady, you stopped being satisfied with quantity quite some time ago, didn’t you?”


  He tried to slough it off with a puzzled shake of his head “I don’t understand what you’re getting at, Bette.”


  “Oh, I think you do.” Her bland response didn’t leave much room for denial. “Just remember, Grady, changing takes a lot of patience. Not just with yourself, but patience with your friends, it might take a while for everybody to catch up with you.”


  “Now I’m sure I don’t understand.”


  She tipped her head consideringly. “I remember that first night I met you and Michael, too. And I remember thinking that you have a knack for accepting people, Grady. As they are, right this moment. Not as they were, not as you’d like them to be. Not everyone is as good at that as you are. It takes them a while to catch up with a friend’s changes. But they will catch up. That’s all.”


  “If you say so.”


  “I say so.”


  He left soon after. In the short drive home, he realized he didn’t dread the night in his solitary condo quite as much as he had when he’d left the office.


  
    * * * *

  


  Monday she wasn’t ready. Tuesday and Wednesday Tris was out of town. Thursday Leslie went to Tris’s office.


  “Busy?”


  “Not too busy to talk.”


  “Good.” She closed the door, ignoring Tris’s questioning look, and sat on the low bookcase by the window, twisting her watch so she could see the time. If this did not go the way she wanted, she was not above creating an appointment to cut it short. But she would start by assuming it would go the way she wanted, which required being direct. Very direct.


  “I don’t suppose for an instant that you’re not aware that Grady’s been taking me to some historic sites around the area.” Tris opened her mouth, but Leslie held up a forestalling hand, and she shut it. “If you didn't know it through Grady, I am absolutely positive the grapevine would tell you since he called here once or twice.”


  So far, so good. Tone light; Tris listening.


  “I told you from the first, Tris, that I am not one to fall for the Grady Roberts charm, even if he plied it. And I’ll tell you again. But—” She leaned forward and spoke each word with uncustomary precision. “If I did decide to fall, it would be my decision and my concern alone.”


  Even as she relaxed her pose, she stopped another imminent protest by talking on. “But that’s not an issue. The issue is that I saw you and Grady when you ran into each other here last week, Tris. It made me want to cry. And then it made me want to knock your heads together. First you for being so cool to him, then him for pretending it didn’t hurt him and then both of you together.” She looked at her friend. “Don’t do that to him, Tris.”


  “I’m just looking out for you,” Tris said stiffly.


  “I know, but I can look out for myself.”


  “I’ve known Grady a long time and I know—”


  “Yes, which is exactly the problem.” Tris looked skeptical, but she let Leslie continue. “I’ve been thinking about this awhile. Before you all got together again last summer for Paul and Bette’s wedding, you didn’t see Michael for who he really was, but only as a buddy. When you did open your eyes to him last August, you fell in love with him. I think you’ve been nearly as blind about Grady. For a long time you saw him as a hero. You long ago outgrew that, and last year you had a chance to accept him for who he really is, flaws and all—the flaws you’d never allowed yourself to see in your hero.”


  “You see flaws in him?” Tris asked slowly, as if not quite believing it.


  “Of course I do.” She also saw strength that no one else—including Grady himself—gave him credit for. “But it seems like that’s all you’re seeing in him. Grady is your friend. Don’t judge him so harshly. Don’t cut him out of your life. He needs your friendship.”


  The regret and a bit of guilt in Tris’s eyes both relieved Leslie and made her sad. Without her, neither Grady nor Tris would have anything to feel bad about.


  “I just don’t want you to be hurt.”


  “I know you don’t.” She couldn’t add the words to assure Tris that she wouldn’t be hurt. “But in the process, you’re hurting Grady. Nobody wants that.”


  Leslie sat utterly still, letting Tris study her for signs of unhappiness. She wasn’t unhappy, not really, because she’d accepted her life a long time ago. So there could be no signs to see. Could there?


  Tris hesitated so long that when she finally spoke, Leslie let out a silent sigh of relief.


  “Leslie, you’ve always been there for me. Right from the start, when you let me—no, you made me—talk my way through the aftermath of that foolish marriage I made right out of school. And with Michael...Well, I don't know what would have happened if you hadn’t thrown us together during that snowstorm. I don’t know if I would have had the nerve to confront him otherwise—”


  “You wouldn’t have.”


  Tris made a face, but kept on. “And I don't know if I would have recognized some of the things you spotted about our relationship.”


  “Now, that you would have done—eventually.”


  “But you’ve never let me help you. You’re my friend. I love you. I want to be here for you, too. Won’t you let me?”


  Fighting the urge to lean on that offered shoulder, Leslie dredged up a humorous drawl, though she didn’t feel the least amused. “But that’s just the point. There’s no need. Besides, that’s not the way it works. You can’t reverse the roles. Bless your heart, I’m the older-woman confidante. I’m supposed to provide the comforting shoulder and the guiding word. I’m way past the point of needing them myself.”


  She exited before Tris could make the protest Leslie saw forming on her lips.


  Reaching her own office, she softly closed the door, then leaned against the wall, eyes closed, trying to hold onto the reality of what she had to give to the world, the only role left to her.


  Please don’t take that away, too.


   


  
    Chapter Nine

  


   


  “I’d hoped Tris and Michael could join us, but they’re in Illinois,” Leslie said for the third time.


  Grady looked at the woman sitting on the far side of the quilt, repacking leftovers into a hamper for the second time. Of the thousands of people blanketing the Capitol’s west lawn, she had to be the most uncomfortable, and the most determinedly cheerful.


  Ever since he’d arrived at her apartment this afternoon she’d talked almost nonstop. Not once—as they took the Metro to the Capitol, joined the stream of holiday-making humanity, found an open spot in the grass and consumed their picnic of fried chicken, potato salad and fruit—did she let the topic slip any closer to the intimacy they’d experienced at Tanner’s Inn and where it might lead them than Kansas was to a mountain.


  “I know. They’re in Springfield.”


  “How do you know that?”


  "Tris called. Said she and Michael were going to be in Springfield for the Fourth and asked if I’d like to join them.”


  “She did?” Leslie smiled, and for the first time he thought she really meant it. “That’s great.”


  “I told her I was spending the Fourth with you.”’


  “Oh.” Now she looked concerned and tried to hide it.


  “It’s all right, Leslie. She didn’t break my sword over her knee or anything. No firing squad at dawn. She just said okay, and they'd see me next time we were both in the same place. It seems we’re back to buddies as usual.”


  “That’s good.”


  He waited for her to look up, but straightening a corner of the quilt took a lot of attention.


  What the hell, he might as well bring it out in the open. He knew she must’ve talked to Tris, but he’d like to hear it from her.


  “In fact, I was going to ask you about—”


  “Oh, look, the concert’s going to start.”


  The orchestra was merely beginning its warm-up, but Leslie seemed determined to hear every note. Around them talk and laughter hummed, but she turned her face to the stage in rapt attention, and turned her shoulder on him.


  He lounged on his side, propping his head in one hand. Beyond the hamper she’d placed between them, she sat very straight. Either she’d received a recent lecture on posture or she was tense about something. Or someone.


  Bits and pieces of this afternoon came together with what he knew of her, and congealed in a lump in his gut.


  Music flowed around him as the day’s light and heat faded. Familiar, upbeat songs. A famous conductor and well-known singers invited everyone to join in, a national sing-along on the front porch of the nation’s Capitol.


  Leslie sang, he didn’t.


  Even the stirring marches that had an elderly couple to their left tapping the arms of their lawn chairs and the trio of kids in front of them marching in place didn’t lift his spirits.


  By the time the concert reached its rousing finale with Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture—complete with cannon shots as a fitting segue into the fireworks—he’d resolved to get this out in the open. Whatever “this” might be.


  “Leslie—” The first rocket tore through the air with an anticipatory crackle. Boom! Color exploded with the sound, followed by a wave of “ooohs.” He tried again. “Leslie—”


  “Oh, isn’t that beautiful.” Since the color had faded, she had to be enthusing about the residue of the first firecracker or a faint track of the next one’s ascent.


  “Leslie—” Another explosion swallowed his words.


  “I love the ones that go from green to red like that,” she said before he could try again.


  He waited for the next one to go off, then spoke quickly, trying to avoid interruption from a firecracker or her enthusiasm. “I thought we’d try a trip to Charlottesville again next weekend. I could meet—”


  Bang! A rocket exploded in a circle of dazzling white. As it began to evaporate, it let off more blasts of light and noise. Bammedy—bam! —bam! —bam!


  She winced, but he couldn’t tell if it was from the sound or his proposal.


  “I hear Monticello’s beautiful, Leslie. I’d like to see it with you.”


  “Next weekend? I‘m afraid that’s not a good time for me.” She spoke around another eruption of noise that presaged a shower of blue and yellow.


  The polite distance of her tone iced his heart.


  “The weekend after, then.”


  “I’m afraid—”


  He fought down the words that would accuse her of being exactly that—afraid. Instead he rapped out, “The one after that.”


  “I don’t want to make plans for any out-of-town trips right now.” She sounded so damned reasonable he wanted to shake her. Why was she doing this?


  Well, he could fight reason with reason. He hardly noticed the red, white and blue streams across the sky.


  “Fine. We’ll try closer-in places. I hear Annapolis—”


  “No.” The word had an edge; at least he’d rattled her. But she must have heard the edge, too, and he could see her retreating from its revelation. She gave a little laugh. “Let’s just enjoy the fireworks for now.”


  With the timing of a perfect accomplice, another flare went out, trailing colored sparks before it burst into a rainbowed chrysanthemum against the inky blue sky.


  “Oh, look at that, isn’t that beautiful?”


  He said nothing, following the smoke of a spent firework drifting into a forgotten part of the sky while people anticipated the next explosion.


  Up in smoke.


  He didn’t like the sound of that. He wasn’t accustomed to it, and he didn’t intend to get accustomed to it, damn it.


  He was unaware of speaking the last two words aloud until Leslie flicked him a look before raising her face to the sky again.


  The look couldn’t have lasted more than a couple of seconds, but it was amazing how much you could absorb in a snap of the fingers. He’d seen her determination. But he’d also seen concern for him, and a true and real fear. Leslie Craig was scared. Of being hurt, of getting involved, of caring too much? Maybe one, maybe all. But he knew for certain she feared him—being hurt by him, getting involved with him, caring too much for him.


  In Chicago he’d been undecided how to proceed. Whether to pursue the chemistry between them when doing that might put their friendship at risk. But she’d left him no choice. She intended to withdraw from his life entirely. For fear of the chemistry, she wouldn’t even leave him the friendship. So he had nothing to lose.


  And the possible gains? He couldn’t afford to think of that right now.


  
    * * * *

  


  The deep breath she took to say good-night, to take the next step in sending him away forever, left a silence he filled forcefully.


  “I’m coming up, and I’m coming in."


  His hand under her elbow started her on the stairs.


  Maybe it was just as well. In the privacy of her apartment she could make it a clean break tonight, finish it right now, instead of drawing it out.


  Inside, she dropped her quilt and sweater on the bench and started past him to add lights to the dim lamp she’d left burning. He gripped her wrist, stopping her cold.


  “Quit stalling, Leslie.”


  “I’m not stalling. I’m just—”


  “Yeah. I know what you're just, and I know what you’ve been working up to all night. But before you say it, I want to know why. And not all that crap about being older or having nothing in common or wanting to be only friends. Because we’ve been friends these past weeks, and that doesn’t change this.”


  Still gripping only her wrist, he angled his head to take her mouth. Adjusting to meet his lips more fully was the most natural thing in the world. As natural as it was to collaborate when he changed the angle. As natural as it was to part her lips when his tongue tested them. As natural as it was to meet and match the rhythm of his tongue’s thrust and retreat.


  He released her mouth and her wrist without moving back. She didn’t move away; she couldn't. Not with those blue eyes declaring the same message as the harsh, uneven sounds of their breathing.


  “You can’t deny this, Leslie. You might want to, but you can’t. You’re too honest.”


  His eyes remained on hers as he drew nearer, and nearer still, until she couldn’t possibly deny the message in his eyes. She could back away from it or she could accept it, but she couldn’t pretend it didn’t exist.


  Slowly, as if against a great force, she lifted her hands to his arms. Then, gaining strength from the contact, she slid her hands to his shoulders, across their breadth to his neck.


  Her eyes drifted closed. The sound of his breathing, the feel of his pulse under her palm were her anchors in the dark world.


  He muttered something against her mouth; she didn’t try to decipher it. She opened her lips, and took him back inside.


  He took a step closer, and she encircled his neck, drawing him to her. Only then did he put his hands on her.


  He skimmed one palm along her arm slowly, following the line from her shoulder to the back of her hand to where her fingers disappeared into his hair. As if to reassure himself that she really was holding him, her arms really were around his neck. His palms rubbed circles on her shoulders as the kiss grew hotter and deeper. Cupping her shoulders, he drew her tight against him. So it didn’t matter when her knees felt as if they would give way; he was there to support her.


  Maybe that was how it happened that she never quite recalled covering the distance down the hall, into her bedroom and to the bed. But she remembered the surge of satisfaction when she started to lie back, and Grady’s hands were there to ease her descent. Even better, Grady’s body was there next to hers, partly covering hers.


  It was the way it had been at Tanner’s Inn. The wanting, the drumming of more in her head, the craving for what she’d told herself she couldn’t have, didn't really want. Oh, but she did want it . . .


  He started unbuttoning her blouse, the motions seeming so easy to his practiced fingers, while his other hand stroked her from waist to hip to knee and his mouth dazzled hers. Then the second-to-the-bottom button stubbornly refused to budge, and she felt the slight shake of his hand against her skin. Not as easy as she’d thought.


  Tugging until she could reach his shirt, she started unbuttoning. She felt and heard his sharp intake of air. He gave her recalcitrant button a yank and it came free. One more button and he was pushing open her blouse, sliding the straps of her camisole down her arms, following its retreat with his hands and mouth. And she was drowning. Slipping into a sea of sensation where the only elements were his touch and her skin.


  He dampened her nipple with a circle of his tongue, then slowly drew it into his mouth. Sensation swamped over her, and she clutched at his arms, but that was no way to save herself from this drowning, it only sank her deeper into the wanting.


  She gasped a little as she shifted. He moved so his weight didn’t pin her. She sat up and he followed.


  “No, wait, Grady.” She couldn’t control her breathing. “We need to talk about this. We need—”


  “Need? You want to talk about need, Leslie?"


  From the first word, his voice, raw and smoky, held her immobile. She moved only her eyes. Watching as he jerked open the remaining buttons of his shirt. He took one of her hands in each of his, opening them with his thumbs when she clenched reflexive fists. “I’ll tell you about need. I’ll tell you about needing you, Leslie. Are you going to deny this?”


  He pressed one of her palms to his bare chest and the other to the hard ridge below his waist. She felt the pulse of his blood through her palms, up her arms and into her own heart.


  “This is need, Leslie.”


  He muttered the words almost into her mouth as he held her against him. She felt the jolt of his need under her hands when their lips met, and the surge of her own need.


  “Grady . . .”


  He lifted his head just enough to meet her eyes. Under the heat, his eyes were wary, his body tense. He expected her to say no, to pull away, and he would make himself accept it.


  But she couldn’t. She couldn’t accept not giving this man what he needed. She couldn’t accept not having what he offered. This one night...one night...she would give and she would have. In the morning, well, this night came before the morning after, and she would think only of the night.


  Stretching her neck, she brought her mouth to his as she caressed him with long, deliberate strokes.


  His response leaped under her hands, but he didn’t move other than that. She ended the kiss. For an instant he stared at her, but only long enough for her to think that the blue of his eyes had burned clear of all protection. Before she could look into those eyes and see the man behind them, he locked his arms around her and brought them both back down to the bed.


  His lips and teeth feasted on the tender skin where her neck met her shoulder. When he soothed it with his tongue, she arched in response.


