




36 Hours Serial

As a devastating summer storm hits Grand Springs, Colorado, the next thirty-six hours will change the town and its residents forever….

Strange Bedfellows Part 2

Sworn enemies Cassandra Mercer and Sean Frame become more than friends when they’re trapped inside her car by a dangerous mudslide.

Things have been awkward between Cassandra and her former nemesis, Sean Frame, since that steamy night in her car. The two are spending more time together—and not just arguing over school policy. Sean and his troubled son Jason are constantly sparring, and Cassandra’s feelings for both have her caught in the middle. How can she make Sean understand that with each reckless act Jason is crying out for his father’s love?

The story continues in Strange Bedfellows Part 3.
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Cassandra Mercer was prepared for a nice meal with her student, Jason, and his father, Sean Frame. What could possibly go wrong? Well, the two men are constantly fighting, Jason is secretly working for his dad’s company and Cassandra had sex with Sean during the massive storm that hit Grand Springs a few days earlier. Being stuck in the car during a mudslide and thinking she’s going to die can make people do odd things—like have sex with their enemy. But with the storm now finally over, the cleanup is just beginning, and Cassandra is hoping it’s a time for new beginnings between Sean and Jason, too. Oh, boy, is she in for a surprise!
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Chapter Nine Continued

Sean Frame looked at the printout as Herb Larkin explained the changes that had been made, nodding at all the right times, asking all the right questions. “So what you’re saying, Herb, is that this new configuration removes two of the steps from our former checklist, yet increases our inventory accuracy by—what was that, twenty-three percent?”

“Yes, sir,” Herb answered, bobbing his head excitedly. “That’s how Jerry figures it. The more steps you take, the more chances of human error, or something like that. And this kid—this kid—he just looked at the program for about an hour. I had him sitting near me to watch, it being his first day on the job and all, and he’s watching me, watching me, and I’m logging in stuff and logging out stuff and making all the checks, and I’m moaning and groaning over all the different screens I have to pull up, all the different checks and balances before I’m cleared to move on to the next stuff, and he says, hey, that’s dumb! Why don’t you just…well, I guess I already told you that part before, huh, Mr. Frame?”

“Yes, Herb. Yes, you did.” Sean paged through the printout a third time, still comparing it with the one that had been put on his desk Friday night—he had a printout from the loading dock placed on his desk every night—and shook his head. “It was right there, right in front of me. And I’m the one with the master’s degree in computer science. Damn.”

“Of course, we didn’t let the kid do any of the actual changes. I mean, hey, he’s a kid, right? But I took him to Jerry, and they talked it all out, and then they did the work between them. I don’t know what they did. These computers are Greek to me, you know. And now Jerry took the kid from me and put him in with him.”

“Jerry did that, did he?” Sean looked at the two printouts again, then sat back in his desk chair. “And this boy’s name would be?” he asked, somehow already sure of the answer Herb would give him.

“Jason,” Herb said, still nodding. Herb nodded a lot, as if he was always in agreement with himself. “Jason Taylor.”

Sean’s smile disappeared. “Taylor?” He sat forward once more, punching a few keys on his own computer, tapping into the personnel files. And there it was: Jason Taylor. His son. He hadn’t used his own name, but his mother’s new married name. The boss’s son, the owner’s son, and he hadn’t used his own name. Herb hadn’t indulged the kid, Jerry hadn’t been trying to score points. The kid had come up with a good idea. A damn good idea. And all on his own.

Was this the same kid who couldn’t find a clothes hamper if it were the size of a compact car and parked in the middle of his bedroom? The kid who was in trouble for throwing rocks and breaking the school gymnasium windows?

“Well, thanks, Herb,” Sean said, reaching out to shake the man’s hand. “We’ll watch this, see how it goes. There could be a few glitches that haven’t shown up after only one day. You’ll keep me informed?”

“Yes, sir,” Herb said emphatically, then added, “you know, sir, these kids today are something else. I mean, this Taylor boy shows up this morning, long hair, ripped jeans, T-shirt with some dead rock star on it, a flannel shirt six sizes too big hanging over it—looking like he can’t remember his own name, you know. And then he does something like this!” He pointed to the spreadsheets. “I don’t get it. Why do they do this?”

“Do what, Herb?” Sean asked, knowing exactly what his son had looked like before leaving the house this morning because he had watched out the window, from behind the bedroom curtains, believing the boy had deliberately dressed like a homeless orphan to embarrass his father.

“I don’t know, sir—hide? Yeah, that’s it. They hide. Like they don’t want anyone to notice them, ask anything of them, expect anything from them. You’d think their parents would grab hold of them, tie them down, cut off all that hair, give them a bath and make them wear decent clothes.”

“You’re not married, are you, Herb?” Sean asked, not angry but more amused by Herb’s idea of cleaning up a teenager’s act. “No wife, no kids?”

“No, sir,” Herb said, nodding once more. “No wife, no kids. I’ve got six older brothers, and more than two dozen nieces and nephews. I’ve seen plenty, let me tell you. And I never saw the point in all that hassle of raising a bunch of ungrateful kids, to tell you the truth.”

Sean picked up the printouts again, smiling. “Oh, I don’t know, Herb. Parenthood has its rewards. Really, it’s got its rewards.”

“If you say so, sir. Well, I’d best be punching out. It’s almost six-thirty.”

Sean pushed back his sleeve and looked at his watch. Where had the time gone? Damn it! This was what Jason was always complaining about—how his father always had time for business but never enough time for him. Not that Jason knew they were meeting at Cassandra Mercer’s tonight. Jason was there doing a research project, and well, ever since he’d been stuck in the car with her during the mudslide, Sean found himself looking for any excuse to spend more time with Cassandra. And he needed to make sure she wasn’t pregnant, after their…tryst during the worst part of the storm.

“I’ll walk out with you, Herb,” he said, picking up the suit jacket that had been draped over the back of his chair. He could call the Chinese takeout from his cell phone, pick up the order at the drive-through and be at Cassandra’s house in twenty minutes. Tops.

And then what? he asked himself as he turned to his left in the employee parking lot, heading for his newly repaired Mercedes. Yeah, Frame. Then what? You’re ordering Chinese food, not a serving of crow.





Chapter Ten

Melissa Etheridge was belting out another chorus of “Bring Me Some Water,” and Cassandra danced around the kitchen, caught up in the pulsing beat of the music. Jason had cranked the stereo to the “ouch” level, and the bass was thumping in her chest, the drumbeat in the background causing her to bob her head with the rhythm, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, the music singing in her blood.

She picked up the long-handled, plastic pot scrubber and used it like a microphone, growling the words into it as she shook her head, shook her shoulders, allowed herself to be moved by the beat, set free by the beat. She swung around in a circle, the pot scrubber turning into a guitar as she “air-played” the riff, felt her unbound hair slap against her cheeks.

She pushed in Jason’s chair with a flip of her hip, picking up the empty soda can and winging it into the recycling container before pulling the pot scrubber to her mouth, and complaining that she was “burning alive!”

The singer broke into the hard, thumping refrain once more, and Cassandra shifted into high gear—her hips swaying, her feet slip-sliding along the smooth tile as she opened the refrigerator, pulled out another can of soda, made her way to the office door, pulled it open and danced her way inside.

Jason looked over his shoulder, saw her and grinned as he came to his feet. He immediately turned up the stereo another notch, took the soda away from her, then leaned in close as the song blared to its heart-thumping crescendo—at which time, their knees bent, their heads pressed together, they sang the last line together.

Jason put his arm around Cassandra, to keep her from tumbling to the floor, and the two of them laughed at each other as the rock star began singing another song.

And then he looked toward the kitchen, and his expression turned hard. His eyes went flat and dull, and his lip curled. “What’s he doing here?” he asked, wheeling away from Cassandra, who had been laughing and trying to catch her breath.

“Curses. Foiled again,” Cassandra muttered even as she stood up straight, pushed the hair out of her eyes and turned to look at Sean Frame.

She was more than a little aware of her closely fitting striped knit top and her cutoff jeans—hadn’t she been on her way upstairs to change? She had a vague memory of thinking it was time to head for the stairs, right before Jason had put on the Etheridge CD. She crossed her hands over her waist and said as cheerily as she could, “Oh, didn’t I tell you your dad was coming to dinner? Gee. I must have forgotten.”

“You also forgot to lock your front door,” Sean pointed out as he walked into the office, which suddenly seemed much too small to hold the three of them. “I put the box of food on the kitchen table, then followed the noise. You two planning to take that act on the road?”

Jason sniffed. “Yeah. Right, Dad. Ha. Ha. Look, Ms. Mercer, I can’t stay.”

He brushed past Cassandra, on his way to the door, but she grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Jason, don’t go. I know I should have told you that your father was coming over. He—he wanted to say thank you for Friday night.”

Sean’s voice was pure black velvet and held more than a hint of teasing. “Yes, indeed, Cassandra. I certainly do.”

Her eyes wide, she shot him a shocked look. “I mean, that is—for picking him up.” As Sean’s smile, which had appeared when she’d made her first foot-in-mouth statement, widened appreciatively, she went on quickly, “No. I didn’t pick him up. Well, not exactly. I mean, I did pick him up. Well, at least technically. But I…Jason, can you please turn down the stereo?”

Jason did as she’d asked, and the silence in the office instantly became deafening.

“Yeah, well, I guess you two want to be alone. And, like I said, I gotta go now,” Jason muttered as he shut down the computer and began picking up the pages he had printed out.

“Jason, don’t be an idiot,” Sean said as his son brushed past him, which really helped matters a whole lot, in Cassandra’s opinion. Not!

“Jason,” she said, following him into the kitchen. “Your dad didn’t mean that the way it sounded. He brought dinner for the three of us, so let’s all just sit down and eat, okay? Can’t we do that?”

Sean followed them into the kitchen, then leaned up against the counter, watching his son, watching Cassandra. At least he wasn’t saying anything anymore, thank goodness. Because that sort of “help” she didn’t need!

Jason looked at his dad again. “No. I don’t think so.” He shook his head, his jaw twisted as his eyes narrowed, in anger, in pain. “You just had to horn in, didn’t you. You couldn’t leave well enough alone, leave me alone. Not even this once! I can’t have anything to myself, can I, Dad? Not anything…or anybody. Aw, hell, I’m outta here!”

And then he was gone, the front door slamming behind him, and Cassandra and Sean were alone together in the kitchen, a big cardboard box full of fried rice and spare ribs filling the air with heady aromas—which did nothing to block out the smell of tension, of disquiet, of hot, juvenile anger.

“I—I was just on my way upstairs. To change,” Cassandra explained, wishing she hadn’t had to witness such an embarrassing, painful family moment.

“No need, Cassandra. I’ve seen you dressed less professionally than this,” Sean told her as he slipped out of his suit jacket and undid his tie. “You won’t mind if I get comfortable, will you?”

“Look, I know you’re angry and all that, but calling him an idiot was nasty, Sean, and beneath you.” She spread her arms helplessly, then clasped her hands together. “I—I…oh, damn it! Why didn’t I warn him? That poor kid! Shouldn’t you be going after him?”

Sean pulled out a chair and sat down, reaching into the cardboard box. “No, Cassandra, I shouldn’t. And neither should you, just in case you were thinking about it. He’s made his statement and I think we both understand the why of it. He thinks I’m cutting in on his girl. Now, as I haven’t had lunch today and most of this stuff turns into unrecognizable goo when it gets cold, let’s eat.”

* * *

Sean ate, but every bite was an effort. Cassandra didn’t even bother pretending to do more than push food around on her plate. They sat across from each other in silence, Jason’s parting words hanging between them: “I can’t have anything to myself, can I, Dad? Not anything…or anybody.”

Finally, Sean gave up even the pretense of eating and laid down his fork. “I wasn’t just saying that to be mean, you know. He’s got a crush on you. And, from the looks of it, a pretty big one.”

Cassandra nodded, keeping her head down, then looked up at him, her eyes filled with tears. “I had no idea. None. I should have. I should have known, right from the beginning. But I didn’t. I didn’t see it, didn’t think it. All the kids come over here. They always have. We play Monopoly, they help me with yard work, I cook them hamburgers and hot dogs on the grill. They shovel me out in the winter. It’s always been like that, from the beginning.”

“From the beginning? How long has this been going on?”

“Since a few months after I started at Burke, I guess. I—I just feel comfortable with these kids, you know, and they feel comfortable with me. Then we talk colleges and careers and SAT scores—and they don’t even know they’re learning anything until they come to me, sometimes months later, and say, ‘Hey, Ms. Mercer—I’ve decided on my major, I’m going to study biology.’ Or computer programming, or library science…” Her voice broke, trailed off.

“And you never thought you were getting a little too close?” Sean asked, gathering up the small white boxes and shoving them all back into the cardboard carton.

She shook her head. “Most of the ones who come here are the only child in their family, like I was. It isn’t really me they’re coming to visit, but one another. And they’re all good kids. Really good kids. They just sort of hang out here, you understand, and I act as chaperone. They come here during the school year and hold study groups, work on class projects together. I grew up in a quiet house. A neat, tidy, never-raise-your-voice-or-the-volume-on-the-stereo kind of house. It’s not much fun.”

