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PROLOGUE
September

"Martha's Madness?' Tony asked, his gaze never straying from her face.

Brittany smiled. Tony wasthe nicest guy she'd ever met, and talk about tall, dark, and handsome! "That's
what people cal my Aunt Marthas house in Oregon. It's the greatest house, right on the beach and
designed just how she wanted it. But they cdll it Martha's Madness because she usesit only inthe
summer when it'stoo hot to stay in Texas, and it's way bigger than she and Uncle Harry need. I've spent
every summer theresince | wastwelve."

"It sounds nice. Y ou like the ocean, then?'

She nodded and set her empty ice cream cup on the low table next to her. "The waves are so gresat - and
the sunsetg”

"| agree. Would you like asoda or anything else?"

He'd been generouslike that al evening, offering popcorn at the movie, then ice cream, and now pop. He
didn't seem to expect anything in return, either, and that was the part Brittany found the hardest to get
used to. "No, thanks. I've been hoping to get a chance to see the Atlantic Ocean, but | haven't been off
campussincel got here”

"Maybe we could go for adrive down Narragansett Bay sometime,” he suggested, his deep voice
making her ingdesitch.

"You haveacar?' That was definitely unusud, even for asophomore. Brown'slocation in the middle of
the East Side of Providence made for alack of space for sudent parking. The lots were expensive and
on-greet parking dmost impossible to find.

He nodded. "I'm from Newport, and | go home fairly often for family get-togethers. | had to take the bus
last year, but that wasfor the birds. So | saved money to buy acar this summer.”

He must be from areasonably well off family, then, if he could save hiswages for acar instead of tuition.
Well, maybe not. He could be on afull scholarship, like she was. "What kind of job did you have?'

He made a not-too-successful attempt at ooking and sounding modest. "We have a marine products
distributorship - Fiore Marine. My grandfather runsit, but I'm going to take over when | graduate.”

Grest |ooking, super nice, sexy asthe devil - with acompany waiting for him, no lesst He could



undoubtedly date any girl on campus, and that realization boggled her mind. Shed get her heart broken, if
shedidn't watch out. Guys like Tony ended up with sweet innocent girls. Her roommeate, Carolyn, for
example. Never girlslike Brittany.

**

Tony stopped in the middle of the block and looked around. How had he gotten this far from campus?

The answer was a peculiar combination of sexud frustration and exhilaration held never felt before. And
it wasdl Brittany'sfault - except he wasn't sure fault was the right word.

Sure, sheld turned that goodnight kissinto the single most sensua experience héld had in hiswholelife.
And then, just when held been about to suggest going for adrive - al theway to the nearest placeto
park - she said they were moving way too fast.

But he could have changed her mind without much trouble. She might have said the words, but she was
just asturned on as hewas.

The truth of the matter wasthat he didn't mind waiting. He and Brittany aready had a connection held
never fet with anyone ese, something that went way beyond the physica. Rushing her into sex would be
amog sacrilegious.

And that, hisbody reminded him, was adamn shame. She could have been created with every one of his
hot buttonsin mind. Those long sandy curlsthat fell dmost to her waist. A mouth that was made for
kissng. And lush but firm breasts.

Hewasin for sometorture, but fifty or ahundred yearsfrom now, he'd be glad he waited.

CHAPTER ONE

March, Fifteen Years Later

Brittany set the tray on the table next to Michael and picked up haf of her grilled cheese sandwich. Shed
eat while she got their clothes ready. When she heard acommercial come on, she asked, "Whichtiedo
you want to wear today?'

Helaughed rudely. "Y ou know the answer. | want to sit here and watch TV, and | don't need atiefor
that." He picked up his sandwich and bit off abig chunk.

She sighed. "But we promised to go to Carolyn's wedding this afternoon . . ." That sounded awfully close
to whining and she knew very well that whining wasn't the way to deal with Michael. Offering abribe
would be more effective. "And | wasthinking - we could stay overnight in Portland. The reception’ll be
over early, so we could go to aclub or amovie or something fun like that."

"Oh, right. Y ou forget I've been reading the Portland papers for the past three months, looking for some
halfway decent entertainment. About the best thing was some road company of a Broadway show we
saw five years ago, and that was weeks ago."

Why did he have to be so picky? She was sure there were plenty of placesin acity the size of Portland
where they could spend an enjoyable evening. "There's agreat bookstore downtown. Y ou'd enjoy going
there, wouldn't you?'

He didn't answer because his show came back on. That was dl he seemed interested in doing anymore -
gprawling on the loveseet in front of the TV, watching shows that werefirst broadcast in the'50's or



'60's. They'd been here for amost three monthsin thiswonderful oceanfront house, and Michael hadn't
bothered to walk on the beach yet. Most days he probably didn't even look out the windows to watch
the waves. She brought most of his mealsto him here in the master suite, and the rest of the time she was
on her own. Of course, she could happily spend her whole life doing nothing more than enjoying the
sights and sounds of this beach. But ill, thiswasn't exactly what sheld expected when he told her about
the vacation time he'd taken - to cheer her up, as held been careful to mention.

The phone rang and he answered it immediately. He always needed to be thefirst to know who was
cdling and why. After amoment, he said, "That'sgreet! I'll betherein haf an hour." He hung up and
clicked off the TV. "The part for my car'sin and they're going to put it in this afternoon.” He stood up and
stretched.

"That's good. We can drop your car off on theway." She wouldn't question his sudden about- face. Any
reason that got him moving was okay with her.

"Jesus, Britt, forget about the wedding, will you? Now that my car's going to be fixed today, we don't
havetimefor crap likethat. Y ou start packing while | take it down there. I'll help when | get back, and if
we're lucky, we can be out of thishick town by tomorrow."

Her ssomach twisted. "1 thought we weren't leaving until Monday night." Sheld been counting on that -
she needed an extra couple of days. She wasn't ready to go back to Californiaand look for anew job.
Not yet. She needed to let go of her last bit of hopefirgt, the hope that Michael would learn to loveliving
here and agree to stay and build abusiness with her. She stared out the window at the surf, wishing she
could let go of her dream as easily asthe sand relinquished each wave.

"That was just because of my car, you know that." Michagl wrapped hisarms around her. "Britt honey, |
know you'd like to stay here longer, but we can't. I've got to be at work on Wednesday. If we drive
back tomorrow instead of Monday night, welll have a couple of daysto play first. Y ou've been missing
all those great ethnic restaurants, too - and you know how hot you make me when we go dancing." He
snuggled up close and started exploring her breasts. " Just thinking about it turnsmeon. Let'sdo it right

All he had to do was touch her and everything el se became unimportant. It had been that way sincethey
first met. People always said that relationships built on sex couldn't last, but their marriage had outlasted
those of mogt of their college friends - including the ones they were supposed to see this afternoon.
Carolyn and Tony had been together dl through college, just like Brittany and Michadl, and they too had
married within weeks of graduation. Their marriage had lasted less than seven years, dthough their
friendship was till strong. Five years later, Carolyn was getting married again, and Tony would be there
to watch. Brittany and Michadl had to be there to support him!

Brittany exerted dl her willpower to pull away from Michael and put severd feet of distance between
them. "We need to go to the wedding, Michagl. Tony's going to be there, and - "

"Don't give methat crap. The Crown Prince isagrown man and doesn't need hishand held dll thetime.
If he's got any brains, the only reason he's going isto laugh at the guy the Ice Queen's got her mittsinto
now." He took a couple of stepstoward her and added, "Asfor you, don't play games. Were either
going to do it right thisminute, or I've got to cruise. Whichisit?' He punctuated his question by dipping
his hand insde the |oose wai stband of her sweatpants and squeezing her bottom.

She was aggravated enough that she could dmost ignore the melting fegling insde her body. "Agreeto go
to thewedding firgt. It'sredly important to me - and we don't have to stay overnight. In fact, well leave
thereceptionred early . . ."



His smile dropped away and the playful squeeze turned much lessplayful. ™Y ou think | don't know why
you want to go? Y ou just want to see your precious Tony, and I'm not putting up with any of that shit.
No, I want out of here tomorrow, and that means you spend today packing, not drooling over some
damnwop.”

"I'll stay up and pack tonight - " The risng hysteriain her voice wouldn't do her any good. Michagl never
agreed to do anything just because she got emotiona about it. Forcing herself to sound calm and logicd,
shesad, "Then I'll go by mysdlf and you can get your car fixed this afternoon. Asl said, I'll pack when |
get back, and well leave tomorrow."

Heglared at her and shook hishead. "'l said no, Biritt. Y ou should have asked me before you accepted
the damn invitation in the first place. The lce Queen and the Crown Prince can goto hell, for dl | care.”
He squeezed harder, until she felt like her buttock was clamped in avise grip. "I'll be back soon, and
you'd damn well better be busy packing when | get here." He released his grip and walked out of the
room.

She heard the front door close, and then the faint sound of his car sarting up. She sagged against the
cool glass of the window, not redlly watching the waves but | etting their presence soothe her. Hed never
had any intention of going to thewedding! Sheld told him about it last month when Carolyn called - but
now that she thought about it, she'd been surprised at hislack of reaction. Hed grumbled and made a
few sarcastic remarks, but he hadn't refused to go or even made a serious objection toiit.

Suddenly she was so mad she fdt like smashing something. He was so damn sure of himself - so sure that
she'd do just exactly what he said. It was her fault, too. She dways gave in to him, sooner or later. More
often sooner.

Widl, she wasn't going to give in thistime. Sheld go to the wedding, just like sheld planned - and
promised. And she wouldn't snesk out of the reception the minute it started, either. Sheld stay awhile
and talk to Tony. It had been years since sheld seen him, and talking on the phone just wasn't the same.

She couldn't totally break with her usud habit, though. Sheld stay up packing al night when she got back.
They would still be ready to leave tomorrow. Maybe that would satisfy Michagl and he wouldn't stay
angry with her for long.

Maybe not. But for once, she'd take the chance.

**

"Hdlo. I'm Seth Worthington.”

Tony shook his hand and answered, "I'm Tony Fiore." He didn't bother adding " Carolyn's ex- husband,”
because Seth probably dready knew that. Y ou have alovely home."

The well-dressed man who so fit his surroundings smiled. "Thank you. We likeit. The ceremony will be
in the tent right off the patio. It'l be a two o'clock and the usherswill ask everyoneto go out thereafew
minutes early. In the meantime, we've put afew snacks out, and please make yoursdf comfortable.”

"I'm supposed to meet some friends. Do you happen to know if Brittany and Michadl Stone are here
ye?'

Seth frowned dightly. "I haven't seen them. It's still early, though.”

He nodded. "They'll probably be along any minute. I guess I'll go watch for them." He moved toward a
small window that looked out on the street, although now he remembered that Brittany wasrarely early



for anything. She and Michael would likely arrive just before the ceremony.

Hewaited until nearly everyone else had gone outside, but till no Brittany and Michadl. He took a seat
near the back of the tent and marveled at the size of the crowd. Carolyn had said it would bea"small”
wedding - well, maybe it wasin comparison to theirs al those years ago in the Catholic Churchin
Newport, but there must be seventy-five or a hundred people here.

Brittany did into the seet next to him and flashed him asmile in the moment of silence before the wedding
march started. He returned it half-heartedly, shocked at her tense expression and the worry linesit made
so noticeable. To cover his concern, he peered over her shoulder to catch aglimpse of the bride.

Carolyn was beautiful; there was no other word for it. Normaly, attractive was amore accurate
description of her, but today her happiness spilled out in such radiance that he found himsalf smiling. For
her, certainly, because she deserved it. But for himself, too. Maybe he would someday find aloveto
transform hislife, alove like shedd found. A love that would fill the emptiness sheld I eft behind, but one
that would do more than that. A love the two of them had never felt for each other.

The ceremony passed quickly. Hed wondered for days how held fed. Would it be likelosing her al over
again to see her make her vows with Scott? Surprisingly, it didn't hurt. She was his best friend and he
wasthrilled for her happiness. But till, he felt numb - and more than alittle jedl ous. He wanted to fed the
way heimagined shefdt today, like hislifewas only beginning and full of infinite possibilities.

The new couple was introduced to the assembled well wishers and he joined wholeheartedly in the burst
of applause that greeted them. Brittany looked over, wearing atroubled frown. He didn't need to wonder
if shed changed her mind. Shewas still angry with Carolyn for leaving him, and she till thought he was
denying histrue fedings about their divorce.

When they returned to the house for the reception, Tony looked around. "Where's Michad ? | figured
maybe he'd gone to park the car and was stuck in the back during the ceremony.”

"Oh, no. It turns out he couldn't make it today.” She quickly changed the subject. "I'm so glad to see you,
Tony! It must have been . . ." Shefrowned in concentration.

He supplied the answer, "More than four years. | haven't seen either of you since you moved to San
Francisco.”

She nodded, il looking more serious than held ever seen her. "That'sright. | really wish you didntt live
so far away." Shelooked at al the people surrounding them and asked, "Do you know anyone here
other than Carolyn?"

Perversdy, he said, "Wall, I've met Scott a couple of times, but | can't say | know him."
She looked shocked, as held known she would. "Where did you meet him?'

"Out here. | don't know if | told you, but we bought a distributor up in Olympialast year, 0 I've spent a
fair amount of timein Washington State recently. Sometimes, when I'm there for aweek or so, | drive
down to see Carolyn. Scott's around once in awhile, which isonly naturd ."

"But how can you - | mean, he's the reason you're not married any longer. I'd think . . ."

He smiled dightly, redizing that he/d wanted this opportunity to make Britt understand. "1 know, Biritt.
But Carolyn loves him and he makes her happy. That's what matters most to me." There was more he
wanted to say, but thiswas no place to get into such an intensaly persond discussion. "I know her family,
too, of course, and I'd better go say hello.”



"Il gowith you."

TheKdleysweredl perfectly pleasant but distant, greeting Brittany with considerably more enthusiasm
than Tony. They gave no sign that held ever been part of their family. He knew Carolyn would have
emphasized that he wasn't to blame for their divorce, but he supposed they'd assumed he actualy was.
They certainly would never have believed the truth - that Carolyn, the life-long good girl, had fallenin
love with another man. And Tony wasn't about to tell them that their brand-new son-in-law had been
both the cause of the divorce and the one who'd broken Carolyn's heart by abandoning her.

As soon asthey could, he and Brittany excused themsalvesto get adrink. He took an aready- poured
glass of champagne from the bar, but Brittany settled for sparkling fruit juice. "1 haveto drive back
tonight." Her eyebrows drew together, giving her agrim look that seemed totaly unlike her.

He couldn't politely ignore her distress any longer. She might say the problem was none of his business,
but he had to ask. He steered her into an dcove between the living room and the sunroom and
commented, "Y ou seem kind of uptight today."

Brittany sighed, and just when he thought she might answer, she suddenly plastered on afake smile.
"Carolyn!" Thetwo women hugged and Brittany added, "That'salovely dress.”

He added, " Such agood color on you, babe." Mint-green always brought out the turquoise of her eyes.
While she hugged him, she murmured, "Thanks for coming, Tony. It meansalot to me."
It did to him, too, but histhroat wastoo tight to say 0.

Scott stood uncertainly behind Carolyn for amoment longer; then Carolyn stepped to one sde and
introduced him. "Britt, I'd like you to meet Scott.”

They shook hands, but Brittany's smile wasn't very encouraging, so Tony offered agreeting. "Good to
See you again, Scott. And congratulations. | hope you'll be very happy.”

Scott said, "Thanks. I'm surewe will," but his voice sounded strained.

Carolyn barreled ahead somewhat desperately, "I'll give you acall sometime, Britt. Now that you and
Michael are nearby, we should get together.”

Brittany grimaced. "Well, actudly, were heading back to Cdiforniatomorrow. Well ill have the house
up here, though, so well be back onceinawhile.”

Hadn't she said they were moving to Myrtle Beach, the last time they talked? No, not exactly, he
remembered. Sheld said it wasn't definite, that they werelooking at al their options. HEd just assumed
they'd do it, based on knowing how much Britt loved the ocean and Martha's Madness, the house she'd
just inherited. No wonder she seemed strange today!

Carolyn looked quizzicaly a Tony. "I thought yousad . . ."
He shrugged. "I guess| misunderstood.”

They al seemed frozen in place. Brittany broke the impasse by saying, "1 probably gave you the wrong
impression, Tony. I'd hoped that Michadl and | would stay and start asmall businessin Myrtle Beach.”
With atight smile, she added, "But hopes and redity aren't the same thing. So unfortunately, I'm going to
have to hit the road real soon. Michad's back there packing, and | need to help him so we can leave
tomorrow."



He couldn't let her leave before they talked. He knew Brittany well enough to know that more was
involved than she was saying. He turned to Carolyn. "I'm sorry, but | need to leave, too, babe. | flew out
thismorning, so it'sdready been along day for me."

If he didn't know Carolyn so well, he wouldn't have noticed the way she blinked quickly, like she'd been
dapped. Her cheeks reddened, and after amoment, she said, "That's okay. The important thing isthat
you came." Tony promised himsdf that held explain his abrupt departure the next time they talked.

"Be sure to sSgn the guest book before you leave," Scott added, dipping hisarm around Carolyn'swaist
and giving her asqueeze.

After he was sure they were out of earshot, Tony said, "I've got a suite over by 1-5 and 217. Do you
have timeto stop off and talk for afew minutes?'

Brittany studied hisface for amoment, then nodded. "I can spare about that long.”

Shefollowed hisrental car to the hotel and was silent as they walked through the lobby and rode the
elevator up to hisfloor. She sank into achair in the living room of the two-room suite and sighed, but il
sad nothing.

"Britt, what's the matter?"

Sheglanced up a him with arueful smile. "I'm being pretty obvious, | guess. ThethingisI'm just not
ready to leave Myrtle Beach - and | can't face looking for ajob, either. But Michagl's due back at work
onthefirst of April .. ."

"Theideaof sarting abusinessthere didn't work?'

She shook her head. "Not redlly. See, one of the main reasons we came up hereis because | was so
down. Aunt Marthadied late in October and, while | was ill dedling with that, | got downsized. They
had outplacement counsalorsand dl, but - well, | guess| got caught in the grief phase and couldn't do
anything productive about anything.”

"Thegrief phase?"

"Y ou haven't heard about that?' She smiled alittle more naturally and continued, 1 guess you don't need
to, working for the family company. But basically, somebody decided awhile back that losing your jobis
alot like having somebody closeto you die. Y ou go through a bunch of phases, like dishelief and grief
and anger, and eventually you get to acceptance. Except that | didn't. I'd just Sit in our apartment and
dare at the wals, and even buying groceries or fixing dinner was too complicated.”

"That sounds awful." He remembered feding alittle like thet, right after Carolyn left. Hed had Brittany
and Michad to help, though.

She nodded. "It was. So Michad's Christmas present to me was this vacation. He's been working at the
same place for four years now, so he'd managed to save up alot of time off, and they're not very busy
right after New Y ear's, so hisbosslet himtakeit dl off at once." She paused, blinking and gulpingin air.
"That was s0 sweet of him! It'shelped alot, too. . ."

Her voice sounded wistful and vulnerable, very unlike the usua Brittany. He wanted to help somehow,
evenif dl he could do was hold her and assure her that everything would be dl right. But holding her was
impossible, too. Words would have to do. "Maybe when you get back home, you'll fedl better about
being there."



She blinked one last time and sat up Straighter, something that only emphasized the way the chair
overwhelmed her petite size. "'I'm sure you're right, and | apologize for dumping on you. Now, what's
going on with you? We haven't talked for a couple of months."

He shrugged. "Nothing new. The subsidiary in Olympiaisour tenth one, and I'min charge of al of them.
My brother Robbie works with me, but he's got a couple of kids, so | do mogt of the Sitevisits. That's
what I'm doing next week, actually. I'm going to drive around the Olympic Peninsulatomorrow and
Sunday, spend Monday and Tuesday at the sitein Olympia, fly cross-country Wednesday, and spend
Thursday and Friday in North Carolina.”

"How'syour socid life? Or do | even need to ask?”'

She dways got around to asking that eventudly. Asdid Carolyn and at least hdf of hisfamily. They dl
figured that if he wasn't dating, he wasn't over Carolyn yet. But that wasn't true. "'I'm on the road so much

She punched hisarm lightly. "Don't give methat. Y ou could maketime, if you wanted to." She seemed
about to say more, but then she shook her head reluctantly. "Damn. | redlly haveto go, Tony, but this has
been way too short.” With asudden grin, she asked, "L ook, how about if you come out to Marthas
Madness with me?1'd love to have you see the place, and we could talk lots more.”

"But you're leaving tomorrow, and you haveto pack." He didn't mention Michael, not knowing apolite
way to say that Michadl so often seemed jealous of their friendship.

She frowned intently for afew seconds, apparently thinking some ideathrough. "Packing won't redly
take dl that long, and I'm going to do it right when | get back. Michael likesto makethe drive at night, so
we'd have al day tomorrow to talk and walk on the beach and al. HEll probably be glued tothe TV, so
hewouldn't mind."

Hefdt sure that she was making overly optimistic assumptions about packing and Michadl's reaction, but
al that really mattered was that she was reaching out to him for support and friendship. He said, "If
youresure. . ."

She nodded and bounced out of her seat. "I am. Oh, Tony, thisll be great! I'll just draw youamapin
case we get separated on the drive - " She pulled open the drawer on the small desk and grabbed a
piece of hotel stationary and a pen, then started sketching.

"If you're going to the trouble of doing thet, | think 1'd like to drive out first thing in the morning. My
body's «till on East Coast time, you know. | can probably leave here about seven, so well still have
plenty of time. And if something comes up, you can give meacal not to come." Something like Michagl
throwing afit, for example, something he'd been known to do.

Her mood shifted back to somber. "That's agood idea."

CHAPTER TWO

Brittany took the curvesin the road through the mountains faster than waswise. Now that she was on the
road, she was desperate to get back to Martha's Madness. She had so much to do before they could
leavel Sheld better use thistime to make amenta list of everything and plan how shed accomplishit.

Asshed told Tony, packing wouldn't be too bad. They'd only brought clothes and books with them, and
she could leave the books she'd read behind. Michael undoubtedly thought it would take a considerable
number of hoursto pack their clothes, but sheld done aton of packing over the years and knew



differently.

The more difficult part was closing up the house. Sheld never been there when Aunt Martha closed up
the house for the winter, but she knew it wasfairly complicated. In addition, she needed to clear out the
refrigerator and freezer, clean the rooms they'd been using, and wash their sheets and towels.

Wait aminute. Maybe she didn't. Aunt Martha always had aloca man, Fred Pool, watch the house
while she was away. He dso handled any needed repairs. His daughter Angela, who'd become agood
friend over thelast few months, had often cleaned for Aunt Martha. Sheld see about hiring them to clean
and close up the house. Michadl would be annoyed at her spending money for something she could do
hersdlf, but she didn't have timeto learn what to do and how to do it in the next twenty-four hours. The
house belonged to her, anyway, so it wasn't redlly any of Michagl's business.

Shelaughed, abit hystericaly. What aludicrousidea- that Michagl might accept that something shedid
wasn't hisbusiness! Especialy since he must be furious with her dready, and would be even more ticked
off when shetold him Tony wascoming . . .

Wadll, damnit, shewasticked off that hed moved their departure two days earlier. Besdes which, it had
been rude to refuse to go to Carolyn's wedding at the last minute like that. Since he obvioudy assumed
he could get away with crap like that, she wasn't going to back away from her perfectly reasonable
plans.

A nagging cynica voicein the back of her head asked, "Oh, yeah? Y ou're redly going to stick to your
gunsthistime, as opposed to the last three thousand times? Even when Michael dicesyou up in that
viciousway of hisand makes you remember how much worse your life was before you met him?"

To slencethevoice, sheturned the radio on loud and sang along with the bouncy inoffensive songs on
thelocal station. From time to time, the announcer gave the weather report or read an ad about one of
theloca stores. He sounded completely sincere, and she had the sense that he was aregular customer of
each store he advertised.

Maybe that was part of why she loved the Oregon Coast so much. People seemed real and honest and
willing to accept each other, so unlike the self-obsessed people sheld known while growing up in LA and
inthe citiessheld lived in since. Unfortunatdly, that difference was at the heart of why Michad didn't fed
comfortable here.

The house was dark when she got there. Since Michael often watched TV in the dark, she wasn't too
surprised. Still, she crept silently into the bedroom, not wanting to wake him if he happened to be adeep

dready.

Hewasn't adeep. Nor was he watching TV. Hewasn't even in the room. She looked in the attached
bathroom, and that was empty, too. Had he gone out somewhere? But where, in atown he hated?

She hadn't been looking forward to degling with hisanger tonight, but &t least being yelled at was
something she understood. Now, she didn't know whether to fed relieved or scared - or angry.

Wéll, she guessed it didn't matter at the moment. He wasn't here this minute, so she'd start packing. She
could accomplish lots more without his constant interruptions. As she reached for the overhead light, she
noticed the answering machine light flashing and pressed the "Play” button.

"Bitch!" Michagl's voice snarled out of the machine at her. "Y ou've got ahell of anerve prancing off to
that damn wedding the minute my back was turned. Y ou knew damn well | wouldn't have let you go,
and don't you try and claim different. I'm sure as hell not going to St around waiting for you, either. |



grabbed afew clothesand I'll be home by morning. Who knows? Maybe thetripll mellow me out alittle
- you'd better hope S0, ‘cause I'm more pissed a you than ever, and that's saying alot. Y ou've obvioudy
forgotten that I'm your husband and you promised to ‘love, honor, and obey' me. Y ou owe meahdl of a
lot of dl three, and don't you forget it!"

She knew just what he'd looked like when he recorded that message - his face so tight with anger that his
eyesbulged, his hands clenched into fists at his sdes, and hiswhole body puffed up, making hisdight

56" build seem immense. She found that she'd backed away from the machine, asif it was Michadl
himsdf. She blinked a couple of times and groped her way to the lovesest.

Why had she gone? It couldn't have been worth upsetting Michael so incredibly much. Sure, shed
accepted Carolyn's wedding invitation, but her college roommate would have gotten aong just fine today
without her. And Tony had been happy to see her, but he hadn't seemed to need her support like shed
expected. Maybe sheld gone as away of rebelling against Michad's decison to leavefor Cdifornia
tomorrow.

Y es, that wasit. Sheldd been angry with him, yet not willing to talk the issue through. The maturething
would have been to wait until he got back and explain how shefdt. Instead, she seized on the wedding
asasymbol - astupid one, too. Going to the wedding against Michael's wishes meant that she was
putting her friends above her marriage, when Michael wasthe only person other than Aunt Marthawho'd
ever redly loved her.

Shewas anidiot! No wonder Michael was angry. She desperately wished she hadn't argued against him
getting acell phonelast fal. At the time, sheld been worried about the money - he wanted afancy digita
onethat cost acouple of hundred dallars, plus anot-inggnificant monthly feein addition to airtime. But if
she hadn't been such a penny-pincher, she could have called him right now to apologize. He wouldn't
forgive her right away - and he shouldn', given the outrageousness of her behavior - but she could
explain why she'd doneit, how sorry shewas, and how sheld makeit up to him.

Shed cal the apartment and leave amessage there, instead. It wouldn't be as good astalking to him
directly, and after driving al night, he might be even angrier by the time he arrived, but it wasthe best she
could do. And when she got anew job, sheld buy him the best cell phonein the universe, just to remind
him how much sheloved him.

"Hi, Michadl. Please call when you get in, even if it'sthe middle of the night. I'm really sorry about today.
| know you're mad, and you deserveto be. | redly do love you, honey, and | promise I'll makeit up to
you. | hope your trip went well, and again, please cal meright away. | hatefor usto be a oddslike this."
She made aface as she hung up. That wasn't avery good message. Sheld call back and leave another
one - if she could figure out what to say. He wouldn't be there for hours, o she had plenty of timeto
think of something better.

Sheld pack while she thought. It was more urgent than ever to leave tomorrow. Taking to Michad on the
phonewasdl well and good, but hed never truly forgive her until she wastherewith him. If she didn't
need to talk to Fred and Angela about cleaning and closing up the house, sheld leave tonight.

Oh. Tony was due in the morning. Maybe she should call him and tell him not to come - it wasn't too late
to do that tonight. Y es, it was. Hed flown in from Rhode Idand today, so he might have gone to bed
early. Sheld get up early in the morning and call, instead.

By the time she finished packing, she was exhausted, but aso encouraged at the progress she'd made.
Sheld have to wait until at least nine o'clock to contact Fred and Angela, being that it was a Saturday
morning. She could get alot of cleaning done after calling Tony, and that would save money. It would



aso make her departure seem less abrupt, and therefore, less embarrassing. She hated the pitying way
people looked a her when she changed her plans at the last minute to please Michadl. It was none of
their businesswhat went on ingde their marriage - and if more people were willing to compromise with
their spouses the way she did, thered be awhole lot fewer divorces.

She'd had doubts about how much deep sheld get, but shefell adeep even before she had achanceto
miss Michadl'swarm presence next to her. She opened her eyes sometime around five and wondered
why he hadn't called. Wouldn't he be there by now? But her musing about whether the answering
machine had mafunctioned and maybe she should cal again were short-circuited by the lulling murmur of
the wavesjust outside.

The darm woke her at six-fifteen. Tony had said held leave about seven, so shed cal himin afew
minutes. Except . . . What kind of friend was she, anyway? She saw the guy for thefirst timein years
yesterday, and she wasted the whole time whining about her problems. She wasn't the one with abroken
heart - he was. Maybe he didn't want to hear any advice about putting the past behind him, but he sure
needed it. He couldn't | et the years keep dipping by, while he became progressively more lonely and
unhappy. With Carolyn findly married to Scott, Tony couldn't keep waiting for her to come back to him.
Brittany figured that Carolyn must be aworld-classidiot to trade Tony for any other guy, but she had,
and that was that.

No, shedd keep to the origind timetable. Sheld spend the next few hours doing all the cleaning she could
manage, then later in the day sheld call Fred and Angela about closing up the house. Therest of thetime
sheld devote to Tony, with the side benefit of having another opportunity to enjoy the sights and sounds
of Myrtle Beach and Martha's Madness. She'd miss them more than ever, once she got back to San
Francisco.

She was careful not to stray too far from the phone, hoping Michadl would call. She'd assumed that he
left mid-afternoon yesterday, in which case he should have gotten there afew hours ago. But he might
have waited severa hoursfor her to come back first, making his angry message even more
understandable than it dready was. Alternatively, he sometimes got deepy on along drive. When they
traveled together, ether in the same car or following each other, they'd stop aong the side of the road
and take a short walk or eat a snack. He might have opted for anap while driving alone.

She decided to think positively about the situation. It was pointless to worry about whether Michael
would still be furious, or whether held refuseto call. Sheld be with him tomorrow morning. That would be
soon enough to fix things.

Tony arrived alittle before nine. "L ook, Britt, I've been thinking. | realy can't impose mysdlf on you
today. Just give me aquick tour of the place - I'm too curious after dl your storiesto pass up the chance
- and I'll hit theroad. I'll drive up the coast and nose around, pretty much like I'd been planning.”