  That was the last clear moment she remembered. The rest was impressions, echoes of emotion. The hoarse, almost guttural sound of his words of need and praise and desire. The strained, taut clenching of his muscles under her hands. The clutch of sadness and regret when he opened a small foil packet. The prod of conscience to tell him, and the welcome weakness when his kiss drove away all thought. The film of sweat that made her hand glide down his bare side when she grasped his hip. The scent of soap and man as their legs and arms tangled and clasped. The sensation of cloth against her skin as clothes that proved too intricate to remove were shoved aside in haste.


  Oh, yes, she knew need.


  And she knew the incredible, joyous sensation of having it met, and of meeting his.


  She told him of the joy in small soft sounds and glorious shudders of pleasure. He answered in a strained, hoarse explosion of completion.


  Holding him, absorbing the heaving of his chest into hers, feeling the beating of his heart against hers, she knew she would always remember the honesty of his need, and hers.


  
    * * * *

  


  She might have drifted, into sleep or simply out of conscious thought.


  They lay tangled together, arms wrapped tightly around each other as if fearing that bodies this close could somehow slip apart.


  But their breathing eased and their heartbeats steadied. At some point Grady shifted most of his weight to one side. Maybe that woke her. Or feeling the rub of her camisole twisted around her waist.


  She eased from Grady’s hold, gaining just enough room to sit up. With her hands on the camisole, preparing to pull it off, she looked over her shoulder and found Grady awake, and watching her.


  A look. That’s all, and she could feel her breasts tightening, her blood stirring.


  Then he touched her, light fingers low on her back, just below the gathered material.


  Still caught by his eyes, she let out a breath, slowly, audibly. In a smooth motion he sat up, his hands replacing hers on the bottom of the camisole his mouth touching her shoulder. She had only to raise her arms, and that’s what she did. He slid the camisole leisurely up, letting his fingertips trail over her waist, her ribs, her breasts—oh, so slowly there—before a touch to her shoulders. Then he drew the filmy material over her head and sent it arcing gently into the room’s shadows.


  His hands returned to cup her breasts, drawing her back against the sleek strength of his chest, which she’d seen gilded by noontime sun or silvered by moon. Those beach memories now melded with the sensation of the warmth and solidity of skin and muscle covered by a fine prickling of hair.


  The urgency of their lovemaking hadn’t allowed for exploration. She didn’t—couldn’t—regret that, but this, oh, this was another introduction to pleasure.


  His head next to hers, he gently stroked her breasts with fingers and palm but without touching the sensitive centers. He was so blond, yet his hands looked dark and strong against the glowing paleness of her skin. Watching, and knowing he was watching the same play of hard and soft, dark and pale, was a pleasure that rose from inside. Against her back, his chest moved with harsher breaths as he finally took each peaking nipple between thumb and finger.


  A moan escaped, and she dropped her head back to his shoulder, while his hands continued their pleasurable torment. She could feel his body changing, tightening. Turning, she kissed his neck, tasting the faint saltiness and taking more of it with her tongue. He shifted until he could meet her mouth, opening her lips, kissing her deeply. She was panting at the end, drawing oxygen in thirstily at the same time she tried to return to the kisses.


  But he was more urgent, his strong hands shifting her, steadying her when she hardly kept her sense of balance. He seemed to understand her balance better than she did, bringing her to equilibrium astride his thighs at the same time he dizzied her with his mouth and hands.


  She waited for him to complete their joining, but he didn’t, drawing her down to him, but no farther. He slid his hands up her belly, across her ribs and around her breasts, his thumbs brushing the tips with a feathering touch so she wanted to cry out for more. She needed more.


  And he gave it to her.


  He lifted up to take one nipple in his mouth, tugging gently, then more deeply to suckle strongly.


  Still she needed more, and she reached for it in the only way she could, by seeking to take him inside her, just as his hips surged to meet her.


  She did cry out then. A cry of completion, and of a beginning toward another kind of completion.


  What had started slow and dreamy, ended in need nearly as frantic as the first time. Replaced by the necessity of meeting each other as fully, as strongly, as possible. And left her sated and exhausted.


  She fell asleep marveling at that.


  Grady knew by the rhythm of her breathing against his arm that she was asleep. It was his first realization when he came back to rational thought.


  The second was a kind of self-horror. What had he done? He wished he didn’t know the answer, but he did: He’d lost a precious level of control. Not all of it, thank God, not enough to hurt her in his driving desire—he never wanted to hurt her. Still, too much. Much too much.


  He’d always prided himself on being a considerate, patient lover. No woman had ever faulted him there. Smooth, that’s how he liked to think of himself.


  But there had been nothing smooth about this lovemaking. Nothing considerate, nothing patient. It had been as raw as the need he’d expressed in words and actions.


  His feelings for Leslie had been stripped to a primitive base he’d never recognized in himself, much less expressed.


  And now he didn’t know how to reclothe those feelings in polite trappings.


  He prided himself on comfortable mornings-after. He worked hard to make them that way, by never doing anything that could be regretted in the light of day. No declarations, no impulses, no revelations.


  But hadn’t their lovemaking been all those?


  A glance toward Leslie ended almost before it began. He swore viciously at himself. He couldn’t even look at her when she was asleep. How could he when she woke? He tried to imagine enacting the casual, urbane behavior of his customary mornings-after. He couldn’t.


  Carefully he eased out of the bed. He stilled when Leslie stirred, but she didn’t wake as he silently dressed. He found a piece of paper and pen by the telephone. He stared at it a long time, finally wrote a few words, signed it and propped it against the phone.


  He opened the door but before he crossed the threshold, he turned and looked back.


  The shadows seemed to shift, break up and reform, like clouds in a restless sky. But he could make out Leslie’s face, the strength and beauty of the bone structure highlighted like a pen-and-ink drawing. Her right hand, pale and elegant in the faint light, rested on the sheet. It would have rested on his chest if he had stayed where he was, a gentle weight against his skin.


  He walked out without closing the door behind him.


  
    * * * *

  


  “So you wrap up the Burroughs deal this afternoon?” Paul asked before taking a healthy hunk out of his hamburger. Since Bette had developed an aversion to onions and pickles, he indulged those tastes at lunch.


  “Two-thirty, so we have to keep this get-together short.”


  Grady would have preferred not to have it at all. But when Paul asked him to lunch, he could think of no excuse except the truth—he didn’t want someone who knew him so well examining him. Bad enough that his housekeeper, Harriet, his employees and the man at the newsstand looked at him as if he were a bomb about to go off. At least they didn't say anything. Paul wouldn’t be that reticent.


  “Bette said you stopped by the house last week.”


  "Yes."


  “She said you planned to spend the Fourth in D.C.”


  “Yes.”


  “Suppose, you planned to see Leslie Craig?’


  “Yes.”


  “Must have been a short trip.”


  “Yes.”


  “Things didn’t go the way you planned?”


  “Back off, Monroe.”


  “Boy, you're in a foul mood.” Paul placidly chewed another hefty bite without taking his eyes off Grady. “Here I am, trying to catch up on what’s going on in a friend’s life and he jumps on me. Something bothering you?”


  “I said back off, and I meant it. The last thing I want right now is some lecture from you on not hurting people. Unless I do it from—what was it you called it?—honest thoughtlessness. Good to know I’m an honest jerk.”


  Paul studied him with narrowed eyes, then put down the burger. His brows slowly rose as his expression changed.


  “How the mighty are fallen.”


  Grady swore, but Paul leaned back comfortably and grinned. “You know one of the things I noticed when I was first seeing Bette was a tendency to snap at my best friends. First I made some crack to Michael, then I ripped your hide a bit. Strange thing, huh?”


  Grady glared at him.


  "Looking back I figure it was because I was fighting myself, but it was easier to take it out on you guys.”


  Paul was full of it. He wasn’t falling for Leslie, not the way Paul had fallen for Bette. He just...cared about her. And he didn’t have experience at dealing with anyone as a friend and lover. He needed time to adjust.


  “On the other hand, maybe it’s simpler in your case. Maybe it’s the Burroughs deal, having something you thought was wrapped up only to have it unravel again, when you’d rather be in Washington getting that operation going. And you’d rather be spending time with someone nice.”


  Grady knew Paul Monroe too well not to realize his words, placating as they might sound, carried a strong element of teasing, if not downright glee. But he wasn’t in the mood to battle this one out.


  “Maybe.”


  “Sure, that’s probably it,” Paul said cheerfully. “You’re overworked and you miss—” Their eyes met, Paul’s dancing, Grady’s warning. “Uh, Washington. Pretty city, Washington. Exciting, too. Center of power and all that. And of course there’s your business there.”


  That conclusion allowed Grady to relax enough to get through the rest of the meal on good terms with Paul. But all that afternoon and throughout a celebratory business dinner with Burroughs and the other principals, a persistent thought jangled in his head.


  He did miss Washington. But it had nothing to do with the city or business. He missed Leslie.


  The next day he flew to D.C.


  
    * * * *

  


  She’d expected it. Though never, even in her most pessimistic moments, quite that quickly.


  I will call you. Grady.


  That’s what the note on her nightstand said. Should she contact the Guinness Book of World Records? This had to be a record for fastest, shortest brush-off.


  She’d gone to bed with a man with a long-standing reputation for being all pursuit, and she’d woken up to a four-word note—five counting the signature. Did signatures count? Why should she be surprised? Or hurt.


  This man she’d set out to get to know so she could help him had, instead, come to know her too well. He knew how to short-circuit her resolve to break off with him for good. And he knew, God help her, how to make her happy. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—let that become an ability to make her unhappy. She’d learned a hard lesson when her marriage ended: never look to anyone else for happiness.


  But she knew Grady, too.


  She’d known what was likely to happen and it had; knowing what to expect, she’d still done it. Craigs learned early to accept the consequences of their actions; she’d handle this. Not even the best mother hen succeeds every time. She’d salvage what she could of her pride and poise, and smooth it over so Tris, Michael, Paul and Bette wouldn’t feel forced to choose one or the other of them.


  So when her buzzer sounded early Saturday afternoon and the voice over the intercom announced it was Grady, she knew what she had to do.


  She had a bad moment when he walked in. Echoes of his touches still sang in her body, and it was hard not to reach for him. Harder still to take the necessary step back when he stretched out a hand that would have caressed her hair, He dropped his hand to his side and went past her. She didn’t offer him a seat, but he didn’t seem to notice. He paced to the far end of the couch, turned and came back to her, before repeating the pattern.


  "I guess I should have called, let you know when I was coming back to town instead of showing up at your door, but I wasn’t sure how to...I mean, what to say to you."


  "That’s all right. I didn’t expect to hear from you.”


  He spun around and stared at her. He looked irate.


  “Why not? I said I’ll call you.” He sounded irate, too. “You didn’t believe me?”


  Stifling the questions that surged to her lips—Should I believe you? Do you want me to believe you?—she marshaled the approach she’d planned.


  She shrugged, as if his calling didn’t matter.


  He winced, masking those beautiful blue eyes for an instant.


  “I meant it, Leslie. I may be a lot of things not all that admirable, but I am not a liar. I meant it.” He looked at her, then out the window, then at the wall before zeroing in on the back of the sofa. “And I mean it when I say that the other night...It—being with you, making love with you . . .”


  His voice trailed off, and she could feel the prickle of awareness shimmer along her skin. No, no, she couldn’t let herself think.


  “Making love with you was—” He’d started off well, but came to a stop. “Was good—I mean, it was so good, it was...special.”


  She could safely look at him because he was looking everywhere but at her. He’d sounded miserable at the end. The misery of sincerity, the frustration of trying to express unaccustomed emotions and feeling you failed? Could he—


  No! How could she let herself think that way? It was awkwardness. The awkwardness of a decent human being in an uncomfortable situation he didn’t know how to extricate himself from without inflicting pain. That’s where she came in—Make-It-All-Better Leslie.


  She forced a brightness into her voice she didn’t feel.


  “That’s nice of you, but not necessary.”


  His eyes snapped to her face and she wished he’d kept studying the couch.


  “What do you mean, not necessary?”


  “You don’t have to say those things.”


  “I know I don’t have to. I want to.”


  “I just don’t want you to make a bigger deal of it than it really is, Grady.”


  He went ominously still.


  “So it wasn’t a big deal to you?”


  His intensity was making her uncomfortable. “I don’t mean it the way you’re making it sound, like I do that sort of thing lightly.”


  “I know you don’t do it lightly.” Under the heat of his long look that seemed to recall each moment and touch of their Fourth of July night, her resolve began to evaporate. “That’s why I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


  She tightened her grip on her reactions and shrugged.


  "I'm saying it’s not the end of the world. We can go on being friends. In fact, I think it’ll be easier. You were right. There was that chemistry between us. Probably curiosity more than anything else. But after, uh, after the other night, we’ve gotten that out of the way. So now we can get back to being friends like before.”


  He stared at her, but she could read nothing in his face. How could eyes be so unrevealing?


  "Gotten it out of the way? That’s how you feel about making love with me? That’s how you felt when I touched you and your skin seemed to hum with the pleasure of it? When you touched me and I thought I would explode’? When I was deep inside you? You were getting it out of the way?”


  She was too stunned by the raw pain and anger beneath his controlled voice to react.


  “Well, we'll just get all of this out of the way for good, Leslie. You can kiss me goodbye and have it out of the way for damned good.”


  He gripped her above the elbows and hauled her against him. Stiff with shock, she felt the hardness of his body against hers, the harshness of his mouth on hers. But before she could gentle either the kiss or the touch, he released her sharply and backed away.


  She thought he was going to say something more, but instead, he walked out of the apartment.


  “Grady.”


  Her own whisper finally broke the spell of immobility. She went after him, starting down the stairs. They had to talk. What would they say? She didn’t know. But she couldn’t have him thinking what he thought now.


  “Grady!”


  The only answer was the echoing slam of the outside door three flights below.


  
    * * * *

  


  The drive to the airport was a blur of monuments, green vegetation along the parkway and snatches of muddy Potomac waters. Turning in the rental car and buying his ticket moments ago were a vague memory. But each of Leslie’s words was as clear as when she spoke it.


  I just don’t want you to make a bigger deal of it than it really is, Grady...Curiosity more than anything else. But after...the other night, we’ve gotten that out of the way.


  As clear, and as sharp as arrows. She’d taken aim at him and she’d scored a bull’s-eye.


  That’s when it hit him. She’d done it deliberately.


  He stopped dead two feet from the gate check-in.


  This was another of Leslie’s barriers. Not all that different from the thousand-miles-apart, age-gap, different-lifestyles obstacles she’d raised and he’d disposed of. But there had to be something else, something more basic that caused her to put these blockades in their path.


  “Do you mind?” The voice behind him made it clear its owner did mind. Grady came back to the present, and the realization he’d blocked someone’s path to the counter.


  Stepping to one side, he looked at the ticket in his hand. He hadn’t made a success of himself in business by giving up. And this was a damn sight more important than business—a damn sight harder to figure out, too.


  Figuring out the core reason for Leslie’s barrier-building would be his task. Whatever it was, he’d fix it. In the meantime, he’d storm past her latest barricade.


  He slapped the ticket into his other hand and headed to the main counter to turn it in.


  
    * * * *

  


  "So I popped the question, and she said yes.”


  "Oh, Barry, I’m so pleased for you.” Leslie hugged the man she’d first known when he was in such pain and now looked so happy. Her eyes teared up, partly for him, partly for herself. Selfish it might be, but in the face of Barry’s joy, she couldn’t help but feel the contrast with her situation.


  But she could hide it. “That is absolutely wonderful news,” she said.


  Barry squeezed her tight, right where they stood, in the narrow aisle of the Wisconsin Avenue deli.


  When she’d realized she couldn’t catch Grady, she’d gone back to the apartment. She’d stared at familiar walls and furniture and paintings and pillows. She had to do something, something to keep from mindlessly chasing off to his hotel or the airport or Chicago until she’d thought this through, which she couldn’t do with Grady’s reaction too fresh to allow for dispassionate reason.


  Laundry? No, the cyclical whirring heightened thoughts.