“But they have fun when they come here, right?” Sean pushed on, watching Cassandra closely, believing he was beginning to understand a lot more about her than he had before this evening. “And you have a family.”

She wiped quickly at her eyes, stood up and turned away from him. “Something like that,” she admitted. “But I never imagined that…”

“That my son would develop a mansize crush on you?” Sean put in helpfully as she took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. This wasn’t at all easy for her, for either of them.

“Yes. That,” she answered quietly. She kept her back to him. “I should never have allowed my association with the kids go beyond the guidance office, no matter how well it was working out. It was unprofessional. Stupid. If you want my resignation, you’ll have it in the morning. I know you want to leave now. Thanks for the dinner. I can clean it up myself.”

Sean had no intention of leaving, never had. He stood up and walked around the table. Standing behind her, he put his hands on her shoulders, beginning to rub them, take some of the obvious tension out of her muscles. “I don’t want your resignation, Cassandra. And I know you meant well when you started inviting the kids here.”

She leaned her head forward, so that his thumbs could work at the tense muscles in her neck. “I never actually invited anyone. They just started showing up.”

“I see.” Sean felt the heat of her body under his hands, tried not to think about it. “It all just happened, huh?”

She nodded. “Kind of like that, yes. First a few of the girls, then the boys started coming. All the outsiders, the computer nerds, the loners. And then, a couple of months ago, Jason started coming, as well. And now they’re a group. Even as some of them graduated and went off to college last year, new, younger kids started showing up to take their place. They found an identity with one another, I think you could call it, a common bond. Their parents know they come here. I’ve talked to many of them at school, or on the phone when they call to remind their kids to come home for supper. You’re the only one who never called, but Jason swore you knew he was coming here.”

She pulled away, turned to look up at him. In her bare feet, without the high heels she usually wore, she looked so much smaller to him, so feminine, so fragile. “Your son is a smooth talker, Sean, if you don’t already know that. I think he could make people believe the Rocky Mountains are made of Silly Putty.”

Sean took her hand and led her into the living room, waiting until she dislodged a huge, fairly ugly cat he was sure was Festus—because he definitely looked like a Festus—from the couch and sat down beside her. “Look, Cassandra,” he began, wondering what he would say, what he could say, “I’m not here to pass judgment on your methods, although you probably couldn’t tell that from the run-ins we’ve had at board meetings the past two years.”

“You’re right,” she said, smiling softly, leading him to believe she was slowly regaining her composure, “I couldn’t. But, please, don’t let that stop you. You were saying?”

He laughed, shaking his head. “I’m off balance here, Cassandra, do you know that? For two years, you’ve been the enemy. Not only the enemy, but a whole other Cassandra Mercer. Uptight, professional, downright bossy at times. So sure of yourself and your theories.”

“I tried to be professional,” she explained quietly, her proud chin tipping a little, showing her underlying temper, the one he’d never supposed existed when she was being cool and polished and oh-so dignified as she spoke at board meetings.

“And you had the role down pat, for two whole years. Then, last Friday night, I was shocked when you stopped your car and offered me a ride during the storm. I met a new Cassandra Mercer. One with a temper, a sense of humor and a fairly wicked tongue. A woman with fire and passion and—if I can say this without your taking a swipe at me?—some of the sexiest damn underwear in history. And now look at you—your hair down, dressed in cutoff jeans? I know from your personnel file that you’re twenty-seven, but right now you don’t look much older than Jason. Who are you, Cassandra? Who are you, really?”

She shook her head, then pushed a hand through her hair, so that the golden brown strands moved away from her face, then fell in a sleek curtain, obscuring her profile. “I’m one of the loners, Sean,” she said at last, turning to smile at him. “Only child, misfit, too brainy for my own good. And very, very good. Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, right down to the straight-A grades and being the only girl in the senior class who wasn’t invited to the prom. Your typical outsider, that was me. Telling myself it didn’t matter, that being popular wasn’t all it was cracked up to be—then spending my Saturday nights at home, helping my mother correct term papers. I look at these kids, and, well, I guess that saying that’s going around sums it all up. You know it—been there, done that, got the T-shirt.”

“I was the captain of the football team,” Sean told her, which he knew said a lot more than the few words he’d spoken.

She grinned at him. “Ah, yes! I know the type. You were one of them, weren’t you? Cheerleaders following you around. Had your own little clique, which, of course, was the in crowd. Hanging out together after school, riding around town on Saturday nights, scoping out the girls. Drinking with your buddies under the bleachers. So, were you king of the prom?”

“Yeah,” Sean said shortly, wincing, and considering going home and burning his high school yearbooks. All of them featured one Sean Frame prominently—photographs of him as class president, football captain, as well as a member of the Honor Society. Jason didn’t appear in any of his undergraduate yearbooks except in the obligatory junior class picture.

He grinned sheepishly, guiltily. “I was also one of the guys who made fun of the misfits. I may have been an orphan, but I attacked high school, and college, like they were mountains to be climbed, both academically and socially. I wanted to fit in, and I made damn sure I did, no matter what it took, no matter that I left school at three to go back to a foster home or the children’s shelter. People thought I was noble. I wasn’t, Cassandra. I was ambitious, and fairly ruthless. And a real first-class jerk, now that I look back on it all—now that I’m mature enough to stand back and look at the reasons Sally and I ended up in the back of the ‘68 Chevy.”

“Have you ever told Jason any of this? It might help him, you know, learning about your background, your struggle.”

Sean shook his head. “He doesn’t know anything about my childhood—or his own, if you want to get technical about it. I wanted to protect him, protect his mother. No, that’s not true. I wanted to protect myself.”

“You two really have to have a talk. Maybe all three of you should have a talk. A whopping great bunch of talks!” Cassandra’s smile was sweet, and knowing, and decidedly unsettling. “Jason told me his dad is Mr. Perfect. I don’t think it was a compliment, frankly. Did you ever consider that Jason might be trying his best not to be like you, or what he perceives to be the real you?”

“Are you saying that Jason deliberately set out to be one of the misfits?”

She laid a hand on his arm. “Oh, no, no! None of them are misfits! There are no misfits, you see. There are only kids. Some of them just have a more difficult time growing up, that’s all. A harder time fitting in, because they’re already individuals, unwilling or unable to be part of the herd. And they’ll be fine, just fine, once they go to college, get out in the real world. It’s just that a teenager’s world is so small, that the different ones, well, they sort of stick out more, you know?”

“Jason doesn’t exactly fade into the background, I’ll give him that,” Sean said, considering everything Cassandra had said, considering what she hadn’t said. Jason felt it was impossible to live up to his father’s achievements, so he was doing his best to make his own mark, his own way. Was that it? Was that what his son was doing? “There are times, like when I visit the school for assemblies, and see the whole student body in the auditorium, then spy Jason, that I think he sticks out like a sore thumb.”

“I know. If you’re not an athlete, or very pretty…if your skin is more like the ‘before’ than the ‘after’ photo in the acne cream ads…if you understand physics while the rest of the kids are still stuck on fractions…if you’re honest enough to admit that you actually liked reading Shakespeare…Well, for those kids, high school can sometimes be worse than a four-year trip to hell.”

Sean scratched his cheek. “And you’re saying that Jason is one of the individuals—isn’t that what you called them? So why the lousy grades? Why the broken windows in the gym?”

Cassandra stood up and began to pace, obviously unaware of what the sight of her long, straight legs was doing to Sean’s concentration. “I believe Jason was trying to fit in, and hunting for a new way to do it. He’s always been trying to fit in, find a niche somewhere, find an identity. Good grades didn’t do it at his old school, so he started cutting class when he transferred to Burke, acting up in class, deliberately not doing well on his tests. We both know his grades were good, even exceptional, until he transferred here for his junior year.”

“His grades were excellent. I thought he was failing his courses to punish me for taking him away from his mother, although he said he’d wanted to go. It never occurred to me that he was afraid of being unpopular, that he’d ever been unpopular.”

“I think he felt he’d be more accepted if he hid his talents, his brains, so he set about becoming a rebel, and it came back to bite him. Which is why he changed his tactics lately, going out for football, allowing the group that comes here to see his intelligence, his promise, his real personality. As for the rest of it, the clothes, the haircut, the belligerence—well, I believe that to be nothing more than a cry for your attention, although I still find it difficult to believe he broke those windows.”

Sean felt the muscles in his jaw begin to tighten. “Whose attention?”

She stopped pacing and bent down to pick up Festus, who had been threading himself between her legs, meowing. She held the cat’s enormous belly against her face, rubbing her cheek against its fur.

“Your attention, Sean,” she said quietly. “Yours, your ex-wife’s. And, yes, maybe a little of mine, now that I think about it, now that I look back on the way he behaved once he heard about the group that comes here, and why they come here. But mostly your attention, I believe.”

Sean felt sick to his stomach. No wonder he hadn’t wanted to listen to Cassandra’s theories, her explanations. They hurt too much. “Well, he’s damn well got it, I’ll give him that,” he said bitterly. “But why this way?”

“I guess I’d have to be a seventeen-year-old boy to answer that one,” Cassandra said, still standing in the middle of the room, still keeping her distance. “At least he didn’t decide to experiment with drugs, or slit his wrists, like one of the girls did last year when her parents separated and her best friend moved to Vail. That was a tough one, but she’s fine now, doing well in school, coming over here with the rest of the gang.”

She sighed, allowing Festus to hop down to the carpet, for he was beginning to squirm in her arms. “I wouldn’t be a teenager again for anything. They’re all so young, so vulnerable, so very confused.”

Sean sat back against the couch, his legs spread out in front of him. “That’s a hell of a thing, Cassandra—to feel grateful that Jason didn’t try to kill himself. Jason is my son? God, I feel like I’m living with a stranger!”

Cassandra returned to the couch, sitting down beside him once more. She no longer looked quite so young, although she was still the most beautiful, the most desirable woman he’d ever seen. And probably one of the most intelligent. “How did you get past the misfit stage, Cassandra?” he asked, then instantly wished back the words as her golden brown eyes darkened.

“By flunking out of two colleges,” she said shortly, her smile wan. “Did I mention that my parents were both college professors? Dad had a heart attack when I was put on academic probation at the third college they shoved me into—and that’s when I finally woke up. I woke up to a lot of things, a lot of old problems and the new problems I had made in trying to forget them. You see, they were never going to change, my parents were never going to see me as anything but their product, the melding of their exceptional genes. And, at that time, as their greatest disappointment. I so wanted them to see me for who I really was, or who I thought I really was. Except that I didn’t know who that could be—I just knew I wasn’t happy being Cassandra Mercer, daughter of. Cassandra Mercer, superbrain. Cassandra Mercer, plain Jane nerd.”

She laughed softly. “Not that I could change my outside all that much. I’m still the professors’ daughter, even with the both of them dead these past five years. Why, I had to fight down the impulse to wear white gloves to my first employment interview. I still wear my glasses most of the time, although I only need them to drive, and I have a pair of contact lenses around here somewhere. I’m still a whole bunch of different Cassandras, trying to make up one livable whole.

“But there are times—” she hesitated, squeezing her hands into fists as if trying to hold on to something too fleeting to be captured “—times when I begin to feel that newer, more complete Cassandra Mercer I’m searching for blossoming inside me, begging to be let out.”

She turned to him, her eyes bright with tears. “I think…I think I’m having the best of my high school days right now, at twenty-seven. Through these kids, these wonderful, confused, beautiful kids, I’m catching up on all that I missed, helping them to find all that they shouldn’t be forced to miss just because they’re looked upon as different.”

She shook her head, sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m the one who needs guidance counseling.”

Sean sat quietly, remembering Friday night, remembering how it felt to hold Cassandra in his arms, make love to her. “Last Friday…” he began slowly, hunting for the right words, sure he was going to find all the wrong ones. “You were a virgin, Cassandra. I thought, at the time, that we were giving in to the impulse of the moment. That, and reacting to the distinct possibility that we might not make it off that road alive. But it was more than that for you, wasn’t it? I was the high school jock, and you were the cheerleader, making out in a parked car while the windows steamed up around us. That’s what I was. Another experience you missed in high school, in college. Wasn’t I?”

She sat very still, searching his face with her steady gaze. “I don’t know,” she said at last, her honesty ripping at his gut. “I only know it was a mistake.”

He took refuge in anger. “Oh, yeah, lady, it was that, all right,” he said, standing up, looking down at her and wishing she didn’t look so vulnerable, so damned irresistible. “I guess we can only hope that when the kids come over to play, you’re mixing a few lectures on safe sex in with your Monopoly games and gardening and dirty dancing.”

“That was uncalled-for, and you know it,” Cassandra said as she, too, stood up.

“Yeah?” Sean shot back, knowing he was being more immature than his son had been at the age of three—and definitely feeling much more highly sexed than he himself had been when he was spending time in cars parked on the side of the road after midnight. “If you think that was uncalled-for, what do you think of this?”

Before she could react, before he could tell himself to be rational, he grabbed her shoulders, pulled her tightly against him and crushed his mouth down on hers. He ground his lips against her, forced his thigh between hers, slid his hands down her back to cup her buttocks, pressed their bodies together.

His was a blatant sensual assault, meant to let her know that he was more than an experience, an experiment.

Because he was a man.