He looked determined, so she wouldn't outright argue with him. She'd just draw out the tour until they
garted talking serioudy. "Well start on thisfloor - well, actudly, right here. Did you seethe 'Marthas
Madness sign?' She pointed at the polished wood plague just above the front doorbell. "Uncle Harry
carved it himsdf."

"It'sgreat. | know you've said why the houseis cdled that, but | don't remember.”

She had to amile. "Well, Aunt Martha and Uncle Harry happened to come to Myrtle Beach on their
honeymoon - they drove up the coast from San Diego al the way to the Canadian border. But Myrtle
Beach wastheir favorite, and they came back here for aweek at the end. Hewas a builder in Texas and
aready partialy retired. They weren'tin ahurry to get back to Texas because it was till summer and



Aunt Marthadidn't like the heet. | guess he saw afor-sale sign on this property when they were out
driving one day, and he said he ought to buy it because ocean-front land here would be worth amint
someday. Aunt Marthasaid sheld liketo live here, but he didn't want to move away from Texas
permanently. He had grown kids from a previous marriage and wanted to see them frequently.”

"He must have been in hisforties or so, then. How old was she?' He seemed extraordinarily interested in
her story. Maybe he was just watching her closely to see whether she was still weird like sheld been
yesterday.

She gestured for him to comein, and led him into the living room. As dways, she paused the moment she
caught sight of the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out at the beach. Tony caught his breeth - she'd
known he'd appreciate the beauty. "I think he was fifty-two and she was forty-one. Anyway, they
compromised by living here during the hot summer months and in Texasthe rest of the year. He designed
and built the house for her, exactly the way she wanted it. And that'swhy it got its name - Aunt Marthas
family thought the whole ideawas crazy. Having someplace to stay here during the summerswas
extravagant enough, but building ahouse like this? It has three - well, redly five - bedrooms updtairs, plus
asuper master suite down here. And that's only the start! She never had any kids, so it seemed like a
gigantic waste of money and effort. People started caling it Marthals Madness behind her back, but once
she heard about it, that's what she called it, too."

Tony laughed. "That'sright. | remember now. Y our Uncle Harry made the Sign to prove just how little
ether of them cared about anybody e s&'s opinion.”

Shefdt ridiculoudy pleased that he'd remembered part of astory shetold him fifteen years ago, on their
one and only date. The phone rang right then, before she had a chance to respond. "L ook around whilel
get that.”

She dashed into the bedroom and shut the door, sure that this must be Michadl. "Hello?"
"Y ou packed yet?" It was, and miraculoudy, he didn't sound particularly angry.

"Michadl, I'm so glad you called! Did you just get in?* Suddenly, she remembered to answer his question.
"And yes, | have things packed up."

"Grest - you'll be home tonight, then. I'll get you something to go from Leo'swhen | go there for dinner.
God, it is so gresat to be home!”

She hated to disturb his good mood, but she had to correct his assumption. "Actudly, it'll be morning
before | get there. | still haven't done anything about closing up the house - "

"lsn't that what you've got what's-his-name and Angelafor?”

How ironic. Sheld been worried that he wouldn't approve of her hiring them, and it turned out he was
expecting her to do exactly that! "Well, | haven't talked to them yet. | didn't want to call too early . . ."

"Jesus, Britt! Y ou're gonnahaveto pay them - you can damn well cal them at nine o'clock on Saturday
morning."

"l guess." Shedidn't want to tell him about Tony'svistt, feding alittle didoyd for having invited him, but
she had no choice. "I'll leave sometime this afternoon. Tony's here right now - he wanted atour after all
thetimesin school | talked about Martha's Madness. Helll be heading up toward Olympia later today,
and I'll hit the road then, too."

Hedidn't respond for severa seconds, then grumbled, "I should have known. What is it about him that's



got you dl hot and bothered?"

"Tony'smy friend! And he hasn't gotten over Carolyn yet, and . . ." She wished she could believe
Michael was actudly listening to her explanation.

He snorted and she knew he hadn't been. "Y eah, right. Tell you what, Britt baby. You just stay up there
and play with your little friend. In fact, stay overnight and get him to scratch that itch of yours.”

"Michad! Stop being horrid - "

"Well, stop lying to me, bitch. Y ou've had the hots for him aslong as I've known you, and I'm getting
damn sick of it. The only reason you're till al moony over himis'cause you haven't been to bed with him
yet." That vicious voice of his made the words sound even worse.

She had to make him stop. "Shut up! Y ou're making things up, and you're being mean, and - "

"Can't stand to hear the truth, can you?' He laughed harshly. "Hell, do it or don't do it, whatever you
want - just don't show up down here until after noon tomorrow. I'm gonna party tonight, and I won't be
doing it done" He hung up.

She dided hisnumber and let it ring twenty times, but he never answered.

*%*

Tony stared out a the beach, mesmerized by the sunlight glittering aong the tops of the waves asthey
lapped at the beach. The setting was superb, and the little he'd seen of the house seemed pretty gredt,
too. He could easily see why Brittany would hate to leave here.

He couldn't tell much about her state of mind today. She wasn't quite asjumpy as she'd been at the
wedding, but her focus on him seemed forced somehow. Obvioudly, it was forced, which only went to
prove what he'd said afew minutes ago - he had no business here today. She had a million things on her
mind, and at least haf of them were probably related to Michael. He didn't have to be ageniusto see
that their relationship was going through what held heard politely caled "arough patch.” Hed better hurry
the tour along and get out of here.

And then, she came back into the room and he saw that the rough patch had just turned into aminefield.
She looked stunned and reached out to touch the raw wood paneling of the nearest wall, asthough she
needed its support. "I - | guesswell go upstairs now.”

He crossed quickly to where she was standing and put his hand on her arm. " Tdll me what's wrong and
how | can help.”

She caught her breath and stared straight at his chest. "What do you mean? Nothing'swrong.”

He clenched the fist that wasn't touching her, knowing that hisgut ingtinct of pulling her into hisarms
wasn't appropriate. Instead, hetilted her head back so she had to meet his gaze. " Something is very
wrong, Britt. If it's private between you and Michadl and you don't want to tell me, that's okay. I'll just
leave and you can get back to whatever you need to be doing. But otherwise, I'm not leaving this room
until wetak the Stuation through.”

Her eyesdowly filled with tears and shefinally let out ashaky sigh. "Okay. | guess- well, Michael and |
had afight yesterday about going to the wedding - " Her forehead creased with what looked like anger.
"He went out and | snuck out to the wedding while he was gone - " She blinked a couple of times. "He

left for Californiabefore | got back. | got all packed to leave tonight - " She gulped, then with her voice
risng hysericdly, shewailed, "But he just called, and now he says he's going out and getting laid tonight



and I'd better not show up until tomorrow afternoon!”

Tony didn't think, he just wrapped hisarms around her. She melted againgt his chest and clung to him for
acouple of minutes. The fragility of her petite body surprised him, and thinking about that made him
suddenly awarethat al of her wasn't petite. She had beautifully abundant breasts, and they were pressing
into him exquisitely. Aghast at reacting so ingppropriately to hisfriend's distress, heloosened his hold.

Shelooked up a him and smiled weakly. "I'm sorry. | don't usudly get al emotiond likethat." She
stepped out of hisarms and seemed about to |eave the room.

He stopped her with ahand on her arm again. "That's not much of an emotiona outburst, and we haven't
gtarted talking, so don't even think about continuing the tour.”

She giffened dightly in surprise, then stared quizzicaly a him. "What isthere to talk about? And what
kind of outburst were you expecting?'

Helaughed. "Thisis going to take awhile. Let's St down.” He sat on a sturdy high-back sofaand
Brittany in amatching wing chair that dwarfed her. "To answer your second question firdt, | wasn't
expecting anything in particular. But asfar as emotional outbursts go, you definitely need to take lessons
from my cousin Luce. If shegot arunin her pantyhose, shed react more than you just did.”

Brittany frowned, firgt in disbelief and then in confusion. "But why? What's the point?"

"It gets her plenty of atention, for onething. And if her husband's done something wrong, he ends up
crawling, too."

Shelooked down at thefloor. "Oh. Wdll, Michad's not like that."

Great. HEd made her fed worseinstead of better. "I'm sorry, Britt. | don't mean to make things more
difficult for you. It just seemslike you're kind of overwhelmed by dl the stuff that's happening right now,
and I'd liketo help."

"l don't see how you can. | mean, Michagl'sbeing apain, but it's not thefirst time. I'll just head down
there tomorrow and hope he decidesto forgive mefairly soon.”

The plaintive dgjection in her voice made him want to scream. "Why are you the one who needs
forgiving?'

"Because | went to the wedding when | wasn't supposed to - | was mad because he said we had to leave
for Cdiforniatoday instead of Monday, like I'd been expecting.”

"And then he was mad because of that, so he left right away?' He waited for her nod before continuing.
"But you've forgiven him for that already? And for the origind thing, too?'

She nodded again. "Sure. | know what you're going to say, and | know | let him have hisway an awful
lot. Thething isthat he redlly cares alot more about the detailsthan | do. Like with the dedl about going
to Cdliforniatwo days earlier - he hasto be a work on Wednesday, so we'd get therein plenty of timeif
we went on Monday night. But he wanted to be there a couple of days before going back to work, so
we could go to some of our favorite restaurants and things like that.”

"But you wanted to stay here another couple of days.”

She shrugged. "Wadll, yeah, but face it. Two extradays hereisn't going to change anything - I'm not
suddenly going to be ready to leave or whatever. But for him, it's the difference between being satisfied



with things or being pissed.”

He reminded himself that these traits were nothing new for Michael. He couldn't count the number of
times over the years the four of them had made plans, only to change them at the last minute because of
Miched. Brittany obvioudy loved Michael enough to bewilling to live her lifelikethis. Sdfishly, Tony
wished held never learned just how painful her life sometimeswas. "Did | hear you right earlier? Did
Michael redly say hewasgoingto. . ." He couldn't complete the question. How could any man lucky
enough to have Brittany even think about another woman?

She shifted nervoudy in her chair. "Y eah, and | guess|'m not sureif he meant it, either. | mean, hewas
mad because | waswaiting until tonight to leave, and ‘cause | said you were here. Normaly, I'd figure he
was just blowing off steam, but he's till pissed about yesterday, too, so.. . ."

"Hasheever - " Hewas horrified. "I'm sorry. | have no business asking that."

She grinned devilishly for amoment. "That'sokay. I'll just ask you something horribly persond inreturn.”
Sober again, shesaid, "1 don't think so. | told him it would be okay a couple of times, when wewerein
separate citiesfor months at atime, but he said he didn't want to.”

She didn't seem about to say anything more, so he asked, "Now what horribly personal thing about me
do you want to know?" Suddenly, he redlized that the obvious question was the same one - whether he
had cheated on Carolyn while they were married. And that was one he'd rather not answer, because it

would get them into a subject he and Brittany had never discussed, his sexua relationship with Carolyn.

With another grin, she answered, "I'll haveto think about it first. | wouldn't want to waste such agolden
opportunity. Now, are you as Sick of my persona problemsas| am? I'm ready to continue your tour,
and I'm hoping you wouldn't mind staying overnight.” Her smile faded into wistful yearning.

Tony marveled that held spent fifteen years thinking Brittany wasindomitable. Just in thelast day hed
seen how untrue that impression was, and now he wondered if there had ever been any truth to it. "Sure,
I'll say.”

CHAPTER THREE

Brittany continued the house tour with the second floor, aso known asthe guest floor. Three of the
bedrooms were virtualy identical, with the same furniture and an ocean-view window in each. Across
from them, on the street side of the house, was the shared bathroom. At the far end of the floor were two
larger bedrooms and another bath. Those bedrooms, where Aunt Martha's nieces and nephews had
stayed, were cdled "the girls dorm” and "the boys dorm," and they were furnished with haf-a-dozen
bunk beds apiece. The dorms aso looked out on the beach.

"Thisisan amazing design,” Tony commented. "I didn't think about it downgtairs, but al the important
rooms are on the ocean side of the house."

She nodded. "Aunt Martha wanted to always be able to look out and see the water, and she wanted that
for her guests, too. Even the kitchen has an ocean view - out aside window, but it'sthere. Let's go up
onemoreflight of gars.”

She purposefully didn't say anything more, and hurried to the top of the stairs so she could watch Tony's
face as he emerged into the lookout tower. His mouth dropped open and he turned completely around,
firgt quickly, then more dowly. "What isthis? A greenhouse or something?”"

"Wecdl it the lookout tower, because you can look out in any direction - even up.”



He approached one of the glasswalls and touched it tentatively. "It'sall glass?

"Except for some structura stuff. Uncle Harry came up with ared innovative design that solves most of
the technica problems - leaks and so forth. It was expensive to build and takes careful maintenance,
though, so not many people have copied it over the years.”

Hewalked along thewall, feding the surface with his hand, and looking out at the beach. Halfway around
the room, he turned to face her and said fervently, "If thiswas my house, I'd livein this one room."

Thetightnessin her chest melted away - atightness she hadn't noticed, but one that must have been there
for months. She amiled. "That'salittleimpractica, but | know what you mean. I've dwaysloved it, even
at night when | can't see much outside, but especially at sunset and sunrise. When I'd be herefor the
summer, Aunt Martha knew she could dways find me up here. Therest of the family would be out on the
beach whenever possible - and | love the beach, too - but thisroomiis.. . ."

"Itsmagic.”

She nodded, surprised to find that her throat wastoo full of emotion to speak. She amost never cried,
nor wanted to, and sheld come close twicein thelast hour. It must be the Situation with Michadl that was
making her so sengitive today.

Tony watched her, his expression growing more troubled the longer she didn't speak. Findly, he said,
"Y ou know, I'd kind of liketo go for awak on the beach, if you don't mind. | heard on theradio that it's
probably going to rain later in the day, so maybe | should go now."

She cleared her throat. "Grest idea. I'll go put on my beach shoes - and do you have ajacket to wear?
Thewind'still pretty bitter thistime of year." He looked surprised and she redlized that he might not
have intended to invite her dong. "We don't have to stick together or anything, if you'd rather not."

He smiled. "It'sup to you. Persondly, I'd love some company, aswell asthe loan of ajacket, if you have
an extra. My raincoat won't help much againgt thewind.”

A couple of minutes|ater, they went out the diding glass door from the living room onto the main deck.
She led the way down to the hard-packed sand near the water, then turned south, away from town, like
sheusudly did. It hardly mattered a the end of March like this, especialy sincethe main part of Myrtle
Beach was close to amile away, and there were unlikely to be many people on the beach anywherein
the vicinity. That habit had been formed during her childhood summers here, first when she was busy
avoiding her cousins Ralph and Richie, and later when she discovered how annoying it wasto be
patronized by aunts and uncles she barely knew.

They walked dong quickly, and for the most part, silently. The few times either of them spoke, it was
through wind-chilled cheeks and lips, and the extra effort required to enunciate made the conversation
seem somewhat unreal. She intended to take Tony to the end of the beach, about three- quarters of a
mile south of the house, thinking held be interested in seeing the spot where the smooth flat beach turned
into rocky coastline. It started raining before they even got close, though, and she could tell therain
would only get harder for the next couple of hours. They hurried back to the house, Tony grabbed his
garment bag from the car, and both changed into dry clothes.

Brittany lit afirelog and flopped onto the floor in front of thefire. Tony grabbed a pillow and joined her,
groaning as hetried to get comfortable. "I may never be able to get up, you know."

"Comeon. You'rein better shape than that." At least, he used to be. "Y ou ill do alot of sailing, don't
you?'



He shook his head. "Not redly. The guysin Newport | crewed for have given up on me because I'm
never around when they have arace. | go out sometimes with customers, but that's primarily business,
and someone else sailsthe boat while | sit back and enjoy theride.”

"That'stoo bad. | know you enjoyed it." She was amazed that the conversation she'd been determined to
have with him had started amost on itsown. "Tony, you don't seem very happy with your life.”

He paused afew seconds, frowning dightly. "Happy's kind of anebulousword, it seemsto me. If you
mean am | ecgtatic with how things are going, you'reright, I'm not. But I'm not unhappy, ether.”

Shedidn't believe that for aminute. "What's so grest about your life now, if you don't mind my asking?'

He moved back afew inches and rested his back against the carved wooden leg of anearby chair. "My
career, for onething."

She wanted to say that his career didn't count, but for all she knew, his career was part of what was
wrong. "l don't buy that. Y ou've been busting your assfor - what? - thirteen years, isn't it? | aways
thought you were supposed to run the place the minute you grew up, but I don't see that happening.”

He sighed patiently. " Sure, I'm going to take over eventualy, but not until Grandmother's ready to retire.
And maybe you don't think it's such ahuge dedl, but I'm in charge of the whole company except the
origind sitein Newport. | think | mentioned that we have ten other sites, and they bring in 75% of our net
profits. When | got out of college, we only had the one warehouse, so | think | have plenty to be proud
of, career-wise."

His smplerecitation of facts made her redize how little she and Michagl had accomplished in nearly the
same number of years. They'd made enough money to live on, fairly comfortably most of thetime, and
that wasit. Neither of them had spent long enough at any company, nor had asignificant- enough
position, to do anything truly meaningful. "I'm sorry, Tony. | didn't mean - well, | didn't know dl that, and
| agree you've accomplished alot. Still, it kind of seemslike nothing's changed dl that much over the
years. You'redill traveling constantly, and that doesn't give you much of achance to have anormal home
life"

He haf-amiled. "l wouldn't be having anorma homelife, anyway."

"When | asked about your socid life, you said you were on the road too much. And, as| said then, you
could maketimefor it, if you wanted to.”

"Yeah." Hisvoice was so flat and he didn't say anything elsefor so long that she was afraid he'd shut her
out. Findly, helooked straight at her and said, "I know you think I'm gtill in love with Carolyn, and that's
why | haven't gotten married again. That'swhat most of my family thinks, too, but it isn't the truth. | think
the problem isthat I'm too much of aperfectionist. | want it al thistime - somebody | love
wholeheartedly who loves me the same way. And no amount of trying can make that happen unlessit's
meant to."

Brittany'sinsides ached with his pain, but at the same time atiny bit of anger tried to work itsway to the
surface. She couldn't imagine having the luxury to insist on such pure and complete love. Sheld needed
love so desperately for so many yearsthat having any, no matter how flawed, was cause for gratitude.

Hesighed. "But | have to admit the chances of achieving that are pretty dim. And you'reright; it'slonely
without someone. Plusthe family's after medl the timeto settle down and havekids- " Herolled his
eyesdramaticaly. "Especiadly Grandmother. Sometimes| think she'swaiting to retire until | produce an
heir."



She gritted her teeth intently, stifling the urge to scream a him. There were no words to the scream - just
sheer sound - and she didn't understand why she felt the need so strongly. The emotion behind the
scream was al so unclear, but it filled her whole body so full she couldn't catch her breath.

She shook hersdf mentaly. Obvioudy, her difficulties with Michagl were upsetting her more than she
realized. Shetook severa deep breaths and reminded hersdlf that Tony was afriend, not afoe, and
definitely not part of the problem. "Wéll, Tony, you're certainly not going to find someone - perfect or not
- without devoting some energy to the search. Promise me you'l go out with one new woman every
month for the rest of the year."

He stared at her, seeming to wonder if she was serious, for afew seconds. Findly, he nodded. "I'll do
that. Maybeit'll even work - who knows?'

Shefdt oddly let down. They'd talked about hislife, and he'd agreed to do as she requested, but the
conversation dtill felt rather remote. They were friends, and she didn't have the feding he was
purposefully being aoof, but he wasn't sharing hisemotions, ether. Of course, she hadn't shared hers
with him earlier, so she could hardly blame him.

She craned her neck to look past the furniture and out the diding glass door. When she couldn't see well
enough, she scrambled to her feet and peered out. Therain hadn't totally stopped, but the western sky
showed patches of blue. "Are you up for adrive? The Three Capes are pretty spectacular during and
after agtorm.”

"That sounds grest - if | can get up." He reached a hand out toward her, as though he wanted her to pull
himto hisfest.

Shetook his hand, then stood over him and redlized how impossible the task would be. If he pulled on
her, instead of being able to brace herself and help him up, shed end up faling right on top of him. For a
moment, though, she hoped held do exactly that. If shelanded in hislap, he'd hold her safe and secure,
and she could cling to him, if shewanted to. Maybe their lips would even brush againgt each other's . . .

He smiled, amogt like he knew what she wasimagining, and gave her hand a gentle squeeze before
releasing it. "It would never work." Sheturned away from him, knowing and hating the truth of his
words.

Their scenic drive took the whole afternoon. The Three Capes were just south and west of Tillamook,
thesmadll city only ashort drive south of Myrtle Beach. There were countless placesto stop for aglimpse
of the ocean, and they stopped at dmost every single one. Each was different - sometimesthey could
only seeasmadl patch of water, other times adramatic cliff seemingly surrounded by churning foam, and
still other times, an unspoiled beach far below their vantage point. Once, Tony pointed at alargerock a
small distance from shore and said, "I've seen that rock on calendars.” A few miles|ater, she pointed out
asmilar rock, and they couldn't decide which rock was the famous one - or even whether it was
definitely one of the two.

Thewind wasincredibly strong, and Brittany wondered whether agust might actualy be powerful
enough to lift her off her feet. Every time she got back into the car after being outside for a minute or two,
shesat in her seat, stunned and blinking, for afew seconds. Even then, her senses stayed wide-open and
dert and shefdt an amogt-€lectric exhilaration that faded only gradualy.

When they got back to town, they stopped at thelocal pizza placefor dinner. It wasn't afancy restaurant
- it had probably started life as an ice-cream stand, and been remodel ed and enlarged numerous times
snce. They served good pizza and draft beer, though, and that was what she cared aboui.



Shortly after their pitcher of beer arrived, Brittany caught aglimpse of Angelawaiting for an order at the
counter. She cdled out and Angela came over to their table.

"Hi, Brittany - " Shelooked at Tony, then away, obvioudy not sure what to say to him or about him.
"Angda, I'd like you to meet Tony. Hesan old friend."

Tony offered hishand to Angela. "It's nice to meet you."

She nodded, looking dightly stunned. ™Y ou, too."

Brittany said, "I'm glad you happened to comein just now, Angela. | intended to call you earlier today,
but | forgot."

"I wasn't home, anyway. I'm working Saturdays now."

"Wadl, it turnsout I'll beleaving for Cdiforniatomorrow sometime. Michael had to leave yesterday, and
I've packed and cleaned, but | don't know how to close up the house. Do you suppose | could hire you
and your dad to help mewith that?'

Angelas mouth bunched into a pout, but she nodded. "I guess. I'll have to ask Dad, but we could
probably come over after church tomorrow, if that's okay."

Sheld hoped to leave town by then, but meeting with Angelaand her father was something she needed to
do. And the extrafew hours weren't likely to make Michagl much angrier than he already was. "That
would befine. | don't need to leave until late afternoon.”

"| thought you were going to stay up here - remember, you said you'd help me learn computers?”

Brittany sighed. "I know, Angela, and I'm sorry. | wish | could stay, but I've got to go back to San
Francisco and find anew job."

She mumbled, "It'sokay. | better go - Dad and Kevin can't tand it if the pizzas even the dightest bit
cold."

Tony said their pizzawas excdlent, but Brittany didn't think it had much taste. She only ate a couple of
pieces, but she made up for that by drinking more than haf the beer. Two glasses was her usud limit, and
although she didn't conscioudly set out to overdo, she dso didn't careif she did. She had to leave here
tomorrow, and Michael'sidea of welcoming her home would probably include ranting at her for every
mistake sheld made in the last three months. She deserved some fun.

She dmost fell adeep on the short drive back to the house, but she was determined to stay awake and
enjoy her last evening at Martha's Madness. Shelit another firdog, sat in front of the fire, and searched
through her mind for asafe subject for conversation. Nothing about either of their lives now, that wasfor
sure, and tonight, even memories of the yearsthey'd dl spent at Brown would be painful. "Tony, tell me
about how your family celebrates Christmas.”

Helaughed. "Food - that's al you need to know. More of it in one place than you can possibly imagine -
and then you go to somebody e se's house and they've got just as much. And you can never go anywhere
empty-handed, either - you take a cake and maybe some cookies or a pan of lasagna - whatever."

"Who ests dl the food?"

"Everybody. | suppose even then it doesn't al get eaten, but alot of it does. The whole family'sthere,



too,s0..."

He continued talking, but she couldn't make out the words anymore. She floated in space, warmed by
thefire and seduced by hisvoice. Shefet safe, and for the moment, she could imagine what it would be
like to be loved wholeheartedly, by someone who she loved the same way.

"Britt."
She discovered her eyes were closed, and she didn't have the energy to open them. "What?'
"Britt, wake up. Y ou need to get up and go to bed."

"Nuh-uh." Shetried to ignore him, but suddenly she thought about what held just said. He said she should
get up to go to bed! That was silly. She started to laugh, but then she remembered that Michael had
suggested she go to bed with Tony tonight. Her eyes snapped open - no way could she let that train of
thought continue.

"Ah. Seeping Beauty avakes."

Only Tony would refer to her as Segping Beauty. Michael would say something rude about her faling
adeep on him, asthough she'd doneit on purpose to annoy him. Was Tony aways kind and sweet and
caring? What if held had a hard day and she burned dinner and someone had forgotten to pay the credit
card bill, so their card was refused when they went out in the pouring rain for something to eat?

She jumped to her feet. None of that mattered. Tony was her friend and Michael was her husband, and
that wasthe way it was. Even if she was stupid enough to serioudy consider what Michagl suggested,
Tony would refuse - for good reason. "I guess!'ll go to bed now."

"Okay. I'll probably st here by thefire for awhile. See you in the morning.”

Brittany crawled into bed a couple of minutes|ater and lay listening to the surf outside her window.
Tonight wasthe last night she'd hear that sound . . .

The phone rang. She grabbed it and cleared her throat. "Huh-hello?' Her mouth was horribly dry and
gicky. She must have been deegping with her mouth hanging open.

"How wasit, baby?"
She narrowed her eyes, trying to stare at the receiver. "Michad ? Are you drunk?’

He cackled. "Maybe alittle - but not on booze. | just thought I'd call my sweet wifey-poo to see how her
evening went."

"Okay. Why?'

"Only okay?Y ou mean, he's no great shakesin bed?' Helaughed again. "The Ice Queen could'vetold
you that!"

"Come on, Michadl. It'sthe middle of the night - I'm not in the mood for joking around. Y ou know damn
well Tony and | didn't go to bed together."

"Redly? That'sfunny - " He made a pleased kind of sound that instantly aerted Brittany that something
was up. "You didn't ask about my evening.”

She couldn't speak. He - he couldn't possibly - he wouldn't redlly . . .



"You know you want to know, baby. Well, it started out with dinner - | told you | was going to Leo's,
didn't 1? And | had the best meal! Just what 1've been wanting for three months. And after dinner, | went
over to the club. Everyone wasthere - dl the usuals, plus some new people. Roger said to tell you to
hurry back.”

Maybe she'd panicked for no reason. He always knew how to get arise out of her. "Thanks for passing
the message dong.”

"The funniest thing happened, though - the minute | said you weren't back yet, Cyndi glommed onto me
like nobody's business. She wouldn't let me dance with anybody ese- hell, | could hardly even speak to
another woman."

Brittany gritted her teeth, remembering Cyndi. She was built alot like Brittany herself - short and buxom,
but she was agood ten years younger, and she had thick and lustrous auburn hair. " Oh, redly?*

"Yeah," he said with a contented sigh. "We didn't stay dl that long at the club, actudly, and then we went
back to her place." He chuckled. "Didn't make the bedroom, though - and | guess that's how come |
ended up here at hometo call you. Her damn roommate camein - and boy, doesthat bitch know how to
shriek! Y ou'd think the place was a convent, for Christ's sake."

She gripped the receiver tightly and stared into space. What did Michael expect her to say? Was she
supposed to say she was happy he'd gotten lucky? And how was she supposed to fed? How did she

fed, anyway?
"You there, Britt?'
"Sure."

A little hedtantly, hesaid, "So, | guessthereason I'm cdling isthat | was wondering what time you're
gonnaget heretomorrow . . . | mean, are you going to drive at night like we dways do, or leavein the
morning, or what?"

A few minutes ago she would have known how to answer. "I don't know. | . . ." Did heredly expect to
confessthat held been unfaithful and have her just accept it? Wasn't he at |east supposed to have to say
he was sorry?

"W, see, Cyndi hasto work al day tomorrow, but she gets off about four - and with the way her
roommate freaked tonight, we can't exactly go there . . ." Hewas quiet for afew seconds, then rushed
on, "'l thought like, if you were going to drive dl night, she could leave like around four in the morning or
something, and that would be before you got in."

It took aminute for her to redize that he couldn't hear dl the questions that were running around in her
head. "Thiswasn' just a one-shot thing 'cause you're mad a me? Y ou're going to see her again?”'

"Oh, Britt - " Suddenly, he waswhining and wheedling to get hisway. "I guessmaybeit'salittie unfair,
with you not fucking Tony and all, but that was your own choice, after dl. And I'll probably get sick of
her real soon - | just didn't get achance to tonight, and she'sredlly got it bad for me." Hisvoice turned
sckeningly swest. "Besides, shewon't have a chance of competing with you, once you get here. But why
not stay up there another day or two first? That way, I'll get her out of my system once and for dl, and
then welll get back to our regular lives™

A thousand things needed to be said, but the only one she had the words for was, "Don't worry about me
interrupting anything. I'll stay up here."



And for thefirgt timein their fifteen-year relationship, she hung up on Michadl.

*%

Tony sat by thefire until it burned down, then went to bed. He couldn't fall adeep and hisbook didn't
hold hisinterest, so he lay awake thinking.

He hated the idea that Brittany was going back to Michadl, especially when she seemed unhappy about it
hersdf. Michagl had always manipulated her, but Tony had believed their relationship was based on red
love and respect. It didn't seem that way anymore.

Of course, it was easy to be an expert on the right path someone e se should take, and something totally
different to be the one who hasto choose. He had no right to criticize Brittany for clinging to her
marriage, not after the pathetic way heldd clung to his.

When Carolyn told him, nearly five years ago now, that sheld fallen in love with Scott and wanted a
divorce, Tony had known there was no hope. Carolyn wasn't the type of woman to let lust cloud her
thinking or to use an affair to hurt her less-than-attentive husband. Their marriage had always been
missing the magic "something" that they both wanted, and when she found it unexpectedly with Scoitt, it
only made sense sheld grab it with both hands.

But Tony hadn't been able to admit the inevitability of their breakup. Hed begged Carolyn for another
chance - down on his knees with tears streaming down his face - and he/d siworn he could make her
change her mind. She hadn't believed that he could suddenly change the course of their relationship, but
sheld been too kind to refuse his plea.