  Clean. With difficulty she wrestled down a heavy, framed landscape that collected cobwebs from the wall by the bookcase. She wiped off the wall, then scooched down and started on the glass front with cleaner and rags. But her eyes kept traveling to the patch of carpet behind the couch where Grady had paced this morning. She jerked her head the other way—and looked straight at the bed where they’d made love. The word she said then would have drawn a severe reprimand from Grandma Beatrice.


  She stood. Her apartment held too many moments filled with Grady. She had to get out.


  So she’d walked to the deli. She bought two packages of chocolate licorice and was heading out when she ran into Barry. Bursting with his news, he poured it out, right there between the anchovy olives and the marinated onions.


  “And it’s all because of you, Leslie,” Barry said. “If I hadn’t met you after the divorce—”


  “You would have been just fine.”


  He shook his head. “I know you don’t want to hear it, you never do, but I’m going to say it, anyhow. You’re one terrific woman, Leslie. I love you.”


  He kissed her on the lips then, a kiss whose only passion was in its affection.


  It ended abruptly, as if Barry had been jerked away from her.


  “Let go of her.”


  Barry had been jerked away from her. He looked as if he didn’t mind that as much as the fact that the large hand on his shoulder had then jerked him into nose-to-nose proximity with the very angry face of Grady Roberts.


  “Grady, what are you doing—”


  “What am I doing? What are you doing?”


  She had no idea where the calm came from, but it enveloped her. Maybe it was the cool blood of that ancestress who had faced off soldiers on both sides of the Civil War. Or maybe it was born of an overwhelming joy that Grady had come back.


  “I wasn’t going to ask that. I can see what you're doing. You're hurting Barry’s shoulder—oh, Barry, I’d like you to meet Grady Roberts, the business broker I suggested you have your cousin talk to. Grady, this is Barry Kerken, someone I thought would be a good contact for potential clients. Although now he’s probably a former good contact for potential clients.”


  Grady didn’t look distressed at the idea of losing a contact. He didn’t even look sheepish. But he did ease his hold on Barry. Enough for the other man to take a step back against the shelf of anchovy olives and flex his shoulder.


  “What I was going to ask,” Leslie continued, “was what you are doing back here?”


  “We have to talk.”


  He said it so grimly her calm faltered.


  Barry sidled another foot away from Grady. “Well, I’ll just leave you two to talk, then.”


  Grady didn’t look at him, but Leslie forced a smile.


  Barry cleared his throat and gained another few inches of breathing room. “Yes, well, I’ll be going." He stopped and, looking more miserable than heroic, added, “Unless you don’t want me to go, Leslie. I mean if you're not comfortable.”


  Grady looked at him then. To his credit, Barry didn’t cringe.


  “No, no, I’ll be fine, Barry. Thank you. It was wonderful seeing you and hearing your great news.” She pushed down an inappropriate burble of laughter. "Congratulations again.”


  The instant Barry disappeared around the end of the aisle she wondered if she should have kept him around. Now it was only the two of them. But she pushed aside that instant of weakness and met Grady’s eyes.


  “You wanted to talk?”


  ‘We are going to talk,” he declared. “But not here. In private.”


  Any remaining inclination to laugh did not survive the silent walk back to her apartment.


   


  
    Chapter Ten

  


   


  Inside the apartment, she faced Grady and waited.


  And waited.


  He appeared disconcertingly willing to stand there and stare at her. For someone who'd insisted they talk, he was noticeably silent. Worse, she had the impression a good deal was happening behind those devastatingly blue eyes.


  Maybe another topic would defuse the tension.


  “Did I mention that my Cousin Melly’s daughter, April, is going to visit me for the month of August? I’ll take some vacation time, so I can really show her the city.”


  He remained silent, and intent. So much for her Southern social manner coaxing a defused response from him.


  "Melly's not going to be around in August and we, that is Grandma Beatrice and I, thought a month in one spot would do April good before Melly takes her off again in the fall.”


  No response.


  “Remember me talking about April?” she asked brightly.


  “I remember.”


  His tone also said he wasn’t interested in an April detour. Leslie could have opened the main topic herself, of course, but not face-to-face with him looking that way.


  She turned away and spotted the painting on the floor by the hallway. She scooched down and grabbed the cloth.


  “I tried to catch you when you left before, Grady.” She polished the glass with all the power of nervous energy. “But you were already out the door. I wanted to tell you—” The impact of his eyes on her back felt as if it would leave an impression on her skin. “I didn’t mean...uh, I mean, some of the things I said probably came out the wrong way. I wasn’t saying that when we—that the other night didn’t mean anything to me. It meant...a lot.”


  There. That was about as good as she could do. Both with the picture and by way of explanation.


  She stood, hoisting the heavy frame. Placing her left foot on the magazine rack to make a platform of her thigh, she balanced the frame there. Another instant to gather her energy, then she’d slide the picture back into place—The movement was smooth and unexpected. One second she was preparing for the final stage of hoisting the picture. The next second the weight was gone, Grady had stepped into the V of her legs, had one hand around her waist and was hanging the picture with the other.


  “One-handed!” More disgusted than impressed with the unjust distribution of physical strength in this world, she focused on that over the sensations his nearness created.


  “I know.”


  Before she tried to untangle what he knew, she needed a less combustible position. But before she could lower her foot from the magazine rack, he closed in, opening her more fully, bringing himself flush against her. And flush was exactly how it felt, complete with heat and color pulsing through her. She couldn’t back away even if she’d had command of her muscles for that complicated maneuver because her bottom was wedged where bookshelf and wall met.


  "I know,” he repeated, low. “I know our making love meant a lot to you because it couldn’t have meant what it did to me if you hadn’t given so much of yourself.”


  He kissed her, slow and deep. When it ended, he sucked in a long breath, but his voice and his smile were the same.


  "That's probably what had both of us off balance. I know your talk about making love to get it over with was another effort to keep me at a distance, like the other excuses—the geography and age and life-style stuff—”


  "That's not—”


  "Only this time you almost succeeded because you went for my most vulnerable spot—the ego.”


  His wry honesty silenced her. Whatever his faults, self-delusion wasn’t among them.


  He shifted, trailing his fingers from her knee, up her thigh and under the edge of her shorts. Breathing with more difficulty, she remembered that night on the beach, and exactly where this caress might end.


  “I like these shorts.” A gentle tug on her earlobe with his teeth accompanied the low words. “I wanted you so badly that night.” He was remembering, too.


  Her turn now for honesty. “I know.”


  “Wasn’t much of a test of your perception.” Yes, they had to talk, but not now. Later would be plenty enough.


  He was unbuttoning her shirt one-handed, while the other continued to stroke and conquer her thigh. She assisted by shrugging one shoulder out of the shirt and he pulled it the rest of the way off.


  She unbuttoned his shirt, spreading it wide to trail her hands down his chest, reveling in the groan that drew. Leaving him to dispose of the shirt, she continued her journey, opening his belt and sliding her fingers inside his waistband to get the best angle on the button there.


  “Not so fast,” he mumbled.


  But then he dipped his fingers under the edge of her panties—and that was no way to slow things down. Still, she took her time easing down his zipper, letting her fingertips caress the expanding territory.


  “Shorts...Damn.”


  If she’d worn a skirt...but she hadn’t. Unhooking the shorts and sliding them down allowed him the space to gather the control she’d been so near to stripping from him.


  “Any more of this—” Uneven breathing betrayed him, but that he was talking at all was a victory of discipline over desire. “And I’ll take you right here.”


  “Uh-huh,” she murmured.


  A flash of intensified desire, almost pagan, crossed his face, then eased. “Another time, another time. But I wasn’t very smooth the other night—” He sounded gruff, almost embarrassed. “And I want to show you I can be.”


  She allowed him to lead her to the bedroom, absorbing this lesson in Grady Roberts. He was uncomfortable with the raw honesty of their lovemaking. It wasn’t what he was used to. It wasn’t the familiar, practiced territory he knew.


  And she was glad. With a fierce, triumphant joy.


  Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much she'd wanted what they’d experienced to be as unique for him as it had been for her. Yet if he’d said those words, she would have discounted them. His discomfort, though, was unmistakable, and endearing. It belonged to her alone.


  But he showed no discomfort now. Sliding the clothes from her body so skillfully she hardly felt them go. Caressing her skin so patiently she hardly remembered to breathe.


  Their bodies, both naked, slipped along each other, here rubbing, here sliding, everywhere enticing. His lips discovered her where she hadn’t known she existed, drawing sensation from inside her to the surface to quiver and glow like tears. Drawing emotions from where she’d hidden them so long ago. Too many emotions, too near the surface. She couldn't let this go on.


  She slid free, pushed him to his back, then restored the connection of body to body with her mouth on his chest.


  “Leslie.” The word was stern, but his breathing convulsed and the muscles under her mouth clenched.


  "I don’t want smooth.” She spoke against his skin, the prickle of fine hairs guiding her to his navel. She circled, then dipped her tongue. “Not this time.”


  He jolted up, intending, she was sure, to take control, to ease them back to something smooth and civilized. She didn't want that. Or to continue his exploration of her secrets, body and soul. She couldn’t afford that.


  Eluding his hands, she continued her quest, until he dropped back to the bed with a groan that rewarded her. It was a brief surrender.


  “No more, Leslie.” He reversed their positions with dizzying ease. His face intent, his voice hoarse, he promised. “You win this time. But next time…”


  “Next time,” she agreed.


  Oh, but first there was this time, and the rightness of having him inside her, meeting, retreating, returning, stroking, until the straining to attain the impossible burst into an impossible pleasure.


  She watched him, his intent face drawn tight as the shudders wracked him, and she cushioned him when he collapsed with a guttural groan of completion. Someday she would have to let him go, but for now she held him. She would wait, just a little longer, before telling him the truth that would push him away. She would give Grady time to know his value, to know a true relationship.


  While she gave herself the pleasure of loving him, not as a mother hen, but as a woman, purely as a woman.


  “I don’t want you to see that guy anymore.”


  It was almost as if her own conscience had spoken, warning her away from Grady. Except the voice was Grady’s.


  “What?”


  “That guy at the deli who was hanging all over you.”


  “Barry? That’s ridiculous, Barry’s a friend. Besides, he’s engaged. He’d just told me the news and I was congratulating him.”


  “Yeah? He didn’t act engaged when he had you wrapped up.”


  She started to say something, and stopped.


  Grady propped up his head to watch her. He hadn't known where her thoughts had gone a little while ago, though he’d suspected he wouldn’t have liked it. But this time at least he could follow her progress.


  Her expression shifted from amazement to resolve; from reacting to what he said, to his right to say it. He didn't think he was going to like this, either.


  “Grady, you can’t tell me who to see or who not to see. You have no claim on me. I have no claim on you.”


  “Well, maybe that can change. In time.” This was uncharted territory for him, stepping into it left him feeling uncertain, a little scared, but dogged.


  “You don’t understand. It won’t change. It can’t change. Because we can’t have a claim on each other.”


  A thread of desperation wove into her words. He could understand that, he felt a little that way himself. Maybe even a shade deserted. Why would she pull away from him now? How could she deny this closeness, built up of friendship, expressed through passion?


  “Why?”


  The demand rocked her, he saw that, but she gathered herself. “We’re not headed for the same kind of life.”


  He swore to himself and at himself. She was still seeing his damned playboy image. And the worst of it was he’d deserved it. But he thought she’d seen how he’d changed; more importantly, he thought she’d seen what he’d always been beneath the image.


  “That’s not true. I’m not saying I’m ready. I’m not saying I’m any prize in the relationship sweepstakes, but don’t dismiss me as just Good-Time Grady. That’s not what I want from my life, that’s—”


  “Grady, you don’t have to tell me—”


  “No, listen.” He gripped her hands, then consciously softened his hold. “Hear me out. Will you do that?”


  She closed her eyes, and he had the uneasy impression it was to prevent his seeing pain in them.


  “Yes, I’ll do that.”


  She sounded so calm; he must have been mistaken. Still, for some reason, this wasn’t easy for her. That made him all the more determined to be honest. Not only so she would know about him, but in the hope she might reveal whatever barrier she’d erected all the others to obscure.


  He took a breath and let it out slowly. This wouldn’t be easy. He hadn’t said these words to anyone before. He’d figured the people who mattered in his life knew at some level, and no one else was important. But Leslie was important, so he searched for words.


  “I already told you enough about my parents, so you know my home life wasn’t the best.” He waited for her nod and to give himself another second. “And I guess I mentioned about fantasizing my family was like the ones I saw in old movies. Suppose you could say the fantasizing didn’t stop there. I mean, uh, I’ve always dreamed about having a family. Having a wife and kids and a real home, not just some designer condo or a hotel room. The whole suburban dream—cookouts and playing catch with the kids and cuddling with my wife in a hammock after mowing the lawn—”


  He stopped abruptly, fearing he’d gotten too earnest, but saw only understanding in Leslie’s eyes.


  He managed a grin. “Would you believe I’ve never mowed a lawn in my life? But I’d learn, just so I could teach my kids. And play catch and help them with homework. We could take family trips and . . .”


  Leslie listened to Grady’s dream for a family.


  At first with an awkwardness that broke her heart, then with more assurance and fervor, he talked about how he imagined raising his children. How he’d spend time with them, how he’d love them.


  How they would have the happy childhood he’d never had. How they would know the love and security every child should have, every child needs. And that he’d never had. He didn’t say those things, but she heard them, anyhow.


  “So we do want the same things from life. I might need some tutoring in this like I did with gift buying—” His crooked grin tore at her. “But I think with time—and help—I’ll get the hang of it. I won’t make you any promises and I’m not asking any because I’m not sure where this is heading with us. But I am asking one thing: Will you give me time, Leslie?”


  Every word confirmed the heartache she’d seen coming all along. It waited there for her as surely as an oak’s leaves died come fall. Backing away now might cushion some of the chill...But how could she pull away from him now?


  “Yes, I’ll give you time.”


  She would love him with every bit of her soul, until he could not possibly doubt the value of the heart he had to offer. And she would treasure the time for herself, before she accepted the permanency of winter.


  Then she would tell him a future for them was impossible, because she couldn’t give him the one thing he wanted.


  She couldn’t give him children.


   


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


   


  Three weeks. Three weeks wasn’t long enough to love Grady Roberts the way he needed to be loved.


  But three weeks was all she’d had between that day he’d followed her to the Wisconsin Avenue deli—and the night that followed—and April’s arrival.


  Three weeks of laughter and loving. Out in public it really wasn’t so different from the weeks when he’d been taking her to the historic sites, except he touched her more often—his leg against hers, his arm around her shoulders, his hand holding hers—which in a way was a very big difference. In private the touching expanded, reaching the most satisfactory of conclusions.


  In their free time, he wanted to continue the historic trips, but she suggested saving those for entertaining April; the topic of Charlottesville she avoided altogether. Instead, they sampled nearby activities: an outdoor concert at Wolf Trap, a men’s professional tennis tournament at Rock Creek Park, a free Shakespeare play at Carter Barron, a military band at the Jefferson Memorial.


  Mostly they did things alone. But Grady did arrange one dinner with Tris and Michael. It went better than Leslie had anxiously anticipated. She wondered how much of that had to do with the soothing hand Michael kept on Tris most of the evening. From the activity she sensed under the table she wouldn’t have been surprised if he supplemented it with some leg, knee and foot touches, too. Gratitude aside, however, she would have been blind not to recognize that touching his wife was no hardship for Michael Dickinson.


  Grady stayed at her apartment, in her bed, every night except two, when he had to return to Chicago, and she’d missed him much too much for comfort.


  Leslie offered her knowledge of the area to help him assess office possibilities. He not only took her up on that, but soon had her looking at houses with him, too. He said nothing overt, but some of his comments...well, if that had gone on much longer, she would have had to pull away even sooner than she’d planned.


  In some ways, April’s arrival was a relief.


  It slowed her growing intimacy with Grady without her having to apply the brake herself.


  In some ways it was pure hell.


  As much as she loved her family, and felt that April had been dealt a less than satisfactory hand when it came to parents, the girl’s monosyllabic, sullen answers challenged even Leslie’s patience.


  Surprisingly Grady dealt well with April. He made no effort to cajole or please April, treating her as matter-of-factly as he might a business associate. And she responded in kind—which was the friendliest Leslie had seen her.