Because he was the man who had made love to her. The man she had begged to “please, please, don’t stop” only a few nights ago.

The man who had been torturing himself with dreams of her ever since then.

Just as he was mentally badgering himself back to some semblance of sanity, Cassandra slid her arms around his back, her fingernails digging into his skin, her pelvis tipping upward, straining against him. Her mouth opened, allowing him entry, and her tongue dueled with his, daring him, urging him on.

He dragged his mouth away from hers, pressing her head against his shoulder as his lips moved along her cheek, against her throat. He took her earlobe into his mouth, bit it softly—just as she was biting at his neck, running her tongue along the top of his opened shirt collar.

The heat they had generated inside the stranded Jeep was back, tenfold. The passion, the longing, the wanting. No shy virgin now, she was giving as good as she was getting. And he wanted to give her more, take more.

“I know who you are, Cassandra Mercer,” Sean breathed into Cassandra’s ear, holding her close even as she moved in his arms, belatedly trying to escape him. “You’re heat, and fire, and passion. And I’ve been burned, Cassandra. I’m still burning. I’m no teenager, and neither are you. You want me and, God help me, I want you. I want you here and now, and the only thing keeping me from carrying you upstairs is the fact that I’m still as unprepared for you as I was Friday night. Our child could already be growing inside you. But you want to know something, Cassandra? Do you want to know what I’m thinking? If there is no child of mine inside you now, then there damn well should be.”

The sound of the front door slamming shut, rattling the glass panes, tore them apart. Cassandra ran to the window. “Oh, my God. It was Jason! He came back, probably to apologize to us.” She turned to Sean, her expression stricken. “He saw us! He probably heard us! What are we going to do?”

Sean smacked his closed fist against his forehead, calling himself the worst sort of fool. “I’ll go after him,” he said, turning for the kitchen, where he had left his suit jacket and keys.

“No, don’t do that. Not now, while he’s so angry,” Cassandra said, following after him, tucking her knit shirt back into her waistband. He didn’t even remember having pulled it free, although he did remember sliding his fingers along her spine, across her rib cage, cupping her breast, tugging down her bra….

He picked up his jacket and turned back to her, anger burning inside him. Anger at himself. At her. “Look, Jason is still my son. I think I know how to handle him.”

He brushed past her, out onto the front porch and stopped dead. Jason was nowhere in sight. Which was probably a good thing, because Sean realized he didn’t know how to handle his son, didn’t have the faintest idea what he would say to the boy if and when he found him.





Chapter Eleven

Cassandra wasted several sleepless hours tossing and turning until nearly four in the morning before giving up and going downstairs to pour herself a glass of milk in hopes that it would help settle her still nervous stomach.

She stopped at the doorway to the kitchen, seeing a dim glow of light under the office door, and decided that Jason must have turned on a lamp while he was working and she had forgotten it when she’d checked the house before going up to bed.

She had forgotten the light, but she couldn’t forget what had happened in her lonely, quiet house earlier that evening. The shambles she had made out of her life, and possibly out of Jason’s, who was the innocent victim of her stupidity, her reckless passion, her unhappy, unfulfilled youth.

She put her hand on the refrigerator handle, then hesitated. Milk had been her mother’s answer to a sleepless night, a stomachache, to any sort of trouble. It had never been Cassandra’s.

“It should have been,” she mumbled, pulling on the handle and blinking against the light that came on inside the refrigerator. She looked at the milk carton, pulled a face and lifted out a can of soda instead, popping the top as she went over to the table and sat down.

Surely she’d had worse nights. Longer nights. More traumatic nights.

But never a more lonely night.

She’d been avoiding thinking about the whys and wherefores of her actions of last Friday night. As self-protection, in self-defense. Because she knew she wouldn’t like the answers she’d find behind the reasons.

Curiosity.Fear.Impulsiveness.Fear.Attraction.Fear.Fascination.Fear.Desire.Fear.

Love?

How easy it would be, how soothing to her tortured mind, if she could say, “Well, I was in love with the guy. It was one of those classic love-hate attractions, you know. Always there, for the past two years. This undercurrent between us, this silent, physical connection, this cosmic attraction. A certain heat, a melding of the souls, the psyches, that hid behind a veneer of dislike, distrust, belligerence, even outward indifference. But we always knew, the two of us, that someday we’d come together the way we did, in hot, soul-searing passion. In the end, our love for each other simply couldn’t be denied anymore. I mean, the man is simply crazy about me. It was just, you know, like, inevitable.”

Cassandra rolled her eyes, wincing. What the hell was that load of baloney—a cross between a psychology textbook and a bad teenage slasher movie? Gotta have the gushy kids, gotta have some sex, some sort of moral “lesson” to get past the ratings board—and then Freddie could jump out of the bushes and start slashing? Substitute a mud slide for some grinning monster with ten-inch fingernails, and that’s what she had.

Pitiful. Just pitiful.

“And not a moment of this personal pity party is helping Jason one little bit,” she grumbled. Her last sight of the boy, as he’d bolted down the street as if a runaway bull was charging after him, appeared once more before her eyes, so she dropped her forehead into her hands.

It was bad enough that Jason had a crush on her. She should have known that sooner, seen the signs, realized that. Although he visited her with the rest of the kids, he often found excuses to come over to her house on his own.

This “punishment” of writing several reports for her over the summer, well, it was simply the worst choice she could have made. Jason hadn’t been upset when she’d told him about it, and now she knew why. Why, he might even have viewed it as her attempt to see more of him!

But to be found kissing his father? Oh, that went way beyond unfortunate, or badly planned, or potentially harmful. Jason had a crush on her—now he was crushed. Disillusioned, disappointed, displaced once again.

“I can’t have anything to myself, can I, Dad? Not anything…or anybody.”

Would she ever forget those words? Would she ever forget how devastated Jason had looked as he’d spoken them?

She couldn’t see Sean again. Just couldn’t. It was too dangerous. Heaven only knew how Jason would react.

That was, if the boy ever spoke to her again. If they ever could get to the point where he began to trust her again.

Cassandra stood and went to the counter, searching in the drawer until she found a plastic cover for the soda can. She couldn’t drink the soda. She couldn’t drink anything. Couldn’t swallow.

She replaced the can in the refrigerator and started for the stairs, then remembered the light under her office door and retraced her steps. With her hand on the doorknob, she remembered the last time she had opened this door—only a few short hours ago, a lifetime ago—and danced inside. Now her steps were dragging, old, tired.

Until she saw the lumpy-looking afghan on her father’s worn leather couch, and the tousle of too-long hair on her mother’s favorite cross-stitched pillow.

“Jason,” she breathed softly, almost inaudibly. Her bottom lip trembled as tears stung at her eyes.

She turned, leaving him where he was, sound asleep, his face so young, so peaceful, and left the office, turning out the light, closing the door behind her and raising a silent thanks that she had, yet again, forgotten to lock her front door.

She’d phone Sean from her bedroom, reassure him about his son’s whereabouts, talk him into waiting until morning and convince him to let Jason come home on his own.

Maybe it wasn’t too late.

For any of them.

* * *

Sean stood at his second-floor office window a few minutes before nine, watching as his son walked up the concrete path to the front door of the building. Jason was wearing sneakers, faded jeans and a white dress shirt, his tie rather crooked, his sport coat a little too short in the sleeves. He had his hair slicked back into a neat ponytail at his nape, and his hair looked wet, as if he hadn’t bothered to dry it once he’d gotten out of the shower.

But he was there, he was on time, and Sean was feeling damn proud of him.

Sean had come home around five that morning after a night spent searching for his son, to see the light on his answering machine blinking, to hear Cassandra’s four messages about Jason. He’s here, sound asleep. Don’t come. He’ll be fine. We’ll work this out.

It had been the same anxious message each time, each one a little more frantic, each one ending with, “Sean? Where are you?”

Sean hadn’t called her back. How could he, with Jason sleeping in her office, not ten feet away from her telephone? It was enough that his son was safe, in one piece. It had to be enough.

Crossing to his desk, he picked up his telephone now and dialed Cassandra’s number without having to look it up. “He’s here,” he said when she answered on the first ring, as if she’d been sitting with the telephone in her lap, which she probably had been.

He could hear her expelled sigh of relief. “I waited upstairs until I heard the front door close, not wanting him to think he had to say anything, that either of us had to say anything, at least not until he’s ready. He left a note on the kitchen table.”

“Really? A love letter, perhaps?” Sean bit out, then mentally kicked himself. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, sincerely. “I haven’t slept, and my mouth moved before I could think. I came into the office early this morning, planning to get a couple of things out of the way that couldn’t be postponed, then come over to see you. Jason must have waited for me to leave, then come into the house to shower and dress for work.”

“He’s trying to be responsible, Sean.”

Sean smiled into the receiver, still so damn glad Jason was all right that, for the moment at least, he could forgive almost anything. “Responsible, huh? Yeah, well, I’ll give him that. But his wardrobe needs work. What did he say in the note—or would you rather not break Jason’s confidence?”

“As the note was addressed to the two of us, I’d already planned to read it to you,” Cassandra answered, and Sean could hear the tension in her voice. “It begins with an apology.


Sorry I didn’t knock. Hope you don’t mind that I crashed here, but I couldn’t go home. Please tell Dad I’ll be staying at Mom’s for a couple of days, just until things cool off, you know. She’s picking me up after work and says she’ll loan me her car so I can get to work and stuff. See you around sometime, if that’s all right.



“That’s it, Sean. That, and the finished report on glazing. He had it stacked next to the computer, as if he’d worked on it most of the night.”

Sean held the receiver away from his mouth for a moment so Cassandra wouldn’t hear the short expletive he couldn’t suppress. “He called Sally? Oh, I’ll bet she’s just loving this. Slaying the fatted calf, welcoming home the prodigal son, getting ready to spoil him rotten again. Hey, Jase, sure, come on home to mommy and mommy’s car and mommy looking the other way when you come home at two in the morning—if you come home at all. Damn it!”

“Sean, you’re overreacting and you know it. Where else would Jason go, if not to his mother? I think you two do need a small break from each other, actually, as your relationship has been pretty intense these past months. He’ll be back—he said so, and he’s working at your place every day, so you’ll know he’s all right. Now, if you’re not too tired or too busy, I have a favor to ask of you.”

The woman sure had a way of getting his attention. “A favor?”

“My insurance man called and said the Jeep is considered a total loss. I have to start car-shopping. I hate shopping for cars, I hate trying to keep prices and options straight. I hate having to ask about undercoating and dealer-prep fees and sports-package options. Besides, I believe I want to pocket most of the insurance money, use it to have the house painted, perhaps, and just lease a car this time.”

Sean smiled as he scooped up his own car keys from the desk and slid them into his pocket. If it weren’t for Cassandra, he and Jason might be killing each other at this moment. And, much as he appreciated all her help, it was comforting to know she didn’t have the answer to every question, that there were areas in which he could help her. “You’re not supposed to admit that you don’t understand this stuff, Cassandra. All by yourself, you’re setting back the woman’s movement by at least a dozen years.”

“Oh, I understand it well enough,” she countered.

As she spoke, he held the receiver between his chin and shoulder, stuffing papers into his briefcase, thinking he could work at home for the remainder of the day—after he’d done the “great, big strong man helps the poor female find her way through that scary automobile jungle out there” routine.

“You do?” he answered, feeling slightly wicked. “Okay. You say you want to lease a car, right? So, tell me—what’s gap insurance?”

“Gap insurance is the coverage you demand the dealer include as part of his end of the deal—that he pay for it, in other words—to insure that, if you have an accident and the car is destroyed, or whatever, this insurance will kick in to cover the residual figure listed in your lease even if the car is not worth that much at the time of the accident. Otherwise, the difference between what the dealer figured the car would be worth at the end of the lease and what the insurance thinks it was worth after you wrap it around a tree comes out of your own pocket. Or something like that,” she added, her voice trailing off, then growing stronger once more. “I just know I want it, I definitely should have it, and I want the dealer to pay for it. Well, am I right? I spent all of Sunday afternoon studying this stuff.”

“Studying, you say? Where?” He put the briefcase down, somehow knowing that there wasn’t going to be any time in his day for something so mundane, so uninteresting, as work. Not when he was about to go car-shopping with yet another side of the intriguing, enchanting Cassandra Mercer. “Wait, let me guess—on the Internet?”

“Sort of. It was a teenager in Idaho who goes by the name of MagWheels, actually. A very nice boy who logged-on with an information highway network I use and told me all about everything I needed to know. Nerds will one day rule the planet, Sean,” she teased. He could close his eyes and mentally see her pushing the glasses she didn’t really need higher on the bridge of her unique, delectable nose. “So? Will you go with me?”

“I’m already halfway out the door,” he answered, hanging up the phone and heading for Ms. Finley’s office, to tell her he wouldn’t be in the office until the following day. She’d probably screw up her features, look at him disapprovingly, and then say, “Very well, sir.”

The woman didn’t disappoint him, adding, “Although I must say, sir, that this week’s disruptions to our usual orderly routine are most distressing, as well as totally out of character for you. Sir.”