Her kindness - and hisrefusal to faceredlity - had cost her years of unhappiness. Scott believed shed
chosen to stay with Tony permanently, and he'd disappeared from her life. It was only happenstance that
brought the two of them together again. Tony was relieved that they'd been given a second chance - not
only for them, but because he no longer needed to fedl guilty for destroying Carolyn's happiness.

Based on the way held messed up his own marriage and divorce, it made no sensefor himto eventry to
tell Brittany what to do with hers. Complicating the Situation more were hisfedingsfor Brittany. Hed
tried to deny it al these years, but she till gppeded to him in away no other woman did. For hisown
sake aswdll as hers, he swore a solemn vow to keep his mouth shut about Michael from now on.

Hefdll adeep eventudly, but was awake again before dawn. He decided that the lookout tower would
betheided placeto greet the day. To his surprise, Brittany was dready there. "Good morning. | hope
I'm not intruding.”

Shewiggled to one side of the beanbag sofaand said, "Not at all. Theré'sroom next to me, if you'd likea

"Okay." Helowered himsdlf gingerly, not wanting to dump her unceremonioudy onto the floor, nor
himself into her 1ap. He looked outside and saw aworld of gray. The beach, the ocean, and the sky were
different shades of gray. Different intengties of gray might actually be a better description.

"The sun will be coming over the mountain behind us soon. That's when things start taking on color and
detail, but | kind of likeit now." Her voice was hushed.

"So do|." Thelandscape didn't appear to change from moment to moment, yet the changes over the next
half-hour were dramatic. The waves became defined, and he could see that the beach wasn't quite asflat
and featureless asit had appeared earlier. He saw, too, an old log that had washed up on the beach
during astorm.



Sheturned to himfindly and said, Y ou're up early.”

"l usudly am, especialy on the West Coadt. | don't stay out here long enough to get used to the time
difference.

"I'll go start breakfast." She stood up gracefully. "What time do you plan to leave?’

He shrugged. "It doesn't redlly matter. It'll take afew hoursto drive to Olympia, but | don't need to get
there particularly early. What time will you be leaving?"

She froze for amoment, then said, "Oh, I've changed my mind again. I'm going to stay here another day
or two."

"| thought - " He stopped, not sure what to ask, or whether he should ask anything.

"Michadl suggested it last night, actually, and it seemsright. Maybe thisway I'll be alittle moreready to
gtart looking for ajob when | get down there." Her voice seemed deliberately casual, much too casud to
bered. "I'll put some coffee on before | get dressed. Just help yoursalf when you come downgtairs.”

Heforced himsdlf not to follow her, remembering that held sworn to stay out of Brittany's marital
problems. But why would Michadl suggest that she stay up here when he'd been so anxiousto have her
in Cdiforniajust yesterday? He could only think that Michadl said it in anger - something like"If you're
going to do that, then just stay up there, for dl | carel” And if that was the case, he/d be even angrier
when Brittany took him up onit.

Wasit wisefor her to make Michael any angrier? Wouldn't that just make it harder for them to resolve
whatever their current problem was?

On the other hand, maybe Brittany had finaly had enough. Maybe that's why Michadl was angry -
because she wasn't willing to follow him around like an obedient mindless dave anymore. Maybe when
she said shewas going to stay here another day or two, she redlly meant she was going to stay here
permanently.

And that posed a problem for Tony's non-interference policy. If she was even consdering leaving
Michadl, she needed Tony's friendship and support more than ever before, and he would provide every
last morsel of either she would accept. Y et he couldn't just walk up to her and say, "1 want you to know
that I'll bethere for you if you leave Michad." Hed have to watch and wait.

After breakfast, he decided to test the theory that aday or two wasn't as definite an amount of time asiit
sounded. "Y ou know, Britt, | wasjust thinking - if you're still going to be here later in the week, maybel
could come back after | finish in Olympia. Who knows when well get this good a chance to see each
other again?'

"I thought you had meetings across the country on Thursday.”

Him and hisbig mouth. " Tentatively, but they might get changed.” Likeif she said yes. HEd cancel them
in aheartbeat. "L ast Friday wasthefirst work day I've taken off in years, so another couple thisweek
wouldn't hurt."

"Areyou sure?'
"Yeah. If you'll be here, that is”
Shebit her lip and looked down at thetable. "I think | will." Shetook a sudden gulp of air and added,



"But | wouldn't want to mess up your schedule and then change my mind at the last minute, like | seemto
do dl thetime now. It'sared niceidea, but maybe we should just forget about it."

"How about we don't decideright yet? I'll call you tonight, after you've had achance to think about it."
He smiled in what he hoped was areassuring way. "What's the worst that can happen, anyway? If | end
up taking a couple of days off and you're not here, I'll still have thetime off. | just won't get to spend it
with you."

After afew moments, shelooked up at him, avery serious expression on her face. "Okay. I'll think about
it

He was suddenly sure he was right. She was thinking about something much more involved than her
schedule for the week.

CHAPTER FOUR

Brittany spent the day in the lookout tower, staring at the beach without seeing athing. The cordless
phone was within easy reach, but except for aquick call to tell Angelaand her dad not to come over, she
didn't touchiit.

She ought to call Michadl. She needed to understand what was going on between him and Cyndi, and
how it related to the problems she was having with him. She needed to understand their problems better,
too. On the surface, thisdidn't seem so different from al the other times sheld made him angry.

It felt totdly different, though. Like suddenly she didn't know what the point was. If they didn't share any
of the sameinterests and if he didn't care enough about her to compromise about anything, then why
bother? Let Cyndi ded with him sulking anytime she expressed an opinion - assuming she actualy had
opinions. If shedidn't, sheld beided for Michadl.

But what about her ? Sheld spend the rest of her life holed up in this house. Maybe Tony would come
back atime or two and try to cheer her up, but he had better things to do. She'd already dienated
Carolyn, the only other friend sheld ever had, and she didn't have the dightest clue about how to make
new friends. No one would want to be friends with her, anyway. Sheld end up a hdf-crazy recluse kids
told scary stories about. One day she'd die and no one would even notice.

She didn't have any choice. Sheld have to face Michad eventualy, so she might aswell accept it now
and get on with it. It wasn't like him cheating on her was the end of the world. Like shéld told Tony, sheld
given him approval in the past.

But not thistime! And those other times, when he said he didn't want to, she took comfort in that fact and
made the assumption that he wouldn't ever want to. It had made her fedl loved, to have aman with a
strong sex drive like Michad stay true to her when it would have been easier to indulge himself.

She amost picked up the phone and called him. She needed to ask why held doneiit thistime. Was he
trying to hurt her? Or wasit areaction to her hurting him by spending time with Tony instead of hurrying
to Cdifornia? Or maybe Cyndi had used just the right approach a an opportune moment. Michagl might
be ashamed now by hislack of control.

But she couldn't call him. It was dmogt five in the afternoon, and she remembered digtinctly that Cyndi
got off work at four. By now, she and Michael would be - well, it didn't matter precisely what they'd be
doing. The point was, they'd be doing it in the bedroom that she was supposed to share with Michadl.
How could she ever deep in that bed again?



When the phonerang later, it was Tony calling, not Michadl. His voice was cam and soothing - warm
and friendly, too. He never mentioned Michadl or the difficulties they were obvioudy having, yet he
managed to make her fed like she could cope. She'd be able to ded with her life and make the right
choices.

Findly, he asked, "So, are we on for later thisweek? | haven't had any of your cinnamon rollsin way too
long, and I'd love to cook up abatch of the Fiore specia spaghetti sauce.”

Shefdt asmiletugging & her lips- ared smilethistime. "Y egh, wereon.”

**

By morning, Tony had decided that canceling his meetings at the Sitein North Carolinamight be unwise.
The generd manager there had jumped to acompetitor last month, and there were dready signsthat he
was making progress at getting some of their customersto follow him. Normally, Fiore Marine inssted
on having dl thetop personne in their subsidiaries sign an employment agreement containing a
non-compete clause. Tony had made an exception for the GM in North Carolina, and that decision had
come back to haunt him. The best approach now was the persona one, and that required having aFiore
on-dgtein North Carolinato meet with important cusomers.

He called the office in Newport and asked for Robbie. "Hey, little brother."
"Tony! Y ou sound great. How was the wedding?'
"Redl good."

"I'm glad. | have to warn you, Sal's dying of curiosity and she wantsdl the details. Y ou'll haveto bered
blunt with her, if you don't want to talk about it."

He chuckled. "I'll tell her whatever she wantsto know. To tell thetruth, I'm glad | can talk about Carolyn
to you two without getting that look." Thelook varied dightly, from family member to family member, but
it consgsted of acombination of pity, regret, and censure.

Half-laughing, Robbie said, "Wdll, in that case, maybe you could give mealittle preview - to help Sd last
until you get back at the end of the week."

He thought back to Friday and the kind of details his very domestic sster-in-law would enjoy. "Okay, |
guess there must have been ahundred or so people there. It wasin atent in the backyard of the house
where the reception was, and the tent overlooked a smdl lake and there were huge fir trees adl around,
even though it wasin the city. Carolyn wore mint-green - along dress, kind of plain but elegant, and
that's as good a description as you're going to get. Her only attendant was her niece, Eileen, and her
dresswassmilar but it was gold.”

"l wish | had atape. I'm never going to remember half of what you said,” Robbie complained.
"Well, remember this part, a least. Scott'slittle girl wasthe ring-bearer - "

"Hehasakid?| didn't know that! How old?"

He hesitated. "Five. Heskind of her step-father, but her mother died, so he'sraising her.”
After amoment, Robbie asked, "And Carolyn's okay about that?"

Tony swalowed hard and strained to make his voice sound natural. " She and Rachd are great together.”
He was happy about that, he redly was. And given the way things turned out, it was good that he and



Carolyn hadn't had kids together, that Carolyn hadn't wanted children back then. "Anyway, the part |
want you to be sureto tell Sa isthat Rachel was wearing adress just like the one Trinawore last year
when Sal'ssister got married.”

"Thelong pink one? Trina's outgrown hers, but she still wearsit for dress-up.” Proud daddy that he was,
he couldn't resist asking, "Was what's-her-name as adorable as Trinawas in that dress?"

"Of course not," he answered loydly, then firmly changed the subject. "Actudly, Robbie, | called about
business. How's your schedule thisweek? Would you be able to spend Thursday and Friday in North
Caolina?'

"Why? Do you think we both need to see the customers?*
Hesdghed. "No. | - well, | want to spend afew extra days out here. With Brittany."

Robbie yelped, "Brittany? Asin Brittany Stone, wife of jerk-to-the-max Michagl?*' Michael worked at
Fiore Marinefor less than ayear. Robbie had been the unlucky person who tried to keep the peace
between the office staff and Michadl, who'd been intent on forcing inappropriate new software and
processes on them.

Tony outlined the Situation briefly, and was pleased when Robbie immediately said, "No problem. How
many business trips have you taken for me over the years, after dl?* They covered afew details about
the plans they hadn't already discussed. Asthey were hanging up, Robbie added, "L ook, Tony, you
didn't ask mefor any advice, but | have to say 'be careful. Michaegl's not going to like you getting
involved with Brittany, no matter how platonic you clamitis.”

When Tony walked into the office of their Olympia subsidiary a couple of hours later, he was gregted by
the GM's secretary. "Good morning, Mr. Fiore. Mrs. Fiorewould like you to cal right away."

There were probably adozen Mrs. Fiorésin the family, but he had no question about which one had
caled. He found areasonably private phone and called Newport again, thistime asking for
Grandmother.

"Antonio. What'sthis | hear about changing your schedule? Are there problemsin Olympiathat you're
trying to keep from me?"

"No, Grandmother. Things arefine here. | just decided to take another few days off and spend them out
here." And since he knew Grandmother would immediately assume Carolyn wasinvolved somehow -
and give the phone equivaent of thelook to make it clear how much she disgpproved - he explained
about Brittany and Michadl again.

After along pause, she asked, "Y oull bein the office on Monday?"
"Yes, | will."

"WEell talk then." Just when he thought she wasfinished, she said, "Antonio, | trust that you will not do to
another man what was done to you."

He knew what she meant, of course. It wasn't how he thought of the situation with Carolyn and Scott,
but Grandmother bel onged to another generation. In her mind, it wasinevitable that men would go
outside their marriages for sex, and inconceivable that awoman would of her own accord. Not that
Grandmother would ever admit it, but Tony suspected she didn't blame Carolyn for leaving him as much
as she blamed Scott for seducing her and - most of dl - Tony for failing to impregnate her years earlier.

**



By Tuesday afternoon, Brittany was ready to talk to Michael. She crossed her fingers as she punched in
the number, hoping that he'd be there and not otherwise occupied.

He answered on the second ring. "Hello?"
"Hi, Miched."
"Britt! | wasgonnacall you later."

Shewasn't sure whether to believe him, but it wasn't worth questioning. "Do you have time now? We
need to talk.”

"Um, sure. Just let me put this down and grab aseat.” In a couple of seconds, he said, "Okay. | was just
unloading the dishwasher."

Unloading the dishwasher? Michagl ? She could believe that he might need to run the dishwasher, if held
run out of glasses, cered bowls, and spoons - he ate only cerea at home when she wasn't there - but
sheld never known of him bothering to unload it. He just used the clean dishes out of the dishwasher and
|eft the dirty onesin the sink. When the sink was full and the dishwasher empty, it wastime for another
load.

Wi, that wasn't what sheld called to discuss. "Michad, things haven't been going right for usfor along
time, and | think we need to try to fix them."

"I wouldn't say that. | know we both got kind of mad over the weekend, but that's gonna happen from
timeto time. And maybe it was best for me to be down here without you for awhile - it gavemea
chance to cool down and see that you didn't necessarily mean to piss me off the way you did. Y ou just
didn't realize how anxious | wasto get back."

"I'm not meaning just the weekend. That was pretty bad, | agree, but | don't expect usto aways get
along. Thething that bothers me isthat we don't share good times anymore.” She wished she could make
her explanation come close to describing the way shefelt.

Helaughed. "Well, geez, Britt, we just spent three months stuck in that hick town - what do you expect?
Y ou come back down here, and you'll change your tune. Or hell, just remember last Thursday night, or
any of the other nights we managed to share a damn good time, even therein the sticks.”

"I'm not talking about sex. | want usto share other things, too." She'd better watch it. Her voice was
getting whiny.

He snorted. "Y ou know what your troubleis? Y ou're too damn horny to make sense. Y ou'd better get
your ass down here on the double, before you lose dl your smarts.”

She couldn't help it. The words wouldn't stay inside any longer. "'I'm not stupid enough, or horny enough,
to go back to you, you two-timing assholel™

Silence on the other end of the line, and then Michadl's cut-her-to-shreds voice. "Well, well, well. |
wondered when you'd get around to throwing that in my face. Y our goddamned prideis hurt, isn't it?

Y ou're supposed to be so damn special that 1'd be crazy to want anybody else, aren't you? Well, I've
got newsfor you, Britt. Y ou don't have anything awhole lot of other women don't dso have, and some
of them take better care of what they've got, too. There are even some women who don't think they
know every damn thing in the universe - and some who don't look at me like I'm afucking failure every
minute of every day. So, if you don't want to get back here where you belong, don't bother on my
account.”



She'd balanced on a precipice aminute ago and shouted a challenge. Now Michadl's answer knocked
her off the cliff. Sheld hit bottom sometime, and that's when she would fed the pain. "I'm going to Stay up
here, Michadl. At least for now."

"Please yoursdf, Britt." Busnesdike, he said, "Just acouple of things. Firs, I've been letting Cyndi stay
here while you were gone. Her roommeate wants her to move out, so I'll probably let her movein. In any
case, you'll want to give me alittle notice if you change your mind about coming back. And second,
you're gonna have to pay your own way up there. I'll be stretched to handle this place without your
paycheck."

Sheld thought about money, thank heavens. "That's okay. I've got the money in the account up here.
That'll be enough for quiteawhile, if I'm careful

He sucked his breath in. "Oops. That'swhat | meant to tell you. | used that money for acar yesterday."
"Y ou bought anew car?'

"Hardly new. But you know how my car's been acting up. After the drive south, | figured I'd better dump
it while the dumping was good. Anyway, there's alittle money Ieft in the account - a couple of hundred
and change, if | remember right.”

"Michad, that was my money! From the stock plan at my old company!" That was so typica of him, just
taking what he wanted without athought for her needs.

"Ever hear of community property, sweetie?' He paused, but before she thought of an appropriate
response, he continued, "I need to get going. I'm picking up Cyndi at work alittle later, and | want the
placeto look nice when we move her stuff in. And Britt, call me at work from now on. | don't want to
upset Cyndi by having you cdl here dl the time. She'salittle insecure where you're concerned.”

**

Tony managed to squeeze al his meetings and customer callsinto aday and ahaf instead of two days,
s0 by early afternoon on Tuesday, he was headed back to Myrtle Beach. He was |ooking forward to the
next few days, although he doubted that he'd be very happy with the way Brittany resolved her marital
problems.

Stll, spending time with her would be atreat, especidly without Michadl around. Hed tried to like
Michael for Brittany's sake, and they'd dways gotten along well enough, but Michael wasbasicdly a
loser. He had aninflated ego and he found fault with virtually everything that anyone ese said or did.
He'd changed jobs pretty much every year snce college, dthough held apparently found his niche now in
San Francisco. Brittany had followed him around the country, giving up good job after good job. It was
ironic that, just when Michad found the right job, Brittany got downsized out of hers.

He knew held never have the nerve to ask her what she saw in Michadl, but he sure wished he dared.
What wasit that Michael offered, that Tony didn't? He and Brittany had gone out once, and asfar ashe
could tell, she'dd enjoyed it as much as he had. She'd been the one, after al, who turned the goodnight
kiss heinitiated into full-contact blow-your-socks-off |ose-track-of-where-you-are time.

They'd been in the hall outside her dorm room, and when he heard aburst of laughter close by, he
reluctantly moved his mouth away from hers. He continued holding her close for awhile longer, and that
was dmost aswonderful. Just when he was ready to suggest going for adrive - to adark spot near the
river he'd used more than oncein the past - she murmured, "We're moving way too fast."

Hed had to agree. There was something different about Brittany; held known it even then. He wasn't just



attracted to her body, athough herswas hisidea of perfection. She was someone he could imagine being
interested in fifty yearslater, or even ahundred years, if helived that long. She was worth waiting for.

So they cooled it and avoided Situations where they'd be aone together. They spent time with Brittany's
roommate, Carolyn, and other friends. They went to dinner at the Ratty together. He hung around
studying while she and Carolyn wrote programs for their computer science classes.

And sometime while he was busy controlling his hormones, she stopped needing to control hers. One day
in the psychology class where they'd met, he decided to ask her out for dinner that Friday night. Hed
take her to ahomey but nice Itaian restaurant across theriver in East Providence, then for adrive. If
things went right, his roommeate was away for the weekend, so they'd have plenty of privacy.

But she hurried out of classand he didn't see her until dinner. Before he managed to think up away to get
her alone, sheran off to the library to study. She kept avoiding him the rest of the week, but not so
obvioudy that he could cal her onit. And when the three of them were together, shewasjust asnice as
ever. Shewas simply no longer interested in him.

A few weeks later, he decided to accept reality and asked Carolyn out. That wasn't asacrifice, since
Carolyn wasinteresting in her own right and he'd become quite attracted to her. But aslater events
proved, just because close friends were of opposite sexes didn't mean they could make alasting marriage
out of that friendship.

Hetook Carolyn to a party at ahouse on Narragansett Bay on their first date. Randy, the friend having
the party, asked Tony to give his cousin Michael arideto the party from campus, and Tony asked
Brittany if sheld like to come dong. She agreed, and by the time they drove back to campus, she and
Michael were acouple.

Tony had dways figured he was overcritical of Michadl because of hisfedingsfor Brittany. Aslong as
Brittany had seemed happy with Michad, he forgave the other man alot. Things were different now,
though, and he didn't know where to draw the line between being Brittany's friend and meddling in her
life

Hewasn't at dl prepared when she opened the front door and threw hersdlf into hisarms, crying so hard
he couldn’t understand what she wastrying to say.

CHAPTER FIVE

Tony didn't have long to marvel at Brittany's tears. She stopped crying suddenly, asif aswitch had been
thrown in her brain, and ran back into the house. He followed her to the door of the master suite and
waited outsde. Hed give her aminute of privacy, but when she came out, held ingst on finding out what
waswrong.

She seemed surprised to see him standing there. "I'm so embarrassed. Y ou're going to think | spend my
wholelife upset about onetrivid thing or another.”

"Somehow, | don't think you're upset about anything trivia. Come into the living room and let's talk about
it." Heled the way to the sofa.

She sat acouple of feet away, reluctance evident in the way she refused to meet hiseyes. "I know you're
willing to listen and | don't want to sound ungrateful, but theresredlly no point in talking about dl this
stuff. It's boring, depressing, and even thinking about it makes mefed likeanidiot. | just haveto forget
about it and get on with my life”



"l seem to remember fedling alittle bit like that myself, afew years ago. But somebody wouldn't let me
just close mysdf off from theworld, like | wanted to do. Of course, | didn't admit then that waswhat |
wanted to do. | said | needed to get on with my life." He could tell that she was listening, and that his
words were hitting home, but she still wouldn't admit the truth. He took her hand between both of hisand
leaned close. "Britt, you wereright then. | needed to ded with my fedings. And you need to dedl with
yours now."

Her muscles tensed, straining to hold her emotions at bay. She managed fairly well, although atremor
shook her body from time to time and she breathed in gasps after each one.

"What are you feding, Britt? Right now?'

She held her breath for afew seconds, then looked up at him. " Scared - scared to death. I'm al aone,
and | don't have any money - " She looked shocked suddenly and burst out, "And now | know how my
mother must havefdt - | was so awful to her - but she couldn't help what happened . . ."

Hewas at aloss. Hed expected something about Michadl, but instead she brought up her mother?
Brittany never talked about her parents. Maybe he was about to discover why. "What happened?’

"My father died," shesaid in aquiet voice. "Hewasin 'the business in LA, and so weredl my friends
fathers. Some of them had Emmy's on their mantles, but you wouldn't know any of their names. And then
he died, and there wasn't any money, so my mother and | moved to thistacky apartment way far away.
She had to get ajob as a second-shift waitress. | couldn't have any new clothes, and my friends wouldn't
be my friends anymore, and | hated her." She folded her arm across her chest and her face creased with
regret. "I'd hear her crying in bed at night sometimes - there was only one bedroom, so we shared it - but
I'd pretend not to. | wanted to blame her for everything bad, and | wouldn't admit that shewas just as
scared as| was. But now | know she must have been alot more scared, because | didn't redlly
understand that we wouldn't have any food or anywhereto liveif she got sick or lost her job."

Tony was shocked. Hed known plenty of people living on the edge like Brittany described, but it had
never occurred to him that any of hisfriends from Brown were other than solidly middle-class. Hehad a
hundred questions he wanted to ask, but this wasn't the time for any of them. "Y ou were akid. You
couldn't have been expected to understand.”

She bit her lip, unconvinced. "'l guess.”

They could talk about that issue more another time. He till didn't know what was wrong right now.
"Wheat did you mean aminute ago about being aone and having no money?"

She sighed. "I told Michadl this afternoon that I'm going to stay up here for awhile. | thought - " She
shook her head in abrupt dismissd. "It's not important. Anyway, he doesn't carewhat | do - but he spent

al my money!"

Again, he wanted to ask for details - what money, why did it matter, and most of al, was her marriage to
Michaedl redly over?"What part scares you the mogt, Britt? Being alone or not having money?"

"Themoney." Her facelit up suddenly. "But that's silly! | can get ajob.”

He nodded, but he had to wonder about the likelihood of a software quality assurancejob being
available within commuting distance of Martha's Madness. "Or you could start a business, like you talked
about doing."

"Thered be too many start-up costs, and it would take too long to start making money. I've only got a



couple of hundred dollarsto last until 1 get apaycheck.” She frowned to herself. "I wonder if | kept last
week's paper . . ."

Before helost her attention completdly, he said, "Britt, forget about the want ads for right now. You're
garting anew phase of your life - take the time to make it the kind of life you want."

She watched him with puzzled and dightly wary eyes. "But how am | supposed to do that, when I'm
broke? And if the answer istaking money from you - forget that. | don't take handouts.”

Widll, that was the answer, asfar as he was concerned, and he wouldn't call it a handout, either. He
knew better than to ingst on elther point right now. ™Y ou own this house, don't you?' She nodded. "Isit
inyour name, or yours and Michagl's? And isthere amortgage on it?'

She amiled. "Just mine. And no mortgage. Y ou're thinking about an equity loan, aren't you?"

He nodded. "Y ou'd have to be able to afford the payments, but if you don't have alot of other bills, that
should befeasible.” Redigticaly, hewasn't so sure. Bankers were notorioudy unwilling to loan money to
peoplejust sarting their own businesses, and for good reason, since so many of them failed. But the
Bank of Antonio Fiore had none of those qualms, and he sincerely hoped he was agood enough
sdlesman to convince Brittany to take hismoney.

She was nodding to hersaf now, and grinning. "Tony, you're wonderful!" Before he redized what she
was doing, she threw her arms around him and kissed him, right smack on thelips.

**

Brittany couldn't believe how much better the world looked now than it had an hour ago. Sheld spent so
many years being dragged down by Michael that sheld | et hersdlf get trapped into his mindset. Michael
congtantly looked for reasonsto fail, or more precisdly, things outside his control he could blame for his
falures

The money no longer in the bank was just an excuse. Left to her own devices, she would have taken the
first job she heard about. Sheld have been achambermaid in amotel or awaitress or aclerk, evenif it
was only part-time for minimum wage, and she'd have been angry with Michael for forcing her into that
job.

Maybe sheld still end up with ajob like that, but not until shed evauated all the other options. And
reminding her that she a least had a choice was a priceless gift that Tony had given her.

Which iswhy sheldd kissed him - why sheld initiated the kiss, thet is. Asfor why she till had her arms
around him - well, she liked the broad solid fed of his chest againgt hers, and the gentleness of hiskiss.

And kissing him let her pretend that she wasn't dl done. She didn't want to be with Michagl anymore,
and shewouldn't even if he got rid of Cyndi. But she didn't want to be aone, either. Sheld never been
ableto tolerate being alone. That's why sheld been so stubborn about staying with Michadl. And why she
didn't deserve anyone aswonderful as Tony.

She made hersdlf let go of him and breek thekiss. "I guess| got alittle carried away there," she said with
alaugh. Insde her head, she begged him to initiate akiss of hisown - or to drag her off to bed, for that
matter.

Helooked alittle regretful, but immediately backed away. With ateasing smile, he said, "And herel
thought | was so wonderful you couldn't resst me any longer.”

If he only knew! She wondered what he'd do if she said that was the truth. Would he hold her and make



loveto her, even just for tonight? Or would he say he didn't fedl the same way about her, and that he
didn't want to ruin their friendship? Unfortunately, either dternative would damage their friendship,
probably irretrievably. And she couldn't afford to lose Tony's friendship, not when shed dready lost so
much.

The grandfather clock near the front door struck the hour. Five o'clock. Tony must have arrived much
earlier than sheldd expected. "Oh, no. | didn't go grocery shopping this afternoon!” The phone call with
Michael had driven the thought out of her mind, and now she dreaded the prospect of spending any of
the money |eft in the bank.

"That's okay. Well go out for dinner - my treat, and then get some groceries, a'so my treat."
She shook her head. "I can't let you do that, Tony."

"Don't bedlly. Of course you can. I'm staying here, as your guest, in afabulous house right on the beach.
Theleast | can doispay for the food we eat.” Therewas ahint of firmnessin hisvoice, reminding her
that he was avery successful businessman, undoubtedly used to getting his own way.

He also made sense, so shesaid, "All right, but welll eat a home. I'll get something quick for tonight.”
He shrugged matter-of-factly. "If you'd rather. Where's the store?”

She hdf-laughed. "That depends on whether you want the store in town, which would probably fit into
thisroom, or the one in the next town, which is maybe the size of the living room, dining room, and
kitchen together. Or one of the onesin Tillamook, which actualy resemble supermarkets.”

"l don't care. Where do you usudly go?'

That was one of the differences between Michadl and Tony, she decided. Michadl would insist on going
to the biggest fanciest sorein Tillamook, even if he only wanted aquart of milk. Tony had the strange
ideathat she was competent to make that decision on her own.

Her choice was the medium-sized store in the next town. She remembered shopping there with Aunt
Martha, and she liked the idea of supporting local businesses whenever possible. When she could, she
shopped in Myrtle Beach even if the priceswere alittle higher or the selection less extensive. The grocery
store, though, just didn't stock enough produce to satisfy her, and their meat was extraordinarily

expengve.
As soon asthey got there, Tony went off in search of the ingredientsfor his spaghetti sauce. She shopped
carefully, despite the knowledge that Tony wouldn't care how much they spent on food. It wouldn't hurt

her to be more frugd in general, and Michagl's crack about not taking care of herself reminded her that
she ought to lose some weight and firm up her muscles.

"Brittany?' Angelahad just turned the corner onto her aide. "l tried to call yesterday . . ." Her voice
trailed off uncertainly.

"I'm sorry, Angela. | meant to call you back, but | forgot.” Sheld put it off, actualy, until she knew what
shewasgoing to do. "It turns out I'm going to stay up here for awhile longer. Michael and | are splitting
up." There. She'd said the words.

"Redlly?" Shelooked more excited than sorry about the news, but after al, Michadl had never been
anything but unpleasant to her or her father. "Because of the guy | saw you with? Who is he, anyway?"

"No, not because of Tony. And | told you, he'san old friend.”



"But - but he's so cute!”

Cute wasn't the right word. Tdll, dark, and handsome was more likeit. And not interested, she reminded
herself. Before she could say anything more, he rounded the corner behind Angdlaand sad, "Their fresh
seafood looks good. | thought - * He apparently recognized Angelaright then. "Oh, I'm sorry. | didn't
mean to interrupt.”

Angeas cheeks blotched pink with embarrassment and she looked ready to fall through the floor. She
gtill managed to watch him with avid interest, however. Tony didn't appear to have heard their
conversation, and he asked, "Did Britt tell you she's going to tart her own business?’

"Sheis?' Angeladragged her eyes away from Tony to settle on Brittany. "A bed-and-bregkfast, like we
talked about?"

"] don't know. | haveto think about it."

Tony put aplastic bag of tomatoes and a couple of smaler itemsin the cart. "A bed-and- breskfast?
What agrest ideal”

Angelanodded shyly. "I think so, too. My third-grade teacher runs a reservation service, and she says
there aren't enough on this part of the coast.”

"Y ou mean she takes the bookings and things like that? Just for bed-and-breskfasts?’ Tony focused his
gaze on Angelasface, causing her blush to deepen.

Her voice was somewhat squesky when she said, "I think so, and I'm sure sheld be glad to explain al the
details. Her nameis Mrs. Pitney, and shelivesright in town."