  It was the physical frustration Grady didn’t deal well with.


  Leaving her apartment, he tugged her after him into the shadowed stairwell and kissed her thoroughly.


  “I’m too old for this stuff, Leslie.”


  “I thought you were doing just fine,” she said dryly, still breathless.


  He grinned, but shook his head. “Holding hands, having my arm around you at the movies and snatching kisses in the kitchen is for teenagers. Don’t get me wrong, I like it, but I want more. Lots more. Can’t we send April to day-care for a day?”


  “Talk about being too old. Besides—”


  He dropped his forehead against hers. “I know, I know. The kid’s gotten shunted aside enough as it is.” When he raised his head she caught a gleam in his eyes. “But how about if we showed her how much we trust her by leaving her alone in your apartment—”


  “I do leave her alone—mornings—while I’m at work at the foundation.”


  “Then how about leaving her alone for a night while you’re at play in my hotel room.”


  “Grady—”


  He cut off her protest with a hard, deep kiss that pressed her against the wall. The kiss gentled, but picked up a rhythm that quickly had her body responding. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pressed her breasts against his hard chest and opened her legs slightly for him to nestle against her.


  Lord, did anything else in the world feel as good?


  Yes, one thing.


  He slid his hand down her side, past her hip, along the back of her thigh, to behind her knee, then lifted, shifting so her thigh hooked over his, and bringing them a little closer.


  And she remembered what he’d said three weeks before, about taking her right there, right then.


  He wouldn’t...would he?


  “God, Leslie, I do need you.” His hips took up the rhythm as his lips touched her cheekbone, her eyebrow, her chin. “This way, yes, but also—”


  A door closing below them and footsteps on the stairs broke them apart like a shot. By the time Mr. Weidelman reached their landing, they both had their clothes in order and their breathing somewhat under control. Though Grady stuck close to the shadows.


  Leslie considered it very fortunate that Mr. Weidelman took time climbing stairs and that his eyesight wasn’t as sharp as his wife’s. He merely gave them a curious look, wished them a good-night and continued on to his apartment.


  Grady started to reach for her; Leslie stepped back.


  “No. Talk about acting like teenagers. We can’t do this out here. We might not get a warning next time.”


  “And we can’t do it in there.” He jerked his head toward her apartment door. “We’ve got to think of a way to be alone together, Leslie. It’s been twenty-two days.” He studied her face for a moment, then seemed to relent. “Look, we’re both tired tonight and we both have to be up early for work. But tomorrow we figure something out. I can’t take another week of this, and I hope to God you can’t, either.” He kissed her hard and quick. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  
    * * * *

  


  The knock on her office door and the buzz on her phone arrived simultaneously.


  “Come in—Hello?”


  “Hi, Leslie.” Grady’s voice came across the phone line, enough to make her heart beat faster. “Have I got news for you. Guess—”


  “Leslie!” Tris came around the opening door already talking. “Guess—”


  “—what!” The word came in stereo.


  “What?”


  “The baby!”


  “Bette had the baby—”


  “This morning—”


  “A little girl—”


  “Everybody’s fine—”


  “Paul just called—”


  “Bette went into labor last night, right after dinner—”


  “He started off calm, then he got so excited, Mrs. M. had to take the phone and give me the details. They’re not sure on the name—”


  “Seven pounds, two ounces. Born at 8:02 this morning and—”


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute both of you,” Leslie finally had a chance to order.


  “Both of us?”


  “Who’s on the phone?”


  “Grady’s on the phone and,” she added into that instrument, “Tris is here in the office and you’re both talking at the same time, and I can only hear one at a time.”


  “Well, if you’ve got Grady filling you in, I’m going to go try Michael again. He was out of the office, but Sharon thought she could track him down.” Tris raised her voice to be sure it would carry through the phone. “And nobody else better tell him the news before I get a chance to, do you hear that, Grady Roberts?”


  He laughed.


  “He heard,” Leslie said. Tris gave her a suspicious look, but waved goodbye and closed the door behind her.


  “I wonder if I could get to him first . . .”


  “Don’t you dare even try.”


  He chuckled. “Okay. I’d rather talk to you, anyhow.”


  “Grady, isn’t this early for the baby to come? I thought Bette’s due date was later.”


  “It was. But you know, Mrs. M. has said all along that she thought the baby would be earlier than that. And from what Bette said the past couple times I talked to her, I don’t suppose she minds cutting a week off this pregnancy, not as long as the baby’s fine, and from all reports she is. In fact,” he said indulgently, “the report from Illinois is that she’s perfect.”


  “I’m glad,” she said sincerely, though she couldn’t stop sad memories from joining her happiness for Bette and Paul.


  “Leslie?”


  “Hmmm?”


  “You know, I’ll need help buying a baby gift.”


  Laughter broke through her memories. “But you’re a graduate of the Leslie Craig Gift-Buying Course. You shouldn’t need any help.”


  “That was for housewarming gifts. This is for a baby. How am I supposed to figure out what would make a baby happy or make it think about me every time it used the gift? Especially a girl! Now a boy I could have gotten a baseball outfit or enrolled him in the Michael Jordan basketball camp, but a girl . . ."


  “All right, I’ll help.”


  “Good. I thought we could shop in Chicago, say the end of next week.”


  “Chicago? But—”


  “We’ll take April with us.”


  “Grady, I can’t—”


  “And since you’ll be helping me shop, it’ll be my treat.”


  “But where—”


  “The Monroes invited us all to stay with them in Lake Forest for a long weekend, so we can all see the baby but Paul and Bette will still have peace and quiet at home.”


  “But I don’t—”


  “They specifically asked if you’d come, too. Mr. and Mrs. M. remember you from the wedding, of course, and they’ve heard all about the beach weekend from Paul and Bette. You’re part of the gang now. They know about April, and believe me, nobody could be nicer to her than they’ll be. Besides, Paul and Bette would wonder why you didn’t come to see the baby. Don’t you want to see the baby?”


  “Of course I do, but—”


  “Great. And you know there’ll be lots of people to keep an eye on April, so who knows, we might even manage some time alone together.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Was that the problem, that they hadn’t had time alone together? Or was there something more going on behind that Katharine Hepburn bone structure that he’d come to know so well, that he’d come to need to see and feel and kiss daily.


  Grady held down the disconnect button, not quite ready to make his next call.


  Was Leslie backing away or was it his imagination? He didn’t have experience with this sort of situation, so he had a lot of questions and nobody he could ask.


  Especially the biggest question—what would his reaction be if Leslie stopped pulling away, if she started coming toward him? Would he have the emotional gumption to meet her with open arms, to give whatever he had to give and hope it would be enough? Or would he turn tail and run?


  Nobody could answer that, not even himself.


  He released the button and dialed his travel agent to book three airline tickets to Chicago.


  
    * * * *

  


  “So Sharon Karik tracked Michael down at a Senate committee hearing with Senator Bradon and passed him a note. Joan wanted to see it, too, and of course she knows Paul and Bette through Michael, so she was really pleased, and she announced to the whole hearing that the state of Illinois just got a new constituent, and everybody applauded. Can you imagine? Baby Monroe’s not even a day old and she’s already been mentioned in the U.S. Senate!”


  Leslie smiled. “Maybe someday she’ll be there as a senator herself.”


  “Or as president! With Paul’s gift of gab and Bette’s organization and discipline there’ll be no stopping that child.”


  “And we can brag that we’re responsible for her first taste of crab cakes—in utero.”


  They laughed together.


  “Did Grady tell you we’re all going next weekend to see the baby? I hope they have a name by then. It’s hard to keep calling her ‘the baby.’ Anyhow, he did tell you, didn’t he?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re not worrying about staying with the Monroes, are you? Aunt Nancy insisted you and April come, and she’ll skin both me and Grady if you don’t.”


  “That’s very nice of her,” Leslie said absently.


  “I don’t know if I’d call skinning me and Grady nice, exactly, but I get your drift.” Tris’s wry tone turned a little anxious. “You and April are coming, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, we’re coming.”


  “Good.” Leslie didn’t respond and she didn’t notice the silence had extended until Tris leaned across her desk and put a hand over hers. “Leslie, do you want to talk?”


  “No. I’m fine.”


  Talking only brought the wound to the surface.


  Only reminded her that other people still found the kind of love to build a life on—Tris and Michael, Paul and Bette. Only showed her that couples building a life on love had babies—Paul and Bette now, Tris and Michael someday soon. She’d probably be Aunt Leslie to those babies. And he’d be Uncle Grady, but by then he’d be with Aunt Sweet Young Thing, and they’d be building a life, a family.


  No, talking wouldn’t help.


  
    * * * *

  


  “I’d like you all to meet Anne Elizabeth Monroe,” Paul announced from the doorway onto the porch. He had one arm around his wife, and his eyes on the baby daughter she held. “Anna, these are our friends.”


  The bright blue eyes under a bit of reddish fluff acknowledged the formal introduction with a blink.


  “The birth certificate says Anne, but Anna seems to fit her better,” explained Bette.


  Everyone was busy oohing and aahing over the form wrapped in a delicate white blanket.


  After arriving in Chicago in the afternoon, they’d settled in at the Monroes’, then drove down to Evanston for a tour of Paul and Bette’s house and newly landscaped yard. But this was Anne Elizabeth’s first appearance.


  “Look at those eyes!”


  “She’s beautiful.”


  “She has Paul’s hair.”


  “And Bette’s top lip,” Paul added with a significant look at his wife, which she returned warmly.


  The phone rang, and Paul went to answer it. None of the rest of them budged from around the baby. James and Nancy Monroe, having been exercising their grandparently rights for the past ten days, were content to let the newcomers have front-row positions. Even April looked curiously at the tiny person.


  “Bette, it’s Judi on the phone from Yellowstone,” Paul announced from the doorway. “She wants to talk to you.”


  “Oh, good. It seems like I’ve been napping every time Judi’s called,” she explained. She turned to Leslie, sitting next to her. “Will you hold Anna?”


  Grady saw something flash across Leslie’s eyes, but her voice was perfectly calm. “Of course.”


  With an emotion he couldn’t define, Grady watched her open her arms, and the baby settle there as if she understood their security. Restless, he moved to the far side of the porch; couldn’t have everybody crowding the baby.


  “April, why don’t you come sit beside me,” Leslie invited.


  Her expression mixing reluctance and fascination, April sat on the edge of the settee.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a baby this young,” said Tris. “Have you, April?”


  “No.”


  Leslie said something more to her in a low voice that Grady didn’t pick up, but he saw its effect as April relaxed enough to comment on Anna’s squirming. She even gauged the strength of those baby kicks against her hand, and smiled at the sensation.


  From across the room he studied Leslie. A woman who could make a baby feel secure, who could make a troubled girl smile, who could make a man...feel loved.


  Loved.


  With this woman perhaps he could build the loving family he wanted, but hadn’t trusted himself to try for.


  He’d always known he wasn’t much good at loving—genes or environment, what did it matter, the result was the same. But Leslie...Leslie was loving enough for both of them, loving enough to make up for his lack. Maybe even loving enough to teach him.


  Watching Leslie hold the baby, he let himself dream for the first time of a future with her.


  
    * * * *

  


  Grady, Tris and Michael took Leslie and April sightseeing Saturday with an agenda unlike any tour company’s. They drove past the schoolyard where Grady first met Paul over a bloody nose. They saw the harbor where the friends learned to sail. In Evanston, they visited Northwestern’s campus, where Grady and Paul had met up with Michael, and later Tris. They stopped for midday sustenance at a little place, which just happened to be across the street from Wrigley Field.


  Once in the city, they saw more traditional sights—the Water Tower, the Wrigley Building, the Art Institute, Grant Park, Buckingham Fountain and Sears Tower. But even the thrilling view struck Leslie as anticlimactic after the emotional landmarks of the morning.


  But Grady hadn’t taken them to the house he grew up in and still his parents’ official residence. She’d asked, and he’d shrugged it off.


  Returning to the Monroes’ in Lake Forest, they found Paul, Bette and Anna already there for the evening’s cookout. When Anna grew sleepy, that was no problem, since her grandparents had designated one bedroom as hers, and it was nearly as well equipped as her nursery at home.


  Paul and Bette didn’t stay very late, but the rest sat on the Monroes’ patio, talking while lightning bugs came and went. Leslie noticed that April seemed strangely content to stay with the grown-ups. But then maybe this was one of the few times she’d been included in the conversation naturally, rather than being ignored or spotlighted with questions.


  Relaxed in a way she’d seldom seen him, Grady’s fondness for the Monroes showed clearly. It made his estrangement from his parents all the sadder to her.


  When the evening broke up, Grady caught her in the hall around the corner from the room she was sharing with April for a kiss that a half hour later left her lying in bed feeling dissatisfied and worried. If stopping with a kiss made her feel this bad, how was it going to be when there were no kisses?


  She had to get used to it, that’s all. Starting tomorrow, she would avoid being alone with Grady, avoid opportunities for the kisses and touches that made her want more. She would start getting used to not having him.


  After Sunday brunch on the Monroes’ patio, her new resolve received its first test—and flunked.


  “Leslie and I are going for a drive,” Grady announced, taking her hand and leading her toward the driveway. “We’ll meet you at Paul and Bette’s about two.”


  “Wait a minute—”


  “It’s all right. I promise we’ll be back in time for me to help move that furniture Paul and Bette need upstairs, and then we can all get to the Monroes’ before Mrs. M. tries to fix a meal that could satisfy the entire roster of the Chicago Bears,” he said, reassuring her about the wrong thing. “I have something I want to show you. Something I hope you’ll want to see.”


  Her protest died right there. His family’s home, that’s where he was taking her. He’d thought about it since yesterday and decided...to go the opposite direction.


  They were headed south, but Mrs. M. had definitely pointed to the north when she’d mentioned where Grady’s family lived.


  “Where are we going?”


  “It’s a surprise.” He grinned.


  “We’re not going to see where you grew up?”


  Stupid question, Leslie. And the wrong question; she knew that even before his grin faded.


  She didn’t have the heart to ask about their destination after that, so they drove in silence, past Evanston into the city. Short of downtown, though, he left Lake Shore Drive and made a couple turns before pulling into a driveway that dipped dramatically under a tall building and opened into a forest of parking spots. He pulled into one and stopped the car.


  “I told you I had something to show you.”


  The grin was trying to return, so she played to his humor. Anything to erase the bleakness her mention of his family home had spawned.


  “An underground garage? Not too thrilling, Grady.”


  “It’s what’s above the ground that’s thrilling. About eighteen floors above the ground, to be exact.”


  “Oh? What’s that?”


  “My apartment. That’s what I brought you to see.” He leaned across the seat and kissed her. “More specifically, my bedroom.” And kissed her again. “More specifically still, my bed.” He ran the back of his fingers down her throat and just under the collar of her blouse. “Want to see my engravings?”


  She laughed a little shakily. “You don’t really have engravings, do you?”


  “No, but I’ve always wanted to use that line. I’ve been saving it for the right woman.”


  “I’m flattered.” Flattered and a little stunned by the heat in his eyes, which told a much stronger message than any words he said. “But I shouldn’t stay. I thought this was going to be a short trip.” She hurried on, avoiding the reminder of where she’d thought they were going. “I shouldn’t leave April on her own with the Monroes. It’s not fair to them—-”


  “They love having her around.”


  “Or to April.”


  “They’ll look after her.”


  “I know that, that’s not the point.”


  “What is the point, then?”


  “We already dragged her off on this trip, to see a lot of people she didn’t know, and then we go off and leave her. April hates getting shunted around like so much excess baggage."


  He looked at her curiously. “She told you that?”


  “No. But it stands to reason, doesn’t it? It’s what her mother does to her all the time. And I think it’s part of why she’s so wary of staying with me. She’s not sure if I want her around or if she’s been foisted off on me.”


  “I can guarantee that Mrs. M. won’t treat April as if she’s been foisted off on her. Mrs. M. loves kids. And you know Tris and Michael will be nice to her.”