Sean almost breezed through his admin assistant’s office without stopping but, as he reached the doorway, he was suddenly struck by the need to have Ms. Finley answer a question for him. “Ms. Finley—Grace—were you a nerd in high school?”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” the woman said, bristling. “And, furthermore, I believe that question crosses the unwritten boundary between employer and employee that I have striven so diligently to protect since the first day of my employment with this firm. Why, I—”

Sean crossed to the woman’s desk, laying his palms on the pristine wooden surface as he leaned closer to her. “Were you a nerd, Grace?” he repeated. “A misfit. Too fat or too thin, too short or too tall, zits, braces, good grades, few friends, lousy social life? Unhappy, misunderstood, miserable?”

She avoided his eyes. “Well, I…that is…um…” She took a deep breath, then released it in a rush. “Yes, sir, Mr. Frame. I was, am, a nerd. Grade-A, Number One Nerd. And I hate it!”

“Grace,” Sean said as he watched the woman’s face coloring, noticing that her hair, always scraped back in a bun, was actually quite a lovely shade of honey-blond, “I’m giving you a two-week vacation, with pay. Starting the moment you cancel all my own appointments for the next two weeks.”

She looked up at him through her incredibly unattractive thick-lensed glasses. Her eyes were mud brown, but they were sort of tilted at the corners. Not bad. Not too bad at all. But still, the woman wasn’t quite a beauty at about thirty, and probably had been less than a beauty at eighteen. He stopped himself from asking what sort of underwear she sported beneath her stiff business suits. “But I had my vacation in April, sir. Two weeks.”

“Where did you go?” Sean asked, realizing that he knew nothing, less than nothing, about this efficient, intelligent, colorless woman who’d worked for him for the past five years. “San Francisco? Las Vegas?”

“Trenton, sir,” she answered, lifting her hand to fiddle with the cameo pin at the neck of her fully buttoned-up white blouse. She didn’t do “dressy casual”. She had lovely hands—long, thin fingers, neatly rounded nails. And those nails were painted a bright, sexy red! Why had he never noticed the woman’s hands, the woman’s nails? “That’s in New Jersey. My brother lives there. I baby-sat his three children while he and his wife went to Paris.”

“Of course you did,” Sean answered, pushing himself away from the desk. “Well, now you’re going to go to Paris, Grace. Paris, Rome, Vegas—wherever in the world you want to go. Start here, though, at one of those boutiques in the mall. A boutique, the beauty shop, the eye doctor’s office for contact lenses, if you want—whatever and wherever the hell else you think you might need to do or go—and then you’re off for Paris.”

“San Diego,” Ms. Finley said firmly, a small smile beginning to play around the corners of her usually tight-lipped mouth. “I have a cousin in San Diego, and she’s been begging me to come visit for years, except I’ve always ended up baby-sitting for Fred’s spoiled brats. She said her husband has this friend she wants me to meet…a doctor, I believe. He’s supposedly very nice, and—”

“Perfect!” Sean all but shouted. “Two weeks in San Diego, Ms. Finley, and not a day less. Cancel those appointments, call down to the payroll office and have someone cut you a check for two weeks’ pay—no! three weeks’ pay—and then get your butt the hell out of here. That’s an order!”

Grace was already reaching for the phone. “Yes, sir,” she said as he turned for the doorway once more. “And congratulations, sir.”

He sliced her a look over his shoulder. “Congratulations? For what?”

“I believe her name is Cassandra, sir? Cassandra Mercer? You know, that lovely woman who barged in here yesterday? Well, I thought so then, and I think so now. You’ll make a lovely couple. Now, I imagine, all you have to do is convince Ms. Mercer of that fact.”

Sean was dumbfounded. “Ms. Finley, there are depths to you that I have never, to this moment, fully appreciated.”

She punched a few numbers into the phone, smiling at him. “Yes, sir. I know. I’ll have flowers sent to Ms. Mercer’s house before I leave. Have a nice vacation yourself, sir.”

Sean shook his head, wondering how he had so lost himself along the way, so totally buried himself in his work, in his drive to get ahead, to stay ahead—in his need to be somebody. Was it any wonder he had never noticed his secretary, any wonder that his own son couldn’t see him as anything more than the successful businessman when that was all he had shown to the world for so long?

“Thank you, Grace,” he said, smiling. “We’re both going to have nice vacations. Because I think we both damn well deserve them!”

“You can say that again,” Grace grumbled into the receiver, then smiled and told the person on the other end to have a check ready for her in fifteen minutes.





Chapter Twelve

Cassandra put down her glass of soda with a slight thump of temper. “Because I don’t want another Jeep, that’s why! I’ve already had a Jeep, remember? Been there, done that—”

“Got the T-shirt,” Sean finished for her. “I also remember. But a Jeep is a logical choice for this area of the country.”

“Absolutely. But maybe I don’t feel like being logical right now.”

“It shows. A Jeep is also trustworthy, Cassandra.”

Her temper cooled, and her sense of humor stepped up to the plate to take a swing or two. She liked this verbal sparring with Sean, and believed he enjoyed it as much as she did. “Trustworthy, huh? Again, a marvelous selling point, Sean. Although I will also point out that Boy Scouts are trustworthy, and I’m not contemplating buying one of them.”

“Not funny. But, to continue. A Jeep is eminently reasonable.”

She tried not to giggle as she saw the light of amusement, of challenge, in Sean’s eyes. “True enough. I’ve never heard of an unreasonable Jeep. Go on, please. Hit me with some more sterling Jeep traits.”

He leaned forward, his elbows on the tabletop. “All right. Try this one on for size. Sturdy.”

“Absolutely,” she agreed, nodding sagely—at least she hoped she looked sage, whatever that was supposed to look like. “Strong as a bull.”

“And practical.”

“Practical? Whoops!” She pulled a comical face as she held out her hands in warning. “You may not want to go there, Sean. Now you’re beginning to lose me.”

“Too bad. Sensible!”

“Aha!” She pointed at Sean across the table, as if he had just said the magic word and a duck was going to come dropping down from the ceiling of The Saloon at any moment, two hundred dollars stuck in his mouth. “There—there’s your answer! It’s sensible. Who says I have to be sensible? I ask you, Sean, is your Mercedes sensible?”

“Now you’re asking me to compare apples and oranges. My car is a simple matter of personal physical comfort. I just fit well in the Mercedes.”

Cassandra couldn’t suppress a bubble of laughter. “Well, jeez, of course you do, Sean. Who on earth wouldn’t fit well in a Mercedes?”

He lifted his glass of beer and took a small drink. “I also own a four-wheel-drive vehicle, Cassandra. We live in Colorado, remember?”

“Show-off,” she grumbled, sinking low on the banquette seating of the dim, cool and comfortable bar-restaurant they had entered ten minutes earlier, exhausted from three hours of shopping for the second-largest investment most Americans made, after they signed away most of their life on a home mortgage.

“I use the Mercedes for business, the Tahoe for winter driving. But I need the Mercedes, Cassandra. It’s important to keep a clear business image, a successful image, an—ah, hell, you’re right. I’m a show-off.”

His smile was so young, so unaffected, so dangerous to her equilibrium. And she was having more fun than she could remember having had in years. “Got ya!” she said triumphantly, lifting her soda glass in a mock toast to her own victory. Then she put it back down on the tabletop without drinking any of it and leaned forward, her elbows on the scattering of brochures she had picked up at the various dealerships. “Seriously, Sean, what do you think of the dark green one?”

“The green one?” His tone was soft, indulgent, amused. “Cassandra—you aren’t going to pick a car because of its color, are you?”

“No. Of course not. It’s just how I remember them, how I picture them in my mind.” She felt warm, and cosseted, and so entirely female. Dressed in a flowered knee-length sundress she never would have worn to school, and strappy shoes she’d purchased on a whim the past fall at a closeout sale, her hair falling freely to her shoulders, her makeup light and summery, her glasses safely tucked in her purse, she knew she looked young, and feminine and—just perhaps—touchable.

And Sean seemed to think so, as well. He had, after all, walked into each showroom with his arm at her waist, and held open each car door for her as she sat behind the wheel of more automobiles, more makes, more models, than she could now possibly keep straight in her mind.

But he had stood back when any salesmen approached, allowing her to ask the questions, giving her space when she needed it, stepping in only when one uncomprehending salesman kept ignoring her and directing all his comments to him, instead. “I warned you, didn’t I? Told you to talk to the lady,” he’d asked rather tightly after the salesman had looked past her for a third time, answering her question, but concentrating on making sincere, heartfelt eye contact with Sean. “Cassandra, show him your checkbook.”

She’d done as he asked, of course, barely able to keep from giggling, even though she’d been well on her way to becoming angry as the salesman had stubbornly continued to ignore her. “Here it is, Sean, all primed and ready to close a deal today. But not here, I don’t believe. Nope. Definitely not here!”

And then, as the thick-headed salesman had stood there, his mouth dropped open, Sean had once more placed his hand at the back of her waist and walked her back to his Mercedes—and the two of them had collapsed against its sleek black hood, dissolved in laughter.

Oh, yes, so far it had been a wonderful, wonderful day.

Cassandra gathered up the brochures as the barmaid walked toward them, holding plates of hamburgers and french fries. “Do you suppose that salesman learned anything when we walked out on him?” she asked as she eagerly pointed to the pickle chips on Sean’s plate and he waved her off, quickly lifting both slices and popping them into his grinning mouth at the same time, just so that she couldn’t steal them from him.

“If he didn’t, he’ll soon be looking for another line of work,” Sean told her as she made short work of her own pickle slices. “I believe I read somewhere that more cars are bought by women these days than by men. Even more Jeeps.”

“No Jeeps!” Cassandra countered, laughing. “Now, come on. Talk to me about the green one. Power steering, power brakes, front-wheel drive, wireless capabilities, satellite radio. What else could I ask for?”

“A security system?”

“It has one. I checked. And electric windows, which are totally decadent. I do love electric windows.”

“I’ve noticed,” Sean said, signaling the barmaid with his empty glass.

Cassandra drew her top lip between her teeth, watching as the young woman brought him another draft beer.

“You want one?” he asked as the barmaid quickly disappeared again.

She shook her head, calling herself stupid for seeing two small glasses of beer as some sort of terrible thing. Sean obviously was only having a second glass because the day was unusually warm, and car shopping was thirsty work. There was no harm in it. No foul.

“No, thanks,” she said, smiling. “I don’t drink.” Then she nibbled on a french fry before saying, “Jason’s okay, right? I mean, you said he showed up for work right on time this morning.”

“Yes, he did. I’d like to think he has some sticking power, of course. And I called down to the payroll department early this morning, changing his name from Taylor to Frame. Otherwise, the kid won’t be able to cash his paycheck on Friday. You say he’s smart, and I agree, but I don’t think he thought that one through.”

Cassandra winced. “Neither did I. So everyone probably knows now that Sean is your son.”

“He proved himself yesterday, Cassandra, when he caught that unnecessary complexity in our shipping-and-receiving software. I don’t think he’ll mind having Herb and the rest of them knowing he’s the boss’s son. Lord knows, I don’t. I’m very, very proud of him.”

“And you’re going to tell him that, aren’t you? That you’re proud of him?”

She watched as Sean reached up with his left hand, scratching his right cheek, then rubbing his chin with his thumb and fingers. She used to hate when he did that at school board meetings. Now she thought the unconscious gesture endearing.

“When he comes home. When he lets me know it’s okay to talk to him again. Yes. Then I’ll talk to him, tell him. And then he’ll bite off my head and go storming off to his room, or to your house—but at least I now know that’s where he’s going rather than his explanation as to his destination, which usually is the single word out. I’ll yell after him, he’ll slam the bedroom door or the front door behind him, and that will be that. Another day, another senseless confrontation. It’s not much of a system, but it’s ours. We’ve pretty much perfected it over the months. And it stinks, frankly.”

Cassandra reached across the table, taking his hand. “I’m sorry. We were having such a pleasant day. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

He returned the pressure of her fingers, and Cassandra felt heat rushing into her cheeks. She liked this man so much, after spending two years sticking pins in an imaginary voodoo doll of him stored in her brain. And here he was—part sophisticated businessman, part frightened orphan, part man of her dreams. Could she possibly have made love with him only a few short days ago? When she knew so little about him, when she longed to know so much more?

“I called Sally from my car on the way over to pick you up this morning,” he told her, and she squeezed his hand again, then withdrew it. Clearly they were guidance counselor and parent again, and she wanted to retain at least a small part of her objectivity.

“Good,” she said, nodding. “Opening the lines of communication is always helpful.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” he answered, and his tone set off warning bells in her head.

“What happened?”

“She told me I’m a coldhearted bastard and always was,” he said conversationally, although she could see a small muscle start to convulse in his cheek. “I’m also a low-born, ungrateful, blood-sucking leech, in case you haven’t figured that one out for yourself.”

Cassandra sat back against the cushions, frowning. “I’m missing something here, aren’t I?”

“You could say that. Do you really want to hear True Confessions?”

“If you think it might help Jason, help the two of us in our dealings with him, then, yes. And if you don’t mind telling me.”

“How about I just tell you, and then we can decide what to do with the information, okay?”

Cassandra nodded, unable to trust her voice. She didn’t know who she was right now, which hat she should be wearing, which role she should be playing. She did her best to be the competent guidance counselor, to have her mind involved, but not her emotions.