Tony smiled. "Thanks for mentioning her." He turned to face Brittany. "Maybe you can call her
tomorrow."

She nodded, but she wasn't sure whether she thought he was being overly pushy. He was being helpful,
but where was the line between offering suggestions and advice and telling her what to do? Shewas sick
of the latter, and she had no intention of letting hersdlf fal into the same pattern of behavior with Tony as
she had with Michael. Of course, Tony would beleaving in afew days, so the problem would probably
never arise.

**

Tony smelled the luscious aromaof cinnamon rolls baking when he came downgtairs the next morning.
He went into the kitchen and found Brittany buzzing around the room. She said, "Help yoursef to coffee.
| want to get all these dishes put avay before the rolls are done. Mrs. Pitney's coming at nine- thirty, and
| don't want her to know what an awful housekeeper | am.”

The kitchen wasn't dirty, but most of the surfaces were cluttered with dishes and other itemsthat had
been |eft out after they were used. "How can | hep?'

She stopped in her tracks and stared at him, seemingly shocked at the question. Findly, she asked,
"Would you want to make your own breakfast? | mean, I'd beglad to do it, but - *

He smiled. "How about if | make breakfast for you? Cinnamon rolls and coffee's plenty for me."
She shook her head. "'l don't want anything. I'm not very hungry.”

"Then you'll have to come up with something else for meto do." He saw aflash of panicin her eyesand



realized that she wasn't as calm as she gppeared thismorning. "Or | could go away and let you take care
of thingsin your ownway."

"That would be good.” A bit hesitantly, she said, "It'snot that | don't appreciate the offer. | - it's- just. .

"Don't worry about it. I'll go watch the wavesfor awhile." He stepped out onto the deck and sipped his
coffee. The weather was mild with no wind or rain thismorning, but till the warmth of hisdrink was
welcome. He tried to remember the tide table held seen in anewspaper over the weekend. Wasthetide
coming in or going out now? Brittany would probably know, just by looking at the beach, but he wouldn't
bother her for something that didn't rely matter.

Before he knew it, the doorbell rang and he saw that it was nine-thirty. He hurried inside and managed to
best Brittany to the front door. "Y ou must be Mrs. Pitney. Please comein.”

She nodded minutely as she sailed past him. "Areyou Mr. Stone?"

"No, I'm Tony Fiore, Brittany's business advisor." He glanced at Brittany out of the corner of hiseye,
hoping she wouldn't contradict him. It had occurred to him that this woman might be offering unneeded
services at exorbitant rates, and he intended to take part in this mesting.

Brittany came forward and shook Mrs. Pitney's hand. "And I'm Brittany Stone. Would you like to start
with atour of the house?"

"Yes, please. That way | cantell if there's any point getting into the business details. Well start with the
guest rooms."

Brittany led the way upstairs. Mrs. Pitney bounced on the beds, opened and closed al the doors, ran hot
and cold water in the sinks and tubs, and flushed the toilets. She also peppered Brittany with questions
about the age of the house, the functioning of the furnace and hot water heater, and adozen other topics.

From there, they went to the lookout tower, which impressed Mrs. Pitney despite her best intentions, and
back down to thefirst floor. After she examined al the furniture and peered in every cupboard, they sat
at the dining room tableto talk.

"Thisisalovely home, Mrs. Stone, and you're quiterightly proud of it. | did note anumber of problem
aress, though, that would need correcting before | could alow you to begin servicing my clients. My
clients are accustomed to things being just-so, and they can be quite demanding at times. | would be
risking my reputation to accept you into my association of bed-and-breskfasts at the present time."

Tony knew she was interested and probably eager to add this house to her reservation service. He
wasn't sureif Brittany understood that, though, so he reacted before she had a chance to say anything.
"I'm surewell beinterested in discussing those problem areas a bit later. But firgt, | think it would be
hel pful to understand the services you offer to the bed-and-breskfasts in your association.”

Mrs. Pitney went into awell-rehearsed pitch, complete with copies of brochures and advertisements for
her service that appeared in local newspapers, magazines, and phone books. She had an 800-number for
taking reservations and maintained the reservation book for each bed-and- breskfast. As much as
possible, she assigned reservations on arotating bas's between the various B& B's, dthough clients
sometimes requested a particular B& B. She collected payment ahead of timefor al but last-minute
reservations not paid by credit card, and deducted her commission and any expenses before sending the
remainder to the B& B at the end of the month. Her commission was twenty percent of the rental amount,
with aone-time charge of $500 for joining the association. That charge paid for updating and printing



brochures, aswel as administrative coss.

Brittany asked how much business she could reasonably expect. Mrs. Pitney explained that Myrtle
Beach's summer season started with the kite festival the second weekend in May, and continued through
Labor Day weekend. During the summer, most roomswould be full the mgority of nights. Therest of the
year, she might be half-full once every two or three weekends. Holidays such as Thanksgiving,
Christmas, New Y ear's, and spring break were often nearly as busy as summer.

Tony said, "Okay, now | think we're ready to talk about the problem areas.”

Brittany nodded and smiled at both of them. "Y es, I'm curious about your perceptions. | know al the
rooms need painting, but that shouldn't be a problem. I'm concerned about the rooms with the bunk
beds, though. Evenif | take the bunks out and put in regular beds, they're not quite as nicely shaped as
the other bedrooms. Did you have any thoughts on what to do there?"

Mrs. Pitney glanced down at her note pad before answering. "'l agree that's an issue, but an even larger
oneisthelack of private baths. | know you have two on that floor, but so many peopletoday didike
sharing. Frankly, you'll lose afair number of rentals because of that one problem. In thelong run, you
might consider adding asmall bath to each of the large bedroomsin place of the existing closet, but you
probably wouldn't want to do that yet."

Britt shook her head. "Definitely not."

"l have another suggestion that | think will be more workable. Leave the three regular bedrooms asis,
sharing the one bath. And then turn the other two bedrooms and the other bath into a suite. Y ou could
samply ingtal anew door at that end of the hall and turn one of the bedroomsinto acombination Sitting
room and child'sroom. That way asmadl family could stay here with aminimum of bother for the other
guests, and without giving up their privacy.”

Sheleaned forward, as though confiding a secret to Brittany done. "We get cadlsdl the time from parents
who want arollaway or foldout couch in their room for one or two children, but | turn them down. Part
of the beauty of abed-and-breskfast isthe wonderfully peaceful time you have staying there. How can a
coupletruly enjoy their vacation with their children right on top of them the whole time?”

Tony laughed out loud. "Y ou're absolutely right, Mrs. Pitney." Hewondered if Mrs. Pitney had intended
to emphasize exactly what activities the parentswouldn't be free to enjoy.

Brittany's lips twitched as she asked, "How would the combination sitting room and child's room be
furnished?'

"A smadll sofaor love seat, acomfortable chair or two, perhaps asmall table with chairs. For deeping, |
imagine you could use one of the sets of bunk beds, although you'd need to refinish the wood and replace
the mattresses." With afrown, she added, "And thisiswhere it Sarts getting expensive. You'll need to
replace al the beds with high-quality queen mattress and box spring sets. That will probably necessitate
buying bed frames, too.”

"Ouch," Tony muttered as he made a note. He and Brittany would definitely need to discuss money
today.

"That'snot al. Most of the living room and lookout tower furniture needs replacing, too. People who visit
abed-and-breakfast expect comfort, not furniture that's ready to collapse.”

Brittany's mouth dropped open. Tony hurried to ask, "I'm sure we both appreciate your point, but don't



you think it's possible to adopt a phased approach here? During the summer months especially, guests
will spend most of their time outdoors. | would think if the beds are good, the rest of the furniture could
wait abit."

Mrs. Pitney argued, but eventually gavein. Out of the corner of hiseye, he could see that Brittany hadn't
moved, and might not have breathed since Mrs. Pitney's bombshell. He wound up the conversation
quickly by asking for asample contract and promising that Brittany would cal within the next day or
two.

Brittany cameto then. "Thanksfor coming, Mrs. Pitney. I'll call tomorrow." But there was adeadnessto
her expression that made Tony sure what her answer would be.

CHAPTER SIX

Brittany closed the door behind Mrs. Pitney and headed for the lookout tower without speaking to Tony.
She knew hewastrying to be helpful, but she couldn't dedl with him right now. He called her name, but
shejust kept going.

She should have known not to get her hopes up. Things never worked out right for her - and not because
she sabotaged hersdlf, either, like Michael dways did. Shewasjust plain unlucky, and had been since her
father died.

"Britt, can | come up there? We need to talk." Tony's voice was a bit muffled, like he was standing at the
bottom of the stairs. At least he had the decency not to come crashing into her privacy.

"There's nothing to talk about.”

"Sure, thereis. | know you're worried about the money it would take to do dl the things Mrs. Pitney was
talking about, but you shouldn't be." He sounded a bit closer now.

"I'm not worried. Thewholething's out of the question, so just dropit." She'd had afew hours of fantasy,
now she was reedy for redlity. And the reality wasn't that bad, she reminded hersdf. Sheld till belivingin
thiswonderful house on this fantagtic beach. She'd have aboring job that sheld most likely hate, but she
could handle that.

"I'm not going to drop it, Britt. Not until we talk about it some more." He gppeared in her vison and
lowered himself onto the floor facing her, then leaned back againgt the glasswall.

She ought to offer him a seat next to her, but damn it, she didn't want to. "Look, Tony, | know you want
to help, but you're not hel ping now. The sooner | get myself psyched to look for ajob, the sooner my life
will be back on an even ked."

"But | don't want you to give up on the B& B idea prematurely. This placeis perfect for one.”

"It'snot perfect,” she shot back. ™Y ou heard everything Mrs. Pitney saysiswrong, and | know she's
right!”

He shook hishead in frustration. "Come on. Y ou know what | mean. The house could dmost have been
designed for the purpose. Don't you think other people would love to come here as much asyou dways
have?'

Why wouldn't he give up? Why did he have to keep pushing? "Wadll, it's my house, and | don't care who
else wantsto come here. And | don't care what you think, either - you're not me and I'm sick of being



pushed around. Y ou and Michadl arejust dike - you think your ideas are the only ones that matter - "
Maybe she was being alittle unfair to Tony, but she didn't care. "I've had dl | can stand of that, and a
wholelot more. I'm gonna make my own decisions from now on, and if you don't likeit, you can just go
to hell!"

One side of hismouth crooked up into what she realized wasagrin. Y ou do just that, Britt. Y ou've put
up with Michael's crap way too long. All I'm asking isfor you to think this through and don't let yourself
give up on something you want to do because of money."

She gritted her teeth, but then decided it was time he understood how very different she was from him.
"Y ou and money! Sure, it's easy to say Stuff like that when you've probably got apile of it Sitting inthe
bank, and you've never had to worry about having enough, and you've got abig family and a successful
business behind you. But | don't have any of that. This houseisthefirgt thing I've owned in my wholelife
that wasworth anything, and it'sal mine. Thereis no way | can give up even atiny piece of it, no matter
what I'd get in return.”

He thought about her words for afew seconds and finally nodded. "Okay, | think | can seethat. This
house represents akind of security to you, and you don't want anyone to have the power to take it away.
But if you felt that way, why did you cal Mrs. Pitney? Y ou knew you'd need aloan to get Sarted.”

That was afair question, but she kind of wished he hadn't thought to ask it. "Well, | hadn't thought about
an equity loan until you mentioned it, and | didn't redly think it through until after we went to bed. |
thought I might be able to get away with only borrowing a couple of thousand bucks or so, and then pay
it back within afew months." She shifted uncomfortably on the beanbag sofa. Mrs. Pitney wasright that it
needed replacing. She decided to tell him therest of it. "Actually, | thought I might be able to borrow that
much from you."

"Of course you could. However much you needed.” He looked pleased at the prospect.

"But now that | know I'd need alot more, it's out of the question. Because | don't know how soon |
could pay you back - or evenif | ever could. And | can't let you just give me money because we're
friends. That'snot right.”

He frowned momentarily before saying, "But you helped mewhen | needed it. Can't | helpyou in
return?'

"You've dready been abig hdp," she assured him. " Giving me money's not the samething at dl."
Hisfrown lasted thistime. "I'm not sure | agree, but | have to respect your opinion.”

Was he giving up? She hadn't expected him to do that. Shewas glad, but at the sametime just the
teeniest bit sorry. "So you won't mind if | start looking for ajob when the paper comes out this
afternoon?'

Hisgrin wasrueful. "1 wouldn't go thet far, but | guessif you're determined . . ."
"l am." She meant to sound firm and decisive, but ended up more wistful than that.

He sghed and his eyebrows knitted together thoughtfully. "What if money wasn't a problem? Would you
do a bed-and-breakfast then?"

How could she explain how meaninglessthat question was?"Tony, | can't answer something likethat! It's
like me asking you what you'd give Carolyn for your anniversary thisyesr, if you were still married.”



"Jewery," he answered promptly. "Probably a necklace and matching bracelet.”

"That'snofair! Y ou aways gave her the samething!" He wasthe kind of guy who liked nothing better
than showering awoman with expensive jewdry. Since Carolyn didn't care for fancy rings and didn't
wear earrings, necklaces and bracelets were what he bought.

Helaughed. "Wéll, you were the one who made the comparison. I'll be more specific if you want, but |
think you owe me an answer."

Damn! Why had she picked that example?"Oh, dl right. The question's pretty ridiculous, because | redly
can'timagine money not being aproblem, but | guess| would try the bed- and-breakfast thing. | read a
book about it acouple of months back, and it sounded like afun thing to do - alot of work, too, of
course.”

"Of course. You'd do agreet job, too." Hisforehead creased dightly and he watched her carefully ashe
asked, "What about Michagl? Do you think you two will patch things up?”

She shook her head, not meeting hiseyes. "I doubt it. HE's not even interested in talking about what's
wrong." She couldn't tell him that Michael had dready moved Cyndi into their gpartment. She had allittle
pride l€ft.

"Then what about us partnering to do aB&B? Y ou've got the right placefor it, the time to devote to
getting it started, and the interest needed to do agood job. I've got the up-front money and afair amount
of business know-how."

She knew that thiswasjust another way of him giving her the money, but she couldn't stand to say no
again right away. In fact, she was horribly tempted to say yes. Maybe it wouldn't really matter if she took
his money and then could never pay it back. He had plenty, and he didn't seem obsessed by it, the way
S0 many people were. Maybe it wouldn't ruin their friendship, and make him the giver and her the grateful
recipient of hislargess. Maybe sheld still be able to make her own decisions without worrying about what
he thought she should do.

Y eah, right. "Y ou dso live three thousand miles away from here, and have a career that keeps you too
busy to take time off. Sooner or later, you're going to get married again and have afamily, and then
you'e really not going to want to have to worry about me and my stupid problems.”

"No. That's not true." He shook his head abruptly and continued earnestly, "Y ou've got to understand
something, Britt. Y ou and Carolyn are the most important peoplein the world to me - asimportant asmy
family, and that's saying alot. We've been friendsalong time, and | would never think your problems
were stupid or unimportant. | know | haven't been in touch much over the last few years, but that's
because | thought it was better that way. Michael dways seemed kind of jealous of our friendship, and
when we'd be together, 1'd see the way things were between you two. | didn't want to make them any
worse. . ."

Her ingdes clenched at the reminder and she closed her eyes. Michaegl had been awful about her
friendship with Tony; it was true. Not so much during college, when they were afoursome, or even later,
while Carolyn was till there. He never particularly liked them, but he seemed happy that Brittany
enjoyed their company. Once Carolyn lft Tony, the story was different.

What would have been abasicdly three-sided conversation between Brittany, Carolyn, and Tony
became atwo-sided one between Brittany and Tony. Michael interpreted every little nuance as meaning
that Brittany and Tony wereflirting, or that one or the other of them was trying to show up Michad. And
when Tony was depressed and having a hard time dealing with life after Carolyn left, Michael resented



every snglething Brittany did to help him - asif doing aload of laundry for Tony meant she wasnt lill
doing Michadl'd When they'd go home after an evening spent trying to cheer him up, Michagl would be
half-drunk on Tony's liquor and would accuse her of the most ridiculous things. The most memorable was
the night he claimed she and Tony had "dipped off for aquickie,” when Tony had actualy asked her to
look through some old clothes of Carolyn'sthat had been in the back of a closet. Hed wanted to know
whether Carolyn waslikely to want any of them, and the two of them hadn't been out of the room more
than a couple of minutes.

Tony cleared histhroat. "And asfar as meliving across the country, that's true, but I'm out thisway on
business every couple of months. I might even spend moretime out hereif thetip | got the other day
worksout. A guy in the Olympiaoffice told me that a distributorship down on the south Oregon coast
might befor sde. It'sfamily-owned and has agood reputation, so it would be right up our dley.”

What an intriguing thought! That meant Tony could visit her more than just oncein great while. But this
was no time to drift off into Sde issues. They needed to get thisB& B thing settled once and for dl. "Tell
me how this partnership benefitsyou."

"| get ashare of the profits, and over time, that should be considerably more than what | put into it."
"What share? And how do you know what it would be over time?”

"I don't know. We'd have to work al the details out first, but we can't do that aslong asyou insst on
saying no. And asfar asthe profits over time, | don't know about that for sure, either. I'm just basing my
thinking on what Mrs. Pitney said earlier, and | agree that we'd need to do some checking before we
made afina decison. I'm sure she'd give usthe names of some of the other B& B's she services, and you
could talk to people around town to see what they've heard.”

Listening to his casud assurance, she realized she didn't know much about the practicalities of running a
business. She might be making abigger ded about the money than was warranted. Plenty of businesses
got started exactly thisway, where one person had the idea and the other had the money and the
know-how. And she certainly trusted Tony . . . "Look, Tony, I'd loveto say let'sdo it. It'sjust that there
are somethings|'m afraid of. Oneisthat you'd go into thisjust because we're friends, even if you thought
there wasn't achancein hell it would succeed.” She paused, wanting him to answer before she said

anythingdse

He pressed hislips together and raised his eyebrows for amoment. "Y ou know how to ask tough
guestions, don't you? | guess at one level your fear makes sense, because | have to admit that the money
isn't anywhere near asimportant as your happiness. But in this particular case, | honestly think aB&B in
thishouseisagreat idea. | don't know how profitable B& B's tend to be, but they've got to do
reasonably well or there wouldn't be as many of them asthere are. And if we go into businesstogether, |
promisethat I'll takeit very serioudly - and | warn you of the exact same thing. I'm not going to be
satisfied with amargindly profitable B& B, unless I'm convinced that's the best we can accomplish. Ask
Robbie or my Dad, if you don't believethat | can be areal pain even with people who are closeto me.”

She only had to remember Michael's stories from the short time he worked at Fiore Marine to know
Tony wastelling thetruth. "1 believe you about that - about al of it, | guess. But that brings me to another
thing that worries me. Would you end up cdling dl the shots?!

He shook his head dowly. "No way. It would be your business, to run the way you seefit. I'd expect us
to talk over mgor decisions, and I'd certainly offer advice from timeto time, but that'sit."

She wished she could just leaveit a that. Any normal person could. " The problem with that isme. | don't
know how to make choices on my own. That's why being with Michaegl worked for so long - he needed



to bein charge and | was glad to follow wherever heled. | can't keep being that way therest of my life,
but I'm afraid that if we go ahead and do this, I'll start following you around instead of Michadl." She
cringed at the awful picture she'd painted of herself, a picture that was unfortunately all too true.

He met and held her gaze. "Don't tear yourself down like that. Of course you know how to make choices
- that'swhat you've been doing the last severa days. Michad didn't want you to think for yoursdlf, and
the easiest way for him to make that happen was to make you think you couldn't do it. But abusiness
partner who can't think for hersdlf is not something | need or want, so I'm going to do my best to get you
to use every ounce of that brilliant brain of yours." He paused for a couple of seconds before adding,
"And thefirgt decison you need to make iswhether we're even going to give it ashot. | think it'sthe right
thing to do, but I'm not going to be the one living and breathing the bed-and-breskfast life. Tell meno
now and | promise I'll op bugging you about it." A amilelighting up hiswholeface, hefinished by
saying, "And | hope | don't even haveto say that well ill befriendsand | won't hold your decision
againg you. What do you say?"

Shelooked at him for along moment. She knew how she wanted to answer, but she wanted to make
surethat it felt right everywhereingde. Findly she smiled back at him. "I think we've got alot of work
ahead of us, partner.”

*%*

The moment Tony pulled up in front of the restaurant on Saturday night, smiling young men opened both
car doors. One offered Brittany his hand, then raced to open the restaurant door. The other gave Tony a
ticket for hiscar, climbed in, and droveit away.

They went insgde and waited only amoment at the reservation desk before an eegant young woman
smiled agreeting at them. Tony responded to her implicit question. "Fiore, table for two."

She nodded, gpparently recognizing his name without consulting her reservation book. "Right thisway,”
shesaid, and led them to atablein front of the windows.

Servers materidized to hold both their chairs and they sank into luxurious armchairs on smooth-rolling
cagers. Large lesther menuswere placed in front of them and the dightly less cumbersome wine list was
entrusted to Tony. The hostess and one of the servers disappeared and the remaining waiter asked,
"Would you care for something from the bar while you look over the menu?'

Tony looked inquiringly at Brittany and she shook her head. "No, thanks. WEell probably order abottle
of winelater."

"Very good, Sir. Today's specias are listed on the first page of the menu. I'll be back in afew minutes,
and I'd be glad to answer any questions you might have at that time." He glided away.

Tony glanced out the windows at the city lights. The restaurant wasin the hills above Portland, and the
windows afforded aview of downtown, the Willamette River, and much of the close-in resdentia area.
He'd never eaten here before, but held stopped at a nearby park once, and he remembered seeing many
more trees than held expect in any metropolitan area. "The lights are lovely, but | think you'd like the
daytime view even better. All the trees make Portland fed lesslikeabig city.”

Shetook in the scene for afew seconds before saying, "Oh, but it isabig city - just ook at al those
lights. Don't get mewrong, but | like my view better."

He smiled. "I know. | do, too."

Her eyeslit up with excitement and sheamost giggled. "I just remembered about al the furniture we



bought - | can't wait until it's delivered!”

They'd spent the day furniture shopping in Portland, after spending the last couple of days meeting with
other local B& B owners and working out the detailsfor their partnership. He'd been prepared to supply
plenty of encouragement to buy the needed furniture and not worry overmuch about price. Surprisingly,
he'd only needed to give her agentle nudge oncein awhile.

Now that her concerns had been addressed, she seemed to treat the money he'd deposited into their
business bank account as, plain and smple, aresource to be used as necessary. Many business people
went to one extreme or the other in their handling of money. Either they pinched every penny, and
sometimes didn't buy the thingsthey truly needed out of adesire to keep plenty of cash in the bank, or
they spent crazily, wasting money on the latest modd of this or that, and eventuadly spending themselves
out of business. Brittany seemed to naturdly fdl in the middle, buying good-quaity merchandise to meet
the businesssrea needs.

"I'm glad you're pleased. | am, too." He was more than pleased by the change in her over thelast severd
days. She appeared more rested and less haunted, but the most dramatic change wasin her personality.
Shelaughed and talked with energy and passion again, and he redlized sadly that she hadn't done ether in
more years than he cared to count. The woman sitting across the table from himwas alot like the
Brittany held falen for back a Brown.

He gave himsdlf amental shake. That wasn't an appropriate subject to think about, especidly herein one
of the more romantic restaurants heldd ever eaten in. And especidly not when shelooked so beautiful
tonight, with her hair flowing unrestricted around her shoulders. . .

"Tony, you've got to tell me something." She frowned dightly and gestured at the restaurant. "Isthisthe
kind of placeyou eet in dl thetime? Becauseif itis, | can't believe you like that dumpy pizzaplacein
Myrtle Beach."

Hewould have laughed, except that he could tell her question was serious. "No, | don't eat at fancy
placeslikethisoften at dl."

A different worry seemed to concern her suddenly. "But you do sometimes - right?' He nodded. She
responded hesitantly, "1 guess I'm weird or something, because | never have.”

He started to formulate a polite response, but changed hismind. ™Y ou're not weird, Britt. Y ou've just
been married to an extremdy sdlfish man who has no idea of how specia you are. Hed rather eat spicy
ethnic food that incinerates your taste buds, and what you like doesn't matter.” To his embarrassment, he
realized he hadn't consulted her before choosing this restaurant, either. "And now, you're stuck with a
business partner who makes assumptions about what you like, too. I'm sorry."

Her eyes opened wide and she laughed. "Don't be sorry! | lovethis place. It'skind of like waking up to
discover I'mliving in afairy tale, and I'm the princess. | never fdlt like that before.” A cloud crossed her
face, dimming her happiness.

Tony wished he could make the cloud vanish as easily as hed helped with her financia problems.
Brittany should fed likeaprincessdl thetime.

CHAPTER SEVEN

At eight-fifteen on Monday morning, Tony sat in astraight chair in front of Grandfather's desk. It was
Grandmother's desk now, of course, and had been for nearly fifteen years. Neither the desk nor the
office had changed since the day eight-year-old Tony arrived to spend hisfirst half-day learning the



business of Fiore Marine,

Grandfather was also Antonio Fiore, and even though he had three children, he decreed that hisfirst male
grandchild would succeed him at the helm of Fiore Marine. Tony wasthe first grandchild, mae or femae,
and his name was only thefirst of many choices made by Grandfather on hisbehdf. And hisfirst half-day
at the office had been followed by many more throughout his childhood, time that the other grandchildren
spent in their own choice of activities.

Thismorning, he was herein response to asummons from Elsa, Grandfather's secretary dl those years
ago, and now Grandmother's secretary. Grandmother wanted an update on operationsin Olympiaand
North Carolina. That'swhat she said, a least. Tony knew her interest in either Ste was extremely limited.
Aslong asthey were making money for Fiore Marine and not damaging the company's reputation, she'd
rather pretend they didn't exist.

Stll, hewas an obedient grandchild and did ashewastold. "I met briefly with Robbie just afew minutes
ago. Histrip to North Carolinawent well. He had productive meetings with anumber of long-time
customers, including several who told usthey were being aggressively wooed by our former manager. All
but one assured him that they planned to stay with us, and that one customer said they hadn't made afina
decision, but promised to meet with us again in two weeks."

She nodded. "Good. Y ou will represent the company at that meeting.” An edict, and one Tony knew had
nothing to do with Robbie's competence. ™Y ou have finished wasting your timein Oregon, | trust?' She
challenged him with that dark disapproving glare of hers, having reached the redl purpose for the
mesting.

Someone less experienced with Grandmother might try to distract her with talk of the company in
Southern Oregon held heard about last week. He knew better. "Actudly, Brittany and | have become
business partners. Were starting asmall bed-and-breakfast in the house she owns out there. She'sthe
managing partner, o | won't have any day-to-day responsbilities, but | will need to visit afew timesa
year. | plan to organize my schedule so that | can spend afew days there whenever | visit the Sitein
Olympia."

She didn't keep him waiting for her response. "Y ou talk of Brittany and not Michagl. Therefore, | assume
that their marriageis il inturmoil, and | ask why you continue to involve yoursdf in mattersthat belong
to the two of them to resolve.”

He gave her ahard ook of his own and answered, "Because he's not interested in resolving anything, and
he's taken the money she had to live on. If | hadn't been there last week, she'd be cleaning toilets at the
local motel in order to feed hersdf.”

"And it's preferable that she never learn to stand on her own two feet?" Grandmother shook her head,
but her expression moderated to gentle scolding. "Antonio, your heart isin theright place, | would never
question that. But you have no responsibility with regard to Brittany, and you must not stand between her
and Michadl. Yet that is exactly what you are doing. This business you and she are starting isin Oregon,
and her husband worksin Cdifornia. One of them must give up their livelihood now in order to reconcile,
and shewill not want to disgppoint you by doing so."

Hefdt aguilty twinge of conscience. Hed thought of that point - that it would help Brittany to stay firmin
her decision to leave Michadl. Was he doing wrong by her? No, he couldn't believe that. "' Grandmother,
you know Michael. Do you actudly think held be any better a husband than he was an employee?’

" She should have considered that before she married him." She sighed and reluctantly admitted, "But |
would not deny her the opportunity to improve her life. My concern, asaways, isfor you. | had dlowed



myself to hope that, with that woman finaly married again, you would begin to move forward with your
own life" "That woman" was how Grandmother referred to Carolyn, when she absolutely had to refer to
her. "But now, it will be Brittany whose life you must watch over and assst inamillion ways. Y ou will ill
have no timeto find awife."

He smiled, glad for the promise hed made Brittany. "Actualy, that's not true. I'm going to start dating
again." Quickly, before she had the chance to say anything more, he changed the subject. "I know you're
busy this morning, but there's one more thing I'd like to discuss. I've heard of another distributor that's
being put up for saethis spring. | plan to start making some cdlsthisweek about it, and | just wanted
you to be aware of that."

She nodded somewhat absently. "Whereisit?'

"On the West Coadt, afew hours north of the California border. Near Coos Bay, Oregon.” He hurried to
jugtify himself before she interrupted. "It doesn't make much sense for usto have only one Site out west,
and thisisfar enough from Olympiato avoid fighting over any of the same customers. I'd be able to
handle both sites on the same cross-country trip, so it would be more efficient.”

"It would a'so be very convenient for your businesswith Brittany.” Looking like she'd been sucking ona
lemon, she paused sgnificantly, then said, "Keep meinformed. We will not buy another distributor just to
provide you with an excuse to spend time in Oregon. Now, about this dating business, Mrs. Ragazzo's
granddaughter Rose is visiting her for afew weeks. Shel's asweet girl, well-brought-up and quite pretty.
Mrs. Ragazzo isjust home from the hospita, and I've been meaning to go Sit with her some evening. I'm
sure Rose would enjoy an evening out with anice young man. Y ou could take awak down to the
waterfront for dinner - "

Heraised hishand. "1 don't need your help, Grandmother. I'll find my own dates, thank you very much."”
"And what iswrong with anice ltdian girl, | want to know?Y our brother married one - "
"And Sdl isawonderful wifefor Robbie, | don't dispute that. | just want to choose my own wife.”

Glowering a him, Grandmother muttered, "Then get busy &t it - and do a better job thistime. | can't wait
forever."

**

The house was way too quiet. As much as Brittany had hated Michael dumping infront of the TV inthe
magter bedroom at al hours these last few months, she would have welcomed his demanding voice right
about now.

If he was here, or Tony for that matter, she'd be making dinner at this hour. She didn't like egting aone,
though, so sheld stopped in Tillamook on her way back from Portland and bought awhole bunch of cans
of diet drink. They didn't taste anything like the milkshakes the ads compared them to, but they were
easy and they'd help her lose weight. Five or ten pounds would probably be enough.

Fred and Kevin Pool had come by thismorning. They fished part of the year and did house repair
projectsthe rest of thetime. They agreed to get started tomorrow on ingtaling the door between the suite
and the rest of the second floor. They aso left paint samples so she could choose colorsfor each of the
bedrooms. Sheld initialy planned to do the painting herself, but Tony had convinced her she had too
many other respongbilities. Instead, she was going to sand down and refinish the bunk beds for the sitting
roomy/child's bedroom.