  “I know, but—”


  “We haven’t been alone in a long time, Leslie. Who knows when the next time might come. If you don’t want to make love...Well, I just want to be with you.”


  It had been a long time, and the next time might never come. She had to tell him the truth, and she had to do it soon. Resolve be damned. She was human; she wanted this time with him. Perhaps this one last time.


  “I want to be with you, too, Grady. And I want to make love with you. I want it very much.”


  
    * * * *

  


  Grady held her hand for most of the drive back to Paul and Bette’s house. The first time the steering wheel required both of his hands, she’d started to pull hers away, but he’d snatched it back and pressed it against his thigh, where it remained until he could fold it in his hand again. After that she hadn’t tried to withdraw.


  Maybe she’d needed the continued connection, too.


  He wished he knew why he needed it so badly.


  He thought about that as he helped Paul and Michael maneuver four cumbersome bookcases up two flights of stairs to the third-floor room being outfitted as a home office. The cases weren’t unbearably heavy, but avoiding banging up walls, railings or shelves took teamwork.


  The women were indulging in teamwork, too—shopping. He’d watched Leslie go off with Tris, Bette and April to find Bette post-pregnancy clothes, and he’d wanted to call her back.


  What was the matter with him?


  Their lovemaking had been as hot, strong and satisfying as ever. Only he couldn’t shake this feeling that there’d been an undercurrent of sadness to it. He couldn’t pin it down to anything Leslie said or did, not even a look in her eyes. But it left him wanting to hold on to her hand as long as he could.


  He wondered what she’d say if she knew how he felt about her hands. How he loved to watch them, especially on him. How their touch drove him crazier than the rub of skin against skin could possibly explain. How he imagined sometimes that they were strong enough and gentle enough to hold someone’s heart.


  Laugh at him—no, she wouldn’t laugh at someone else’s emotion. Though she might raise that one brow of hers in slow-motion surprise. He wouldn’t mind that so much, because there’d also be understanding in her eyes.


  Those hands of hers . . .


  Why did he fear that if he let her hand go for a moment, the next time he reached for it, it would be gone?


  
    * * * *

  


  “Where did they go?” Tris, the first one through the door, looked around the empty porch. “I heard Michael.”


  Right behind her, Leslie gave the three partly empty beer bottles on the table a quick look. “Looks to me as if they’re celebrating a job well done.”


  Bette joined them, surveying the scene. “Or commiserating on a disaster,” she said, glancing up as if she might be able to see through ceilings and floors to any disasters awaiting her upstairs.


  “I considered that,” said Leslie, doggedly keeping the humor in her voice. It hadn’t been easy. Whatever progress she’d thought April had made over the past weeks seemed an illusion now, as the girl lapsed into limp indifference to everything around her. On top of that she’d caught both Tris and Bette eyeing her with concern. “But I think there’d be a few broken bodies strewn around in that case.”


  “You’re probably right.”


  “I could have sworn I heard Michael’s voice out here,” Tris insisted. “Though it was awfully soft.”


  “You think she’s cracking up?” Leslie asked the increasingly silent April, the reluctant tail of their group now, as she had been all during the shopping trip.


  “Dunno,” was the only response.


  “I heard him.”


  “You probably did,” said Bette. She held up a plastic gadget about the size of her hand. “Through this. It’s the baby monitor. We can hear any sounds in her room, but noise where we are won’t disturb her—Listen.”


  She turned a tiny knob and they all heard the rhythmic creak of a rocking chair, then Michael’s voice.


  “Hey, this isn’t all that hard.”


  “Yeah?” Grady teased. “Then how come you turned stark white and had to wipe your hands on your pants before Paul handed her to you.”


  “Sounds like you want to be next,” said Paul.


  “Oh, no, wait a minute, I didn’t say—” The women grinned at one another at the change in Grady’s voice. Beneath her grin, though, Leslie felt a strong pull of sadness.


  “Sure sounded to me like somebody itching to hold a baby. Here, Paul, you take the baby so I can get up, and Roberts can have his turn.”


  Tris giggled softly. “He’s got the hang of it, but he won’t try to stand up holding her!”


  Muffled sounds of movement mingled with Grady’s protests.


  “I have got to see this,” said Bette. “C’mon. Just watch out for the second step from the top. It squeaks.”


  “I’ll be right behind you,” promised Tris. “I wish I’d seen Michael holding her, but you’re right, this will be too good to be missed.”


  Leslie followed Bette and Tris, needing to see and wishing she didn’t.


  Upstairs, they silently made their way to the open nursery door. April hadn’t followed, and her conscience pushed at her to find the girl. But across the room, Grady was seated in the rocking chair, his total attention focused on the bit of humanity Paul held out to him, and she couldn’t make herself leave.


  “Not yet. I’m not ready yet.”


  Michael chuckled wickedly, and Grady cursed under his breath, then added a hurried apology to Anna, which made both Paul and Michael laugh.


  Michael spotted the added spectators but heeded their fingers-to-lips signal, and the lesson went on.


  “Just open your right hand and put it in your lap, and open your left hand and put it up a little bit,” instructed Paul. “Good. Okay, now...Relax your hands, Roberts—I’m not going to drive spikes through them. Okay. There!”


  “Omigod.” Grady seemed to barely breathe the word, but Leslie thought it sliced right to her heart.


  “You are now officially holding a baby,” announced Michael.


  “And doing very well,” said Bette, stepping into the room.


  “Bravo!” Tris called softly. She went directly to Michael, slipping an arm around his waist as he looped his around her shoulders. “And it sounded as if you’re well on your way to becoming a baby-holding virtuoso yourself, Michael.”


  Amid explanations of how they’d heard part one of the lesson and merciless teasing of both Michael and Grady, led by Paul, Grady started to gently rock, looking down at the baby in his arms. The tension had disappeared; he looked like a natural holding a baby, and Leslie wanted to find a refuge where she could let the tears slide down her cheeks. Instead she smiled at the jokes, and tried not to openly stare at Grady and Anna.


  “All right, I think we’ve taken enough abuse here,” Michael finally declared. “Let’s talk about what happened when the first sound came over that baby squawk box.”


  “Oh, no, that’s not necessary. Not necessary at—”


  “Sure it is, Paul. I think the ladies would be very interested to hear how you leaped out of your chair—”


  “Probably have a dent in the porch ceiling from his head,” Grady interposed without looking up.


  “—hurdled the chaise longue and ran down the hall so fast that when he tried to make the turn for the stairs he almost slid right out the front door, then thundered up the stairs like an elephant stampeding. Then he screeches to a halt outside the nursery and tiptoes in—as if Anna might not have heard him!”


  When the laughter died down enough that he could be heard, Paul retorted, “Let me point out that these two clowns wouldn’t have known what I did if they hadn’t been right on my heels doing the exact same thing.”


  “Maybe so,” conceded Grady. “But we weren’t the ones who tried to change her diaper.”


  Michael took up the tale then, drawing more laughs, though Paul staunchly maintained he’d progressed a lot in a skill that obviously couldn’t be mastered overnight. Capturing a squirming bottom in a diaper fiendishly disposed to slipperiness took a lot of practice.


  With the teasing continuing around them, Leslie met Grady’s eyes.


  “She’s asleep. She fell asleep while I was holding her,” Grady said in quiet awe, and he smiled.


  Leslie looked away.


  
    * * * *

  


  Nancy Monroe’s dinner was so delicious and so plentiful, they all ended up lazing on the patio. But this time, April excused herself almost immediately. Leslie supposed the girl could have simply had her fill of grown-ups. Still, she’d better check on her—though not right away or April would feel nagged. In a little while.


  A little while turned into an hour. The fading light, soft breeze and easy conversation left her relaxed almost to the state of limpness. Though the interlude at Grady’s apartment might have had something to do with that, too.


  She turned her head to look at the man next to her, and felt a start of surprise. She forgot what a good-looking man he was. Which was silly, considering the amount of time she spent with him. Or maybe it wasn’t silly. He’d let her see beyond his surface. And she was repaying him with secrets and dishonesty.


  She stood, blinking against fullness in her eyes.


  “Do you need something, dear?” Mrs. Monroe asked.


  “No. Thank you. I’m going to check on April.”


  “Want me to come with?”


  “No. Thank you, Grady. It’ll be better if I go alone.” Better for herself, if not April, she thought as she climbed the stairs.


  But every other thought disappeared as she stepped into the spacious room they shared.


  The closet doors stood open, one half of it gaping empty.


  Two drawers were only partly closed and the nightstand was cleared of April’s Walkman and cassettes.


  She didn’t remember getting down the stairs, but she was standing at the doorway to the patio.


  “April’s gone. She’s run away.”


   


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


   


  Bette had pointed out it made more sense for Leslie to stay in the house, by the telephone, since she didn’t know the area and would be the logical one to get the most information if April called. Bette also stayed, in case the baby woke.


  Leslie and Bette checked the house in futile hope, then sat in silence while Mr. and Mrs. Monroe, Grady, Michael, Tris and Paul fanned out for a quick look around the neighborhood. They turned up nothing.


  “I’m going to call the police.” Leslie’s voice was calm, and her answers succinct as she gave the police dispatcher a brief description of April, but her hand shook.


  The searchers went out again even before the police car arrived. The police officer was polite and reassuring, suggesting that a girl who didn’t know the area probably hadn’t gotten far. But Leslie didn’t feel reassured, even after he left with as many of his questions answered as she could, even with April’s description broadcast to other patrol cars, even with everyone else out looking.


  Time became her enemy. Creeping by as she waited, while each minute added horrible possibilities to what had happened to April.


  When Anna’s hungry cry demanded Bette’s attendance upstairs, she gave Leslie a hard hug before leaving.


  The back door opened to Grady, and Leslie stopped her pacing and spun to face him.


  “You found her?”


  “No. I wanted to—”


  “Then what are you doing here?”


  “I wanted to see how you’re doing.”


  He reached for her, but she moved away and kept on pacing. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about April.”


  “We’ll find her,” he said with an utter certainty that slashed her nerves. How could he be so certain? How could he be so certain everything would always work for him?


  “Leslie,” he went on soothingly, “you need to—”


  “I can tell you what I don’t need, Grady. I don’t need you.” He winced. She ignored it, turning away to keep on pacing. “Somebody to find April, that’s what I need.”


  “Look, I know you’re upset. Scared about April, but it’ll be all right, Leslie, everything will be all right.”


  “Why?” She spun on him and repeated it. “Why? Because you want it to be? Because you’re accustomed to having things the way you want them? Well, let me tell you something, Grady, things don’t always turn out the way you want them to. Things—”


  “I know that.” But he said it too softly to penetrate her fear and frustration and sorrow.


  “—don’t always go the way you want them to or the way you plan them or the way you pray they will. Things don’t always . . .” A shuddering breath stopped her words, but her eyes were dry.


  “Leslie, let me hold you. Let me make it better. Just for a moment, I know, but—”


  “No! Don’t you understand? There are things you can’t make better. But you don’t know that, do you? You think having children of your own and bringing them up the way you think you should have been brought up is going to make everything better. It isn’t. It’s not going to make your parents into loving people, it’s not going to erase your lonely childhood. And it’s a horrible reason to want to have a child. Horrible and selfish. And even if I could give you a baby, I don’t know if I’d want to because that’s not the reason to want a baby. But I can’t...God, I can’t.”


  A sob overtook the words.


  Grady stood, frozen. His arms, which had been reaching for her now looked as if they would hold her off.


  Over the urge to let the tears come, she drove home the words he might try to tell himself he hadn’t heard: “I can’t have a baby and that’s something you can’t make better, not ever.”


  In her heart, Grady’s stunned silence translated to the rejection she’d always known was waiting. But it didn’t change that she owed him an explanation. Bearing an infinite weariness, she tried to pay what she owed.


  “I shouldn’t have let this go on so long. I didn’t intend to, but, well, you are used to getting what you go after.” The ironic tone faded to sadness. “The trouble is, this time what you went after wasn’t what you thought it was. I’m not what you thought I was.”


  She sighed—tired, so tired—then spoke carefully. “I was married before, Grady. His family and mine have been friends forever. I knew Frank all through school. We went to UVA together and were married right after graduation.


  “We had exactly the life we’d planned. I had everything I wanted. We decided to start our family after a couple years. We wanted two boys and two girls, and I got pregnant almost right away. Frank teased me about being right on schedule, then he gave me this watch to celebrate.” She fingered the bracelet watch she always wore. “Everything was perfect...perfect.”


  She wrapped one hand around the opposite elbow, a futile instinct to protect her innermost self.


  “I was driving back from the obstetrician. He’d just told me—he’d promised me—everything was perfect. It was sleeting. The road was slick. It started with one car barely bumping another, but nobody could stop behind them. It was a chain reaction. I was in the middle, where the impact was worst. That’s what they told me. I don’t remember it. I just remember saying goodbye to the doctor’s receptionist, then waking up in the hospital four days later. They’d tried to save the baby but there’d been too much trauma from the accident. He didn’t have a chance. And I was hemorrhaging...The doctors were very good, I know that. They saved my life. I know they did everything they could. But I can’t ever have another baby.”


  Memories spilled in then: the grim words, Frank’s shock, Grandma Beatrice’s strength. The numbing grief.


  “Frank never said anything. Never reproached me, never said an unkind word, but I knew how he’d wanted children. And it was there between us. All the time between us. Like a wedge. And once a wedge is in place it opens up spots for more things to come between you. And pretty soon, you’ve drifted apart. That’s what happened to us, we drifted. I asked him if he wanted a divorce, and he said yes. I took my maiden name and left Charlottesville the day my son should have been six months old.”


  He said nothing.


  She started to walk past him. He put out an arm and she had to stop to avoid having him touch her.


  “Leslie—” His voice sounded rusty, ragged. “Leslie, give me a chance. Give me a chance to think, to come up with something to say to you, to—”


  “No, Grady.” She held out her arm as if to ward off a blow. “Even if you say all the right things, it won’t work. I walked away from my marriage with only this engraved watch, but with you I don’t think I could bear to keep even that much. I can’t afford to strip myself clean again. I won’t risk it.”


  The door opening was like a shot in the silence.


  “Grady! Oh, there you are.” Michael looked from Grady to Leslie and back.


  “What do you want, Michael?” Grady stepped forward, blocking any view of Leslie.


  “A couple of neighbors who’d been out bicycling just told Mrs. M. they saw a girl who looked like April heading to town about an hour ago. I was going to drive in and check it out. Thought you’d want to come.”


  “Yes. I’ll be right there.”


  Michael took his cue. Grady waited until the door closed behind him. “Leslie—”


  “Don’t, Grady. Just find April. Please.”


  He hesitated a moment, then walked out.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Nothing—damn it.”


  “Make another circuit, Michael.”


  “Okay.” He turned a corner. “Grady, if talking would help . . .”


  “If I knew what the hell to say it might. But thanks.”


  Silently, both intently squinting beyond the streetlights into shadows, they circled Lake Forest’s business square for the fourth time.


  Grady leaned forward, peering across the tracks at the train station. “Let’s check over there.”


  Before Michael stopped the car in the parking lot, Grady was out of it, making for the darkest corner of the platform where he’d spotted an even darker shadow.


  
    * * * *

  


  After Bette took Michael’s call from the train station, Leslie let herself be shepherded with the rest of the returned hunters into the family room by Mrs. Monroe, who was busy dispensing heavily sugared iced tea.


  The door opened, and April walked in, flanked by Michael and Grady.


  “April!”


  “She’s all right,” Grady reassured.


  “Where were you? What did you do? Why did you—Oh, God, the things that could have happened—” Leslie swallowed a sob.


  April looked at her in surprise, then hung her head.


  “Leslie, I’d like to talk to you.” Grady’s voice, pitched low, was stiff, perhaps with nerves.