She doubted she’d have much success, then looked up at Sean, and knew she’d been right.

His smile was sad, breaking her heart, robbing her of all objectivity.

“Sally became pregnant the month before our high school graduation,” he began, and Cassandra closed her eyes again, not wanting to hear any more, not wanting to picture either Sean or his ex-wife in that most terrible, most frightening situation—their lives just about to begin and feeling as if those lives were already over.

He cleared his throat quietly, then continued, “Phil Roberts, Sally’s father, made sure we were married immediately, made sure we both went off to college. I had earned my football scholarship, yes, but I had to give it up when we got married, which is something I don’t like to think about, much less tell people. Sally dropped out in her second year, saying she had never wanted to go to school, anyway, and went home to live with dearest Mommy and Daddy, when she wasn’t jetting off somewhere with a new friend, that is. Jason had already been living with her parents, you understand, being taken care of by the nanny Phil had hired.”

“There was money, then,” Cassandra interrupted quietly. “At least Jason was in a good home.”

“If you say so,” Sean said, sighing. “I know I tried to tell myself that was true, that Sally was just young, not spoiled rotten—that Jason wouldn’t be spoiled rotten in turn.” He pushed his plate away, never having taken a single bite of his hamburger, or another drink of beer. “I played my football, graduated with honors and came home to join Phil in the family business. The marriage was as good as over by then—not that there was much of a marriage there to begin with—but we played the game for another two years, until Jason was in school.”

“And then you struck out on your own?” Cassandra remembered the name of Sean’s business—R & F Associates, Incorporated—and wondered, just for a moment, if there was still something she wasn’t seeing.

He shook his head. “No. Then Sally and I divorced and I damn near lived on the job. I slept in a one-room firetrap and saved every cent I made, invested it in company stock. I doubled, then tripled the company’s profits, and looked up one day to see that I was a fairly wealthy man. Phil’s the R in R & F, but he hadn’t been active in the company since I proved to him that I could do the job for him. He was simply too busy with his skiing, and his horse racing, and his summers in Miami—that sort of thing.”

He stopped speaking for a moment, took a sip of the now warm beer. “Then,” he went on, still with the curious monotone he’d been using to explain his life history, “with my stock purchases and three of the other major stockholders to back me, I pushed my way to the top of the ladder. Last year I bought out Phil’s shares completely, but I’m keeping the company name, as it was already well-known and another change would have only confused things. As I’ve already admitted, Cassandra, I’m ambitious. Or a miserable, coldhearted bastard, depending on who is doing the describing. Oh, one more thing. Jason doesn’t know it, but he’s working for himself, as I’ve already signed over thirty-four percent of the company, the last of Phil’s old shares, to him.”

Cassandra sat very still, trying to absorb everything Sean had said. And she came up with an intriguing conclusion. “I’m going to lease the green one,” she said, gathering up the brochures as the barmaid returned to hand Sean the check.

He paid the woman immediately, then glared at Cassandra. “That’s it? I bare my soul, tell you things I don’t like hearing much less sharing, and you say, ‘I’m going to lease the green one’?”

She put down the stack of brochures. “Look, Sean,” she began, trying to explain. “You don’t need me to tell you that you and Sally married for all the wrong reasons and then lucked out by ending up with one very special, wonderful kid. Right? You don’t need me to tell you that ending your marriage was probably a good thing for the two of you—maybe for the three of you. And you certainly don’t need my opinion on how you came to own your business, because that has absolutely nothing to do with how I handle Jason. Right again?”

“Go on.”

The heat of his gaze was making her uncomfortable. “You want to know what I got out of all of this, don’t you?”

“That was the point of this conversation, wasn’t it?”

She cleared her throat, then stood up, wishing herself out of The Saloon, wishing herself out of Colorado. Kansas was a nice place, she’d heard. “Yes,” she said as they stepped out into the sunlight, squinting after the darkness inside the bar. “That was the point.”

“And you’ve reached some conclusions?”

Don’t push, don’t push, she warned silently as he opened the car door for her and she slid into the front seat, then waited for him to walk around the car and climb behind the wheel. “You’re right. You do fit well in a Mercedes,” she said as he started the engine and they headed back toward the dealership where the green car waited.

“Yes, well—” she braved on when his only answer was another tight-lipped glare “—as I was saying. Or not saying, as the case may be…Oh, hell, Sean, don’t you see it?”

He put on the turn signal and maneuvered the car into the left lane. “No, damn it, I don’t see it—because you haven’t said a word about what it is!”

She clasped her hands together in her lap, trying to physically push her thoughts together, mold them, make them into something he would not only understand but would not throw her out of the car for saying to him. “You look at Jason and see everything flighty and spoiled about Sally, maybe even about Phil, as well. You see the privilege he’s had since his birth, as compared to your own difficult struggle. And, at the same time you’re condemning him for his mother’s sins, you’re scared to death he might re-create your own as well and become that coldhearted bastard you say Sally believes you to be.”

“That’s ridiculous! And, before you say it, I certainly don’t see Jason as some wild kid who’d end up impregnating the nearest cheerleader.”

“I’m not talking about that sin, Sean, if sin is what you want to call it, and I don’t, by the way. I call that an error in judgment,” Cassandra explained quietly. “I’m talking about this coldhearted bastard Sally has termed you, this man who can’t give love or accept love, because it always had a price tag, and it always could be taken away.”

“Now you’re being more than ridiculous,” Sean said, pulling onto the car lot.

“Am I? You told me Sally spoils Jason, showers him with presents and the like, right?”

“I told you that, yes.”

“That isn’t love, Sean. Neither is riding herd on the kid as if he was going to do something wrong if you looked away from him for a second. Sally manipulated Jason with gifts and privileges, and he soon learned how to use his behavior to manipulate her. At the same time, you were off building your career, admitting to just about living at the office, so that Jason really didn’t have a father.”

“I wanted him to have stability. The stability I never had. The same bed to come home to each night, the same set of faces at the breakfast table.”

“Of course,” Cassandra agreed. “That’s totally understandable. But Jason has spent most of his life, in my opinion, trying to get you to notice him. Good grades didn’t do it. Good behavior didn’t do it. But bad behavior worked wonders with his mother. You didn’t exactly say so, but I’m willing to believe that a tantrum got him a new tricycle, and a bigger tantrum got him his own car. It wasn’t love, perhaps, but life certainly had its perks.”

“Go on,” Sean said, turning off the engine as they sat parked on a corner of the lot.

“You saw the good grades, and accepted them as expected. You saw the car, the things, and saw your son going down the same road Sally had taken. But Jason caused you no trouble, so you were content to leave him with Sally and go about building your company. Except Sally got married again. Sally had a new husband and a new baby. And Jason was reduced to the role of excess baggage. The old perks, the things, suddenly didn’t have the same appeal. He wanted what he’d always wanted but had never before realized—he wanted love. He started staying out late, started causing trouble, so that Sally contacted you and asked for help. At that point, instead of indulging him, or ignoring him, you and Sally finally had to deal with him.”

“And I brought him here to Grand Springs, enrolled him in school, took away his toys and expected him to continue to get good grades, to make new friends, to behave. At which point,” Sean said sadly, “his grades started to slip, he began playing hooky, and he ended up breaking a dozen windows in the gymnasium. If you’re going to try to get your father’s attention, what better way to do it than by creating trouble for the old man who just happens to serve on the school board. Is that what you’re saying?”

“There’re a lot of windows in Grand Springs, Sean,” Cassandra pointed out thoughtfully. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he broke those particular windows. Although I still can’t believe he did that. I also can’t believe I keep saying that, but it just doesn’t fit Jason’s personality. He’s acting out, yes. He wants your attention, your love, your acceptance, definitely. He longs to be understood for who he is. But he isn’t the sort to go around destroying other people’s property. He just isn’t.”

“The janitor found Jason’s sociology notebook in the grass outside the gym, remember? Right next to the spot where those river stones used to be arranged around the flagpole?”

“Jason didn’t deny breaking the windows when the principal and I confronted him with the evidence and you were called in,” Cassandra said, rubbing at her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. When had she gotten this pounding headache?

Sean took his hands off the steering wheel and held them in the air. “Whoa, let’s back up a minute here. Are you saying Jason admitted breaking the windows, or just that he didn’t deny breaking them?”

Cassandra rubbed at her eyes again, trying to think back to the meeting with the principal. “Mr. Cummings called Jason in and showed him the notebook, asked him to identify it. Then he told Jason that the windows had been broken and…and Jason just sat there, looking at me. I—I remember thinking that he looked rather disappointed in me, in the both of us. But he didn’t deny breaking the windows.”

She turned sideways on the seat, hesitating only long enough to unbuckle the constricting seat belt so that she could turn and look at Sean intently. “Then you came racing in, and you asked Jason what was going on, what he’d done wrong this time, and—”

“And Jason told me to ask Mr. Cummings, which I did, and Jim held up Jason’s notebook. End of story.”

“Oh, my God! Sean! Do you suppose—”

Sean slammed a fist against the steering wheel, so that Cassandra flinched, taken aback by his sudden anger. “What the hell’s the matter with that kid?” he asked, but she knew he didn’t really expect an answer from her. “It’s as if he wants me to think the worst of him!”

Cassandra was out of her depth, and she knew it. “Perhaps if you and Jason were to seek out some family counseling, a psychologist trained in this sort of thing?” she offered, allowing her voice to trail off helplessly as Sean glared at her.

“Oh, really, Ms. Mercer?” he said, his tone not only angry, but bitingly sarcastic. “That’s cute, you know. Really cute. You don’t have the faintest idea what’s going on, do you? How could you, when you’re living your second childhood through my son? You open this can of worms, and then you go back and punt when the going gets tough. Here’s your screwed-up kid, Mr. Frame. Now, you deal with him!”

“Sean, that’s not what I meant at all. You’re overreacting—”

“There it is again! That marvelous word you use so often and so well. Overreacting! Yep, that’s me all right. Well, guess what, Ms. Mercer? I’m going to overreact again. There’s the door. The green car is waiting for you.”

“Sean?”

“Oh, come on, you know what I mean. Find your own way home. And, while you’re at it—see if you can find your way out of my life, my son’s life. All right? Because right now I’m going back to work, picking up my son, and the two of us are going away for a few days, to my condo in Vail. Together. Where we can talk without him having a handy hiding place to go running to—either to his mother, or you.”

Cassandra’s eyes stung with unshed tears. “I—I think that would probably be best,” she said, her voice breaking even as she struggled to compose herself. She gathered up her purse and the brochures, and put a trembling hand on the door handle.

Sean took hold of her arm, holding her in her seat. “There’s still something else to be resolved between us, Cassandra. Remember? This isn’t over.”

She felt hot color run into her cheeks, and nodded, unwilling to trust her voice.

“God!” Sean gritted the word out, pulling her against him so that her face was buried against his chest. “You drive me crazy! Don’t ever stop saying what’s on your mind, Cassandra, no matter how much I growl at you, all right? Because of you, in spite of my own stupidity, I just might have a chance to get through to that son of mine. I’m sorry, Cassandra. If my ego is smarting because I couldn’t see my own mistakes, it’s no reason to take my anger out on you.”

If he could be honest, so could she, Cassandra decided. “You’re right,” she said, speaking against his shirt. “It’s no excuse. And you frightened me, Sean, because I don’t think I want to be out of your life, out of Jason’s life.”

“And I’d be an idiot to let you go.” He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “Now, go lease that green car with the nifty electric windows, okay? And I’ll see you Saturday night.”

She mumbled against his chest again. “You will?” She took a deep breath, breathing in the scent of his aftershave, then released it slowly. “Why?”

Sean laughed out loud, and she heard the deep chuckle through his shirt. “Oh, Cassandra. We do have a long way to go, don’t we, before all three of us graduate from our own private high schools and look life straight in the eye?”

She lifted her head, looked up into his eyes. “I’ll be looking forward to Graduation Day,” she said, then averted her gaze as she realized how candidly she had spoken, how much she had said in those few words.

He ran a finger down the length of her nose. “And I’ll be right there with you as we get our diplomas, probably going crazy wondering what sort of lacy nonsense you have on under that cumbersome cap and gown.”

Cassandra didn’t know what to say. She had never played word games about sex, had no experience to draw on. “Saturday?” was all she could muster, and the question came out in a small squeak.

“Saturday,” Sean answered. Cassandra opened the door and all but tumbled out of the car, standing on the lot, the brochures clutched to her chest, as she watched the Mercedes drive away.





Chapter Thirteen

There was a quote somewhere about the best-laid plans of mice and men and how they sometimes get royally screwed up—but Sean wasn’t interested in quotes. He was interested in Jason. And Jason might have decided to come home, but he wasn’t having any part of a getaway to Vail and a couple of days of father-son talks.

And the devil of it was that Sean really couldn’t blame the kid. He was having a ball working at R & F, and he didn’t want to miss a single day.

“But we’ll talk, Dad,” Jason had promised halfheartedly as he headed up the stairs to look through the pile of papers he’d brought home from the office. “Honest. You go have a great time in Vail. I’ll be fine here. Really. It’s much better here, without the hour commute from Mom’s house.”

Which, Sean realized as he walked into the living room and sat down in his favorite chair, left him with little to do for the next two weeks except sit here, staring at four walls, or go back to work.