Sheld talked to the people at Inn on the Hill this afternoon. That was another B& B that belonged to Mrs.



Pitney's reservation service, and she and Tony had been there last week to check out the financia
questionsthey had. Ralph and Phyllis had been very friendly and helpful. Even though Inn on the Hill was
only afew milesaway, on the north end of Myrtle Beach instead of the south end, they didn't seem
threatened by potentia competition from Martha's Madness. They were located on ahill just east of
town. Their guestroomsall had alovely view of the panorama of the four miles of beach in honor of
which Myrtle Beach got its name. But their guests couldn't walk right out onto the beach!

Raph and Phyllis had offered her the opportunity to learn first-hand the business of running aB&B. They
would benefit by getting some free labor from Brittany, but aso indirectly by improving the service
Brittany provided a her own B& B, which should eventuadly reflect positively on the reputation and
bookings of Mrs. Pitney's service.

They had severa roomsfilled this coming weekend, so Brittany agreed to spend severa hoursthere each
day from Friday through Sunday. The prospect of getting alittle supervised practice time was quite
exciting. She hoped it would prevent at least afew disasters once Marthal's M adness opened its doors
for busness.

So, it wasn't that sheld been idie all day that made her ready to climb the walls now. It was just that she
didn't do well at being alone. Even back when she and her mother first moved into the apartment and her
mother started working evenings, shed fdt likethis. Kind of scared. Londly, and willing to put up with
virtually anything to avoid being aone one minute longer than necessary.

What craziness had inspired her to sentence hersalf to so much solitude? The B& B business would be
dow-to-nonexistent much of the year, and even when it wasn't, her guests weren't going to want their
hostess hanging around with them.

It was Michadl, of course. The way held been so casua when she said she was going to stay up herea
while. Casud, nothing - the guy was glad! All histalk about how she wasn't so specid after al and the
way helet Cyndi moverightinonhim -

Hey, had sheredly moved in with Michae ? Michael could have just been saying that to make Brittany
jealous- and it did, but in afunny, twisted kind of way. Because asfar as she was concerned, theidea of
letting Michadl ever touch her again was pretty sickening. Of course, that made no sense. Brittany had
known for along time - forever, it seemed like - that guys would aways take sex wherever they found it.
And she hadn't ever in their fifteen years together felt completely secure about her importance to
Miched.

So, sncethar reationship was amess and she no longer wanted to have sex with him, she shouldn't
worry about whether or not Cyndi was living with Michael. He could have made up the whole thing,
garting with her coming on to him at the club. None of it mattered to the overal situation.

Wdl, maybe that was true and she shouldn't care, but she did. She needed to know. Right now.

But how could shefind out? If Michael waslying, he wouldn't suddenly start telling her the truth. And she
couldn't exactly call their neighbors and ask if they'd seen a strange woman coming out of the gpartment -
not in their building, where new residents moved in every week.

Sheld cdl the apartment! Michadl wouldn't be home from work yet, so Cyndi would answer the phone -
assuming she wasn't a work, too.

She picked up the phone and punched in the number, not giving herself achanceto think her decison
through. Onering, and a second. Shed let it ring once more, then hang up before the answering machine
picked up.



"Mikey, isthat you?' Cyndi, definitely. That cutesy breathy voice wasn't thelesst bit naturd.

"Wrong number.” Brittany hung up and sat staring at the phone for afew seconds. It wastrue! Her
husband had moved someone el seinto their gpartment. No wonder he didn't care if she stayed up here.

She was stuck. She couldn't go back to him - not that she would have even considered it, of course. It
didn't matter how lonely and empty this house was. It was dl she had and shed damn well better get
usedtoit.

The phonerang. Oh, no! She nearly dropped it on the floor. Cyndi must have recognized her voice - or
sheld used that call-return festure for when you missacall. She didn't want to answer, but it wasjuvenile
to pretend she wasn't here. "Hello?"

"Hi, Britt." Not Cyndi - Tony.

Shelet her breath out as slently as possible. "Oh, hi! How are you doing?”
"Fine. You?'

"Me, too. Waswork okay today?" Great question.

"Y eah. How was your day?'

Okay, he could ask some not-so-great questions, too. "Fine. Fred and Kevin came by. They said the
new door and al will be easy. And I'm going over to Inn on the Hill to work thisweekend.”

"Oh, that'll be greet. Did you do anything about paint yet?'

"Fred and Kevin left samples, but | haven't redlly looked at them. | wasthinking of using somefairly
warm pagtels, so the place doesn't look ingtitutiona or anything. What do you think?"

"That sounds good."

Sheldd be willing to bet he didn't have aclue what she was talking about. But the important thing was that
she knew he had faith in her decison-making abilities. "And | was thinking, we aways used to identify
which room people were deeping in by color. If we did each room in adifferent color, we wouldn't have
to give the rooms numbers.”

"Y ou mean you'd assign someone to the Rose Room, for example?’

Hey, maybe he did know what awarm color was! "Y eah. One B& B | read about names the rooms after
different authors, and the furnishings vary according to the author.”

" So the Stephen King Room would be full of Halloween kinds of things? 1 don't think 1'd want to stay
there”

Shelaughed. "That wastheidea, but I'm pretty sure the authors are dl much more sedate than that. Like
maybe the Jane Austin Room, or something.”

"Even 50, it sounds alittle hokey to me. The Rose Room seems classier somehow.” Hisvoice had a
rough-but-smooth quality to it that she could listen to for hours. It kind of scraped at the edges of her
nerves and soothed her anxiety.

They talked awhile longer, but she wasn't ready to talk about Cyndi yet. Eventualy he asked, "Isit
londly in that big house? | was thinking about it last night, and wondering whether it makes the same



cresking soundsthat | hear in my condo.”

"l guessit does, but I'm pretty used to hearing the wind and rain outside, so | don't notice it that much.
And the same thing about being londy, too." She made afaceto hersdf - she shouldn't lieto Tony like
that. She could tell him how much she hated being aone.

Except right now, she didn't hate it that much. And she knew that, even after she and Tony hung up,
sheld be better able to stand the solitude. Being done but having afriend like Tony was better than being
married to someone who thought friends were unnecessary. Someone who apparently didn't care which
woman was sharing his bed.

*%*

It was ridiculous | etting an inggnificant thing like atelephone control your life. And that was exactly what
Tony was doing - for the second night in arow, he'd let the phone chase him out of his condo into the
streets of Newport's Point section.

Hed caled Britt on Monday night. She had seemed glad to hear from him, despite not having much
businessto discuss with him. He knew it was important for her not to start fedling hewas cdling al the
time to check up on her. On the other hand, he knew she/d want to talk decisions over with him, so they
should talk reasonably often. All in dl, hefigured twice aweek was aworkable frequency for phone
cdls

The problem was that he wanted to cal her every night. Last night, and again tonight, it felt like the phone
whispered "Cdl Britt" at least once every ten minutes. He went so far both nights as to plan out what he'd
say to her, assuming he caled her. The ideawasto proveto himsdlf that he didn't have any vaid reason
for picking up the phone, and therefore to talk himself out of doing so.

And he didn't have anything to say to her - nothing that he dared to say. Wanting to hear her voice wasn't
something her good friend and business partner was alowed. Wondering how she was dedling with her
separation from Michael would have been okay, except that she was 0 reticent and unwilling to talk
about it. If he pressed her about the Situation, she might very well clam up and refuseto tell him anything.

Or she might see the truth undernesth his facade of friendship. The plain unvarnished redlity wasthat he
waslovesick over her. Her marital woes only gave new life to his dreams. Maybe he had a chance with
her now.

Hisbrain knew better. It propelled him out of reach of theinstrument of his potentia - and probably
inevitable - downfall. It knew that, after he'd walked the streets and stared out at Narragansett Bay long
enough, he'd be ready to give up and go to deep.

Thinking about her while walking wouldn't do him any good, though. Hed think about work. Like about
the difference between the Fiore Marine of Grandfather's eraand the one of today.

Grandfather started the company shortly after World War I1. Asayoung man, he spent more than ten
yearsworking on afishing boat. They fished for weeks at atime out in the Atlantic, days away from
shore. The work was backbreaking and dangerous, and when they had agood catch, reasonably well
paid.

He and Grandmother had three smal children, two boysand agirl. Jointly, they decided that they would

rather their children had two living parents than the comforts that alucky fisherman'sfamily could enjoy.
Grandfather often said that he intended to live to see his children's children have children of their own.

Hedidn't quite make it. He died suddenly from amassive stroke during Tony's sophomore year in



college. Hed lived to see seven grandchildren be born, but no great-grandchildren.

Grandfather's death was acrisgis point for Fiore Marine. The only other Fiore working for the company
was Tony'sfather, Lorenzo, and held never been given enough authority to make him aviable candidate
to take over. The minute Grandfather was buried, Grandmother announced that she would replace him
temporarily. The fact that she had no business experience of her own wasimmeateridl.

In his self-centered immeaturity, Tony thought that Grandmother was stepping in just until he graduated
from college. He was Grandfather's designated successor, so naturally held take over right away. He had
all sorts of plansfor the changes he'd make then.

But dl these yearslater, Grandmother was il in charge. He now understood that dmost al the changes
he had wanted to make would have been disastrous or pointless. Luckily, he hadn't been dlowed to
implement any of them.

Hed started in the warehouse - keeping track of inventory, ordering, and more than afew times,
assembling orders and loading them onto delivery trucks himsdlf. Hisfather, who usudly ran that end of
things, was busy dealing with customers and suppliers, ajob Grandfather had aways done personally.

After avery long year of apprenticeship, Tony was promoted. He took over the customer and supplier
relationships that Grandfather had taught him were the heart of Fiore Marine. Still not the job that had
been promised him, but he was making progress.

And then one day, a customer asked if he knew Manny Silviaof Silvia's Supplies. He didn't know
Manny, but he knew of the company. It was in Southeastern Massachusetts, dmost as far east as Cape
Cod, and it was a marine supply distributor with the same good solid reputation that Fiore Marine had.
The customer told him that Manny wanted him to stop by that afternoon, if he could squeezeit into his
schedule.

He made the time, and Manny turned out to be an old friend of Grandfather's who'd worked with himin
the early days of Fiore Marine. Manny wanted to retire from the business and he didn't have any family
interested in taking over. Would Fiore Marine be willing to buy his operation?

Grandmother didn't like theideaasingle bit, but she didn't want to disappoint an old friend of
Grandfather's. They bought the company and sheimmediately put Tony in charge. If it didn't turn aprofit
or if it took too much of her timeto run, sheld close the place down.

Tony wasin seventh heaven! He had acompany of hisown to run, and it was only dightly smaller than
Fore Marineitsalf was. He threw himsdlf into the job and made such a success of it that Grandmother
had to be pleased. And over the years, he found other small distributorships for them to buy. Every year,
their gross sdles and net income were significantly higher than ever before. Also of importance, Fiore
Marine now was alarge enough company that ajob could be found for anyone in the family who needed
or wanted one.

They had ten subsidiariesin addition to the origina operation in Newport. That might become eleven
fairly soon, if the digtributorship near Coos Bay lived up to the positive results from thefirst few inquiries
he'd made.

That thought led him back to Brittany. Would he be so eager for thisdedl, if it wouldn't give him achance
to spend more time with her? Logicaly, he knew the answer was yes. He hadn't had thistype of incentive
for the ten acquisitions held already ramrodded. But he'd need to watch himsalf closely. The only reason
all ten had worked so well was because held weeded out all the other possibilities - the ones that had
something wrong with them. He couldn't let emotion lead him astray now.



Brittany was asimportant to him as hisfamily, but he had aresponsibility to hisfamily that he didn't have
to her. Tony was Grandfather's chosen successor, and the onus of the company's financiad soundness and
the family's security was his.

Nether Antonio Fiore ever let the family down.

CHAPTER EIGHT

By Saturday noon, Brittany's back and legs were screaming at her. What had gotten into her, to subject
them to so much abuse? So many flights of stairs, so much bending and stretching?

Sheld learned aheck of alot about running aB& B, though. The Inn on the Hill had eight guestrooms,
each with private bath. Due to the sunny weather that had broken out mid-week, al eight were occupied
thisweekend, rather than the three that Ral ph and Phyllis had expected.

Y esterday morning Phyllis had shown her how to make up a guestroom, and then sheld | ft Brittany to do
the rest of them. In the afternoon, Brittany had watched while afew people checked in and were given
tours and explanations of the house rules. She'd arrived at Six thismorning to help with breskfast, and
now shed finaly finished deaning the last bathroom.

She didn't see Phyllis anywhere on the main floor, so she had to go down another flight of stairsto their
private gpartment. She knocked on the open door and called out, "Phyllis? I'm through with the
bathrooms. Would you like to check them?”

"Comeonin, Brittany," Ralph answered. "Phyllisran out to the store for afew minutes. Have a sest.
Would you like some coffee?' He sat in arecliner chair with hisfeet up, amug of coffeein hisleft hand.

"No coffee, thanks." She sank onto alow sofawith deep cushionsthat made her afraid sheld never stand
up again. "Thisisagreat view." Their private living room had big picture windows looking out over the
beach, just asthe main living and dining rooms did upstairs, and the guest rooms on two floors above
that. The house was built into the side of the hill, and since she couldn't see any ground outside the
windows, shefdt like they were suspended in mid-air.

"So, how areyou liking the B& B business?'
"Fine so far, but I'm exhausted! How do you two do it al thetime?'

He chuckled, hiswhite beard and red cheeks making him look alot like Santa Claus. "It can betiring, |
admit, but we think the rewards are worth it. Living here year-round, getting to know our wonderful
guests, having so much freetime. . . It'saso much better for our mental and physical hedlth - especidly
al the gairswe haveto climb. Youreyoung. Youll adjust innotime."

She amiled. "I'm sure | will. I've loved Myrtle Beach and Marthas Madness since | wastwelve, sothisis
adream cometrue. Isthere anything else you'd like meto do today?"

"l don't think so. I'm sure Phylliswill check one or two of the bathrooms when she gets back - she
aways doesif anyone other than her doesthe cleaning. But you don't need to wait around for her. Y oull
be back in the morning?'

"Six o'clock sharp. And thanks again for giving me this opportunity. | realy appreciateit.” Sheregained
her feet with a minimum of struggle and headed upstairs and out to her car. She was sure that Ralph and
Phyllis enjoyed having such a private space of their own, but for herself, she was thankful she didn't have
another flight of gtairsto climb.



**

Tony spent Saturday afternoon and early evening &t his brother Robbie's house. It was the kind of time
he dearly loved - warm and casud, with some of hisfavorite peoplein the world. It lso reminded him of
exactly what was missing in hislife, so there was a definite edge of sadnessto his pleasure.

Robbie and Sd lived in adevelopment on the east side of Aquidneck Idand, about fifteen minutes from
Tony's condo in Newport. Their house was at least three times as large as the house Tony and Robbie
had grown up in, and at lessthan six years old, something like one-twentieth the age of that house. Sal
was from a il older, smaler house, and Robbie had confided that they'd specificaly set out to buy a
large new home to bresk from the past.

Tony was pleased to seethey'd findly finished furnishing the living room. The family room had comefir,
because that was where they hosted large gatherings for their families on every possible occasion. Until
this spring, the living room had been virtually empty. Now it held a sofa, aloveseat, and severd chairs
made of incredibly soft brown leather, aswell asanumber of attractive wooden tables of various Sizes,
some topped with vases of flowers or other decoration. The lighting was ample and easily adjusted,
making it the kind of room that invited any guest to relax.

Trinaand Gina, Robbi€'s daughters, were amost four and alittle more than two, respectively. They were
adorable and seemed amost perfectly behaved. Trina, short for Catarina, was named after Grandmother
and Gina after Sd's grandmother.

Grandmother and Aunt Luisa considered Sa the perfect Italian girl. She was petite and pretty, and
unfailingly devoted to home and family. She respected her elders and tradition implicitly, and despite her
sweet somewhat retiring disposition, she ruled her home and family. When Tony suggested on Thursday
that he and Robbie go out for acouple of drinks after work, Robbie replied, "Tonight's my night for
watching the girlswhile Sd goesto bingo at the church. Shelll kill meif I'm late” Tony doubted the
literalness of the thregt, but he cared too much for his brother's welfare to chance it.

Tony and Robbie had known Sdal aslong as either could remember. They attended the same church and
the same middle school and high school. Robbie and Sal had dated steadily in high school, but had
drifted gpart once Robbie went to college at the University of Rhode Idand haf an hour away. Part of
the reason for that was sex. Sl was agood girl and intended to remain avirgin until her wedding night.
Robbie didn't want to wait, and found the uninhibited atmosphere at school very much to hisliking.
Nevertheless, once he started work at Fiore Marine, he began seeing Sd again. She sill wouldn't givein,
and adthough Robbie had never admitted it, Tony felt sure he was secretly proud of having married a
virgin. Assimilar asthe two brothers were in many ways, Robbie was at heart much more
old-fashioned.

Today was Sd's opportunity to hear al about Carolyn'swedding, and Tony dredged every detail
possible out of hismemory, but her curiogity still wasn't satisfied. After dinner, with Ginasnuggled up next
to him on the couch, hesaid, "Sdl, I'm sorry, but | really can't remember any more. Maybe you should try
asking some specific questions.”

She frowned intently for afew seconds, then wrinkled her nose and looked at Robbie as though for
guidance. "Wél, theré's one thing I'm redl curious about, but | feel kind of funny asking. What's Scott
like?'

Robbierolled his eyes and muttered, "Comeon, Sa . . . Just tdll her its none of her business.”

"I don't mind," hetold both of them. "He seemsnice, but | don't know him more than just to speak. He
treats Carolyn right, and | guess he takes work and thingslike that pretty serioudy. He'sreal devoted to



Rachd, too."
"That's his daughter?' Sal asked.
"Weéll, he'sactualy her guardian. Her mother was engaged to Scott when shedied.”

Sd just stared a Tony. "And Carolyn's going to help raise her?' She might have said something more,

but Robbie shot her alook that silenced her. After afew seconds, she brightened and asked, "What does
Scott ook like?" Robbie continued glowering at her, and she sighed. "I'm sorry, Tony. Just ignore my
rude questions.”

Heamiled a her. "It's okay, redly. Y es, Carolyn seemsto have changed her mind about kids, dthough
I'm not too sure how anxious sheisto actualy give birth and al that. And Scott could practically be
another Fiore. He's a couple of inches shorter than me, maybe thirty or so pounds lighter, and hishair is
curly and not quite as black.”

"He mugt be dl skin and boned!"

"Not exactly, dthough it's pretty clear he hasn't had an Itdian mother or wifefeeding him hiswholelife.
Ginas head rested on hislap, and he smoothed the dark hair out of her eyes. She smiled deepily and
burrowed in closer.

"Well, I'll tell you both something,” Robbie announced. "'I'm nowhere near asinterested in what Scott
lookslike as| am in what's happening between my dear sweet brother and Brittany.”

Sd's eyes opened wide and she turned to Robbie to protest, Y ou said there wasn't anything going on!”

"Thereisnt,” Tony answered firmly. "We're friends and now we're business partners, too. Michadl |eft
her in the lurch and he's apparently not interested in degling with their problems, so it lookslike they're

through."

Robbie said, "I never understood what she saw in that jerk in thefirst place. She's dways seemed like a
classact, from whét little | could tell with Michael around.”

"Yeah." SA glanced a Robbie, then wrinkled her nose. "I never said anything to you, Tony, but Michael
said some awful thingsto me acouple of times.”

"Whet kind of things?"

She squirmed in her chair. "Well - crude, | guessyou'd say. Likeabout my .. . body . .." Shebit her lip,
seemingly il trying to figure out how to explain without using Michad's exact words.

Robbie rescued her. "So, Tony, if the dedl with you and Brittany isjust friendship and business, how
come I've caught you al moony-eyed abunch of timesthisweek?"

"Y ou have not!"
"Havetoo!"

Sd laughed. "Before you two totaly regressinto little kids, maybe you could tell us about this house of
Brittany's. It must be pretty big if she can run abed-and-breskfagt iniit."

"Thank you, Sdl. I'm glad to see that some members of thisfamily have more to do than make up stories
to amuse themselves. Her house is gredt. It's right on the beach - and the beach isn't like our beaches,
ether. It'snice and sandy and it goes on for amile or more in both directions. The second floor isall



going to be guest rooms - three regular rooms and atwo-room suite for familieswith children.”

Her facelit up. "That's so neat! Do you remember we went out to the Cape for afew dayslast summer?
| really wanted to stay in this bed-and-breakfast in Provincetown I'd heard about, but they don't take
kids."

"The place we ended up wasn't too shabby,” Robbie reminded her.

"l didn't mean it was! It was beautiful - the kind of place I'd only ever seen beforeon TV." Shelooked at
Robbie with such adoration and trust that Tony felt like an intruder. "1t was perfect, you know that."

He could amost imagine how it would fed if Brittany looked at him like that, even just once. . .
Robbie chortled. "He'sdoing it again! See, Sal? Doesn't helook like a moonstruck puppy?”

He retaliated the only way he could - he threw asofa pillow right into Robbie's grinning face.

**

Brittany waited al day Monday for Fred and Kevin to show up. They'd finished putting in the new door
last week, and Brittany had chosen the colorsfor each room on Thursday. At first, she thought they might
have had to go to Tillamook to get the paint mixed, but that explanation lost much of itsvdidity by
mid-afternoon.

Findly she jumped in her car and drove to the hardware store where Angelaworked, watching passing
traffic for their beat-up truck the whole way. The store was nearly empty, so Angelacame over and
greeted her immediately. "Hi, Brittany. What can | help you with?" Interegtingly, in this environment, she
seemed much more self-assured than usual.

"l wasjust wondering if you knew where your dad and Kevin are today."

She stood tdler and her eyesflared with anger. ™Y ou mean they aren't at your place? I'll bet those rats
went fishing! | told them - none of their usua tricks on your job - but do you think they listen?"

"They went fishing instead of working?' That was a strange concept. Thereld been plenty of dayswhen
she wanted to do something other than go to work, but she'd forced hersdlf to ignore those urges. "They
dothisalot?!

Angdasighed and shook her head. "If they think thefish arerunning . . . Of course, they sdll the fish, so
it'snot exactly like they're goofing off."

"But it doesn't get my painting done! The furniture's supposed to come on Friday, and | was hoping most
of it would be done by then."

Angdasquared her shoulders, looking ready for hand-to-hand combat. "I'm redlly sorry, Brittany. I'll
make sure they don't do thisto you again.”

"Thanks. By the way, would you like to come over some night thisweek for dinner?I've got a couple of
recipesto try - they're intended for breakfast, but they're casseroles, so they should work for dinner,
too."

Angdagrinned. "That would be super! When do you want to do it?"
She shrugged. "Any night that worksfor you."

"Istonight too soon? Not making dinner for Dad and Kevin would serve them right, after what they did



toyou."

"Tonight'sgreat. I'll just stop by the store and pick up the ingredients | need. Come by right after work,
unless you need to go homefirg."

With adevilish amile, Angdlasad, "I'll gop home long enough to leave them anote. | think they're both
broke, so they won't be able to go hang out with their buddies at the bar.”

In the interests of saving time, Brittany shopped at the storein Myrtle Beach. It worked somewhat,
athough she probably spent as much time figuring out what to subgtitute for the ingredients she couldn't
find, as shewould have driving to the store where she normally shopped.

The casserole turned out to be delicious. It was an egg, bacon, and cheese mixture that vaguely
resembled aquiche. To go with it, she made her old standby, cinnamon rolls. Another time, sheld
practice making muffins from scratch and make the French toast casserole that Mrs. Pitney had given her
therecipefor.

After Angelaleft, and every time shelet her mind drift the rest of the week, she thought about her
marriage. The current Sate of affairs- asingle affair, in this case - wasn't a tenable long-term solution.
Couples were meant to be together, not separated by severa hundred miles.

Y et Michad didn't seem to acknowledge that anything waswrong. Hed talked like she had no right even
to complain that he had moved Cyndi into their apartment. And, damn him, he thought Brittany's problem
was that she was too horny to think straight!

She was horny, but she knew he was doing thisal on purpose, just to make her desperate. Sheld always
crumbled before, when he pulled away from her like this. And when she crumbled, she stopped
questioning his behavior. All shewanted wasfor him to forgive her - to hold her, to say something niceto
her. And well, yes, sex was part of what she wanted then, too, but only part of it.

She wasn't going to crumble thistime. Sheld had it with trying to make the little crumbs of love he offered
into afull med. Either he sarted giving back as much love as he got and began dedling with thered
issues, to boot, or she'd -

What? What was she going to do? And it had better not be some stupid threat she had no intention of
carrying out, because it sure as heck looked like she was going to end up having to follow through onit.

Okay, well what about the d-word? Would she have the guts to divorce Michagl ? It was sure no trest
being hiswife most of thetime. He was demanding and often surly and he never did his share of the
housework. And whenever she needed tenderness or afriendly ear, his suggested solution was sex, and
if shedidn't want that, then she should just grow up and stop hasdling him.

But she was pretty sure he actudly did love her. He wouldn't have taken three months off work to come
up here with her, otherwise. And one of the best parts was that he'd thought up the idea himself. It hadn't
been like when she told him a dozen times or more that she wanted to spend aweekend in Monterey.
Héed finally taken her there last year, but only to make up for breaking asmall glass bottle of hersin afit
of anger. The bottle had been the last gift her father ever gave her, and no trip, especialy not one when
Michael dternated between showing off and being hateful, could make up for itsloss.

Those memories made her redlize that their marriage was effectively over for her. Sheld forgiven way too
much aready. She might not like the idea of spending the rest of her life done, but at least she could live
it the way she wanted.



On Friday, after Fred and Kevin started on the day's painting - they'd been exceedingly prompt and
courteous since Angela got her hands on them - she drove to Tillamook to see alawyer. There were
closer lawyerslisted in the phone book, but she would fed more comfortable talking to another woman.

She learned that the proceduresto get adivorcein Oregon were rdatively straightforward. If she and
Michael could agree on terms, it would even befairly inexpensive. The only mgjor hitch wasthat at least
one of them needed to be an Oregon resident for six months before they filed the papers. That meant
shed haveto wait until July before doing anything formdly. The lawyer suggested shetak to Michad in
the meantime to seeif they could come to an equitable settlement on their own.

Sheld already promised to help Raph and Phyllis again that weekend, so she decided to wait until
Monday to cal Michadl. She was surprised to find that the stairs didn't bother her nearly as much asthey
had the previous weekend. She aso was able to make up the rooms and clean the bathrooms
congderably quicker than before. Apparently she was getting the hang of the B& B business.

The furniture was delivered on Monday instead of Friday, and it was absolutely perfect. Fred and Kevin
hauled the old living room furniture up to the lookout tower, and loaded the other old furniture into their
truck for delivery to the embryonic women's shelter she'd heard about last week. She couldn't wait to tell
Tony al about how great the suite looked now that it was painted and had its new furniture.

That call had to wait, though. It wastimeto cal Michad - at work, snce he didn't want her calling the
gpartment. He answered right away. "Y eah?"

"Hi, Miched "
"Britt! Coming down soon?"'

She should just ignore his question and go into her planned speech, but she had to ask, "Do you miss
me?'

"Jesus, what aquestion! Of course | missyou.” Then, destroying any illusion she might have had that
anything had changed, he said, "Cyndi can't cook worth adamn, and I'm broke trying to survive on just
my meady sday."

Asthough this discussion hadn't gone on long enough, she said, "1 would have thought Cyndi would kick
in her share of expenses.”

He snorted. "Right. Like her minimum wagejob is going to make abig differencein paying the rent. She's
alot easier to get dong with than you are, though. I've been thinking - when you come back, | don't want
to hear any more of your bitching. Y ou've got adamn good life with me, and I'm sick of your congtant
complaints. A lot of guyswouldn't St still for haf of what | take, just because | love you.”

Anytime before, she would have focused on hisfina three words and decided he was probably right
about the rest of it. She would have tried her hardest to be more understanding and less demanding. Not
anymore. "Michadl, I'm not coming back. Y ou're not satisfied with our marriage and neither am I,
athough for very different reasons.”

"What's your reason?" he sneered. " Still upset because I've got Cyndi to entertain me while you're gone?
Because I'll tell you something - the way you've been drooling over that damn wop dl theseyears, I'd a
hell of alot prefer you'd actualy done something about it. Theway it is, you turn your nose up at
everything | do for you - like you think held treat you like he did the Ice Queen. Well, I've got a secret
for you, Britt baby, you'rejust adut, and the real reason he was never interested is'cause you weren't
worth dummin' for."



He might aswell have punched her in the ssomach. Not that she didn't know hiswords were true, but she
hadn't realized he knew, too. Did everyone know? Was that really why Tony didn't love her?

"Cat got your tongue, baby?' How could she ever have laughed along with his crud gibesat other
people? " Could it be you didn't think | knew why you practicaly jumped me at that party? | mean, you
say like two wordsto medl evening, and the minute they come waltzing down the stairs, you want to do
it? But hey - | didn't mind, and | ill wouldn't, if you'd just accept that I'm the best you can get. I'm damn
sck of coming in second to ateenage fantasy.”

She held her hand tightly over her mouth until the urge to answer his charges subsided. She shouldnt
have let him get started. But at |east, held proven he hadn't changed in the last two weeks. Sheld get on
with the purpose for thiscall. "Michadl, | want adivorce." Sheraised her voice because it sounded like
he was getting ready to argue. "'l can't file the papersuntil July, but al | want ismy car and the clothes
and persond things| left in the gpartment.”

"A divorce? Jesus, you're avindictive bitch! What the hell does it matter to you if 1've got Cyndi,
anyway?' He sounded disgusted, but not eye-bulging angry yet.

"I'm not being vindictive, Michad. Thetruth isthat you and | don't have very much in common. If you
redly think about it, | think you'll agree that we haven't been happy together for along time." She
probably should mention her business, but that wasn't why she was making this decision, so she decided
not to.

"It'syour own damn fault - you're fucking impossibleto please! | oughtajust let you go and do it, and see
how lost and miserable you end up. But hey, if | say I'm sorry about Cyndi, isthat gonnafix things?'

"No, Michadl. There's nothing you can say that'll fix things. I've made my decision, and I'm sad abouit it,
but that'sthe way it hasto be." Thiswasn't quite as hard to say as sheld expected, and she was not at dl
tempted to change her mind.

"Well, finethen," he snarled. "Y ou go get your asinine divorce, but don't come crawling back to me later.
And don't be expecting to get any of your crap back, either. Cyndi and I'll have anicelittle bonfire this
weekend, and burn up every last bit of it. Maybe well stuff some of your old clothes full of newspaper
and pretend it'syou. Toss you right on top and watch you burn!™ He roared with laughter and, just before
he hung up, he added, "1t'd serve you right. Y ou think you're so damn hot.”