  “No. There’s nothing more to talk about.” She turned to the others. “I want to thank you—all of you—for looking for April, for...and for finding her.” Her eyes didn’t quite reach Grady’s. “I am so grateful for your help. I don’t know what I would have done—” Blinking hard, she took her relative’s arm. “But now I think April and I need to do some talking—”


  “Ah, no. No talking. Not tonight,” interrupted Mrs. Monroe, separating Leslie and April. “Most certainly not tonight. I am taking this child to tuck her into bed right this moment. And you stay where you are,” she ordered Grady, who’d taken a step toward Leslie. “I said no talking tonight, and I meant it. Besides, you're needed down here to help that nice policeman fill out his report. They said he’d be over in a few minutes. Tris, why don’t you take Leslie in hand and get her into a hot tub and get some of that tension out of her? And, Jim, I think a bit of brandy for everyone else wouldn’t be amiss.”


  “Except Bette,” Paul interposed.


  “A swallow would be good for her and won’t hurt the baby. I used it myself as a young mother. How do you think I survived having you?”


  With that parting shot, she herded Leslie, Tris and April out of the room, secure everything had been arranged to her satisfaction.


  
    * * * *

  


  Tris not only got Leslie into a hot, scented bath, she returned shortly with a generous snifter of brandy, and insisted Leslie drink it.


  With fear for April seeping out of her blood and brandy seeping in, Leslie found herself telling her story for the second time that night.


  The strange thing was that by the end she felt better.


  Would she have felt this way if she’d told Tris all those years ago when Tris had confided her past sorrows?


  “And you told Grady all this tonight?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing.”


  “What did he say?” Tris demanded.


  “It doesn’t matter what he said. Because that won’t change the facts.”


  Tris looked at her levelly. “You mean the fact that you can’t have children.”


  Somehow it sounded different when Tris said it than when it echoed in her own heart. Not better; it would never sound better. But less...less defining. She wasn’t sure that made sense, and she wasn’t prepared now to examine it.


  “Yes. That, and the facts about Grady.”


  Tris shook her head. “I’m not so sure about the facts about Grady anymore. I know I’m the one who warned you about him, but—”


  “Not that. I’m talking about the fact that from the start Grady has pushed aside obstacles between us as if a relationship were a challenging game to be won. But this—” She patted the abdomen that would never again grow round with a child. “Is one obstacle that all his wealth and charm and power and good looks can’t overcome, one situation he can’t change. And when he realizes that, he’ll know the game’s lost and he’ll be grateful I ended it now.”


  
    * * * *

  


  “What are you doing sitting here in the dark, Grady?”


  Waiting for the light, he thought. But the light he hoped for wouldn’t come with the fast-approaching morning.


  “Are you all right?” added Nancy Monroe.


  “I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look it, dear.” She softened the words with a hand on his shoulder. “At my age having trouble sleeping’s to be expected, but you’re too young.”


  He didn’t feel young.


  Leslie’s refusal to talk to him wasn’t all bad from Grady’s viewpoint. He had a lot of sorting out to do. But sorting out was not conducive to sleep.


  “I’ll make some coffee.”


  “Thanks, Mrs. M., that would be great.”


  They drank coffee in silence as, through the French doors, the lake and sky gradually revealed themselves.


  When he stood, Nancy Monroe said nothing, but looked at him inquiringly.


  “Thought I’d go sailing this morning,” he said.


  “It looks like a nice morning for it.” But she was looking at him rather than the weather. “Alone?”


  “Not if I can help it.”


  “Do you think that’s wise?”


  “Maybe not, but I’m going to try.”


  “Be careful, Grady. Trying to help someone can be a dangerous business”


  He thought of that as he stepped into the room Leslie and April shared. He absorbed the quiet as his eyes adjusted to the shadows. Leslie slept on her side, facing him. A frown stitched her brows as if pain squeezed them together even in sleep. Her hand was on her pillow, near her cheek. Two steps, and he’d be to the bed. He could hold her hand, stroke her hair and ease that frown.


  Instead, he walked around the end of Leslie’s bed and touched April’s shoulder.


  “C’mon, April, wake up. We’re going sailing.”


  
    * * * *

  


  A wave pushed the boat sideways, and April’s hold on the seat tightened.


  “You sure you know how to run this thing?”


  He didn’t smile. “I’m sure. I’ve been sailing since I was about half your age.”


  He concentrated on the soothingly familiar actions, letting her adjust to the boat and to him. When they were out to where the open horizon carried equal weight with the shoreline behind them, he set the boat into an easy course.


  “When I was about ten, I brought a boat out here and seriously considered never going back. I figured they’d never find me.”


  She gave him a quick look, clearly bracing for a lecture on her stunt the night before. “You would have hit Michigan.”


  “I’d turned north once I got out here. Since you know geography, you know there’s a lot of lake between here and land heading that way.”


  “Somebody would have found you.” She sneered.


  “Depends how soon they started looking. Big lake, small boat.”


  “They would have missed you right away.” The jerk of her head indicated the land they’d left. The sneer was slightly less pronounced. “They would have sent somebody after you.”


  “I didn’t know the Monroes yet.” He let that sink in. “I was out here nineteen and a half hours, from two-thirty in the afternoon until almost ten the next morning. And nobody came after me, because nobody missed me.”


  “Your mom and dad—”


  “Were in Europe. And the nanny they’d hired enjoyed her bourbon. She didn’t last long. But long enough.”


  April stared at him, and he saw the aching loneliness that went to her core, and he wanted to cry for her, and the child he’d been, who understood her too damn well.


  She bent her head in an absorbed study of her hands clasped in her lap.


  “Gets awfully dark out here on the lake at night,” he said. “The water seems to swallow any light that makes it this far. It’s dark above you, and even darker below, and you have no idea which way you’re going—not only north or south, east or west, but up or down. There were times I thought for sure I was drowning even though I was still in the boat.”


  “Why’d you come back, when nobody’d missed you?” Her whisper told him what he’d feared—she’d considered it—and what he’d hoped—she was looking for a reason not to.


  He remembered Mrs. M.’s words: Be careful, Grady. Trying to help someone can be a dangerous business. The danger was not only to him but to the fragile girl across from him. With an inarticulate prayer, he spoke slowly.


  “I would have missed me."


  Three tears splashed on the back of her folded hands. She hurriedly scrubbed them dry on her shorts.


  “That night out here by myself, I realized that even if nobody else cared about my life, I did. I was pretty young, so the words weren’t real clear, but I figured it was my life, and I was going to do something about it. I saw other kids who tried to do their best because it made their parents happy. I was going to do my best, even though I had to do it for myself. Had to do it alone.”


  He made a sound, not quite amusement. He hadn’t thought about that night for a long time. “You know, though, about the time I decided all this, the wind kicked up and I had to fight like hell to stay afloat.” Her surprised eyes came to his face. “It was almost as if the lake was telling me deciding’s not enough. You’ve got to work at it. Sometimes it’s harder than others.”


  A half-gulped sob escaped, but she didn’t look away.


  “And when I met the Monroes, I didn’t have to do it all alone anymore. They’re not my parents, but they are my family.”


  Eyes brimming and mouth trembling, she stared. Would she reach out or pull back into that self-protective shell? He wished with all his heart that Leslie were here, no matter how much being with her would hurt. It would be worth the cost because surely she could help this child better than he could.


  “It’s just . . ." At April’s uncertain words, his spirits leaped. “It’s just that I’m so lonely.”


  The wail of that last word was one of the loveliest sounds he’d ever heard.


  “I know you are, April. I know you are.”


  Only a couple decades of sailing stopped him from going to her and risking overbalancing the boat. But when she stood, he tugged her onto the center seat alongside him, tucking her face against his shoulder and letting the boat rock them both.


  “I don’t want to go back to Charlottesville because as soon as I get there, Melly’s going to drag me off on another of her trips.” She snuffled and sat up straighter. “I get in her way. She doesn’t want me around. She just thinks she has to and I hate it. I hate it!”


  “What would you like to do?”


  She looked startled that he hadn’t tried to reassure her that her mother did want her around. Startled, and then thoughtful, as if she’d never gotten past the point of what she didn’t want to do to consider what she did want to do.


  “I’d like it to be different.” The wistfulness in her voice had Grady swallowing hard. “I’d like my dad to still be alive, and for him and Mom to stay in one place together so we could be a real family.”


  He sighed. “I know, April. I used to wish the same thing. I wanted a little house with a white picket fence, instead of the hotels and grand houses. But it doesn’t work that way. I couldn’t change my parents, you can’t change your mother. But you might be able to change other things. To do that, first you have to think about what you’d like to do. What do you want?”


  “I want to stay in one place.” The answer was heartfelt and immediate. “I want to go to one school all year long and never have to walk in as the new kid ever again in my whole life.”


  “Where would you like to stay?”


  “Well . . .” Contemplating what she might like to do instead of resisting what other people had planned for her transformed April. “Charlottesville’s not bad,” she said judiciously. “There’s a couple of kids I like to hang out with and the teachers weren’t too prison guardish.”


  “Okay. What else?”


  She looked at him a little shyly. “I kinda like Leslie. I mean, visiting her in Washington and everything.”


  Progress came slowly, he supposed. If she wanted to mask her feelings for Leslie under the guise that she liked the city, who was he to criticize?


  “Have you told her that?”


  “No.” He said nothing. After a moment, she added, “You think I should?”


  “You think Leslie’s more likely or less likely to invite you back if she knows you enjoy visiting her? And if you were Leslie, would you like to hear somebody enjoyed visiting you or would you rather they kept it a secret?”


  “All right, all right, I’ll tell her.”


  Her mock surrender was the closest thing to humor he’d heard from April. It set the mood for their return trip. She even showed interest in sailing, and he was happy to teach her.


  She grew quiet as they neared the dock.


  “Guess you and Leslie won’t be seeing each other any more after this trip, so I probably won’t see you, either.”


  He forgave her the stab of pain her first words caused because he thought he understood how she might be feeling about the second part. April Gareaux had connected with so few people in her young life that she felt the impending loss of one keenly.


  As Mrs. M. had said, this helping other people had its dangers.


  “What happens with Leslie and me doesn’t mean I can’t keep in touch with you. I could write, if you’ll promise to write back.”


  “Write?” Hope and wariness blended in the word.


  “Sure. It’s good for you.” Her doleful look at that dreaded phrase drew a further offer. “And if you do that, I could call now and then, if that’s all right with you.”


  “Okay.” He raised an eyebrow, and she added more enthusiastically. “That would be great.”


  He would keep his promise to April no matter how much the reminder of Leslie hurt.


  
    * * * *

  


  Grady insisted on driving them to the airport. He’d decided to stay on in Chicago a few days “to clear up business,” and Leslie had suggested they take a taxi. But Grady wouldn’t budge; he was driving them to the airport.


  Paul, Bette and Anna had come up to the Monroes’ for breakfast. The goodbyes and thank-yous masked the tension. But in the car it rose through the silence.


  A block from the Monroes’, Grady turned north instead of continuing west toward the airport. He gave no explanation, and no one asked, though Leslie caught the look Tris and Michael exchanged.


  In less than five minutes, he stopped in front of a house just visible through an iron fence.


  “You wanted to see it” was all he said.


  But she’d already known.


  Like the Monroes’ it backed on Lake Michigan, but that was where the similarities ended. This was a solid, gray mass, designed to impose, not to welcome. The grounds were perfectly kept, but lacked imagination. The windows and doors gave the impression of seldom being opened. With no sign of neglect, it had an air of desertion.


  Without another word, he pulled away, and the rest of the drive was accomplished in silence.


  While Michael and Grady checked the baggage curbside, Tris took Leslie aside. “Look, we’ll get April to the gate and get all the boarding passes.”


  "No, I—”


  “Leslie. I’ve never known you to be a coward. You have to say something to each other. You have to.”


  Leslie didn’t agree, but she didn’t protest when Tris and Michael led April away after a round of hugs with Grady.


  Inside the terminal, April said, “I have to use the rest room.” Tris started to protest, but heard a snuffle the girl tried to hide and understood.


  “I won’t run away,” April added with new dignity.


  “I know you won’t. We’ll wait for you right here.” From their spot, they could see the back of Grady’s blond head through the glass walls of the terminal.


  “He was very sweet to me when he brought me to the airport last year,” Tris told Michael, fighting her own snuffle. “You’d said you were sorry after we’d made love for the first time, and I was so miserable.”


  His mouth twisted. “I remember. And it wasn’t much fun on my end, either.”


  She touched his cheek, and he covered her hand. “I didn’t think a drive to the airport could ever be more miserable than that one, but this came close.” Grimly she added, “If he’s really broken her heart, I will tear him limb from limb.”


  “What if she’s really broken his heart?”


  Tris looked up at Michael, totally secure in his love yet still able to remember the pain of thinking she’d never have it. “It would break my heart, too.”


  Michael put his arm around her and drew her close.


  
    * * * *

  


  “Leslie—”


  She wouldn’t have turned if he hadn’t put his hand on her arm. Even then, she didn’t look at him.


  “Leslie, give me some time. Give me a chance to—”


  She was shaking her head. “That’s just it, Grady. Time isn’t going to change this. Nothing is. I want to thank you—for this trip, for being so kind to April, for all those wonderful trips around Washington, for—” Her voice faltered, and he took a step closer to her. But she backed away. “For everything.”


  Then she did look at him. “Goodbye, Grady.” And she was gone.


   


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


   


  The thing that kept hitting him in the face when he thought he was concentrating on something else was that he’d been certain he knew Leslie so well, and yet here was this aspect of her, this event, that had such an impact on her life, that turned it upside down and turned her inside out, and he’d had no inkling of it.


  Did he know her? Had he been fooling himself? Was he capable of knowing someone well?


  The thought, and the questions that invariably followed, became a constant itch.


  Still, he surprised himself four days after Leslie left when he heard his voice saying, “The thing that keeps hitting me in the face . . .”


  The Chicago office was running so well he didn’t have much to do and he was too smart—at least in business—to interfere. So he’d taken to long walks. This afternoon’s walk took him to Paul’s office. Paul might be out consulting with a client ranging from the Smithsonian to a neighborhood collector, but it was as good a destination as anywhere else. When Grady walked in, Jan Robson, Paul’s longtime secretary, waved him into the inner office.


  He’d been sitting on the leather couch under the windows talking about nothing in particular for several minutes when the words came out. “The thing that keeps hitting me in the face . . .”


  “You’re looking at it all wrong, Roberts.”


  Grady almost grinned for the first time in five days. It’s a good thing he hadn’t expected sympathy; Paul’s words of wisdom ran more to bracing than sympathetic.


  “When you like someone, really care for them—” Grady absorbed Paul’s sharp look, but didn’t dispute or confirm that description. “Continuing to get to know them better all the time is one of the pleasures. If you’re lucky, that never ends. Because the other person’s changing and growing all the time, too. And that makes for some very interesting surprises.” His smile grew distracted for a moment. “It’s really the same thing with friends. Hey, look at the way you’ve surprised all of us in the past few months.”


  “I suppose I have. I’ve surprised myself some, too.”


  Paul nodded, at the same time studying him speculatively. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if you keep on surprising us—and yourself—now that you’ve started. The first thing is, you’ve got to decide what you want.”


  Too bad it was the first thing, because that seemed to be where he got stuck. What did he want?


  Abruptly Paul swiveled his chair and started digging in a desk drawer. “I know I had that business card here somewhere,” he muttered. Then he shouted. “Jan! Have you seen Alicia Carpenter’s business card around?”


  The office door opened and Jan walked in with a slip of paper. “No, because you insisted you wanted to keep it in your, uh, file. But I did enter her information in my records. Here.”


  “Thanks, Jan. What would I do without you?”


  “Disintegrate,” she said, deadpan.


  Paul was already dialing the telephone. “I have somebody I want you to see, Grady. You go and talk to her and—Alicia? It’s Paul Monroe. How soon can you arrange to talk to a friend of mine?”


  
    * * * *

  


  Leslie smiled serenely through the rest of the week, though she thought her face might crack.


  She listened to Janey’s plans to pursue a long-delayed college degree. She bolstered Barry’s confidence before his first visit to his in-laws-to-be. She untangled a dispute that had started with a hard slide into second in a softball game and had escalated into a wrangle over the flow of information from the foundation to a preservation magazine. She spent every possible moment with a subdued April. She avoided confidential talks with Tris. She wondered if the time would come when Grady’s voice, touch, face and scent didn’t accompany her every second.