And he wasn’t going to go back to work.

Not when he hadn’t had a vacation in five years. Not when he wanted, needed, to be with his son. And not when Cassandra’s school year was over and the woman had as much free time as he did.

Sean looked up as Jason came back down the stairs, a rock T-shirt replacing the white dress shirt he’d had on earlier, his long legs encased in a more decrepit pair of jeans. He sure was a handsome kid, even if he didn’t exactly resemble any parental description of “clean-cut.” Not in that outfit!

“Where are you going, son?” Sean called out as casually as possible as he rose from his chair and slowly walked toward the foyer.

“Out,” Jason replied guardedly, his eyes on the tile floor, his posture going stiff, as if he was preparing himself for the inevitable battle such a response usually incited. They might have made it through Jason’s return to the house and the discussion of a vacation in Vail without too much hassle, but Jason obviously believed that the explosion he’d expected earlier was now about to arrive.

“All right,” Sean said, gesturing toward the living room. “But could we talk first? I have something I want to say to you, if you don’t mind.”

“Um, look, Dad, if you’re going to try getting me to go to Vail again, I thought I already told you—I’m not going anywhere. I mean, I’m having fun for the first time in so long, doing something really important, and now you’re trying to screw it all up with this business about father-and-son bonding, or whatever you were carrying on about. I mean, for crying out loud, Dad, can’t I ever—”

“Jason!” Sean said, just a little too loudly, then held out his hands as he shook his head, as if physically pushing away yet another explosive argument. “Nope. No way, bucko, no how. Jason, I’m not going to let it be that easy for you. You say something smart-mouthed, I yell, and you get to storm out. Well, we’re not going to play that game anymore.”

Jason raised his head and looked at his father. “We’re not?”

“No,” Sean answered, smiling. “Although we have gotten it pretty well down to a science, I’ll have to admit. What we’re going to do, son, is sit down in the living room and talk to each other. You’ll talk to me, and I’ll listen. I’ll talk to you, and you’ll listen. Me first, of course. Age does have its privileges.”

“Figures,” Jason muttered, but he shuffled into the living room, anyway, his hands stuck deep in his pockets. He sat down on the piano bench, well away from the arrangement of comfortable chairs and couch, well away from his father. “Okay, Dad. You first.”

Sean had undergone less painful root canals, but he decided the only thing he could do was to suck up this particular pain and get on with it. He sat down on the edge of the couch, his elbows on his knees, and looked across the room at his prickly son. He decided to keep it short and sweet, and get right to the point. “I want to tell you how proud I am of you, Jason. You’re doing a great job down at R & F.”

Sean shifted his eyes from side to side, as if looking around to see if the living room had secretly been transported to the Twilight Zone. “You’re kidding, right?” he said after a moment, a nervous smile playing around his lips.

“No, Jason, I’m not kidding,” Sean said, wishing it didn’t hurt so much to see Jason’s surprise. Had his compliments to his son been so few, so rare, that he couldn’t believe one when he heard it? “I saw what you did with the software program, and you were right on. You’re saving the company a good deal of time and money.”

Jason scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, well, it was an okay start, but there were a couple of things I hadn’t thought about, you know. I mean, Herb thought it was good, but then Jerry pointed out a couple of places where my changes could really screw up the works. But we’ve been working on them all day today, and…”

Sean leaned forward as Jason continued to talk about his workday, watching his son’s animated features, seeing the same flare of fire and avid interest he himself had once felt for his work, back when he was young, and hungry, and believed the whole, great, wide world could be conquered if you just wanted to badly enough.

“But that might work better if you can interface it with the software from the different overnight services, taking into account varying fees for one- and two-day delivery,” Sean said after a while, hopefully helpfully, and Jason stood up quickly, as if he couldn’t keep still, and walked across the room, to sit down on the chair directly opposite Sean’s.

“Yeah, that’s what Jerry said,” Jason added, his eyes shining. “Then you have to factor in costs for Saturday delivery and staff overtime and…”

They talked for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes with no shouting, no finger-pointing, no uncomfortable silences, no accusations.

It was wonderful. Beyond wonderful. And Jason was one hell of a nice kid. Just the sort of kid you’d want for one of your own.

And he was Sean’s own.

He couldn’t hide his smile when Jason stood up at last, saying, “I was just going out for a pizza, you know, and then maybe hack around at the mall for an hour or so, to look for some shirts for work. You want to come along?”

Did Sean want to come along? Oh, yeah. He did.

He reached in his pocket and pulled out the small black rectangle that was the key to his Mercedes, then flipped it across the room to Jason, who automatically snagged it out of the air. “You drive, all right?”

“The Mercedes?” Jason’s face lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree. “You’re kidding!”

“Nope. I’m not kidding. You drive, I pick the radio station. Agreed?”

Jason’s grin widened. “I’d agree to anything if you’ll let me drive the Mercedes.”

Sean almost opened his mouth and asked, “Would you agree to talking about that day in Jim Cummings’ office, when you let us all believe you broke the gym windows?” But he didn’t, because he didn’t want to ruin this moment and knew that those words would explode this small island of communication with the force of a nuclear explosion on Bikini Island.

“I’ll just get rid of this shirt and tie and meet you out front,” Sean said, heading for the stairs and wishing he had time to call Cassandra and tell her how well things were going—like a dog who had just learned a new trick and now wanted a pat on the head.

“Hey, Jase?” he asked impulsively, turning on the third step and stopping his son just as he was heading out the front door. “After we hit the mall and find some work clothes, do you want to call Ms. Mercer and see if she wants to meet us somewhere for ice cream?”

Jason was silent for a few moments, during which Sean suffered the tortures of the big-mouthed. “Sure,” he said then, nodding his head. “Yeah, okay. That’s cool.”

“All right!” Sean said, relieved, and turned once more, heading up the stairs two at a time.

Some pizza. Some shopping. And then, to top off the evening, sitting across a table from Cassandra Mercer, going quietly out of his mind as he watched her lick chocolate fudge topping off a long-handled spoon.

Oh, yeah. It was going to be a great night. A really great night! And the hell with that best-laid plans of mice and men stuff….

* * *

“Festus! Don’t even think about it!”

The cat, who had been about to touch a front paw to the partially open rosebud—probably intending to swat at it as if it were a new toy—shot Cassandra a dirty look and then hopped down from the tabletop as if losing interest in the towering vase of flowers.

Cassandra, however, was still utterly fascinated by them. She had come home, driving her brand-new green car, to find Tammy Lutton sitting on her front porch, the long white florist’s box across her lap as she pushed herself back and forth on the old metal glider that had belonged to Professor Mercer.

“I was just coming up the walk when the delivery van stopped,” Tammy had explained, “so I told the guy I’d make sure you got them. You owe me three dollars for his tip. You did want to tip him, didn’t you? They’re roses, a dozen of them. Gorgeous deep red ones. I knew you wouldn’t mind if I peeked. You don’t mind, do you?”

Cassandra hadn’t minded. She had been way too curious to see if there was a card with the flowers, and had only opened the front door and ushered Tammy, and the florist’s box, inside. Flowers! When had been the last time she’d gotten flowers? Too long ago to remember, that was for sure!

Tammy had stayed for more than an hour, admiring the new car, then asking Cassandra’s advice on an argument she was having with her friend, Matt, over the merits of a summer spent taking an accelerated computer course at Burke or a month spent white-water rafting with her older brother and three of his college mates from Virginia.

Matt, who had an enormous crush on Tammy—not that Tammy realized it—had quite obviously come down favoring the computer course, and Tammy was torn between being responsible and having a good time.

After sneaking a quick look at the card enclosed with the flowers, and seeing the words “Love, Sean” typed on the small card, Cassandra had enlisted Tammy to arrange the flowers in a vase they’d unearthed from beneath the sink, then turned herself away from thoughts of Sean and forced herself back into guidance counselor mode.

“We’ll use the time-honored method, Tammy,” she’d said to the girl, opening a drawer and pulling out a pad of paper and a pencil. “Draw a line down the center of the page and head the two columns with Vacation and Computer Course.”

The girl had pushed her long auburn hair—streaked with gold this week, Cassandra had noticed—out of her face and grinned. “I know the drill, Ms. Mercer. You want me to do pros and cons. Why I should go with Frank and his roommates on one side, and why I should stay here in Grand Springs and take the computer course on the other. I’ve already done that, and thrown away the paper. And I still want to go with Frank. My parents say it’s up to me, but Matt said I should talk to you.”

Cassandra had pulled two soda cans from the refrigerator, popped the tops and handed one can to Tammy as she sat down at the kitchen table. “Oh. Okay. In other words, Tammy, you’re not here to talk about this. You’re here to make Matt happy, and so I can rubber-stamp your decision, right?”

Tammy shook her head, and Cassandra watched as the curtain of streaked hair came down over the young face once more. “No,” she said, sighing. “I’m here so you can talk me out of going. The way you talked Jason out of leaving school last October and going home to his mother without really giving Burke a shot. The way you listened to him when he told us how he wanted to go out for place kicker on the football team. The way you convinced Matt that losing the election for class president wasn’t half the defeat it would have been if he hadn’t had the guts to run for the office in the first place. You see what I mean, Ms. Mercer? I want you to convince me to do the right thing. And,” she had ended, sighing, “the right thing is for me to stay home and take the course. I mean, I’d get college credit and everything.”

Cassandra smiled now as she moved the vase of roses for the fifth time, this time trying out how it looked on top of her mother’s mahogany credenza in the dining room, and remembered what she had said to Tammy.

Because, just as she had been about to do as the girl had asked—reinforce all the reasons why the computer course was the sensible, sane, responsible thing to do—she had looked out the kitchen window and seen her lovely new green car. The one with the nifty “spoiler” on the back and all those nonessential sports package options she hadn’t really needed.

“You can always take a computer course, Tammy,” she had told the surprised girl. “Burke offers it again over Christmas vacation. But this summer will only be here this year. This trip will only be here this year. You and your brother will have only this summer to make a memory you’ll share for a lifetime. So go for it, Tammy. Oh—and maybe drop a postcard to Matt once in a while, okay?”

Tammy had let out a squeal of teenage delight and hopped up to give Cassandra a hug and kiss before racing home to call her brother, and Cassandra had been left alone with her bloodred roses for company, wondering when she had lost her mind.

But had she? Being a guidance counselor wasn’t all college choices and educational direction. There was a part of her job, a large part of her job, that had to do with guiding a teenager into becoming a whole person, a total person. And computer courses and college choices and preparation for SAT achievement exams certainly weren’t all that were important to a developing mind, a maturing personality.

Though, she’d probably have to bake Matt some of his favorite peanut butter cookies to help convince him of that fact, she decided as she picked up the vase again, this time moving it to the living room and the coffee table in front of the couch. One thing she’d learned about roses—they looked good no matter where you put them.

Cassandra sat on the couch and leaned forward to sniff at the heady aroma of the flowers as she picked up the remote control and turned on the television in time for the nightly news. She’d been checking daily, hoping to hear news of Randi Howell, the girl the news people had dubbed “The Disappearing Bride.”

She felt a kinship with the young woman, whom she was sure had made a last-moment decision to cancel her wedding and go off in search of something important to her. Independence, perhaps? A chance to make her own decisions? A life not bound by someone else’s idea of what makes a happy woman?

Probably not. Cassandra had woven a fantasy about Randi Howell, and one that undoubtedly had nothing to do with the reason the bride had disappeared. But believing the young woman had gone off voluntarily was a lot easier to accept than to believe she might be in trouble—perhaps even kidnapped. Or perhaps—and this was worst of all—buried these many days under one of the mud slides.

Cassandra turned up the sound as the commercial for Squaw Creek Lodge—the very place from which Randi Howell had disappeared—ended and the news anchor began his rundown of the top stories for the day. There were still roads that remained closed on the outskirts of Grand Springs, and Cassandra watched videotape of bulldozers pushing rocks and workmen standing around watching the bulldozer pushing rocks.

That was followed by a story on young Victoria Sloane, the child who had been trapped in a cave during the mud slides. She was shown on screen with her parents, a handsome couple identified as Cassidy and Karen Sloane. Cassandra remembered that Karen Sloane was one of the doctors at Vanderbilt Memorial hospital, although her face didn’t look familiar. Hadn’t Sean said he knew her? She couldn’t remember, but he probably did. Sean seemed to know everyone.

Cassandra frowned as she looked at Cassidy Sloane, who had the sort of black, brooding eyes that hid much more than they revealed, although at the moment they seemed to be saying quite clearly, “This is my child, and I won’t allow anything, or anyone, to ever hurt her.” She looked at Karen Sloane again, at her slender build, her expressive gray eyes, and wondered if she ever felt intimidated by this husband of hers.

“I’m getting fanciful,” Cassandra said out loud as Festus hopped up on the couch and began butting his head against her thigh, which was his way of saying it was time she let him out for his evening prowl.

She put down the remote control and followed Festus to the front door, then returned in time to see more tape footage on the screen and listen to the news anchor giving a further update on the death of Mayor Olivia Stuart. Her son, Hal Stuart, was shown leaving the late mayor’s home as the news anchor reported that the police were still investigating the mayor’s death, which was still unofficially classified as due to a heart attack.