Not anymore, she didn't.

CHAPTER NINE

Tony took along wak after dinner Monday night, just as he/d done dmost every night for the last two
weeks. The brisk wegther didn't bother him, or the occasional raindrops. Newport had an interesting
mixture of architectures, and by varying hisroute each night, he got achanceto enjoy them all.

The Point, the areawhere his condo was, was one of the older sections of town. A number of the houses
dated from the 1720's, and most of them were privately owned and had been meticuloudy restored.
Some were occasiondly open for guided tours, when newcomers gawked at the colonid architecture and
gambre roofs. To Tony, one of the more noticeable aspects of the neighborhood was how close the
houses were to one another. Driveways and garages existed afew places, but more often, it was house
after house packed together, with no front or side yards.

His condo wasin a converted brick schoolhouse, and what had once been a schoolyard was now asmall
parking lot for residents. Part of the charm of the place to him was the juxtaposition of old and new. The



building dated from the mid-nineteenth century, yet the interior was full of modern conveniences. He
wouldn't have wanted to do without multiple bathrooms, a dishwasher and microwave, and loads of
electrica outlets, but he didn't like the anonymity of the houses in the devel opment where Robbie lived,
so thiswas perfect for him.

South and west of his condo was Goat |dand, anarrow island connected to Newport by a short bridge.
A largeresort hotel, amarina, and assorted condos filled most of the idand, but the part he loved best
wasthe smdl lighthouse a the northern tip. It was called the Green Light, and it didn't flash like most
lighthouses. It smply burned with asteady green light. He often watched it from somewhere dong
Washington Street, the street two blocks from his condo. Washington ran aong the edge of Narragansett
Bay, from the north end of Newport Harbor to Newport Bridge. From there, he could stare across less
than ahundred yards of placid water at the lighthouse.

Tonight was hisnight to cdl Brittany, and he stayed out waking until he thought sheld be through with
dinner and whatever project she'd been involved in today. He was anxious to hear about her second
weekend at the Inn on the Hill. Last week, he hadn't been sure she dill liked the ideaof running aB&B
after discovering the type of work involved. If she seemed less than enthusiagtic tonight, he'd have to ask
her straight out. He didn't want to force her into aline of work she wouldn't enjoy.

When she answered the phone, she sounded depressed, but cheered up when he asked about the
weekend. "It wasalot easer thistimeto climb dl those stairs, and | findly got the hang of making beds
and cleaning toilets efficiently. The best part, though, was when people checked in and Phyllis gave them
her welcome speech. | kept imagining how great it'll be when | can do that for Martha's Madness! Do
you redizeit'sless than three weeks avay ?'

"I hadn't thought about it, but you're right. Will you be ready?"

"I'm pretty sure | will. The painting should be done thisweek - and | dmost forgot to tell you, the
furniture came today!"

"How doesit look?' He'd been amazed at the store by how well sheld seemed to visudize the furniturein
place. He could only judge each piece of furniture on its own, and had no ideawhat would look good
together, or in the setting of Martha's Madness.

Her answer camein an enthusiagtic rush of words. "It's gorgeous! Thank you so much for talking meinto
doing the whole place right away. It was absolutely the right move. That little tablefitsin front of the
window in the suite, just like | thought it would, and - well, you'll just have to seeit for yoursdlf.”

He smiled to himself. What a perfect opening. “"Would this coming weekend be good?
"For what?"

"For meto visit - and maybe the weekend after that, too. I'm spending next week at that distributor | told
you about.” Often, the initial meetings took more than one week, since held need to examine all phases of
their operation aswell as discussing possible termsfor the deal. He wouldn't mention that now, since he
didn't want either of them to be disgppointed if his meetings finished more quickly than usud.

"Tony, that'swonderful! | know you said you might be able to come back soon, but | didn't really expect
it to happen. When will you get here?!

"I haven't made any arrangementsyet, but | thought 1'd try to fly out on Friday. I'll drive down the coast
on Sunday, so I'd just be there two nights. Will therebearoom | can deep in?”



"| think al the guest roomswill befinished by then, so you can have your choice.” She gave asmal
squed of ddight. "Thisisexciting! I'm really looking forward to having you see the changes."

"Me, too." And hewaslooking forward to seeing Brittany again, even though their reationship wasn't all
hewished it would be. "I'll let you know what time I'll be therewhen | call on Thursday."

"Great."

He ought to just say goodbye now and hang up, but he wasn't ready to let go yet. "Is everything okay,
Britt?Y ou sounded kind of down earlier."

She made a noise somewhere between agasp and amoan. "Yeah, | guess| am alittle down, but it's
stupid. | should berelieved that | finally decided to divorce Michael - and | am - but then | called him
ealierand..."

She was going to divorce Michadl? His mind said it was about time, but his gut understood the Situation
better. "Y ou're having second thoughts. That's natural, and so isbeing redlly sad. Even if you haven't
been getting aong recently, you've been through alot together and quite abit of it was good.”

"No, I'm not redlly having second thoughts." Her voice was thin and wispy. "I guess| wonder why |
stayed thislong - or why | ever got involved with him in thefirst place. He says and does the most horrid
things, and then he actslike I'm crazy if | object.”

His sense of fairness made him ask, "He wasn't dways that way, was he?'
She sighed. "No, | guess nat, at least not as much.”

Hedidn't know if shewasready to hear hisadvice, but hed try. "Britt, | know thisisareal hard timefor
you, and please believe that I'll do anything | can to help you. But from experience, I've got to say that |
don't think it hel psin the long run to second-guess your whole marriage. It's probably safe to say that
both of you have made some mistakes, and maybe even some gigantic ones, but none of that matters
anymore. If you're serious about the divorce, then the best thing you can do is move forward with your
own life. Try to learn from your mistakes, sure, but don't get caught reliving them or assgning blame.”

Shewas quiet for aminute before saying, "'l guessyou'reright. | hadn't thought about it like that." Her
voice was muffled, asthough she felt scolded.

"I didn't mean to sound harsh. It'sjust that I've been where you are. | spent alot of time hating myself for
asking Carolyn to marry me, for example. | knew at the time that she loved me more like a brother than
anything else. But | figured we had more going for usthan alot of other couples, and that we'd be ableto
makeit work."

"And you did. Until she met Scott.”

He shook his head, despite the fact that she couldn't see him. "Not redlly. We stayed together, sure, and
we were okay. But every timel came back from atrip, it was like she'd faded away alittle more. She
wasn't thereal Carolyn anymore by the end.” Just like Brittany hadn't been the real Brittany when he saw
her at the wedding last month. He couldn't say that to her right now, but he could try to help her see.
"With us, what happened was that we tried so hard to get along perfectly that we gave up everything we
couldn't share. Like | stopped sailing, because that would take time away from us being together, and |
was dready away so much. And sheamost let my family pressure her into having a baby, even though
the idea scared her to death.”

"But she married Scott, and he hasachild.” Like everyone else, she missed the crucid difference



between stuations.

"Rachd isn't ababy, and Carolyn didn't have to carry her for nine months, give birth to her, and nurse
her. And maybe shélll be ready to do that someday, but she certainly wasn't when we were married. But
the point I'm making isthat she and | weren't redlly right for each other, and | knew it instinctively before
| proposed. And for along time after we split up, | blamed myself for the whole thing. If | hadn't been so
sdfish, | would have faced redlity and just let our relationship die anatura deeth.”

"But that's stupid!" she protested. "Y ou can't know that thingswould be any better if you'd done that!"

He chuckled. "Exactly, Britt. That'swhy it'sslly for you to worry about why you got involved with
Michadl, or when he sarted being difficult.”

She groaned. "Okay. | get the point.”

Unfortunately, he knew that she'd continue to wonder what had happened, long after it ceased to have
any real meaning. He dtill did.

**

Brittany did her best to gpply Tony'sadvicedl night, and it worked well enough to let her deep afair
amount. She couldn't forget about Michadl calling her adut, though, and saying that waswhy Tony didn't
want her. Sheld tried so hard to hide her past from everyone at Brown, and she'd thought she'd
succeeded.

But then sheredlized that Michael didn't have to know the truth to call her adut. Hewas big on labeling
people hurtfully - his Ice Queen and Crown Prince nicknames were proof of that - and he might smply
be referring to the way she had sex with him the night they met.

After Tony had fdlen for Carolyn and Brittany had given up on him, held asked Carolyn to a party some
off-campus friends were having one night. It wastheir first date, and Brittany should have known better
than to tag along just because they invited her. But Carolyn had looked kind of scared - she'd apparently
had virtualy no experience with dating in high school - and Tony had seemed to want her to come aong,
too. Michael was a cousin of the host and rode to the party with them, but they hadn't known him before
that.

The party wasin abig sprawling house, and beer and joints were plentiful . Brittany, as an unescorted
female, had plenty of guys hanging around her the whole evening, but she still noticed Tony and Carolyn
heading upstairs. She later learned that the whole thing was Carolyn'sidea - she wanted to get rid of her
virginity and trusted Tony to take care of her. At the time, she didn't know what to think, and watched
the stairs anxioudy for what seemed like hours. Findly they appeared, and she knew what they'd been
doing by Carolyn's embarrassed but pleased expression and Tony's protective possessiveness.

Brittany wanted to hate both of them, but she couldn't fault Tony for being entranced by Carolyn's
innocent charm, or Carolyn for grabbing onto aguy as specid as Tony. She hated hersdlf, insteed, for
being an idiot when she and Tony went out that one time. Their goodnight kiss had been ared doozy,
and they both wanted to go further. If sheld just kept quiet afew seconds longer, he would have
suggested they go somewhere more private, and she wouldn't have ended up out in the cold. But shed
decided to turn over anew leaf in college. Sex would have to wait until she'd established ardationship.

Wi, to hdl with that! Shelooked around the room appraisingly until she spotted Michael. He seemed
nice, and adefinite cut above the guyswho'd been vying for her attention al evening. She walked over to
him and flat-out asked him to go upstairs with her. He was glad to comply, and they'd been together ever
snce



But that period of her life was over now. She had too much to accomplish in the next days and weeksto
waste time and energy on the past.

Especidly with Tony coming for the weekend on Friday! It was Tuesday morning now, and whilethe
furniture was here and the painting should be done soon, she hadn't bought the rest of her supplies yet.
Shests, towds, blankets, bedspreads, tablecloths, napkins - and probably a million other things. Sheld
better get moving.

No time like the present, ether. It was only seven-thirty in the morning, so shedd jJump right in her car and
head for Portland to shop. Actualy, she'd better take a change of clothesin case she didn't finish today.

A couple of hourslater, shetook the exit for Washington Square, alarge mall where she and Tony had
done some of their furniture shopping. She remembered that he'd pointed out the company where
Carolyn worked, and on awhim, she found her way there. She'd been awful to Carolyn ever since she
left Tony, and that wasn't fair.

She parked and hurried into the lobby before she had a chance to chicken out. The receptionist looked
up and said, "Good morning. May | help you?"

She wet her lips and answered, "Is Carolyn - um, I'm not sure what her last nameis- "
"Carolyn Richards, you mean? She used to be Carolyn Kelley."
And before that, Carolyn Fiore. "Yes. Isshein today?"

With adight wrinkling of the forehead, the woman said, "I'm not sure, but | think so. If you'll give me
your name, I'll call her.”

"Brittany Stone." Would Carolyn want to see her?

The woman poked afew buttons and spoke softly, then gave Brittany abright smile. "Carolyn will be
right down."

She swiped her damp pams against her jeans and concentrated on looking cam. Maybe she shouldn't
have dropped in unannounced like this.

"Brittany!" Carolyn whirled into the lobby and hugged her. "I'm so glad you stopped by - how long are
youintownfor?"

"Today and maybe tomorrow. I'm shopping at Washington Square, and | remembered that you worked
nearby. | thought maybe we could meet for lunch later.”

Carolyn sagged into a handy chair. "Oh, Britt, | wish | could. But weve got some customerscoming in
from the airport anytime now, and the demo will go through lunch.” For thefirst time, Brittany noticed
that Carolyn was wearing an attractive skirt, blouse, and blazer combination - definitely not her normal
choice of attire.

She smiled weakly. "Well, that'swhat | get for not cdling first. It was nice to see you, anyway." She took
a gtep toward the door. Maybe she and Carolyn weren't meant to be friends again.

Caralyn frowned in concentration, then brightened. "1 know! Well do something for dinner tonight. Or
do you have plans?'

"No, but you're busy. We can see each other another time.”



She shook her head. "No, Britt, let's not wait. 1t's been too long aready."
And it had been, she suddenly knew. "Y ou'reright. Should | cdl later to settle on the time?”

Carolyn jumped up and got a piece of paper and apen. "Let'smakeit six o'clock, at Scott's- | mean our
- house." She scribbled an address, phone number, and rudimentary map on the paper and handed it to
Brittany. "It's off Scholls Ferry, no more than amile from Washington Square, so you shouldn't have any
troublefinding it. And why don't you plan on staying in the guestroom? It's very nice, and completely
private.” She blushed and added, "I mean, unless you'd rather not.”

Brittany felt like blushing hersaf, even though she amost never did. Her disgpprova of Carolyn and
Scott's marriage must have been pretty obvious at the wedding. "Oh, no. I'd loveto." Surprising herself,
she meant her words.

A group of people, adl but one of them men, came into the lobby then, and Carolyn smiled and nodded at
acouple of them. Apparently, these were the customers she was expecting. Britt said, "I'm looking
forward to seeing you later," and moved closer to the door.

Carolyn's smile was beautiful in its Sncerity and openness. How had Britt ever cut hersdlf off from their
friendship?"Me, to0."

Shopping wasn't as exhausting as she'd expected, even though she went back and forth between stores
multiple times. Part of it was having that nice reassuring checkbook in her purse, and knowing that she'd
soon have rental income to deposit into that account. Another part of it wasthat she didn't have to worry
about pleasing Michael with every purchase - held never wanted to go shopping with her, but found fault
with whatever she bought. But Carolyn was part of it, too. They'd been such close friends through
college and for years later. Sheld dways assumed they'd be friends until the day one of them died.

And then she let self-righteousness rob her of one of her only friends. She thought Carolyn was wrong for
leaving Tony - how could she love someone sheld just met more than Tony? And even if shedid, how
could she stand to hurt Tony so much? Maybe, thanksto Tony's patient explanations, Brittany wasfinaly
beginning to understand.

She found the house with time to spare and drove around the neighborhood for afew minutes, not
wanting to arrive early. As sherang the doorbell, her ssomach jittered anxioudy. It wasn't just Carolyn,
her long-lost friend whom she'd be dealing with tonight. Scott would be there, too. Scott, the man
Carolyn left Tony for, and the man who broke Carolyn's heart by deserting her. Carolyn clearly had
forgiven him, but Brittany wasn't sure she could.

Theirony - and her presumption - hit her then. Just like she'd spent the last five years angry with Carolyn
for hurting Tony, she was angry with Scott for hurting Carolyn. Her anger at both was out of place. They
hadn't hurt her, and Carolyn wouldn't have married Scott, nor Tony attended their wedding, if their pain
was gtill unresolved. She vowed to stop holding grudges against them.

Carolyn opened the door and pulled her inside. "I'm s0 glad to see you! Dinner'sjust atake- and-bake
pizza, | hope you don't mind, and Scott took Rachel out so we can have agood visit. Would you likea
beer?

She accepted one and asked, " So, how are you liking being amother? Y ou never were terribly enthused
about kids."

"Oh, Rachd's great. She'sfive and in kindergarten, and Scott's just the greatest father ever, soit's not
that much work for me or anything. And it has only been aweek since we got back, so things haven't



had a chance to go wrong yet." This nonstop rush of words was more like Brittany than Carolyn, but the
complete lack of pretense behind them was vintage Carolyn.

Almost moreto enjoy seeing Carolyn blush and squirm than to hear her answer, she said, "' So, how was
your honeymoon?'

And she did blush, including thetips of her ears. "It was wonderful ." She seemed on the verge of saying
more, but after pausing to put the pizzain the oven, she frowned. "Tony said you and Michadl are having
problems. I'm redly sorry."

"Yeah. Me, too. | thought if | just wanted it to work bad enough, it would.”

"Sometimes that's not enough.” Her voice was quiet, and Brittany knew she was thinking about herself
and Tony.

"No, | seethat now." Quickly, before shelost her nerve, she said, "Carolyn, I'm sorry for being awful to
you dl thistime. Tony kept telling me that you did everything you could to make it work with him, but |
didnt bdieve him."

"I don't blameyou. I know hetook it red hard, and there were plenty of timeswhen | wished I'd stayed.”
She came back to the butcher-block table and sat down. "L uckily, I'd already |eft by then, and | didn't
have the nerve to ask him to take me back. It wouldn't have worked, but sometimes| got so londly . . ."

Brittany said, "1 know what you mean. | told Michadl yesterday that | want adivorce.”
Carolyn hopped up and hugged her. "Oh, Britt!"

The hug fet wonderful . Brittany wasn't used to going days and weeks without being held, and her
emotionsimmediately threatened to overflow. She refused to bresk down in tears, so she said, "If you
don't mind, I'll go wash up before we edt. I've been shopping al day and | fed kind of grimy."

Carolyn stepped back and said, " The guest room and bath are upstairs, but you can use the bathroom
down the hall for now."

Even in the bathroom's relative privacy, she ressted her tears, and instead thought of something she
wanted to ask Carolyn. "Promise you'l tell me the complete truth,” she said as soon as she was back in
the kitchen.

"About what?' Carolyn looked confused. "Did | ever not tell you the truth?"

She shook her head. "Wdll, no, but you'd try to spare me, if you thought I'd get hurt by the whole truth.
And thistime, | want the cold hard facts, no matter how awful. Okay?'

"Sure. What about?"

Suddenly, she didn't want to ask. Maybe it was better not to know. No, it wasn't. It was important to
know for sure. "Um, | waswondering if Tony ever said why he stopped being interested in me - other
than that he was crazy about you, | mean.”

Carolyn stared at her for afew seconds, her eyes narrowed in confusion. "He didn't say, exactly, but
when you werent interested in him, | guess he figured he was wasting histime. And | don't buy the'crazy
about me part - | wasjust handy."

It was Brittany's turn to stare now. "What gave you the ideal wasn't interested?”



Carolyn blushed. "That'swhat Tony told me. When he asked meto go to that party with him, | said no
because he was your boyfriend. And he said you weren't interested in him that way. | wasn't sure
whether to believe him at first, and he said | should ask you."

"Y ou said he'd asked you out and you wanted to know what | thought.”

She nodded. "Y eah. And you said to go for it, that he was area nice guy. Of course, | already knew that
part." Her mouth dropped open. "'Y ou mean you were still interested in him back then? Why didn't you
sy something?’

"What was | supposed to say? Don't go out with him because | want him?' She paused, reminding
hersdf that al this had happened fifteen years ago and there was no need to get upset about it now. "l
don't know why he said | wasn't interested in him, because that's not true. The thing was, | could see him
faling for you, big-time, so | knew it was only amatter of time before he got around to asking you oui.
I'm sure he felt funny about switching roommatesin the middle like that, so maybe that'swhy he said
what he did."

"But he should have told the truth!" Carolyn looked furious for afew seconds, then skepticdl. "I till don't
buy the thing about him faling for me back then. | mean, sure, after we'd been together awhile - " The
timer went off, and she ran to take the pizza out of the oven.

While she buzzed around setting the table and cutting the pizza, Brittany redized that there was no point
in discussing this further. Carolyn didn't know what had happened, any more than shedid. If sheredly
wanted to know the truth, she'd have to ask Tony.

She changed the subject to Martha's Madness, a subject she could expound on for hours. Details about
running a B& B kept popping into mind, and Carolyn seemed fascinated by the ones she shared. While
they were taking care of the dishes, Carolyn said, "Y ou're going to be gresat, you know. I'd go bananas
making fancy breskfasts and being sociable dl the time, but not you. And that house sounds super, too.
Maybe we can stop by sometime when we're staying at the Worthingtons place south of Cannon Beach.
They're the people whose house we had the wedding at - Rachd's grandparents, and Seth is Scott's and
my boss, but they treat Scott like a son.”

Brittany suddenly grinned. "I've got agreat idea! How about coming out for the weekend - not this
weekend, but the one after? | have to practice being a hostess, because we open for business the
following weekend, and the place is going to be full. Tony's supposed to be there, but just one guest isn't
much like awhole houseful. Y ou and Scott and Rachel could have the suite, with your own bathroom
and acombination stting roomy/child's bedroom.”

Carolyn took afew secondsto answer. "Are you sure you want us?'

"Sure" But what about Tony and Scott? " Unless you think Scott and Tony might feel uncomfortable
about the Stuation.”

"I'll check with both of them and then call you."

Brittany nodded. It was nice to be friends again.

CHAPTER TEN

Tony had learned to relax while traveling over the years. He dlowed himself plenty of time on both ends
and didn't rush. He read agood book and tried as much as possible to focus on the here-and- now, not
his destination.



Y et, here he was, checking hiswatch every few minutes the whole way cross-country, counting down the
hours and minutes until he saw Brittany. He was dso anxious to see how the new furniture and paint had
changed Martha's Madness, but Brittany wasthe redl attraction. She'd sounded so excited last night, the
enthusiasm pouring unabated through the phone line. Not that he would have been any lessthrilled about
seeing her if he expected her to be depressed . . .

The delay getting through the airport construction to hisrenta car wasinfuriating, but the car they
assgned him was apleasure to drive. He didn't hit any traffic tie-ups through the metro Portland area.
The road over the Coast Range was dry, so he made good time and pulled into the gravel parking areain
front of Martha's Madness just about three o'clock.

He grabbed his bag, leaving his briefcase in the trunk, and rang the doorbell. Brittany answered within
moments, and her smile made his greeting die unspoken. She wore a pink sundress with astretchy clingy
top, and he could swear she wasn't wearing abra. Her sandy curls were brushed back and caught
somehow behind her back, leaving her neck and shoulders bare.

"Welcome back to Martha's Madness, Mr. Fiore. | hope your trip went well?* Her eyes were sparkling,
and heredlized shewas playing arole.

He nodded, not able to speak yet.
"That's grest. I'm Brittany Stone, your hostess, in case you don't remember.”
"l remember," he managed.

"Please comein, Mr. Fiore. Now, you'll see that we're undergoing some renovations, so I'll apologize for
any inconvenienceright off the bat. Only one guestroom is currently ready for occupancy, so you'l bethe
only guest thisweekend. | hope you won't mind."

"l won't mind." Definitely not.

Sheled himinto the living room, and he was amazed to see that the new furniture fit perfectly. Not only
that, it looked like it had been there for years. " Since we've made some changes since you were here
before, I'll go over the house rules and so forth quickly. Normally, we ask peopleto be quiet if they
comein after eleven a night, but sinceit'll just be the two of usthisweekend, | don't think you need to
worry about that."

She crossed the living room and entered the dining room. "Our breskfast buffet is available between
eight-thirty and ten each morning. When you comein, you should find plates and everything eseyou
need right on the sideboard there, but don't hesitate to let me know if you need anything dse. Il

probably be right through there, in the kitchen." She pointed at the swinging door between rooms, exactly
asthough held never been in the house before. "1 don't know if you're an early riser, but | put out coffee,
muffins, and fruit at seven, and | keep the coffee hot until noon.”

"Y ou don't need to go to dl that trouble for just me."

Shegave him abrilliant smile. "No trouble a dl, Mr. Fiore. Now, let'sgo upgtairs. I'm sureyou're
anxiousto get Situated in your room."

He walked behind her, admiring her shapely legs. They were bare, and he was tempted to seeif he could
peek up her flowing skirt. She must be wearing something under that dress!

Thefirst room upstairs had akey dangling in alock that hadn't been there three weeks ago. It lso had a
sgnwith theword "Rosg’ onit. "As| sad, thisisthe only guest room that'sfinished.” She unlocked and



opened the door, then gestured for him to precede her.

It was afar cry from the room he'd stayed in before. The walls were a ddlicate shade of rose and the
furniture was different, but he'd expected that. What he hadn't expected was for the wholefed of the
room to be different. Thiswasn't admost-never-used guestroom; it was a home-away-from-home. "This
isgrest!"

"I'm glad you likeit. Y our bath towels are here on this rack, and there's dready a hand towe for you in
the bathroom.” She crossed the hall and stepped into the bathroom. He followed. "The rose towel by the
snk isyours, and well replace it with afresh onein the morning. That shelving unit over in the corner is
for gueststo use, and the shdlf that's painted roseis reserved for you." The other shelveswere yellow,
orange, and beige. She amiled again. "Isthere anything | can do for you right now? Otherwise I'll let you

unpack.”

He suddenly redlized she wasn't wearing her engagement and wedding rings anymore. She had to know
how luscious she looked in that dress, so maybe he dared take adight risk. If it didn't work out, he could
pretend it was dl part of the rolesthey were playing. "Well, Ms. Stone, | can't help noticing that you have
things nicely color-coded here, and my color isrose. Y our dress seemsto be about that same color, so |
was wondering - do you come with my room?"

She was shocked, no doubt about it. Her eyes opened wide and she stared at him blankly. He wasn't
even sureif shewas gill breathing. He forced alaugh. "1 guess not. | hope | didn't offend you too badly,
Ms. Stone. | suppose there's no chance you'll let me buy you dinner to apologize for my rudeness?!

She stared at him for amoment, then gave him a.cool smile. "I'm sorry, Mr. Fiore. My business partner's
intown for abrief vist, and I'll betied up in ameseting dl evening.” She retreated into the hall. "Please | et
usknow if there's any service we can provide."

"Where and when is your meeting? | wouldn't want to wander in accidentally.”

With her smile threatening to turn into agrin, she answered, "That's very considerate of you. Were
mesting in the lookout tower - " She glanced at her watch. " About haf an hour from now." And she
scurried downdtairs.

He unpacked with the familiarity of long experience. He knew to hang his suits and dress shirts
immediately, and was pleased to discover plenty of high-quality hangersin the closet. He didn't need
them for himsdlf, but not everyone who'd stay here would have learned how rarely good ones were
provided in hotels.

Asatest, heflopped down on the bed - it gave with hisweight, but had a pleasantly sturdy fed - and
reached to turn on the light on the bedside table. No unwieldy contortions were required, and he had no
worry that he'd be dumped unceremoniously on the floor before he could fumble for the switch. The bed
was covered with aquilt using rose and off-white as its dominant colors. So far, thiswas aplace to come
back to, even if he hadn't been a part owner.

He finished unpacking and went into the bathroom to wash up. He placed his shaving kit on the shelf
she'd indicated and wiped his hands on the rose hand towel.

On theway back to hisroom, he detoured into the suite. It looked great. Hed wondered whether dl the
doors - the new suite door, the sitting room door, the bedroom door, and the private bathroom door -
would proveto be alogistica mess, but they didn't. There was enough space in the areathat used to be
part of the hdlway for dl the doorsto stand completely open without interfering with any other. Even if
the doorswere dl |eft partialy open, there was no problem.



Brittany had been right about the sitting room. The small glass-topped tablefit perfectly in front of the
window, and itsintimacy made him yearn to St there dawdling over breskfast with hislady-love. He
turned away from the reminder of what he was missing, and looked into the bedroom.

He knew from talking to Brittany that thiswas " The Seashel| Suite" and that the wallswere acolor called
seashell. To hiseyes, though, it looked more like beige with adight hint of pink. The bed wasn't made
and it was obvious Brittany hadn't even started to decorate the room.

He stuck hishead into "The Sunshine Room" and " The Tangerine Room™ and decided he liked the colors
she'd chosen, but those rooms were incomplete, too. He headed upstairs, even though it hadn't been half
an hour snce Brittany left him. The old living room sofawasin the middle of the basicdly square lookout
tower, and it was avast improvement over the beanbag sofa, both in terms of looks and comfort.

The sun had come out while he was downgtairs, and the water sparkled with an intengity that wasrarein
Newport. He wasn't used to having such awide sweep of shoreline to watch, either, so didn't know
whereto focus his gaze. In redlity, he couldn't look for long a any one spot, because the sunshine
reflected off the water with abrilliance that hurt his eyes.

The beach was flat and sandy in both directions asfar as he could see, but they were far enough from the
public beach access in downtown Myrtle Beach that no strollerswere visible. As spring progressed into
summer, he felt sure that the beach would no longer be deserted. Maybe he should fed sorry for theloss
of privacy for Martha's Madness and her guests, but he didn't. Such abeautiful beach should be

enjoyed.

He hoped he hadn't upset Brittany earlier. She'd seemed okay when she told him about their business
mesting, but she was more fragile than held thought all these years. Maybe she'd forgotten about that one
date they'd had and assumed he'd done the same. It might not have occurred to her that he wasaman
and she avery atractive woman.

Hed better be especidly careful with her thisweekend. Their friendship was something he couldn't afford
tolose.

**

Brittany took onelast look at hersdlf in the full-length mirror. Y es, this dress made her look hot, and
apparently Tony agreed. Except he probably didn't really care what the answer wasto his question, and
she'd undoubtedly made afool of hersdlf by taking him serioudy for even a second. Thank heavens Tony
had laughed when he did. Otherwise, she would have said something idictic like "If you want meto" and
they'd have been stuck in awkwards-ville forever.

She dipped off her sandas and went to the kitchen to finish preparing the tray. She had anice bottle of
champagne - nothing too expensive, but not the chegpest Suff, either - and aplatter of prawnswith
cocktail sauce and crackers ready to take upstairs. They'd toast their business venture, and if she was
very, very lucky, maybe something more persona might develop.

She paused at the top of the stairs to take a deep breath before stepping into the lookout tower. Tony
was aready there, right up next to the glasswall looking out at the beach. He was wearing jeans today,
and they fit perfectly - not skin-tight, but not loose, ether. If their relationship was different, and if her
hands weren't full with thistray, sheld walk up behind him and dip her handsinto his back pockets.

He turned then, and when their eyes met, her knees started to wobble. She licked her lips and stayed
right where she was. She couldn't possibly manage the few feet to the table right now. It was dl she
could do to say the words she'd planned earlier. "Want some champagne, partner?”



It took him awhile, but hefinaly said, "That sounds good." He crossed the room and took the tray from
her, setting it down on the table. "Should | open it?"

"Sure" She certainly wouldn't want to attempt anything that required coordination right now. Smply
taking the last few steps to stand next to him was tough enough. "The glasses are right there, too." Of
course, he had eyes, so that shouldn't be asurpriseto him.

Hewasn't any too cdm himself. Hisfingers dipped while untwisting the little wire basket that covered the
cork, and the cork flew across the room when it popped ouit.

She concentrated on not dropping her glass when he handed it to her. She raised her glassto hisand
sad, "Herésto Marthas Madness Bed & Breskfast." They clinked glasseslightly and drank. The
champagne tingled in her mouth and seemed to evaporate on the way down her throat, and every placeit
touched felt cool and moist.

"And hereésto my lovely partner, who's done miracles over the last few weeks." He looked right into her
eyesand took asip.