  Melly had been scheduled to pick April up that weekend, but to no one’s surprise “something came up.” Grandma Beatrice was coming instead. To avoid a grandmotherly third degree, Leslie planned to exploit the rule that Craigs did not discuss private matters in public.


  They had lunch out. Went shopping. Had high tea at a hotel. Attended a Kennedy Center concert, then went out for a late supper.


  “Well, Leslie Aurelia, you have succeeded,” announced Grandma Beatrice upon their return to Leslie’s apartment. “I am too exhausted to probe the reasons for the decidedly pinched look around your eyes. You do not look at all well, and I do expect an explanation. Though not tonight. I am going to bed. Good night, girls.”


  Another time being classified with a thirteen-year-old as a “girl” would have amused Leslie. This night, she meekly said good-night, then sank down on the couch, where she would sleep.


  April stood in front of her, eyes on the floor, hands pleating the sides of her skirt. “I, uh, I...thank you for having me stay with you.”


  She smiled, valuing the formal and stilted words for the effort it took to produce them. “You’re very welcome, April. I’ve enjoyed having you here, and I hope you can come back.”


  April’s head jerked up. “You want me back?”


  “Of course.”


  “But I ran away and caused all that trouble.”


  Leslie leveled a look at her. “Yes. You did. You also apologized to me and the Monroes and to the policeman, and you promised never to do that again.”


  “I won’t.” Leslie believed her. “But there’s still . . .”


  April’s voice trailed off, a tide of painful color swept up her cheeks and she looked away.


  “There’s still what?”


  “The, uh, other trouble I caused.”


  “What other trouble?”


  April glanced at her suspiciously, but seemed to accept Leslie’s puzzlement as sincere. Paying her penance, she blurted out, “With you and Grady. Breaking you up.”


  “Oh, April.” Leslie drew her down to the couch beside her. April didn’t resist. “Bless your heart, you didn’t break us up.”


  “But everything was fine until I left. I saw how you looked at each other, sort of like Melly looks at a guy when she’s going to take off, when she doesn’t want me around. But when Grady brought me back, you two weren’t—” She gestured. “You know, together anymore.”


  Leslie took her by the shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “That wasn’t your fault, April. I swear to you, it wasn’t your fault.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  April accepted the reassurance but her brows knitted. “But you love him, don’t you?”


  Leslie started to brush off the question, then stopped.


  Meeting April’s look, she said, “Yes. But my loving him isn’t enough.. My loving him isn’t the problem.”


  “But I think he loves you,” April offered eagerly.


  Leslie’s lungs burned as if she’d breathed in fire. “Maybe he—” She started to say “does,” but “did” was more honest. She couldn’t bring herself to say that. “Maybe he started to, a little. But there were other things involved, other problems. So we have gone our separate ways.”


  “But—”


  “That’s all, April,” she overrode the girl firmly. “It’s time for bed. We’ve had a long day and we have a lot to do in the morning. We need some sleep.”


  She hoped April got more sleep than she did. Staring at the living room ceiling, she lay in the dark, missing Grady, wishing things could have been different and reminding herself they weren’t.


  At least, with all the things that needed doing in the morning, Grandma Beatrice couldn’t focus her interrogation.


  They packed April’s belongings in the car, Grandma Beatrice promised a long telephone call to “get to the bottom of this,” they hugged and Leslie stood on the curb waving them off. Alone.


  
    * * * *

  


  A week after taking Leslie to the airport, Grady walked down granite steps in Evanston. At the bottom, he turned and surveyed the turn-of-the-century building, its limestone bulk softened by pots of flowers and an understated sign.


  The sign might be oblique, but the activity inside wasn’t. This was a haven for women who for many reasons would not keep the child they carried. It directed them to medical care, provided them counseling and companionship. And it promised good families for the babies.


  So why had Paul sent him to an adoption agency?


  Of course, Paul would say he hadn’t; he’d simply sent him to talk to Alicia Carpenter. The fact that she worked as a counselor at this adoption agency was beside the point. Or was it?


  Either way, Grady acknowledged that Alicia Carpenter was a good person to talk to. With no-nonsense compassion, she’d made him order the thoughts that had been flying around in his head like debris in a tornado.


  He found himself quoting Leslie a lot, telling Alicia how Leslie had described him as a man accustomed to getting whatever he wanted. But that this time he had to face that he couldn’t. This barrier he couldn’t push aside. This situation he couldn’t fix, or change. No matter how determined or how resourceful.


  He could have the family he long envisioned. Or he could have a life with Leslie. But not both.


  Under Alicia’s guidance, the huge question of what did he want separated into smaller questions—no more easily answered, but at least comprehensible.


  Could he accept never having a child he helped create?


  Could he accept not having his ideal family? Could he accept that the dream born of a lonely childhood to “change” history by raising his own child in a totally different way wouldn’t ever happen?


  Could Grady Roberts, after a lifetime successfully manipulating his world so he didn’t have to accept things he didn’t like, accept all this?


  Could he imagine not having Leslie in his life?


  Looking up at the building, he acknowledged that he didn’t know the answers. He just didn’t know.


  
    * * * *

  


  Two days later and still not knowing, Grady watched a dark-curled girl in a ruffled yellow sundress and tiny white sandals meet her baby brother for the first time.


  Alicia Carpenter had suggested he think about what they’d talked about and come back to see her in a couple days, after it had had time to settle.


  Forty-eight hours had passed and he’d thought of virtually nothing else. But settling? No.


  When he arrived for his appointment, the receptionist asked him to take a seat on the bench in the vestibule.


  He watched a woman holding a baby and a man with his arm around her shoulders come down the stairs and cross to a living-room-like area off the vestibule.


  “They’re here!” an adult voice proclaimed from deeper in the room, then the couple and the baby were surrounded by a gray-haired couple, two younger women, another man and the little girl. The woman holding the baby crouched down to the little girl’s level, and the babble quieted.


  “Andrea, this is your new brother, Benjamin.”


  The little girl, dark eyes wide, nestled against her mother’s side and ventured a tentative hand over the side of the blankets to improve her view.


  “Did I look like that?” Her tone hinted at disapproval.


  “Yes,” said the woman. “When you first came to us, you looked very much like this.”


  “Oh.” She digested that, then looked around at the faces above her. “This is my brother. His name is Benjamin. He’s in our family now, too.”


  Not an eye remained dry, including Grady’s.


  He’d just seen a miracle. As amazing and magical in its way as childbirth. A miracle of love.


  And Grady had found his answers.


  How simple it all seemed now. Flesh and blood hadn’t made a family of him and his parents. It wouldn’t prevent him and Leslie from making a family, whether that family was the two of them or—through adoption-—three or four. The only thing he couldn’t accept would be not having Leslie in his life. He loved her, loved her in a way he never thought he’d be capable of.


  Now he had to make her believe that and make her understand what they could be, together.


  “Ms. Carpenter will see you now.”


  Grady came to with a start. Blankets, baby clothes, diapers and other belongings gathered, the family was preparing to leave, now one member stronger. He watched, smiling with their joy, until the front door closed behind them.


  “Good. I want to see her, too.” In Alicia Carpenter’s office he didn’t waste time on a preamble. “I’ve decided. I want to adopt.”


  Alicia looked both amused and annoyed. “And you think that’s it? You’ve decided and now I’ll walk out that door, find you a baby and hand it over? That’s not how it works, Grady. Not from our end, not even from yours. It’s not that simple. How about the woman you’re involved with?”


  “Leslie’s great with kids. You should see her. Nobody could meet her and not know she’d be a great mother.”


  Alicia leaned across the desk toward him. “Grady, you don’t even know if this woman wants a long-term relationship with you, much less marriage. Don’t you think you should resolve all that first?”


  He sat perfectly still as the possibilities her words evoked washed over him. What did he really know of Leslie’s feelings? They hadn’t talked about relationships or futures. He’d been too unaccustomed to the concepts; she’d been too protective of her secret. What if the image of them together hadn’t ever occurred to her? What if . . .


  Slowly he sat back. He sensed a light touch on his cheek, the soft stroke that an elegant, capable hand might make. It caressed his chin, his neck, his shoulder and settled over his heart. He saw Leslie’s eyes when they had made love, so full of emotion, so giving.


  “She loves me. She really loves me.”


  Wanting to whoop in exultation, he settled for a grin. The caress and the image remained, though he focused again on the woman across the desk. “She does love me.”


  Alicia sighed, but he didn’t believe for an instant that she was really exasperated. “Okay, say she loves you. What if she doesn’t want to adopt? Some people don’t—women as well as men. They’re not comfortable with it.” She held up a hand, and he swallowed his automatic response. “Especially someone who’s gone through what Leslie’s gone through, the loss and the pain. From what you’ve said, she’s made a life for herself that doesn’t include children. She might not want the risk. Think about that, think about it all. More important, go back and talk to her about it. And listen to her, really listen.”


  He looked away, staring unfocused out the window to see Leslie’s face as she held Paul and Bette’s baby, Leslie’s hands as she stroked April’s hair, Leslie’s tears when she told him she could never have a baby.


  “I will. I will talk to her, and I will listen. But I know that this woman has too much love in her not to want to share it.” He looked back at Alicia. He’d learned to read people and he thought that, despite herself, the counselor was impressed. Still, her nod was neutral.


  “Okay, Grady, for the sake of discussion, we’ll accept all that, too. We’ll say Leslie wants to adopt and we’ll say the two of you are approved—not a mere formality, let me assure you. There’s still the question of babies.”


  He waited, but she didn’t continue. “What do you mean, the question of babies?” What else had this whole discussion been about?


  “That’s what you have in mind, isn’t it, Grady? A newborn you and Leslie can watch learn to smile, crawl, walk and talk, all the milestones? Yes, I can see that’s exactly what you’re thinking.” She leaned forward across the desk. “But, Grady, that’s everyone’s dream, and there aren’t as many babies as there are dreamers.”


  But those other dreamers couldn’t give a child what he and Leslie would, he knew that. And knowing that, he believed to his core that nothing could stop them.


  “Well, I can see I haven’t convinced you.” She sat back with a sigh, but kept her eyes on his face. “But there are other possibilities, Grady. There are other children—not babies, but children—who need families. Some have special needs. Physical or mental disabilities. Some are minorities, some are emotionally injured and some are simply past that cute, cuddly stage of babyhood. But every one of them needs love and security. Every one of them.”


  The sadness in her voice told of the children she saw who didn’t get those basic needs met.


  April’s face came sharp and clear into Grady’s mind. Not a baby, but a child. A child not battered or starved, thank God. A child with a parent, yet still adrift without the love and security she needed.


  “Would that be something you would consider, Grady?”


  “It might,” he said very slowly, while the borders of his envisioned future broadened a little more. “I’d have to talk to Leslie about that. See how she feels about it.”


  Alicia laughed. “Now that’s progress.”


  
    * * * *

  


  That Friday evening Leslie walked out of the office building and into the broiler of a Washington September heat wave with Tris at her side. Hovering at her side to be accurate.


  Tris had done that this whole week, ever since April’s departure. At least she didn’t press Leslie to talk about Grady.


  Today she’d stuck particularly close, popping into Leslie’s office what seemed like every few minutes, except for an hour-long break when she said she had an errand to run at lunch. She’d also badgered Leslie into leaving work right on time, when Leslie had thought a few extra hours would be just the thing to put her ahead for the next week...and fill in a lonely Friday night.


  So now they exited the glass doors with Tris debating, with no help from Leslie, the merits of stopping for a TGIF drink with co-workers or heading straight to her house for the dinner she’d insisted Leslie join. All the while, Tris’s head whipped back and forth surveying the area.


  Leslie wondered a little guiltily if Tris had said they’d be meeting Michael here and she’d forgotten, or never heard. She hadn’t listened that closely to Tris; once she gave in to Tris’s good-hearted bullying to spend the evening together, she figured it didn’t much matter which option they chose. She’d follow wherever Tris led.


  Where Tris led was down the block to a brand-new, bright red Suburban parked at the curb. Half expecting to see Michael, Leslie took in that a man was leaning against the passenger side of the vehicle. But Michael and Tris hadn’t said anything about a new car, had they? And Michael wasn’t that tall...or that blond.


  “ ’Bout time you got here. I’m about two minutes from a ticket.”


  For an instant the evidence of her ears and her eyes didn’t compute. And then it burst in her head with a roar that blocked out all other thought. Grady... Grady!


  “You brought the bag, Tris?”


  Tris handed him an overnight bag that was a dead ringer for Leslie’s.


  “Wait a minute.”


  Ignoring her order, which had all the firmness of Jell-O, he opened the passenger door, tossed the bag into the backseat and started around to the driver’s side.


  “C’mon, Leslie. Get in,” urged Tris.


  “That was my bag.”


  “Yes, and it has your clothes in it. That was my lunchtime errand. Now get in.”


  Tris’s hands gave her a firm push in the direction of the open door, but Leslie stopped short.


  “Wait a minute.” This time the words had authority to them. “First I find out what’s going on here, then I decide if I’m going anywhere.”


  “I’m doing for you what you would have done for me in the same circumstances,” said Tris. “In fact, you did something very similar by sending Michael and me off alone together during a snowstorm so we could clear up misunderstandings and figure out how we felt.”


  “This isn’t the same thing at all. There’s no misunderstanding here. There’s nothing unclear about this. No amount of talking is going to change—”


  Grady stopped in the act of opening the driver’s door and looked across the top of the vehicle to where Leslie stood on the curb.


  “I’m taking you to Charlottesville for the weekend. April’s trying to work out a way she can stay there when Melly takes off, and she’s getting caught in the middle between Melly and Grandma Beatrice. She needs you. They all need you.”


  It didn’t occur to her until they were on the road to wonder how he knew her family’s inner workings. He’d said they needed her, she’d believed him and she’d gotten in, closed the door and put her seat belt on without another word.


  But when the question did occur to her, it also brought a niggling suspicion that he’d used those phrases—“She needs you. They all need you.”—deliberately and with every expectation that she’d react exactly the way she had.


  That was also when it occurred to her that the whole thing might be a blind, though she couldn’t imagine why he’d go to such lengths. It wasn’t as if she’d been refusing his phone calls; she hadn’t heard from him since she’d left him at O’Hare Airport. Eleven days and seven hours ago.


  But he continued on the most direct route to Charlottesville, and before long she felt the familiar discomfort of returning to the place that reminded her of what she’d once hoped for, had lost and would never have. Only this time it was worse because she was returning there with the man she would love for the rest of her life and with the knowledge that she couldn’t have him, either.


  “What’s this all about?” she demanded when the silence became too clogged with unbearable thoughts.


  “I told you,” he said equably, but without enlightening her any.


  That seemed to loosen his vocal cords, or perhaps it was because the traffic lightened away from Washington. Either way, he launched into an update on his business, including soliciting her opinion of the three finalists for his Washington office location.


  After they’d discussed those, he added, “I’m pretty sure I’ve found the house I want, too. It’s in Old Town Alexandra. It’s one of the few places that hasn’t had much modernizing so it’ll take a lot of work, but then it would be just the way I want it. Of course I’d want you to give it your okay before I did anything.”


  Abruptly wary, she studied him. He kept his eyes virtuously on the road, which gave her only his profile to examine, and it showed little. He might mean he valued her opinion on a historic building. Or he might not.


  “And as you can see, I got permanent transportation instead of renting all the time. I figured this would be great for hauling things, too, when I get a chance to try those auctions and sales in the country like you suggested.”


  “I suggested?”


  “Remember, when you helped me shop for Paul and Bette’s housewarming gift? You said the way to get bargains was to haunt the estate sales in the outlying counties. I thought it would be fun to furnish the house that way. I seemed to have developed a taste for antiques during all those trips we took.”


  As they methodically gobbled the miles to her hometown, he talked on, adroitly threading a fine line between excluding and including her in upcoming projects and trips and dreams.


  What was he up to?


  She couldn’t figure Grady out. He didn’t try to change her mind that they didn't have a future together. How could that bother her when she knew it was the truth? But neither did he say he’d accepted that they didn’t have a future together.