“You don’t sound convinced,” Cassandra said to the news anchor, who had already gone on to another story concerning structural damage to some of Grand Springs’ homes and places of business, saying that teams of inspectors were still working to be sure none of the structures were uninhabitable.

She turned off the set as another commercial was being run, having decided that watching the news was nearly as good as watching regular programming—full of human stories and possible plot twists that kept you tuning in, hoping to learn more.

She also decided that she was doing everything she could to keep her mind occupied with other people’s lives, other people’s problems, so that she didn’t have to confront her own.

Sean might have left her with a hug and some pretty tantalizing hints as to his feelings for her, but he had also left her with more questions than answers. Had she been trying to relive her high school days with Jason, and Tammy, and Matt, and the others? Had she been caught up in a spontaneous explosion of emotion last Friday night with Sean? Or had she been living out a decade-long fantasy where she was the cheerleader and Sean was the football captain who had taken her to a secluded spot for a little kissing, a little petting—a little daring that had gone too far, gotten out of hand?

Was she a grown woman, an educated woman, a responsible woman? Or was she a fanciful child who shouldn’t be allowed out without a keeper?

She went upstairs, unbuttoning her blouse as she walked into her bedroom, then gathered up fresh underwear and headed for the shower. Just looking at the filmy ivory satin and lace of her bra and panties brought a faint blush to her cheeks. How she loved the feel of silk against her body, of satin. How she had loved, even more, the feel of Sean Frame’s hands against her skin, his flesh pressed against hers.

Turning on the shower, she undressed completely and stood in front of the mirror over the sink. She looked at her reflection as she lifted her hair with both hands and piled it on top of her head, turning right and left, inspecting her image, taking in the sweep of her jaw, noticing the lift of her breasts as she held her arms high, her elbows bent.

Naked, she certainly didn’t look like the daughter of the Professors Mercer, the shy, skinny, bespectacled schoolgirl who couldn’t get a date, even for the Sadie Hawkins dance. Nor did she look like the confused college girl who had damn near flunked out of college, out of life.

She looked…she looked…how did she look? Young? Sensual? Eager? Ready to take on life? Ready to love? Ready to be loved?

Dropping her hands to her sides, she stepped back a few paces from the sink so that she could see more of her reflection in the mirror. The nip of her waist. The sweep of her hip. She lifted her hands to her waist, stroked her fingers across the bare skin, then raised her hands to cup her breasts.

Were they good breasts? Full enough? Certainly they were responsive enough, for even her slight touch now awoke sensations she hadn’t known existed before Sean had shown her the delights his hands, mouth, teeth and tongue could elicit from a part of her anatomy she had never considered to be more than a nuisance, a necessary encumbrance.

She watched, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, as she drew her thumbs over her nipples, and the skin puckered, hardened, set off a sweet answering, curiously coiling sensation between her legs.

Did she want Sean, or did she want this strange new sensation?

She closed her eyes and slid her hands downward, over her rib cage, past her waist, onto the flare of her hips. Slowly, her fingers drew up into tight fists and she opened her eyes, smiling into the mirror. No. The sensation was good. The sensation was wonderful.

But it was nothing without Sean. Without his mouth against hers. Without his arms tight around her. Without his strength, his solidness, his whispered words that turned her bones to water. The smell of him. The taste of him.

His anger. His stubbornness. His deep-throated chuckle. His love for his son. His confusion, his pain, his sad childhood and the great strides he had made to build himself a life, to build a future for his son.

“You’re in love with the man, Cassandra,” she told herself, unsurprised to see that she had begun crying, that a single tear was, even now, slowly making its way down her cheek. “And, if he loves you back, you’re going to become the Cassandra Mercer who has been hiding so long.”

Which means you’re going to have to tell him all of it, you know, her inner self reminded her as she stepped into the shower and let the full force of the spray wash over her heated body. He told you. He came to you, bared his soul, told his story. Will you ever really be free to love him if you don’t do the same?

“I thought you went on vacation or something,” Cassandra said out loud, wishing her inner voice in China or somewhere equally distant. “Can’t we just take this one day at a time? Solve Jason’s problems first? Get to know each other a little better?”

Nope. The longer you wait, the harder it will be. But you know that, don’t you?

“Well, it doesn’t matter, anyway,” Cassandra told herself. “I may be in love with him, but he’s far from in love with me. He might feel responsible for me after what happened, but that will go away soon enough when I can tell him I’m not pregnant. And he’s grateful to me for helping with Jason, of course. But that doesn’t mean he’s in love with me.”

He sent you roses.

“His assistant probably sent them. For all I know, he sends roses to everyone. Probably has a standing account at the florist.”

“I’d be an idiot to let you go.” Isn’t that what he said, Cassandra? Aren’t those words branded on your brain, on your heart?

“Stop it!” she protested as she shoved a hand against the single handle, cutting off the flow of water. She shook her head, realizing that she had been talking to herself out loud. Sane people sang in the shower. They didn’t hold conversations with themselves. And now, just to top it all off, she was hearing bells ringing.

Bells?

“The telephone!” Grabbing a towel from the bar, she quickly wrapped its length around her dripping-wet body and ran into the bedroom, picking up the receiver just as it rang again. “Yes—hello!” she shouted breathlessly into the mouthpiece, just knowing that Sean was on the other end.

“Cassandra? I was just going to hang up.”

She subsided onto the bed, not caring that she was probably making a soggy mess of her bedspread. “I was in the shower when I heard the phone,” she said, curling her toes into the throw rug at her feet.

“In the shower? Interesting. And what are you wearing now? How do you look?”

She looked at the towel that was slipping from her breasts. “How do you think I look, you idiot?” she responded, feeling her skin grow hot. Yes, this was sexual banter. She might be new at the game, but it was one she was pretty sure she enjoyed.

“I’d tell you, but this is a family show,” he said, laughing.

“A family show?”

“Just kidding. Look, we’re at the mall, Jason and I. Buying him some new clothes that, believe it or not, don’t come with holes already in the knees. Anyway, we were thinking that, maybe, if you’re in the mood, you and your new car could meet us at the ice cream place in here. Say, in an hour or so? How long will it take for you to get dressed and get here?”

Cassandra ran a hand through her wet hair and mentally calculated how long it would take her to dry her hair, get dressed and drive to the mall. “Forty-five minutes, tops,” she said. “It sounds like you two are getting along tonight?” she added hopefully, framing her words as a question and mentally crossing her fingers as she waited for his answer.

“We’ve had a great night, as a matter-of-fact. You wouldn’t believe how great it has been, thanks mostly to you,” Sean answered, then she heard him say something else, his mouth obviously moved away from the phone. “Look, Jason just remembered something else he wants to buy—a book about some new computer language. He’s already nearly out of sight, so I’d better catch up with him. We’ll see you later?”

She nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see her and said, “Yes. I’ll be there.”

Sean chuckled.

“What?” she asked, confused.

“Oh, nothing,” he answered, his voice suddenly soft and intimate. “I was just thinking about how jazzed Jason is going to be when I tell him he can have the Mercedes for the rest of the night, while you drive me home.”

“You want me to drive you home tonight?” Cassandra’s head was swimming.

“To my home? Eventually, Cassandra. Eventually. Let’s just see how it goes, okay? Bye now!”

Cassandra held on to the receiver long after all she could hear was the dial tone buzzing in her ear. What a strange conversation! Why, if she was right, Sean had just invited himself back to her house tonight. She hopped up from the bed, straightening the bedspread, checking it with the flat of her hand to see how damp it might be.

The bed? What was she thinking? That he had invited himself to her house? To her bed?

Told ya so, her inner voice whispered, and, as Cassandra raced back to the bathroom to scoop up her underwear, she didn’t care in the least that her inner voice was sounding insufferably smug.





Chapter Fourteen

“So? Is this Becky a nice girl?”

Cassandra turned away from the open cabinet and looked at Sean, who was sitting at the kitchen table. “Hmm?” she asked, only belatedly realizing she was pressing her lips together between her teeth. Where was the old bottle of brandy that had belonged to her father? “Becky?” she repeated, then smiled. “What’s the matter, Sean? You worried that little freckle-faced redhead is going to turn into a femme fatale and work her feminine wiles on your poor, innocent little baby?”

“Jason’s no baby, and I have a feeling he’s pretty far from innocent, at least on the theory end of things. Not after the housekeeper brought me that copy of Playboy she found stuck between his mattress and box spring.”

“Ouch!” Cassandra gave an exaggerated wince, then closed the cabinet door and went down on her haunches, to open the lower cabinets. “Burke has a wonderful sex education program, Sean, thanks to my two-year fight with certain people on the school board who wanted it removed from the curriculum,” she said as she pushed the blender out of the way and looked into the dark corner of the cabinet, still searching for the brandy bottle. “But it doesn’t include the more nifty props.”

“Hey—I was on your side on that one, remember? As a matter-of-fact, I think mine was the deciding vote that retained the course.”

She closed the cabinet doors, scooted to her left and opened the next cabinet. “Yes, I remember. Every time I wanted to hate you, you’d go and do something that made me have to thank you. Which made me hate you more. Darn it!” She sat back on the floor, rubbing at her head after hitting it against the top of the cabinet.

Sean leaned sideways on his chair and peered under the table at her. “I’d ask what in hell you’re doing down there, but then you’d probably tell me, right?”

Cassandra scrambled to her feet, still rubbing at her head even as she gave the cabinet doors a kick, closing them. “I’m looking for my father’s brandy,” she explained grumpily even as he grinned at her. “It’s all I have in the house.”

“I don’t need brandy, Cassandra,” Sean answered, reaching to take a pretzel from the bowlful she had placed on the table. “I’ll just take a beer, if that’s all right. And, if you don’t have any beer, a soda will do just as well.”

“You’re sure?” she asked, heading for the refrigerator and pulling out two soda cans. She popped the tops before he could answer, and then pulled two glasses from the cabinet beside the sink. “You’ll want ice, of course?” she asked, heading back to the refrigerator once more.

“What I want, Cassandra, is for you to stop running around the kitchen and just sit down and talk to me,” he told her, and she hesitated with her hand on the freezer handle, letting out her pent-up breath. “Unless you want me to fix an ice pack for your head?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, subsiding into a chair. “I—I’m sort of nervous, if you want the truth.”

He reached across the table, taking her hand in both of his, stroking his thumb across her fingertips, lighting a small fire in her belly. “Nothing’s going to happen that you don’t want to have happen, Cassandra. I promise. Just say the word and I can find my own way home.”

“No! I mean—no, that’s all right,” she said quickly. Too quickly. If only her heart would stop pounding so furiously. If only Sean would stop smiling at her, looking at her, touching her. “Um—let’s go into the living room, all right?” she said, pulling her hand free and nearly jumping up from her chair.

He picked up the two soda cans and followed her down the hallway, into the darkened living room.

She flipped on a single light and saw the roses sitting on the coffee table. “Oh, my gosh,” she said, coming to a sudden halt, so that Sean bumped into her, spilling some soda down the back of her blouse.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, standing there with two dripping cans of soda and looking eminently adorable.

“I—I forgot to thank you for the flowers,” she explained as she took the cans from him, cringing as she saw droplets of soda on his fingers, his tan slacks, his canvas sneakers. “So, um, thank you. Thank you! Oh, your clothing! Look what I’ve done! Stay there,” she ordered, even as she headed for the kitchen, “and I’ll get a wet cloth. I wouldn’t want anything to stain or anything.”

It was only when she was standing at the sink, wetting a dish towel under the running faucet, and caught a glimpse of her rattled-looking reflection in the night-darkened windowpanes above the sink that her bottom lip began to tremble.

What an idiot she was! A clumsy, bumbling, blathering idiot! And with all the finesse, all the grace, all the sexual confidence of the silly, repressed near-virgin that she was. She couldn’t handle a sexual encounter. She couldn’t even handle the preamble to a sexual encounter!

She’d been fine at the ice cream parlor. Well, almost fine. She’d ordered a chocolate marshmallow and peanut sundae, and it had come with a cherry on top. She didn’t like cherries, never had, but Sean did. She had already “sensed” that when he’d gotten a cherry-vanilla sundae.

So she’d offered him the cherry from her sundae. A simple enough gesture. Except he hadn’t reached over with his spoon and scooped it off the mountain of whipped cream. Oh, no. That would have been too easy. He’d simply opened his mouth and allowed her to feed the cherry to him.

Her cheeks burned again now as she remembered the way he had closed his lips around the cherry as he looked at her, looked deeply into her eyes—and as his hand had somehow come to rest on her thigh at the same time.

Jason, oblivious to his lecherous father’s under-the-table flirting, had continued to talk on and on about his cool ties he’d gotten, even digging into the plastic bags beside him on his side of the booth and pulling them out to show to her.

“Very nice,” Cassandra remembered saying to him as Sean’s hand had slid down to give her knee a gentle squeeze.

“Yes, very nice indeed,” he’d echoed.

Oh, he was a cool one, he was. Able to keep up a conversation with Jason and with Becky, who had joined them at some point—Cassandra’s memory was hazy on that point. Able to smile and joke and act just as if his left hand had never settled on her knee, her thigh, for the entire time they sat in the booth.