"And to you, because | never could have done thiswithout your support.” A second sip for her.

He shook hishead. "That's not true. Y ou could have managed without my money. It'syour drive and
imagination that are making thisfly, Britt."

Shetook agulp thistime and broke eye contact. "I mean your mora and emotiona support. If you hadn't
been hereright after the wedding, | would have packed up and gone to Cdifornialike Michadl wanted.”

He put hishand on her arm. "I didn't mean for you to do anything you didn't want to."

"l didn't." She struggled to put her fedingsinto words. "It's just that | wouldn't have thought twice about
it. I was s0 used to going along with Michael that | never redlized | had achoice. But then you and |
spent some time together and it suddenly dawned on me how tense and miserable lifewith Michael had
been for such along time." And how much better it could be with someone like Tony, but she couldn't

say that.

"I never would have seen that, if you hadn't been here and encouraged me. And I'm redlly grateful for
that, because I've got awhole new chance at life now." She peeked up a him and saw asmile start and
soon broaden.

"That's another good thing to drink to - new chances.” They drank, emptying their glasses. "Timefor a
refill - these are grest glasses, by theway. | love the hollow stems.”

While he poured, she explained, "They're from the saloon my greet-great-grandfather had around the turn
of the century. The glassitsdf isn't very high quality, but the way the champagne keegps bubbling up
through the middle all thetimeiswhat | think is so neat. Aunt Martha had these glasses packed away in
one of the boxes I've been going through lately.”

"| can't believe everything you've accomplished in less than three weeks." He moved to the sofaand sat.

Her legsfelt less rubbery, but she was glad for the chance to sit, too. "Don't forget that Fred and Kevin
have done alot. Angelahelps out, too."

He nodded. "Y es, but you're the one who made my room seem homey and comfortable. Even up here, |
can seethat you've been busy." He reached to one side and picked up asmall pillow sheld bought earlier
intheweek. "This, for example. It wasn't on the sofawhen it wasin the living room, but it makesthis



boring upholstery cometo life.”
"You'revery observant.” Sheld never redlized that about him before.
He shrugged the compliment off. "It comesin handy in business.”

Wéll, it was now or never, and never was avery long time. "Tony, Carolyn and | were talking the other
day, and I'm alittle confused about something.”

"Something | can clear up for you, you mean?’
She nodded. "If you'll be completely honest with me.”
Helooked alittle darmed, and his agreement sounded cautious. "Okay."

"l guessit seemskind of slly, but I've been thinking alot about Brown recently - you and Carolyn, me
and Michad, suff likethat."

"It doesn't seem gilly to me. Y ou're wondering why things didn't turn out like you'd hoped back then.”

"Right." More so than herealized. "And it occurred to methat | don't know why we stopped dating - you
andl, | mean."

Hisforehead wrinkled and he dmost looked annoyed. "Because you stopped being interested.”
"Carolyn said that'swhat you told her, but it's not true and you know it."

"It cartainly istrue. Y ou weren't even bothering to stick around when | wasthere anymore.”" His
annoyance was plain now.

She leaned over and set her glass down, angry that he'd try to lie hisway out of this. If thiswas how he
treated her when he promised to be completely honest, maybe he wasn't as wonderful as sheld dways

thought. "I didn't stick around, Tony, because I'd had dl | could stand of you trying to pretend that you
weren't crazy about Carolyn. Maybe you felt kind of funny that you'd asked me out firg, but didn't you
think 1'd notice the way you were with her?!

"How | was?1 liked her and enjoyed talking to her, but that'sit." He chalenged, "If it wasn't okay to be
friendly with your roommate, you should have told me."

"Being friendly isonething - hanging on her every word and practicaly drooling on her isanother!”
He stared at her increduloudly. "Y ou thought | was attracted to her - as more than afriend, | mean?'

Sheforced her jaw musclesto relax. "Of course. And | wasright - as soon as | stepped out of the way,
you made your move." With ajolt, she remembered her origind purpose. "But that's okay. Maybe things
wouldn't have worked for us, anyway. The part that bugs meisthat | don't know why it happened.”

Helooked at her steadily for several seconds, then seemed to cometo adecision. "I'mtelling the truth. |
wanted you so bad | couldn't stand it, but at the sametime | redly liked you and | wanted to do things
theright way. | didn't want to be like al the other guys| figured you'd known - the guys whaose approach
to rdationshipsisto say, 'If | said you have abeautiful body, would you hold it against me? The ones
who only cared about getting you into bed with them.”

He suddenly drained his glass and set it down. "Don't get mewrong. | wanted that, too. Y oure the
embodiment of every fantasy I've ever had. But | wanted more. | wanted to know what you were like



insde, and what you thought about things. And | was scared, because you seemed too good to betrue.
If by some miracle, you werefor red, then | was really in trouble, because | didn't deserve anybody as
wonderful asyou.”

He seemed so sincere and honest. Could his story actually be true? She desperately wanted to think that
her feelings for him were reciprocated, but she didn't dare believeit. "But you never even asked me out,
after that onetime. Why not, if what you're saying istrue?"

"Because | wasahorny bastard. | knew better than to trust myself alone with you. Y ou were right that

night. We were moving way too fast, and | knew it would be the same story the next time we went ouit.
When we were in public or in your dorm room and Carolyn was there, it was safe. We could talk and

get to know each other without danger of ending up in bed.”

"Why wasit important to avoid that? Y ou weren't againgt premarital sex, and | certainly wasn't.” Sheld
been determined to wait awhile, but he hadn't known that.

It took him longer to reply thistime, and when he did, he didn't seem very sure of hisanswer. "Maybe
because | thought sex would short-circuit the whole process, and make our relationship like al the ones
I'd had before - completely one-sided and based entirely on sex. And another thing wasthat talking to
you and Carolyn wasredly interesting.”

"At leadt, talking to her was. Y ou asked her ten questions for every one you asked me." Unitil she said
those words, she didn't realize how much that had always bothered her.

Helaughed. "Y ou're not going to hold that against me, are you? Stop and think what you two were like
back then. Carolyn didn't talk much, and you made up for her share. If | hadn't asked her alot of
questions, she would have been perfectly content to St there listening quietly al evening.”

She had to admit he wasright. Except when Carolyn got super-curious about something and asked
enough questions aboutt it to drive aperson to distraction, she tended to be alistener. "But that ill
doesn't explain what happened later. Y ou said you liked her and enjoyed talking with her, but you've got
to admit you felt - and gtill fed - something more than that.”

He grimaced and, after amoment, got up and went to stare out the window. "Thisistricky, Britt. | want
to be completely honest with you, because it sounds like we made a big mistake by not doing that before.
But | redlly don't want to bring my relationship with Carolyn into the mix, either. That'stotally separate.”

"l guess| can seethat. What if | ask something else, instead? Like what do you think would have
happened back then, if | hadn't started leaving you two aone after dinner?”

He answered immediately, "'If you'd waited one more day, | would have asked you out again. | had it all
planned and everything - dinner and adrive. . . But you disappeared right after Psych class, and after
dinner, too, o | never got the chance." His back wasto her, but his posture seemed tiff.

It suddenly occurred to her that she'd been asking al the questions. He had no way of knowing how
sheld felt when she thought he preferred Carolyn. "1 didn't want to do that, but | figured you must be sick
of mehorningin al thetimewith her. And I could see how somebody like you would find her attractive.
She was so ungpoiled - il is, for that matter - and so completely unable to play games. Every timeyou
were around, 1'd watch you, and 1'd see how you paid such careful attention to her, and how mesmerized
you were when she blushed so intensely. I'd analyze the whole evening later, and I'd ook for things
indicating you might still be attracted to me, and | wouldn't find any."

"Y ou missed abunch, believe me." Much more softly, he continued, "And you have been ever since,



too."

A rock landed in the pit of her somach. Heredlly did carel She moved up next to him at the window,
and put her hand on hisarm. "I sure hope you think we know each other well enough by now, because
fifteen yearsisabout my limit."

Some of the tension dissipated out of him and he turned toward her, smiling. "Y ou have a beautiful

She amiled back a him. "I'll hold it againgt you, dl you want." And then shedid.
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tony floated happily, entwined with Brittany, content beyond imagination. He was glad now they'd come
downgtairsto her bedroom. It had seemed so far, such along time not to hold her or kiss her. But that
brief separation meant it would be al that much longer before he had to let go of her again.

Hed been right al those years ago. Making love with Brittany was unlike any experience held ever had.
She gave of hersdf generoudy, without limitation, while a the same time she took with equd fervor.

She nestled close now, wearing only a soft, satisfied smile, one hand lazily exploring his chest. Her body
felt completdy naturd leaning againgt him, like sheld been there every day for thelast fifteen years. Only
hismind knew the difference.

He wanted to thank her, except it would sound wrong, like he was thanking her for performing aservice.
She'd taken a chance today, a chance he'd been too scared to even consider taking. He hugged her
closer and sad, "I'll tell you something, Britt. That wasfar and away the best business mesting I've ever
attended.”

Hefdt her laugh, and she squirmed out of hisembrace and lay flat on top of him, her face lessthan an
inch from his. "I've got newsfor you, partner. That was only thefirst agendaitem.” She punctuated her
sentence with aquick kissto the corner of his mouth.

"Oh, good. Long meetings are o much fun.” He kissed her, loving theway her mouth felt incredibly dive
on his. Shetasted of champagne, and champagne's sparkles were a pae imitation of the sparkles hefelt
when kissing her.

Much later, she dipped out of bed. He assumed sheld gone into the bathroom until she returned, carrying
the remains of their champagne and the platter of jumbo shrimp. "I thought we could use some dinner.”

"Maybe later. Come back to bed first." He reached out lazily for her arm.

She duded his grasp, then approached him afew moments | ater, a cocktail-sauced prawn aimed right at
his mouth. He opened wide and bit down, leaving just thetail gripped in her fingers. While he chewed,
shesaid, "See? Y ou're hungry." She picked up another prawn and popped it in her own mouth.

He swung hisfeet out of bed and stood up. Casualy, he dipped a prawn into the sauce, picking up as
much sauce as he could. With his other hand, he shoved Brittany onto the bed and straddled her narrow
hips. "I'm hungry, al right. For this- " He swiped the prawn across her cheek, leaving atrail of sauce.
"And this- " Her mouth, thistime. "And thisand thisand thisand this- " He painted sauce on her neck,
her breasts, her ssomach, her shoulders - any part of her he could reach. When al the sauce was used
up, hefed her the prawn and proceeded to lick up every last bit of sauce. She giggled at firgt, but soon
joined in the fun. They ran out of cocktail sauce beforelong, but it didn't really matter.



They fell adeep hours|ater, and in the morning, he awakened in bed aone. He looked around the room
quickly. Yes, hewasin Britt's room. He hadn't dreamed the whol e thing, as amazing and fantasy-like as
the night had been.

He dressed and went to the kitchen. As he'd suspected, she was making breskfast. "Y ou don't need to
dothat."

She glanced over her shoulder at him. "I don't? I'm running a bed-and-breakfast, Mr. Fiore, and that
means breskfast is customarily served. I'm running abit late thismorning - "

Hecut inwith, "Yes, | know how those business mesetings drag on and on sometimes.”

"l wouldn't exactly say thisonedragged . . ." He couldn't see her face, but it didn't sound like she was
wearing the dreamy grin he didn't seem able to wipe off hisown face. "In any case, Mr. Fiore, I'll ask
you to go into the dining room and pour yoursdlf a cup of coffee and eat amuffin. Therest of the med
will be ready soon. The morning paper from Portland is on the table.”

That professiond voice and attitude again. Hed like to think it was smply more of her playacting,
practicing for her real debut as ahostess. But after last night, it could mean so much more. If it did, he
wasn't ready to hear it. He dipped into hisown role. "Whatever you say, Ms. Stone.”

There was a promising sign in the dining room - two plates, napkins, and sets of slverware were stacked
on the sdeboard. He hoped that meant she'd be joining him for the med. He read the paper with more
enthusiasm than usual, hoping to disiract himsalf from the suddenly-redl possibility thet Britt was sorry for
going to bed with him. The diverson didn't work particularly well, but it filled in the time until she pushed
through the doors from the kitchen, carrying abow! of scrambled eggs and a plate of bacon.

She apologized as she set the food down. "Normally, I'll serve fancier food than this on weekends, and in
any case, people can have hot or cold cered if they'd rather. | kind of thought you wouldn't mind, though,
and the recipes I'm using make too much for just us.”

"Thisisalot more than | was expecting. Y ou're going to edt, too, aren't you?' He had to ask, because
shewas dill sanding next to thetable.

She seemed gtartled by hisquestion. " Sure. Just - well, you help yourself first."

Hedid, and shetook alittle food and started pushing it around on her plate. "Y ou usualy have abigger
gopetite than that in the morning.”

She confessed, "I ate acouple of muffinswhen | first got up, so I'm not that hungry anymore. | guessthe
thing for meto do in genera iseet early, before | get busy making breskfast for the guests.”

"That makes sense, if you're hungry that early.” He ate another couple of bites, amazed at the strain
something so wonderful was putting on their friendship.

"Um, Tony - | wanted to say that last night doesn't need to change things for us." She cut off alaugh,
amost before it started. "Well, | guessit did change things, but what | mean isthat we can keep on being
just friends, if that'swhat we want."

He wanted to pretend that she wasn't talking about this, but he couldn't do that to her. He'd survived
losing Carolyn; he could probably survivethis. "I certainly want to stay friends, but what do you mean by
jugt'?"

"I mean we don't have to have sex anymore - if we don't want to, that is." Her nervousness might be



amusing in another Situation, but the way she kept darting glances at him thismorning made him fed like
aninsengdtive brute,

"Of course we don't, Britt." Still, he had to hear her say thewords. "If you'd rather not, just tell me and
weéll pretend it never happened.” He wouldn't actualy do that, but he'd never let her know it.

Her eyes opened wider than he'd ever seen them and she shook her head. "Oh, no. | - | just thought that
maybe you were feding like | pressured you last night, and | know you wouldnt tel me. . ."

He relaxed enough to smile and take her hand in both of his."Y ou didn't pressure me. In fact, 1've been
thinking how incredibly lucky | am. I've wanted to be with you ever since | met you, and getting to know
you and care about you has only made my fedlingsmoreintense. | just didn't think you had any interest in
me that way, and | would never have dared ask."

Shefrowned dightly. "But why not? Even if | felt completely differently about you than | do, | wouldn't
have been upset if you asked.”

"l was afraid you'd think | had ulterior motivesfor being friendswith you, and you wouldn't ever trust me
agan."

"Now that's slly," she answered firmly, back now to her usud sdlf-confident self. Y ou have never ever
done anything that would make me even think about not trusting you.”

Almogt deliriouswith relief that the crisis was successfully resolved, he grinned. "That's good, because |
wouldn't want you to be afraid I'd drop you - " He stood suddenly, picked her up, and started toward
the bedroom.

"What are you doing?' She giggled, robbing her question of itsintended outrage.

"Taking you back to bed, of course. We never adjourned that meeting.”

*%*

Brittany had never been cherished by alover before. To even cal most of them "lovers' was atriumph of
euphemism over redity. And while Michad was killed, inventive, and amost dways obliging in bed, she
never felt like the center of hisuniverse.

But with Tony, she knew she was. Her happiness, her satisfaction, her preferences were what mattered
to him. Every single moment they spent together was specia and distinct, and she would remember each
oneforever. It had been just about thirty-six hours now, and in away, it felt much longer. But in another,
the time passed in awhirl, and he'd be gone before she could impress this wonderful weekend in her
memory for dl time.

They had much more than a purely physica rapport; athough that alone would have been great. Because
of hisrdationship with Carolyn, sheldd dways thought that Tony must be somehow lacking asalover.
That wasn't the case at all. He made the smplest touch or kiss an event, and she was dready addicted to
the incredibly specia way he made her fed!.

Now shelay, nestled in hisarms, fighting her body's need for deep, wanting to be awake for each
precious minute with him. He tightened hisarms around her and asked, "Y ou're not planning on getting up
to make breskfast soon, are you?"

She hadn't even thought of it, but she redlized that it was getting to be the right time. If she had a houseful
of guests, sheéld haveto doiit. "I don't know. Why?"'



"Because | want to deep for afew hours, but | want you right here next to me the whole time. Will you
promiseto say?"

How could she refuse? She didn't ever want to leave hisside. But the devil in her made her reply, "What
if I won't?'

He growled and rolled on top of her. "I'd have to tie you to the bed - and | warn you, my experienceasa
sailor meansthat my knots are fool-proof. Y ou'd be completely at my mercy.”

Another time, when she wasn't S0 tired and so dreading his departure, she might push the issue and see
what would develop. Not now. "Okay. | promise.”

He smiled very solemnly. "Good. | wouldn't want to haveto tie up thewoman | love."

All traces of exhaustion disappeared. Had he said what she thought he said? That sounded awfully much

like adeclaration of love, and she couldn't believe he actudly meant it. Or maybe he meant theword ina
different way than she would have, if shed said the samething. But he did call her the woman heloved -

the woman, not a woman.

He must have seen her confusion because he said quietly, "I do loveyou, Britt. | think | dways have. But
| understand you probably - " He broke off, his eyebrows drawn together intently. He shook his head
before continuing, "1 was going to say that you probably don't fedl the sameway. But it just dawned on
me that we got into trouble before by assuming things about each other.”

Her brain felt completely disconnected from the rest of her body. She should be happy - thrilled, in fact.
Instead, she stared at him, not able to fully catch her bresth. "I love you, too."

Emotion flared in his eyes, telling her without words that he hadn't expected her to respond that way.
"God, Britt, | - I've been such afoal dl these years. Y ou should hate me for wasting so much of our lives

"Y ou havejust as much reason to hate me."
"I'd never hateyou! | couldn't!"

"Well, | can't hate you, ether." Even when he was busy courting her bet friend, doing dl the things she
secretly wished someone would someday do for her, she couldn't hate him.

Shelifted her head off the pillow and kissed him. The kiss spiraled them into the depths of passion again,
but deeper thistime, into places she'd never suspected the existence of .

When they dept, their souls were as closdy intertwined astheir bodies.

*%*

Tony lay in bed refiguring the drive to Coos Bay, dividing the number of miles - something like ahundred
and twenty - by an estimate of the average speed he could make - forty, or maybe alittle moreif he
pushed it between towns. That worked out to three hours, except he doubted the trip would be that fast.
Driving along any coast rarely was. He'd better alow four hours.

He wanted to spend a couple of hourstoday getting to know the area around Blackburn Boat Supply,
the company Fiore Marine might buy. It wasimportant to do that before dark, so he'd better get down
there by five or so.

Sinceit was noon now, that meant held better get his butt moving right this minute, even though Britt was



still adegp next to him. He dipped out of bed cautioudy, but she opened her eyes anyway. ™Y ou made
me promiseto stay in bed!" she protested.

Hefet athump inthe pit of his ssomach when helooked at her, ayearning that he needed to ignore. "'I'm
sorry, Britt. I've got to shower and hit the road.”

She looked so sad suddenly that he thought serioudy about changing his plans. What would it métter if he
drove down there tomorrow instead of today? But it wouldn't be any easier to leave tomorrow.

She sghed and sat on the edge of the bed. "What should | fix you to eat? Do you want asandwich to eat
on theroad, or do you have time for something here?'

He couldn't leave her likethis. "I've got abetter idea. Come join mein the shower.”
She started to smile, then hesitated. "But you needto et . . ."

"I'll take a couple of those wonderful muffinswith me. That'll be plenty. Come on." He extended his hand
to her, and she took it.

Their shower lasted alot longer than held planned, but the drive went allittle quicker than expected, so he
still managed histour of the area before darkness fell. He called Britt as soon as he got to his hotel room,
and they taked for along time about nothing much at dl.

He spent the rest of the evening resolutely reviewing al the information they'd been able to assemble on
Blackburn Boat Supply. The company was the baby of Glen Blackburn, a second-generation Scot
who'd goneinto businessin the late '50's. Glen had died unexpectedly just before Christmas, leaving
behind his second wife and a couple of daughterswho lived in the Sesttle area

Glen gpparently had the same independent spirit as Grandfather, since held shared aslittle of the control
of the company as possible with his employees. Consequently, no one had been prepared to take his
place when he died, and the company was dowly losing itsway, like a ship without its crew. If no one
took over within the next severa months, it would probably be too late.

Tony would hate to see that happen. Blackburn Boat Supply was alot like Fiore Marine, acompany that
vaued its customers and suppliersin an old-fashioned way. Tony had devoted his career to preserving
businesses like this one, and giving them the necessary toolsto survive in the modern businessworld of
large multi-national corporations.

Each subsidiary of Fiore Marine retained its own name and much of its own identity. Headquartersin
Newport provided accounting services and as much of the administrative overhead as made sense, and
al subsidiaries offered the same broad range of productsto their customers. Tony aways claimed that
customers would have only pleasant surprises when their distributor became part of the Fiore Marine
family. Sofar, that claim had been chalenged a handful of times by unusud Stuations, and each time,
Tony had made everyoneinvolved into abeliever. He was confident he could do the same with
Blackburn Boat Supply.

On Monday, Tony discovered that hisinformation was correct. The company was basicaly sound, but
lacking direction and focus from its leader. Glen's longtime executive secretary and office manager was
keeping things running on a day-to-day bas's, but orders were much dower than usud. When Tony
talked with customers, he heard concern for the company's future. They wanted to be loya during this
difficult time, but they couldn't afford to ignore their own needs. If Blackburn wasn't going to survive, they
needed to establish arelationship with anew distributor - before the summer season hit. Supplierswere
concerned, too, athough the smple fact that Tony was involved made most of them feel more confident.



Fiore Marine was well-known and highly respected, and their interest in Blackburn gave a measure of
trustworthinessto the smdler firm.

Tuesday morning, he got up early to call Robbie in Newport. Robbie reported no problemsin the other
subsidiaries, but said that Grandmother had asked how long Tony planned to be gone. When Robbie
told her aweek or possibly two, Grandmother grumbled, " Antonio does not understand. | am an old
woman. He needsto find awife and settle down, not spend dl histime gdlivanting around the
countryside.”

He cdled Grandmother then, knowing it would be foolish to ignore her displeasure. He explained that
Blackburn looked like agood acquisition, and that its current state meant that they could get it for a
reasonable price. As expected, she was lessthan enthusiagtic.

"Antonio, why do you persist with thismaniafor expanding? The company isaready large enough, and
when you take over, Roberto certainly will not be willing to travel congtantly to watch over the
subsdiaries”

He dropped his head forward onto his chest. How many times had they discussed the same issue?
"Robbie won't need to do much traveling. I'm setting things up so they'll be self-sufficient - that's one of
the reasons | vigt so frequently now. Y ou know al about the networked software weve just installed,
and e-mail, and the built-in faxing capability on the PC's everyone has. Besides, I'll till be ableto handle
some of thetrips."

"Such asthe onesto Oregon?' Surprise, surprise, she was sill annoyed about his business venture with
Brittany.

" told you before, Grandmother. I'll need to visit Martha's Madness afew timesayear, but | think that's
quite manageable. | could even use some of my accumulated vacation time for those trips." The moment
he heard himsdlf say those words, he realized he was in trouble. Deep, deep trouble. He could handle the
business issuesthat way, but what about their persond relationship? He loved Britt, and he would dways
love her. He couldn't stand for them to be apart dmost dl the time.

"Just remember your future responghilities, Antonio, that'sal I'm saying.” Her voice was suspicioudy
mild. "I went to see Mrs. Ragazzo after Mass on Sunday. Her granddaughter Roseis il there - so
helpful to her grandmother, and such alovely girl, too." Ah hal She was matchmaking again.

Hed better be diplomatic about this, or Grandmother would never et him off the phone. "Grandmother,
I'm sure she's very nice, but that doesn't make her right for me."

"What do you expect? Y ou want the perfect girl to walk up to you and propose marriage? | tell you,
Antonio, theworld may be adifferent place than when | was ayoung girl and my father and my Antonio's
father arranged our marriage - "

He couldn't help himsdlf. He had to ask, Y our marriage was arranged? | thought - Grandfather said he
loved you the first moment hesaw you . . ."

She snorted. "My Antonio said that, | know. But | do not think he ever saw awoman he did not love.
And our fathers had made their plans before we were introduced - do not forget, Warren and Newport
were along distance gpart in those days. But what | intended to say, Antonio, before you so rudely
interrupted me, wasthat the world has not changed al that much. It isstill the man's respongibility to find
the girl he wishesto marry and then court her. Y ou will get nowherewaiting for her to drop into your

lap.”



"I know that, Grandmother.” Although, if you looked at it in acertain way, Brittany had dropped into his
lap thisweekend.

"Then devote more of your energy to finding awife and lessto expanding the business!” Her point made,
she said, "When you come home, | will make you lasagna. Goodbye."

He had no doubt that Rose would "just happen” to be at Grandmother's house when he arrived for her
gpecid lasagna. And since she was there, it would only be palite to invite her to stay for dinner. After
dinner, Antonio would be ordered to see Rose back to her grandmother's house, even though Mrs.
Ragazzo lived less than a block away. Coincidentally, Rose would have made a specia dessert for her
grandmother that day - one of the tricky Italian desserts Carolyn had never gotten the hang of making -
and hewould be invited in to sampleit. Rose was undoubtedly awonderful cook, and the whole evening
would be carefully plotted out so that Tony would fed like it was his own choiceto ask her out for dinner
later in the week.

Except he wouldn't do it. Oh, held be polite, certainly - he'd been raised that way - but he wouldn't ask
Rose out, and he wouldn't accept alater invitation to Mrs. Ragazzo's house for dinner. Tony loved
Brittany, and he had no interest in any other woman.

But what was he going to do about it? Britt loved Martha's Madness and Myrtle Beach, and Tony lived
all theway across the country from them. He couldn't ask her to give them up, not after the way shed
given up thingstime and again for Michagl. She wouldn't do it, either. And he couldn't quit hisjob and
move to Oregon.

Except maybe he could! What if he bought Blackburn Boat Supply himsdlf, instead of having Fiore
Marine buy it? He didn't have the money, but he could sell his condo in Newport for some of the cash
he'd need. He should be able to find a bank willing to give him abusinessloan - marine supply
distribution was hisfield, after dl, and hed done extremely well at it - or perhaps a venture capitd firm
would beinterested in investing.

He could do wonders with a company like Blackburn, and it would be loads of fun. Hed have plenty of
time to spend with Brittany, too - athough unfortunately it would be exclusively weekends, when sheld
be busy with her B&B.

But to do that, hed have to wak away from Fiore Marine, his birthright. Hed spent al these years
working to makeit flourish and grow. It seemed wrong to giveit al up.

And for what? Brittany said she loved him, and he was sure she did, but what about the future? She was
gill married to Michad. He couldn't assume shed want to go right from that into a marriage with him.

Hisdream last night of her nursing ababy with hisdark hair and olive complexion notwithstanding, their
life-long happiness was far from assured.

CHAPTER TWELVE

At noon on Friday, Brittany finally forced hersdf to stop fussing over the guestrooms. Sheld done
everything she could think of to make them attractive and comfortable, and al she was accomplishing
now was making hersdlf frantic with worry. What if sheld forgotten something redlly basic?

Logically, she knew she hadn't. Tony had been impressed with how Rose looked last weekend, and
sheld finished Tangerine and Seashell in basicaly the same way. Besides, Angelahad been over on
Wednesday night, and they'd gone over the procedures for cleaning the guestroomsin between guests.
They would have noticed if something asimportant as pillows were missing, and anything lessmgjor



would be easy tofix.

The problem was that she had too much timeto kill today. Her guests weren't due until late afternoon,
and she'd gotten up before sunrise this morning. She wasn't too nervous about Carolyn, Scott, and
Rachd coming. Carolyn was her best friend, after all, and Scott seemed much nicer than she'd expected.

It was the Worthingtons who worried her. They were Rachdl's grandparents, and apparently almost like
parents to Scott. The part that daunted Brittany was that they were frequent travelerswho aways stayed
in the best hotels and resorts. How could a brand-new B& B on the Oregon Coast even hopeto
compare?

Of course, that was the whole point. They would help her discover what needed changing before she
officiadly opened for business. In her past lifein the computer business, she would have termed this
weekend a debugging run, and hoped some bugs - problems, in other words - turned up.

But Martha's Madness was alot more than a house to Brittany, and she was scared that not everyone
would loveit like she did. And because of that, she was driving hersdlf so crazy with nervesthat she
couldn't enjoy her incredible luck at being alowed to live here.

That sllinesswould stop right this minute. She took hersalf up to the lookout tower and ordered her mind
to shut up. The sun was out today, and the lookout tower was bright and warm. She settled on the sofa
and stared out at the gentle rhythm of the ocean waves. The water flowed in to shore, and then it
retreated, only to advance again. In - out - in - out - the sequence was no different than ever, but
somehow it felt new each time she watched it. Had it ever been this exact way before, with the sun
turning the water into molten silver while the tops of the waves bardly seemed higher than the troughs
between them?

The sunshine warmed and comforted her, and she Sarted getting deepy. She didn't want to actualy teke
anap, but she was too content to move. And then, one time when she pried her eyes open, Tony was
gtanding there! "Areyou red?* she mumbled.

He nodded and sat next to her so he could wrap hisarms around her. "I've missed you so much, Britt!™

She smothered him with kisses and swore, "Not as much as I've missed you!" Suddenly, she redlized that
if hewas here, her other guestswould be arriving soon, too. "1 must have fallen adegp! What timeisit?'

Hetightened hisembrace. "It's only twelve-thirty, sweetheart." He kissed her then - ano- kidding-around
kind of kiss.

Her somach went into free fdl and shefdt asurge of lust that would have knocked her on her assif she
hadn't dlready been sitting down. They made love right there, removing only the barest minimum of
clothesfirg.

Later, while hisarms till securely surrounded her, he asked, ™Y ou want to know something?' She
nodded and he continued, "I did something today |'ve never done beforein my wholelife. | had this
mesting set up for thismorning - to go over some of Blackburn's financials with the office manager - and
| just cancdled it.”

"How come?' The feding in her somach thistime wasn't a pleasant one.

He smiled. "Because when | woke up thismorning, | knew | couldn't stand it until | was here with you.
So| caled her and said | had to change my plans and we'd go over the numbers on Monday."

Shed been right. He was |l etting their rdationship dictate too much of hislife. ™Y ou shouldn't have done



thet."

"Why not? Areyou sorry | got here early?' He was practicaly laughing, knowing she could never say
that.

"Of course not, but it's not like you to beirresponsible. Y our job isimportant, and it isn't fair to change
your plansat the last minute like that.” She was careful not to say what she redlly meant - that she wasn't
worth t.

Hefrowned dightly, but sill seemed amused. "I'd hardly cdll it irresponsible, especidly when I've spent
every night thisweek going over the information I've gotten from them, aswell asfrom the cussomers and
suppliersl've taked to. And don't forget, Martha's Madness is partialy mine, too, so it'simportant for
me to be here to help when you have your first guests.”