  In fact, he acted as if nothing had happened.


  As they reached the outskirts of Charlottesville, he pulled a paper from behind the visor and consulted it.


  “This isn’t the way to Grandma Beatrice’s,” she said after a few minutes.


  “That’s right. I thought we’d have a nice dinner at the club before we went back to the house.”


  The club...the summer she’d fallen in love with Frank...their wedding reception...then, after the accident, her onetime friends turned to pitying strangers.


  “No.” She barely got it out, but his expression told her he wouldn’t be satisfied with that. “I don’t want to go there. There are other places—”


  “Grandma Beatrice and April are expecting us at the club.” His quiet voice was implacable.


  
    * * * *

  


  The first half hour was a blur to her, at the time and forever after. Then, gradually, she started to notice things.


  The way Grady charmed her formidable grandmother. The tentative smile that hinted at the person April might yet become. The warm welcome by Charlie, the waiter who’d been the first man to hold out a chair for her.


  Grady rarely addressed his comments to her, apparently content to keep the conversation flowing so her silence didn’t stand out. But he’d positioned his chair close enough that under the tablecloth his thigh touched hers, and she was certain it was his way of offering support. She found herself drawn to the warmth of that touch, and shifted to increase the contact with its firm, muscled length.


  His eyes met hers then, and what she saw rocked the certainties she’d clung to the past eleven days.


  “Leslie Craig? Oh, my Lord, it is you!”


  A whirlwind in blue clasped Leslie, then held her by the shoulders to get a better look at her. Brown eyes, sheened with moisture and marked by neophyte laugh lines, looked back at her.


  “Cathy? Cathy Palmer?”


  “Of course it’s me. Though now it’s Cathy McMahon. Kevin walked out on me three years ago—best thing that ever happened to me. Alan and I got married last fall. But this is no time to get into all that.” She flashed a look at Grady that said she’d prefer a time when she could ask questions as well as give information.


  Leslie performed the introductions, a little self-conscious, but also feeling a swell of pleasure at introducing Grady.


  “And you remember my grandmother


  “Of course. It’s wonderful to see you, Mrs. Craig.”


  “And my cousin Melly’s daughter, Ap—”


  “No, not April!” Cathy gave a groan of mock despair. “I won’t tell you how little you were when I last saw you, but let me say that your looking so grown-up, makes me feel ancient.” April looked both embarrassed and pleased. “It also reminds me, Leslie, just how long it’s been since I’ve seen you.”


  “Too long,” Leslie said, and realized she meant it. And the fault was mostly hers. Not only had she stayed away from Charlottesville, but the times Cathy and her then-husband, Kevin, had visited Washington, she’d shied away from seeing them, fearing it would trigger painful memories. Eventually Cathy had stopped trying.


  “Entirely too long. So I won’t take no for an answer—you have to come over tomorrow for the pool party we’re having. All of you. My Uncle Talbert is coming, Mrs. Craig, and I know he’d love to see you, and there’ll be lots of kids your age, April. And, Grady, I can promise you there’ll be a number of us who’ve known Leslie forever and would be happy to tell you every deep, dark secret of her past at the drop of a hat.”


  “That sounds like an opportunity not to be missed.”


  Grady unleashed a grin that made Cathy blink in appreciation.


  A surge of panic struck Leslie. Not at Grady being told her dark secrets, but at being reminded of her own bright hopes. “Oh, I don’t think we can. There are some family things that—”


  “That can’t be dealt with until Sunday,” Grandma Beatrice interposed smoothly. “Melly won't be back until then, anyhow. We would love to come, Cathy. Just tell us the time and the address.”


  “Here, I’ll write down the directions. Come any time after two, and plan to stay for dinner.”


  “That sounds great,” said Grady. “That will give us time to visit Monticello in the morning like we’ve been wanting to, Leslie.”


  She stared into his eyes and saw absolute determination.


  Was Grady out to make her face all her emotional ghosts in one ghastly weekend?


  Yes.


  Thirty-eight hours later she knew that’s exactly what he’d set out to do.


  With the able assistance of her grandmother and, Leslie suspected, the connivance of April, Grady had plunged them into her old social circle, making her face what she’d avoided because she thought it would be too painful.


  It wasn’t.


  She felt like someone who’d braced for the flare and crash of a firecracker only to have it fizzle. Oh, there were a few twinges. But it didn’t take her long to realize that the wounds left by her failed marriage and its causes had healed for good.


  If she’d had any doubts after the trips to Monticello and the campus, followed by the “remember-when” fest that lasted until midnight around Cathy McMahon’s pool, they’d disappeared this morning when she saw Frank and his family.


  Slightly suspicious when Grady insisted they go to church and Grandma Beatrice insisted on the ten o’clock service, she still hadn’t expected to see Frank Reddy sitting three pews ahead of them. Even if she’d expected it, she wouldn’t have been prepared for her feelings.


  It was like seeing a ghost. She knew she’d once loved that man, had wanted to build a future with him. But she could not, for the life of her, remember why. She felt no pain, no regret, no envy. Only a mild affection.


  After the service, Frank spotted her and, after a moment’s hesitation, started toward her. Now Grady was the nervous one. She could feel it humming through his body, although they touched only where his hand cupped her elbow.


  “It’s all right,” she said, and meant it.


  It didn’t allay the doubt in his eyes. Still, after introductions, he tersely announced he would wait for her at the car, giving her privacy to talk to her ex-husband, the father of the only baby she would ever conceive.


  They didn’t talk long and she never remembered the exact words, only the recognition that though they wished each other well they had little to say to each other.


  Walking toward the car—and Grady—she found herself hurrying. She saw him before he saw her, and pain twisted through her at the lines of strain on his face. Especially when he wiped away all signs of the tension as soon as he saw her. For all his nonchalance, this weekend was no easier on him than on her.


  Sliding into her seat, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Thank you, Grady.”


  She couldn’t have articulated what she was thanking him for, so she was glad he didn’t ask. She was also glad the tightness around his mouth and eyes eased.


  In silence, they drove to the house for the family conference on April’s future. This wasn’t going to be fun; Melly had already shown a tendency to get defensive and April regressed too easily to sullen silence. But Leslie found great strength in Grady’s presence next to her.


  
    * * * *

  


  “The child’s education is being neglected with this nomad’s life you inflict on her,” Grandma Beatrice declared once they’d reached the meat of the issue.


  “Most kids never get the chance to see the things April sees. That’s educational. And you like it, don’t you, honey?”


  “I want to stay in Charlottesville,” April said doggedly.


  For the first time Melly paused long enough to look at her daughter. “With your great-grandmother?”


  Her tone left no doubt Melly wouldn’t have taken that option. And April’s determination did seem to flicker after a glance at Grandma Beatrice. But that redoubtable woman’s frown was aimed at Melly, not April.


  “I mean, uh, I’m thinking of you, too, Grandma Beatrice. I mean, what do you want with a teenager around at your . . .”


  Silent too late, the word “age” hung in the air.


  “I am neither an ogre who would make the child’s life miserable nor so doddering that I do not recognize the ramifications of having her live here, Melanie Ardith.”


  Melly flinched at the use of the full name she hated, but didn’t dispute her grandmother. “April needs to have a secure home. A home, not a temporary resting spot. It would be better for all concerned if that home were with her mother, but since you are unwilling to provide that for her, I most certainly will.”


  Leslie looked from her grandmother’s austere profile to her cousin’s defensive pout to April’s clenched jaw and tear-bright eyes. She wished she could find something to say to ease the tension, to make them remember the love that tied them together instead of the differences that were driving them apart.


  “Sure,” started Grady, as if there’d been no break in the conversation. “And April can come up and see us in Washington. Maybe we can set up something regular.”


  “We?” Melly voiced the question they all wanted to ask.


  “Uh-huh. Leslie and me. After we get married.”


  “Married?”


  “Married!”


  “Indeed?”


  Leslie could have rolled Melly’s, April’s and Grandma Beatrice’s responses all in one, but it still wouldn’t have covered the range of her feelings. She appreciated his strength, but this bordered on strong-arm tactics.


  “Yeah, as soon as we get the details worked out—” Just as she was about to point out that those details included his asking and her answering, Grady cut a look at her that numbed her with its heat. “We’ll work out something with Grandma Beatrice. I’ve found a house in Alexandria and it has a great room I think you’d like, April. You can help us decorate it.”


  April looked so pleased that Leslie didn’t have the heart to object right then.


  “Well, we will have to talk about arrangements,” Grandma Beatrice announced with a look that disapproved of such surprises, but dispensed forgiveness...considering.


  “But—”


  “Of course you will,” Grady interrupted smoothly. “But right now we should head back to D.C. Don’t you have some things to pack, Leslie?”


  “You’re right, Grady,” Grandma Beatrice said approvingly. “You don’t want to get to the city too late.”


  So Leslie was bundled off upstairs to repack the bag Tris had provided and—between visits from Melly, full of questions, and April, full of excitement—to try to come to grips with Grady and his outrageous announcement. Because nothing had changed...or had it?


  She’d changed. Certainly in the time she’d known Grady, and especially over these past few days, as he’d shown her that what she’d been running from all these years wasn’t so scary, after all.


  And he’d changed. He risked showing what was beneath that golden surface, at least to a selected few. And he gave from his core of strength. He gave generously.


  But was that enough when her circumstances and his dreams remained contradictory?


  “Your young man is waiting downstairs.”


  Grandma Beatrice stood at the doorway, an expectant look on her face.


  “Grandma, he’s not my young man. At least, I don’t know if he really is. He just—”


  “Oh, yes, he is your young man.” Her grandmother interrupting was amazing. Her grandmother stooping to looking smug was mind-boggling. “Nobody but a fool could miss that in every look he gives you.” Then her expression shifted, and Leslie saw the love and the concern.


  “Don’t be a fool and overlook it, Leslie. You deserve happiness, and I believe the two of you can make each other happy.”


  Through her own tears she saw Grandma Beatrice was fighting emotion. “Now,” she said briskly after a moment. “Are you finished packing? It’s time you two young people were on your way. I will inform Grady you are on your way down. And while I think of it, there are a few other things I want to tell your young man.”


  Smiling despite her doubts, Leslie started to follow, but at the doorway she stopped, slowly pivoting for a final look behind her.


  The jewelry box that held her childhood treasures sat alone in the center of the dresser. She opened it without even being aware of crossing the room, and heard the sweet sounds of “Lara’s Theme.” The music wound down as she unhooked the catch of her bracelet watch and let it slip off her hand until it rested with the other mementoes. The final notes unwound to a halt and she closed the cover, feeling a little sad, and very hopeful.


  
    * * * *

  


  If she was trying to drive him crazy, she was damned close to succeeding.


  Sitting silent and unreadable next to him while a man tried to drive and pray his future wasn’t about to unravel at the same time was enough to test anyone’s sanity.


  Why didn’t she say something?


  She loved him; he knew she did, even if he’d never truly been loved before. And, God help him, he loved her. But could he make her see that?


  At this rate, he’d never find out.


  Abruptly he pulled off onto a side road, around a tree-lined curve, then onto the shoulder.


  Still she said nothing.


  “I know this was pushy.” His voice sounded like a cement mixer starting up. He cleared his throat. “This whole weekend, calling your grandmother and getting Tris in on it and everything. I know I don’t have any claim on you and I didn’t have any right to do this. But I had to take the chance, Leslie. I thought if you could face the past, then maybe you could accept it.”


  “I can accept it.”


  “Because if you can’t accept the past, then I guess you’re right, there isn’t any hope of a future for us.”


  “I said I can accept it.”


  “You can.” He looked at her as he carefully repeated the words, making sure that’s really what she’d said.


  “Yes. Because,” she said deliberately and with more courage than he’d ever seen in his life, “if the past hadn’t happened, I never would have met you. And I can’t imagine my life without knowing you. I love you, Grady.”


  He let out a breath in a huff of relief and more. But she wasn’t done.


  “The question is if you can accept it. You have to think very carefully about that.”


  “I have. For the past two weeks I’ve done little else. You were right when you said I was used to getting what I wanted, used to making things come out the way I want. At least some things. But you weren’t right about some other things. One thing I never could get the way I wanted was my parents.” She supposed that trace of sadness would never leave him. “I wish I could, but I’ve accepted it, and I’ve found another family in the Monroes.” His gaze left a shiver on her skin. “And I hope in you.”


  When she would have said something, he quieted her with a gentle order. “Listen. First, listen.”


  Wishing he could express it better, he tried to tell her what he’d gone through these two weeks apart, and the conclusions he’d reached. He told her about talking to Paul and Alicia. He told her about watching the family welcoming its newest member, and the dark-curled girl. He told her he hoped she’d want to adopt, because he wanted a child now to share the love she’d tapped in him, not to prove he could do a better parenting job than his parents had.


  “If not, well, I know we’ll work it out. Somehow. And I’ll wait. But I don’t want to wait to get married. I want to marry you as soon as possible. For myself, yes, but also for you, because you need me looking out for you as much as I need you looking out for me.”


  She’d fought hope for so long that it took her a moment to recognize that the heart-hammering happiness she felt was the fulfillment of a soul-deep hope.


  She saw his sincerity and his acceptance. She understood that his rushing her to Charlottesville was meant to show her that she’d healed, that it was time for her to move on. Time to accept his love and to look at a new way of building a family.


  Time to love Grady and make her future with him.


  She managed to arch one brow with a fair assumption of casualness. “I don’t think my grandmother would ever forgive you if we eloped.”


  He looked at her for less than a second before the light hit his eyes, melting the wariness and worry in them, and melting the last, doubting corner of her heart.


  “Then we’ll get married as fast as the laws of Virginia allow.”


  He took her in his arms and demonstrated that the man accustomed to getting everything he wanted definitely wanted her.


   


  
    Epilogue

  


   


  Grady Roberts stood by a fireplace that blazed with autumn flowers instead of flames.


  Leslie had insisted on a small wedding. Grandma Beatrice had insisted on having it in her home. They’d both insisted he invite his parents, who were too busy to attend.


  It didn’t matter, not anymore. He had his family.


  A smile eased the waiting. He was marrying into a family of insisters. That was okay. Today he was getting what he’d insisted on—Leslie. And in as little time as the law would allow.


  With Paul and Michael standing to his left and Bette and Tris on the far side of the minister, he watched April come down the stairway and along the aisle left by the select guests. That was something else he’d insisted on, having April in the wedding. Come to think of it, he hadn’t had to do much insisting—Leslie and Grandma Beatrice had thoroughly approved.


  April looked nervous, but when she saw his smile, she smiled back. The sullenness wasn’t routed entirely, but it was fading. He couldn’t begin to explain the satisfaction it gave him that April drew from him the same steadiness he’d gained from exchanging looks with Mr. and Mrs. Monroe and Judi Monroe when he took his place to await his bride.


  That’s what families did for each other.


  His bride.


  Leslie started down the graceful stairway, and a very basic part of him reacted to her decision to wear a street-length dress. Her legs looked great. And he knew how great they’d feel tonight when he had her all to himself at Tanner’s Inn. He hadn’t wanted to waste time driving far to start their honeymoon, but he’d made sure they would have the private cabin, not Hank Tanner’s old room.


  Better not let his thoughts drift too far down that road or he’d embarrass himself on his wedding day.


  Then he met Leslie’s eyes and forgot everything except how much he loved the woman who’d taught him how much he could love.


  He saw happiness in her eyes, and love. As she came down the aisle, he also saw a faint, lingering uncertainty.


  And he did the only thing he could do.


  He took a step, then another, and held out his hand.


  He was aware of murmurs around him, but heard her softly released breath clearly. The smile reached her eyes.


  Never taking her eyes from his, she met his hand.


  Side by side they took the final steps.


  Side by side they said the words.


  Side by side they exchanged the rings; he would always remember her slim hand in his as he slipped the ring on her finger and her touch as she put his ring on.


  Side by side they heard the benediction sending them on in life together.


  I now pronounce you husband and wife.


  
    ~ ~ ~
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