And then he had handed Jason the keys to the Mercedes! “Why don’t you two see what’s playing at the multiplex here at the mall?” he’d suggested as Jason looked at Becky, an unholy grin on his face.

He hadn’t had to ask twice, of course. Jason and Becky were gone before Cassandra could so much as remind Jason that he had another report due to her in a few days, and she and Sean were left sitting, still side by side, with only a mountain of plastic bags left behind on the opposite side of the booth.

And now they were here. At her house. Together. Alone. Very much together. Very much alone. Unchaperoned. With hours and hours ahead of them before Jason’s one o’clock curfew, when Sean most definitely should be home waiting for his son, back in his role of father.

And now here she was. At her house. In her kitchen. Staring at her reflection in a darkened window, and without a clue as to what should happen next.

“I think that towel is wet enough now,” Sean said from behind her as he leaned over her shoulder and took the wet cloth from her nerveless fingers. “I already used some napkins to clean up most of the mess, although there wasn’t much. Here, hold still, and I’ll dab at the soda on your blouse.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Cassandra said quickly, automatically moving to turn off the faucet before turning around, just to have the sopping-wet cloth, and Sean’s hand, collide with her breasts. She would have jumped backward, out of reach, except that she was already pressed up against the edge of the counter and had nowhere to go. She tried to smile but couldn’t. She tried to look at him but knew she shouldn’t.

Droplets of cool water ran down her skin, dampened her blouse, ran in sensual rivulets between her breasts.

His hand didn’t move away from her. Instead, it moved closer. Higher. To the modest area of flesh exposed above the V-neck of her blouse. She felt the coolness of the wet towel against her heated skin, sliding toward her collarbone, along the column of her throat. It was blessedly cool, blessedly soothing and mind-shattering in its potential for pleasure.

“The—the stain is on the back of my blouse,” she said weakly, fighting the impulse to shiver in unexpected delight. With sudden desire.

“I know,” he told her as he leaned forward slightly, his mouth at her temple, his sweet breath tickling her ear. “Does it matter?”

His hand moved again, and the top button of her blouse fell open. Then the second button. The cloth was still wet, but now it was beginning to warm from the heat of her body as Sean slowly drew it along the top edge of her bra—that sheer scrap of foolishness that now seemed so cumbersome, so restricting.

The cloth disappeared—Cassandra wasn’t quite sure when, quite sure how—to be replaced by Sean’s mouth, hot and wet against her damp cleavage. The pressure of his lower body, tight against her pelvis, was the only thing that kept her upright as all strength left her legs and all her blood rushed to her head, making her senses swim.

Her blouse hung loose from the waistband of her skirt, all the buttons open now. Sean’s hands spanned her bare midriff, sending delicious sensations rippling along her nerve endings, dancing over her rib cage.

She couldn’t control her breathing, which was becoming quick, and ragged, and increasingly shallow as she tried not to move, not wanting to miss a moment of sensation as Sean’s mouth moved toward her left breast.

He didn’t release the front closing of her bra, but rather ministered to her through the wisp of silk. The feelings she’d had for that fleeting moment earlier in the bathroom came back a thousandfold as his mouth found her, his tongue traced circles around her, his teeth—oh! his teeth!—gently nipped, teased, awakened.

She felt his hand on her other breast, his fingers mimicking the actions of his mouth. A low moan escaped her as she slowly tipped her head backward, as the sensations doubled, as her throat grew tight, as her heart threatened to burst through her skin.

“Tell me to stop, Cassandra,” she heard him say, his voice coming to her as if over a great distance. “I’ll stop, if that’s what you want.”

She swallowed several times before she trusted herself to answer, could make her mouth form the words. “Must I?”

His low-throated chuckle reverberated through her rib cage as he pressed his lips to the flatness of her midriff, as his hands slid down her outer thighs, then found their way back up that sensitive length, this time running beneath her skirt.

Slowly, still kissing her through her clothes, Sean eased himself onto his knees as she braced her hands on the edge of the countertop, praying she would be able to remain upright.

The light was on, even if Cassandra’s eyes remained closed. The curtains were drawn back over the kitchen window, so that if nosy Mrs. Lyttle came into her kitchen next door to get herself a drink of water she was bound to be in for the surprise of her life.

And Cassandra didn’t care. Couldn’t care. She was much too busy realizing that the French cut of her panties did little to inhibit Sean’s exploration of her belly, of the heated area between her legs.

He pushed her skirt upward, bunched the material in his hand, exposing her to the light, to his avid gaze. Such intimacy was shocking, and yet exciting, so that when Sean gently indicated that he wanted her to open her legs for him, open herself to him, she could only keep her eyes tightly closed and do as he indicated.

His hands molded her. His fingers learned her every secret. His lips branded her with hot, wet heat. And, just when she thought she couldn’t stand on her shaky legs for another moment, sensation overwhelmed her.

She became boneless, floating even as she felt herself falling, only to be caught up in strong arms that lifted her, carried her.

Out of the kitchen. Down the hallway to the stairs. Up to her second-floor bedroom. To the stars, and beyond.

* * *

Moonlight spilled into the small room through three large windows, and Sean, his eyes at last adjusted to the dim moonlight as well as the illumination that came through the open door from the well-lit hallway, found it easy to focus on what interested him.

Cassandra’s very private bedroom.

It was a virginal bedroom, the bedroom of a young girl rather than that of a woman, a career woman, an intensely passionate, loving woman.

The furniture was white, French provincial in style, with clusters of painted flowers marking the front of each drawer. The walls had been painted what looked to be a dusky pink, and were marked with small holes where posters of teenage heartthrobs had probably once been pinned.

His gaze traveled to the windows and to the sheer white drapes, which some twist in his memory told him were Priscilla curtains. Now, how did he remember that? Oh, yeah. One of his foster mothers had hung Priscilla curtains in his bedroom the day before he’d been sent back to the home, telling him that this time she had requested a girl, as a female was bound to be less troublesome than a rowdy, uncontrollable boy of ten, who had dared to throw a baseball in her parlor and break her favorite lamp.

Sean decided he didn’t like Cassandra’s Priscilla curtains.

He rubbed his hand lightly down Cassandra’s bare arm, carefully pulling her closer into his embrace as she slept beside him, her hand curled on his chest, a single leg thrown over his.

He continued his visual inventory of the room, preferring that to a mental rehash of all he had done this evening, all they had done, and the reasons behind why they had done it.

There was a large, silver-framed color photograph on her dresser. He focused on that and the figures of three people standing stiffly beside a wilting lilac bush. A man of more than fifty stood to the left of the young girl who had to be Cassandra. He was wearing a tweed jacket with suede patches on the elbows, and he held a pipe in the hand he had draped over the young Cassandra’s shoulder.

Beside him, also with a hand on Cassandra’s shoulder—What were they afraid of? That she’d run away if they didn’t hold her down?—stood a woman who looked every day as old as her husband, and twice as reserved. Her mouth was drawn into a tight line of disapproval as she stared into the camera lens, her entire posture one of anxiousness to be done with this silliness so that she could be back at work, or wherever she really wanted to be—because she certainly did not look happy to be posing with her family.

Which was a pity, because Cassandra looked to be wearing the sort of dress girls wore to make their First Communion, or to be confirmed. In other words, the day the picture had been taken had been an important one in the young Cassandra’s life. Important enough for her to keep the photograph on her dresser all these years.

Maybe it was the only family photograph she had? If Cassandra hadn’t known how to rope and hog-tie her mother for another photograph, it most probably was.

Cassandra shifted slightly in her sleep, and Sean dropped a kiss on her hair as he closed his eyes and thought about the furnishings in the remainder of the house. Spare. Utilitarian. Drab. Useful, but not at all decorative. The walls in every room crowded with bookshelves.

He’d already figured out that this must be her parents’ house, inherited by Cassandra after their deaths. But she had barely changed a thing since then. How long had they been dead? About five years? How long did it take for someone to put their own “stamp” on a house?

And why hadn’t Cassandra bothered to do so?

There was a fairly new television set in the living room, and the office behind the kitchen was equipped with a new-looking computer and a sophisticated stereo system, but those were the only additions to the house that he felt confident had been Cassandra’s idea.

The dark, overstuffed couches, the faded carpets, the heavy dining room furniture that wasn’t antique but just old, were certainly not to her taste. At least, Sean didn’t think so.

Just as he didn’t think this “little girl” bedroom would ever have appealed to Cassandra, who was definitely not the frilly sort—except when it came to her absolutely marvelous underwear, he decided with a smile.

How little he knew about Cassandra Mercer. And how varied that information was. He knew her thoughts on education, and he knew that she had an interestingly sensitive spot behind her left knee. She liked the hot throb and heavy beat of contemporary music, but she didn’t drink beer or alcohol. She wanted comfort in her car, but had a practical side that wouldn’t let her be led to pay too much for that comfort.

And she haunted his dreams, waking and sleeping. Her smile could turn him inside-out. Her intelligent mouth could move him to anger, to laughter, to bed.

A bed he’d better soon leave, he remembered reluctantly, or else he wouldn’t be home before Jason, which could prove awkward for both Cassandra and himself.

“Cassandra?” he whispered against her ear, smiling as she screwed up her face, then buried it deeper against his shoulder. “Cassandra, it’s after midnight. You have to take me home before I turn back into a pumpkin.”

“Uh-uh. Don’t want to,” she mumbled, wrapping her long limbs around him and nearly undermining his resolve. He had carried her upstairs and made love to her for more than two hours. Teaching her, learning about her, memorizing every inch of her, every soft, mewling sound she made when he touched her, as she touched him. Just the thought of that lovemaking made him want to do it all again. And this time he’d really take his time about the thing!

“Cassandra,” he said, trying again, wishing he didn’t have to be so damn responsible. “Do you want me to call for a cab?”

“Will you use the phone—or just whistle?” she asked, raising her head at last, pushing a hand through her hair to move its length away from her sleepy, smiling face.

“Just when I think I’m getting a handle on who you are…” he began, then gave it up and kissed her, instead. That single kiss led to another, and then another, and the ticking clock on the nightstand was soon as forgettable as his thoughts about Cassandra’s odd house.

But there was one thing he couldn’t forget. He couldn’t forget that, although he had prepared himself for a night spent making love to Cassandra, he had seriously underestimated her effect on him, and his own rather remarkable recuperative powers when faced with that effect.

“We can’t,” he mumbled against her mouth, even as she slid her hand low on his belly, turning his gut into a solid rock of longing. “You might have done better if I’d ever been a Boy Scout, if I remember one of their slogans correctly. Be Prepared, wasn’t it?”

“Ummm,” she mumbled, biting at his bottom lip, another trick he had taught her. God, but she was a fast learner! “And they’re trustworthy, too. Like Jeeps. But that’s another argument, isn’t it? Do you really have to leave?”

“`Fraid so, sweetheart,” he answered, turning on the light on the nightstand and throwing back the thin sheet that was all that covered them, then laughing as she pulled it back up to her chin—just as if he hadn’t already seen, touched and tasted all of her.

“And you’re leaving for Vail in the morning,” Cassandra said, thrilling him with her willingness to allow him to hear the disappointment in her voice.

He leaned across the bed and kissed her once more, briefly, before she could raise her arms and pull him back down to her. “Nope. My responsible son has a job, as he reminded me. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving up the first vacation I’ve taken in years. So, you want to do something tomorrow, Cassandra? Take a drive, go for a walk—make love until we both go cross-eyed?”

Her grin was youthful, but colored by a new maturity, a new sense of feminine power, he believed. “If I pick door number three, would you consider me forward? Pushy? Hoydenish?”

“Hoydenish?” Sean repeated, laughing. “Where did you come up with that one?”

“I’ve been reading Jane Austen,” she told him as she sat up, wrapping herself in the sheet as she levered her legs over the edge of the bed. “Very educational books, actually. I’m thinking of making a few of them assignments for Jason. He enjoys surfing the Internet for research papers entirely too much for it to be considered any sort of punishment.”

“And reading Jane Austen would be a punishment?”

She stood up, slinging the edge of the sheet over her shoulder, so that she appeared to be wearing a very sexy toga. “No, not at all. But the book reports I’ll insist on will probably kill him,” she said with a smile, then frowned as the phone rang. “Do you think Jason’s checking up on us?” she asked as she reached for the receiver. “Hello…Jason? Yes, he’s here.”

Sean finished buttoning his slacks and reached for the receiver, all in one motion. “Hello. Is there a problem?”

He listened for a few moments, watching Cassandra, then said, “We’ll be right there,” and handed her the phone. “Get dressed, Cassandra. Jason and Becky were in an accident.”





No, not Jason and Becky! Just when everything was starting to go right for Cassandra, Sean and Jason. But was the accident Jason’s fault? This could be the last straw. Sean will send Jason back to his mother’s. So far Jason has broken the windows at the school gymnasium, and now he’s been in an accident with Sean’s Mercedes, probably showing off for Becky. This doesn’t bode well for his future in Grand Springs. Like the mountains during the mudslides, everything around them is starting to crumble and fall apart, like Sean’s relationship with his son. What about with Cassandra? Is their future just as fragile? When they said this storm would change lives, they sure weren’t kidding! In the concluding Part 3, Sean will get his answers, but will he like what they are?
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