Thiswas no time to argue the issue, so she asked, "And how do you plan to help? Should | teach you
how to clean bathrooms, so | don't have to pay Angelato do them tomorrow?”

"No, thanks!" He leaned even closer and whispered in her ear, "Actudly, the kind of help | had in mind
was keeping your mind off your nerves. Like maybe giving you alittlekissfrom timeto time- " He
demongtrated a couple of types of kisses, both guaranteed to make her forget her worries. "Or maybe
copping afed onceinawhile- " He snaked one hand in between their bodies.

She clamped her hand around hiswrist. "Y ou even try that, buster, when anyone's around, and you'll be
in deep doo-doo.”

Hejust laughed. "I can doiit in private, though?'

She had to think afew seconds to come up with a safe answer. "Only in the bedroom.” She was pleased
with her answer until he suddenly dropped his arms and she nearly fell off hislap. "What did you do that
for?'

Theinnocent look clued her that something was up. "Y ou said only in the bedroom, so | let go of you. |
wouldn't want you to think | can't follow therules.”

She could have explained that the rules didn't gpply when they were alone in the house and likely to
remain that way for several hours, but she exercised considerable restraint instead and stood up. "'I'm
going to take aquick shower and make us some lunch.”

She scanned the tower quickly and gathered up their stray clothes before heading downgtairs. It would
be quite embarrassing if someone saw her panties half-draped on the table where they'd landed earlier.
Someone like Carolyn, for example - or Rachel - or even the Worthingtons, for that matter.

Tony followed her downgtairs, ssemingly matching her restraint by not goosing her on the sairsor
ingsting on joining her in the shower. Shedidn't let herself regret her decison. Getting their business off to
agood start was more important than indulging her sexua appetite, even though thismight be their last
weekend together.

And maybe it wouldn't be. Tony said he loved her and she believed him. She just wasn't sure what held
meant on the phone last night, when he said held stay after everyone eseleft on Sunday. He said held
been thinking and had some ideas he wanted to run by her. What kind of ideas? Why would it matter if
he talked to her about them today instead of Sunday? The only reason she could imagine was that he
thought she'd be upset, and the thing that would most upset her would beif they couldn't be together
anymore,



But she refused to worry about the future. They'd talk on Sunday, and life would continue after that,
regardless of what he said. Her job now was to be a hostess and that's what she'd be.

After ther very late lunch, she mixed up abatch of muffins and baked them. She needed to have muffins
available at seven every morning, yet therest of the buffet didn't need to be ready until eight-thirty. She
wouldn't get up early enough to bake muffins fresh each morning. Sheld do them the afternoon or evening
before, and then just make coffee and put the fruit and muffins out the next morning. Besides, if shedid
her baking around the time guests were checking in, the heavenly smell would help welcome them to
Martha's Madness.

The Worthingtons arrived right on cue, and by the time she finished giving them the grand tour, she was
over her case of nerves. Seth and Annabelle - they inssted she call them by their first names - were
friendly and not the least bit intimidating. Sure, the clothes each of them wore cost more than Brittany
gpent in severd years on her own wardrobe, and from what Carolyn had said, they owned ahouse at
least thisimpressive on an even more expensive section of the Oregon Coast, but they seemed like
regular people. No wonder Carolyn didn't mind them as de facto in-laws.

A littlelater, the phonerang. "Thanksfor caling Martha's Madness Bed & Breskfast. Thisis Brittany
gpesking. May | help you?'

"Hi, Britt. Thisis Carolyn.”
"Oh, hi." They hadn't gotten logt, had they? Sheld thought her instructions were clear enough.

"Listen, we stopped at the cheese factory because I'd never taken the tour, and now Rachel wantsanice
cream cone." In amore secretive voice, she confessed, "Well, | want one, too, but | never would have
said anything about it. But anyway, Scott said we shouldn't have any so closeto dinner, so Rachel said
let's eat dinner here. So that's what we're going to do, and the reason I'm calling is that | wanted
everyone to know not to walit for usto get there for dinner. Okay?"

"Sure. I'll tell Seth and Annabelle right away - and you're right, they're both very nice."

"I knew you'd like them,” shereplied. "I can hardly wait to see you again, Britt - and your house! | don't
think | ever heard Tony rave about any house as much as he did about your place when we talked last
week."

"I'm looking forward to seeing you - Scott and Rachdl, too." Shewasalittle surprised at that. Being
friends again with Carolyn was one thing, but she hadn't thought sheld ever get beyond grudging
acceptance of Scott.

"WEell be there soon. Bye for now."

It wasless than an hour later when they arrived. They were enthusiastic about the suite, and Rachel was
fascinated by the bunk beds. She stared in wonder at them for afew seconds, then turned to Brittany.
"Can | deep up there?' She half-whispered, pointing at the top bunk.

"It'sup toyour - " Shefatered, not sure whether she was supposed to call Carolyn and Scott her
parents, or Scott her father, or what.

Scott rescued her. "I don't think you'd better. It'salong way down, if you fell out of bed.”

"I won't fal, Daddy! You'rebeing silly!" Rachel tossed her dmost-white blonde pigtails and started trying
to climb the attached ladder. That proved more difficult than sheld expected, and Scott unobtrusively
gave her ahand up. She plopped onto the upper bunk and looked around, first in amazement, and then



with growing darm. "Thisisway high." She clearly had no intention of coming down, even if being up
there scared her to deeth.

"Y ou know, Rachel, when | was younger, | used to come here in the summertime to see my Aunt
Martha, and so did alot of my cousins. Of course, everybody wanted to deep in atop bunk, but one
time my cousin Richie woke up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, and he forgot he wasn't
in hisregular bed at home. He landed on the floor with a huge clunk that woke the whole house, and the
doctor said he dmost broke hisleg. So after that, Aunt Martha said that you had to be at least ten years
old to degpinatop bunk." She could tell from Rachdl's serious expression that her story was making the
little girl rethink her bravery. And the story hadn't even been much of afabrication - only the part about
the doctor and the implication that Brittany had been there at the time. Unfortunately for her, Richie had
been athirteen-year-old with a serious breast fetish - and Brittany atwelve-year-old with a suddenly
gprouting chest - thefirst time they'd met.

"Do you suppose it would be okay for her to climb up in the top bunk during the day?* Carolyn looked
at Scott, an uncharacteristic pleafor gpproval in her face.

Scott smiled a Carolyn and told Rachdl, "If you're careful.”

Rachel nodded solemnly. "'l promise, Daddy." She edged toward the ladder and cautioudy worked out
the procedure for backing off the upper bunk onto it.

Scott watched her progress tensdly, apparently without taking a breath. When Rachel safely reached the
floor, Brittany couldn't tell which one of them was more relieved.

Carolyn changed the subject quickly. "We wanted to bring you alittle something, but | wasn't sure what,
S0 we got acouple of bottles of Oregon wine at the cheese factory. | hope you till like wine” She
reached into the mound of suitcases and bags on the floor and handed Brittany two individualy bagged
bottles of wine.

"Definitely, but you didn't need to bring me apresent. Y ou're the ones doing me afavor, after al.”

"Y ou might want to wait to say that until after you spend aweekend with Rachel," Scott warned, but he
wasamiling.

"I'm sure dlready," she answered. "L ook, I'll leave you adone now so you can get settled. If you like,
come downgtairslater and well have aglass of wine"

"WEélIl dothat,” Carolyn promised.

Brittany went down to the living room and found Tony starting afirein the fireplace. He looked up and
sad, "Asniceasit was outsdetoday, it'll get chilly tonight. | thought afire would fed cozy."

She nodded. "I'll have to remember to do that. We didn't get to have fires very often in the summertime
when I'd be here, but | love them. | was probably the only one of the nieces and nephewswho liked it
when it sometimes got cold and rainy for severd days at atime. Aunt Marthaand Uncle Harry would
light afire and get out old board games, and we'd settleright in front of the fire for hours. We even

popped popcorn in the fireplace. It was great.”

Carolyn, Scott, and Rachdl came downgtairs about the same time that Seth and Annabelle returned from
dinner, so they were prevailed upon to join them for aglass of wine. The conversation was casua and
fairly impersond, and Brittany pinpointed the exact moment when Carolyn redlized that Brittany and
Tony were more than friends. It was when Brittany sat down after passing a platter of crackers and



cheese. She sat next to Tony on asmall lovesest instead of in achair by hersdf, and neither of them
shifted pogition to alow each other their own space. Carolyn looked almost puzzled for amoment, then
wide-eyed, and findly she blushed and seemed about ready to burst.

Luckily for Carolyn's peace of mind, Seth and Annabelle soon finished their wine and offered to help
Rachel get ready for bed. Scott thanked them, but said hed do it, so - after afew half-hearted protests
from Rachel that shewasn't a dl tired and it was too early to go to bed - dl four of them went upgtairs.
Carolyn turned to Brittany and Tony immediately. ™Y ou sneaks! What are you doing, trying to keep
secretsfrom me?”

Tony grinned and asked, "What kind of secrets?' But he couldn't kegp himself from laughing then, and
after that, he apparently decided not to tease her anymore. "But were not. It's just that neither of us has
talked to you since this happened.”

"| talked to both of you last week! You mean. . ." Her expression became more guarded, as though
sheld decided it was rudeto ask for dl the details. "Well, in any case, I'm glad you findly figured out how
perfect you arefor each other. | never understood how two people as smart as both of you could miss
something so obvious.”

Brittany wasn't sure how to respond. As much as Tony's explanation last week had made sense, she il
felt uncomfortable about hisfedingsfor Carolyn. It shouldn't matter that he'd unmistakably loved her
deeply - after dl, sheld loved Michadl. But she couldn't totally shake the ideathat she was his second
choice, and as much as she knew she didn't deserve any more, she wanted it.

Tony chuckled. "Maybe we should have asked you, then." He added serioudy, "But I'm not sorry for the
years| spent with you, and | never will be." He gave Brittany's hand a squeeze, but she still went cold
ingde.

Carolyn turned red again and blinked afew times, then murmured, "I'm not sorry, ether.” She put her
glass down on the table and stood up. "'l guess I'll go upstairs now. It's been along day.”

Brittany amost wished Tony had his own room to go to. Sheloved him madly, but she didn't know how
she could pretend that hiswords hadn't hurt her. If he loved Brittany as much as he claimed to, how
could he not regret hisyearswith Carolyn? She certainly begrudged wasting so much time and energy on
her relationship with Michadl.

But that brought her right back to her previous thought. The difference wasthat Carolyn had been Tony's
first choice and Brittany his second. For Brittany, Tony was everything, and Michad just afill- in.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tony didn't understand what was wrong with Britt, but it was definitely something more than smple
nerves. She'd been acting amost doof since shortly after he got here today, and now she seemed sad
and maybealittle angry.

Sincethefirewas still going, they didn't take everyone ese'slead and go to bed. He poured more wine
and decided to seeif sheld talk to him. "Britt, are you mad at me?"

"Of course not. Why would | be mad?* She didn't meet his eyes, and her denid wasn't convincing.

"I don't know why. | just know that you're not being yoursdlf tonight, and | want to help with whatever's
wrong."



She shrugged one shoulder and tried asmile, but it didn't stick. "I'm just kind of stressed out. There are
S0 many details about running aB& B, and they keep creeping up on me behind my back. I'm sorry for
not being better company.” With an obvious effort, she faced him and said, "Why don't you tell me about
your week? Does the company you've been visiting look like agood one to buy?'

He nodded. "Very much so. | forgot to tell you on the phone that I'll spend al of next week there, too, so
| can be herefor our Grand Opening next weekend."

"Redly?" she asked with an eager smile. "I hadn't dared hope you could makeiit."

Could it be that she was dreading him going back to Rhode Idand every bit as much as he was? Maybe
that was the reason for her odd mood. "Actually, | redized thisweek that if the dedl to buy Blackburn
goesthrough, and I expect it will, I'll need to be there most of the time for afew months. Do you think
you could put up with me coming to see you most weekends?'

She narrowed her eyes, as though she wasn't sure sheld heard him right. "Of course! But how could you
do that? Don't you need to be in Newport, or around visiting your other sites?’

"It'll be abit tricky, but I've done it before, when we've acquired companies without a decent
management team in place. Robbie may need to travel alittle more than usua for awhile, and I'll keep on
top of things with faxes and frequent phone calls. I've got e-mail now, too, so that should beahdp.”

A little suspicioudy, she asked, "Y ou're not doing thisjust so we can spend more time together, are you?
| redlly don't want to interfere with your job."

He shook his head. "No, thisiswhat | need to do to get Blackburn running properly again. If | was
arranging thingsto suit my preferences, 1'd spend all week with you and just the weekend there.”

She amiled in apleased but dightly embarrassed way. "I'll be pretty busy with our guests, but you're
welcome anytime." She dipped her hand into hisand said, "Let'sgo to bed. | haveto get up early
tomorrow." She sounded perfectly content again.

Tony decided that tonight wasn't agood time to bring up their future. Spending weekends together was
something she apparently felt ready for, but he had the fedling she wasn't going to like either of the plans
he'd made for how they could be together permanently. She till didn't understand how important she
wasto him.

**

The next morning, Brittany was awfully glad sheld had the foresight to plan her breskfast schedule so
carefully. Each task was nestly listed, so al she or Angelahad to do was check thelist to find the next
thing that needed doing. That was particularly beneficia for her, because she was nervous again.

Tony cameinto the kitchen after the first flurry of activity was over. He took the sponge out of her hand
and kissed her, holding her close until her bones started to melt. " See how useful | can be? Y ou're not
nervous anymore, areyou?'

She shook her head, wanting to protest that while desire was much more pleasant than nervousness, it
still didn't make cooking breskfast easy. But Angelawas nearby, and she didn't want to broadcast the
fact that she couldn't resst Tony'skisses.

They were a couple of minutes late getting the buffet set up, but she figured that was pretty good for their
firgt effort. The Worthingtons came down at a quarter of nine and she heard Rachel's voice just before
nine. She left the dishes she was washing to go into the dining room and seeif she should get anything



gpecid for Rachel. Mrs. Pitney had warned her that children were often skeptical of fancy breskfast
fare.

Carolyn was serving Rachd, who did indeed look uncertain about the egg casserole. "Try alittle of it.
See, Grandpaand Grandmalikeit, and I'm sureit'sgood. And you like pinegpple, so I'll give you this
dice. And Britt's cinnamon rolls are the best thingsin the world. I'll cut thisonein haf for you." She
turned to put Rachd's plate on the table and saw Brittany. "Good morning. Everything looks wonderful.”

"Thanks. Will thisbe okay, or should | get something elsefor Rache?"

Carolyn smiled and shook her head, then turned back to fill her own plate. "No. She's good about trying
new things. Do you havetimeto join us a the table thismorning?*

Annabdle said, "Oh, yes, please do."

Tony caught Brittany's eye and gestured at the seat next to him. "Theres achair right here with your
nameonit."

"Thanks. | guess| will." After working with food for acouple of hours aready, she expected to not want
anything to eat, but suddenly she was ravenous. Shetook alittle of everything and sat next to Tony. "Is
Scott degping in thismorning?'

Carolyn smiled again. "No. He went running earlier and got back just before Rachel and | finished
dressing. | imagine hell be down soon.”

Running. No wonder Scott had the same long lean build that Carolyn had. She hadn't seen himin
anything more revealing than apair of rather tight jeans and awell-washed T-shirt, but the body they'd
hinted at was certainly worthy of notice. It didn't match her tastes, though. She preferred aman with a
little padding here and there - like Tony. She couldn't help wondering whether Scott and Carolyn ever
bruised themselves on each other's bodies.

Scott breezed in then, offering greetingsto al while piling his plate high. If he ate that way every morning,
he'd soon have some padding of his own. "Brittany and Tony, we'd like to take you out for dinner
tonight. Areyou free?'

Brittany wasn't sure whether to answer for both of them, so she said, "1 am, and I'd loveto.”
"Me, too," Tony echoed.
"Seth, Annabelle - how about you?”

Seth shook his head. "No, thanks. We're planning to do the Three Capes Scenic Loop today, and well
stop someplace on the way back. Would you mind letting us take Rachd dong?’

Scott frowned dightly. After afew seconds, he responded, "We wouldn't 'mind', but you don't need to -

"We want to, Scott. Rachd is no trouble and it's so much fun for usto have her dlong.” Annabelle spoke
as swestly as ever, but there was afirmness to her voice that ended the subject right there.

"Well, okay. Rachd, you'l be good, won't you?'
Rachd rolled her eyes and answered, "Of course, Daddy."

Seth, Annabelle, and Rachel |eft soon after that. Brittany wasn't sure whether or not to suggest that



Carolyn and Scott join her and Tony in doing something together during the day. In practical terms, she
doubted that Tony had much interest in spending more than a couple of hours with Scott ever, and she
didn't know how comfortable a conversation among the four of them could be. Still, wouldn't it only be

polite. ..

Scott turned to look at Carolyn. "'l saw somebody flying the neatest kite on the beach earlier - it wasa
whole bunch of little kitesal connected together somehow. The guy said he got it at the kite shop herein
town. | thought maybe we could go there and see about buying one.”

"Okay. | forgot to bring ahat, so I'd like to ook for one, too.” Carolyn finished her juice and said to
Brittany, "I'll take our dishes out to the kitchen. Should | put them in the dishwasher?!

She shook her head. "Just leave them here. Remember, you're at a bed-and-breakfast, not visiting
friends”

Carolyn seemed about ready to protest, but Scott touched her arm and asked, "Are you ready to go?"

"No. | want to put on some sunscreen so | don't burn. Do you want to come up with me?* Carolyn
blushed bright red when she gpparently redlized that everyone would immediately know her invitation had
nothing to do with putting on sunscreen.

Brittany got up and started stacking dishes, deliberately paying no attention to whether Scott followed
Carolyn upgairs.

Tony looked at the leftovers and said, "1 don't suppose you can serve this again tomorrow?'

She laughed. "Hardly. Tomorrow I'm making an extra-fancy French toast dedl. I'll save this stuff, though,
and eat it al week, or until it comes out my ears. Maybe I'll eventually get the knack for guessing how
much peoplewill est."

She and Tony spent the rest of the morning busy in the kitchen, and after that, in the bedroom, so she
never knew how long it took Carolyn to put on sunscreen. Then again, she didn't realy care, and Tony
didn't seemto, either.

In the afternoon, the four of them spent some time trying to figure out how to fly the kite Scott bought.
The processinvolved afair amount of running to get the kite to take off, an incredibly short period when
they thought that maybe this timeit would redly fly, and wasinevitably followed by asckeningly abrupt
crash-landing. They each had a pet theory for how to make it work and eventudly al of their theories
were disproved.

The sun, fresh air, and exercise cut through their polite congtraint and left them four friendswith thingsto
laugh and tease each other about. Dinner was ordinary but well-prepared deep-fried seafood washed
down with draft beer.

Carolyn said, "Thisreminds me of that place down in Galilee where we went a couple of times.”

Brittany remembered the restaurant in southern Rhode Idand well. She and Michael and Carolyn and
Tony had gone to one of the nearby beaches for the day two or three times. They'd had a dinner much
like this one each time. The thing she remembered most was that Michadl had looked down his nose at
the menu, even though they couldn't afford anything classier at thetime. The other memory was
something she could share. "Remember how sunburned you got, Carolyn?'Y ou were the color of the
|obsters the people at the next table ordered!™

She groaned and turned asimilar shade. "God, yes! And onetime, | had on that suit that had practically



no back. | couldn't wear abrafor aweek after that.”
Tony nudged Brittany and murmured, " Good thing that didn't happen to you.”

On theway back to Martha's Madness, Brittany promised to get out her photo abum. She wasn't
enthused about looking at pictures of hersaf hanging al over Michadl, or Carolyn on Tony, but Scott was
curious about what Carolyn had been like back then, and the pictureswould give him agtart.

The message light was blinking on the answering machine. She pushed the button and awoman'svoice
sad, "Um, hello. Thisis Jo Fiore, caling for my son. Would you ask Tony to call me as soon as possible,
please? His grandmother'sin the hospita in Providence and she needs surgery, but she's demanding to
seeTony firgt."

**
Tony couldn't seem to bresthe right. Grandmother in the hospital ? She never got sick.
"I'm so sorry, Tony." He blinked and saw Carolyn's concerned face.

And then hefelt Brittany's arm around him, and the world became alittle more normd. "Comeon. Let's
go cdl your mother." Sheled him into the bedroom and pushed him down on the loveseat. She was back
with the cordless phone before he thought to wonder where sheld gone.

He had to get agrip on himself. Yes, thiswas ashock, but he could handleit. After dl, if Grandmother
was refusing to have surgery until he got there, she couldn't be in too bad shape. It sounded like her
typica mode of operation, in fact - making outrageous demands for what seemed like no reason other
than the pleasure of getting her own way. He sat up straighter and gave Britt's hand a quick squeeze.
"Thanks. I'm okay now."

Sheamiled. "Good, but I'll ftill stay right here, if you don't mind.”

"l don't mind." Not at al. He punched in the number for his parents house and his mother answered on
thefirst ring. "Hi, Mom. What happened?’

"Tony! I'm so glad you got back. Wdll, like | said in the message, your grandmother'sin the hospital. She
had amild stroke this afternoon - amini-stroke iswhat the doctors cal it."

A sroke waswhat had killed Grandfather. "Where was she?'

"At home. She called here, and your father went over and took her to the hospital in town. They did
some tests and decided that she needs surgery - one of her carotid arteriesis almost completely blocked
and they need to clear it. There was something about the right surgeon being away, so they sent her to
Providence to have the surgery there. It's scheduled for Monday morning.”

That sounded reasonable, and somewhat reassuring. If they sent her to another hospital and werewilling
to wait until Monday, she must be pretty stable. "But what's this about her demanding to see me first?"

He could hear the shrug in his mother's voice, the one she used when she wastrying to explain the Fiore
family'svagaries. "All | know iswhat your father told me when he called from the hospital in Providence.
| got the ideathat he didn't know what it was about, either. Maybe she just wants you to come home
before her surgery.”

He sighed. "Sure. That makes sense. I'll fly out tomorrow - my car'sin thelot a the airport, so maybe |
can even get up to the hospita before visiting hours are over.”



"I hope you don't mind, Tony, but | caled Elsaearlier tonight, and she got you on aflight leaving Portland
at 9:30 tomorrow morning. Isthat too early?'

"No. That's perfect. Thanksfor thinking of it. What's the flight number?' Britt handed him anotepad and
penintimefor himto jot down al the relevant information, including Grandmother's hospital room
number. " Say hi to Dad for me. I'll see both of you red soon.”

He packed quickly, as soon as he hung up the phone, and then he and Britt went out to the living room.
Carolyn and Scott were gtill there, and he explained the situation briefly, adding, "It's so typica of
Grandmother to make ademand like that. She ought to know that I'd go home right away, even if she
didn't ask for me. But thisway, she getsto be the big shot, and she flourishes on that.”

"Don't you think she might be scared?' Britt asked quietly. "Making demands could be her way of trying
to maintain control over a situation that's beyond her control.”

Tony sank onto the sofa, knowing Britt was probably right, and illogicaly scared by the concept that
there were things beyond Grandmother's command. She'd dways seemed o dl-powerful, with such an
iron mastery of her emotions and the world around her. But so had Grandfather.

Britt got out her photo abum then, and the four of them sat in arow on the sofalooking through it - Britt
and Carolyn in the middle. He didn't pay too much attention to the pictures and their stories, but was
surprised to notice awary almost-hurt expression on Britt'sfacein severa of the snapshots. It wasthe
same expression held seen at the wedding and in the days after Michael €ft her.

Hedidn't remember her as being even the least bit fragile back then. Britt had been worldly- wise and
tough, while Carolyn was naive and impressionable. At least that had been his perception at thetime. He
knew now held missed alot of what shewasredly like.

The Worthingtons and Rachel returned soon. Scott took Rachel upstairs and Seth and Annabelle went
for awak on the beach, leaving just Carolyn sitting with them. She hugged Tony and, with tearsin her
eyes, told him, "I hope the surgery goeswell. | know she hates me, but | still care about her. Call if you
need to talk." She gulped and hurried upstairs.

Tony didn't fed theleast bit tired, and for thefirst timein hisrelationship with Britt, he wasn't eager to
make love, either. Britt must have understood, because when they went into her bedroom, she didn't get
undressed. She aso didn't speak, even when she bent over and untied his shoes and he asked what she
was doing. Ingtead, she shoved him gently onto the bed, removed his shoes and socks, and began to
massage hisfeet.

It felt okay, but not al that great at first. Her touch was gentle enough that he worried sheld tickle him.
She didn', but the concern kept his mind busy for awhile. By the time heredized he didn't need to
worry, shewas pressing dightly harder and hisfeet seemed to be floating somewhere, no longer attached
to his earth-bound body.

Somewheat |ater, she got up and undid his belt and, with his help, removed hisjeans. He expected his
briefsto come off next, and he was willing and eager to assist by then, but no such luck. She st at the
end of the bed and massaged first one leg and then the other. She stroked and squeezed and rubbed his
muscles until they seemed to turn into mere puddles of goo.

She removed his shirt next and gave the same treatment first to his hands and then both arms. At that
point, shetried to get him to roll over onto his stomach so she could work on his neck and back, but he
clumsly surrounded her with his rubber-like arms and pinned her on top of hisbody. "I'm not rolling over
unlessyou're under me."



She giggled and they stayed in that position kissing until they were both breathless with need. She broke
away finally and scattered her clothes wherever they happened to land. He tossed his briefs onto the
floor and reached out for her.

Her darm rang at five-fifteen, and sheimmediately slenced it, but he was dready awake and aware of
the sgnificance of thismorning. They made love gently, like both of them were trying to memorize dl the
details. Afterwards, he held her for a couple of minutes that he wished could be hours or days, and just
before he let her go, he looked deep into her eyesand said, "I love you, Britt, and | dwayswill.”

She went very Hill and tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. "1 will love you for therest of my life.”
There was a heavy, fataistic sound to her words, but before he could respond, she hurried to her feet
and into the kitchen.

Hed told her she didn't need to get up and make him breakfast, but she'd insisted. HEd be traveling all
day and might not have a chance to eat later, so he needed a cup of coffee and yesterday morning's
|eftovers before sarting out.

Thefood would have settled in his stomach better if Britt didn't seem on the edge of tearsthe whole time.
Shewas unnaturally quiet and wouldn't look directly a him. Maybe she was smply unhappy he had to
leave so suddenly, but it ssemed like more than that.

But it aso wasn't something he could fix right now. Asthey embraced near the front door, he struggled to
find wordsthat might help. "I'll cal tonight when | get back from the hospital. And I'll missyou every
minute of every day until | get back.”

"I'll missyou, too." She closed the front door behind him, and he had the strange feding she was bidding
him goodbye forever. Y et that wasn't the Situation.

Heloved Britt and she loved him. Everything else could be worked ot.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Brittany leaned againgt the front door, holding it closed so she didn't go running after Tony. He had to
leave thismorning, no matter how much she needed him to stay.

Andredly, it wasfor the best. If held followed his plan of visiting here most weekendsfor the next
couple of months, shed have started counting on him aways being here.

Hewouldn't be, she reminded herself brutdly. Hislife and hisjob were both in Newport. It wastime she
got used to that fact, al over again.

She gritted her teeth and took a shower, then gathered up their towels and dumped them in the washing
machine. She ought to change the shests, too, but - damn her sentimentality - they gtill smelled like Tony
and she couldn't give up that meager comfort.

By thetime Angela arrived, she'd managed to cheer up abit. Tony would be back. He loved her. And by
the time he got back, she would be more used to living done. Sheld be able to accept their affair as what
it was - the once-in-alifetime fulfillment of her dreams - rather than hating that it would never lead any
further.

When her guests came down for breskfast - minus Scott who was out running again - she joined them,
saying, "Now'sthetime for the truth. What have | done wrong this weekend?



They dl looked dightly startled and Seth said, "Nothing."
Annabelle added, "Everything's been lovely. The rooms, these wonderful breakfasts, your hospitaity . .

"But there must be something | could improve,” sheingsted. "Did you need more towds, or should we
have made your beds yesterday morning, or - | don't know - "

"l didn't get to watch cartoons,” Rachel volunteered.

"Weta ked about that, Rachel, remember?' Carolyn said. "When grownups come to places like this, they
dontwatch TV."

Shewrinkled her nose. "I know. They kissand junk, like you and Daddy."

Brittany ignored Carolyn's blush. "Thank you, Rachd. | hadn't thought about aTV. Y ou probably like to
watch videos, too, don't you?"

Rachdl nodded enthusiagtically. "1 have awhole bunch a home."

"I'll bet you do," Brittany answered, then turned to the other adults. "But how would that work? | doubt
that one TV in the living room would help much, because people would want to watch different shows,
or just enjoy thefire or the view. But putting a TV and aV CR in each room would take up alot of

space.

Annabdlle frowned thoughtfully. "1t would spoil the rooms, too. The whole house would fed morelikea
hotel then."

"What if you put aTV and aVCR on aportable cart that guests could move into their rooms?* Seth
asked. "Wedid that at the office, even though in practice we rarely moveit."

"Maybe more than one," Carolyn suggested. "Y ou could rent them out by the night.”

Annabelle nodded in agreement. "And you could offer asdlection of videos, too, perhaps on ashelf of
the bookcasein the hall. | meant to say what alovely ideathat was - having a supply of books so
conveniently available

Brittany smiled. "Thisisgresat! What eseismissing? Should | ingtall phonesin therooms?”

Seth shook his head vehemently. "No. This should be a haven from the everyday world. Have aphone
availablefor gueststo use when necessary, but don't make it too inviting. Some people amost need to be
coerced into dowing down."

"Likeyou, dear?" Annabelle asked with aknowing smile. "I absolutely agree about the phones, by the
way, and for heaven's sake, don't offer fax service! The world would be amuch more civilized place if
that machine had never been invented.”

Seth teased, " And who's been using our fax machine at home recently?"
"l didn't say they weren't useful,” she replied, her cheeks pinker than they'd been aminute earlier.

Brittany heard the front door open and close, and then heard steps on the stairs. "1t sounds like Scott's
back. I'll get some fresh coffee.” She stood, but before she got to the swinging door to the kitchen, he
was coming downgtairs again.



As he crossed the living room, he called out, "Sorry, I'm going to have to skip breskfast. | met that same
guy on the beach thismorning - the one with the kite." He stopped a couple of feet from the dining room
table, still wearing his swests and now carrying hiskite. "And he said the wind wasn't good for kites
yesterday afternoon, so it wasn't our fault we couldn't make it work. | said maybe wed try again this
morning, and hesaid if | bring it down there, hell show me how." Helooked at Carolyn and asked, "Is
that okay?"

Carolyn nodded. " Sure, but don't be gone too long. Check-out time is noon.”

"Y ou don't need to worry about that,” Brittany assured them. "And I'll keep breakfast warm for you,
Scott.”

"Y ou don't need to do that." He looked more like akid than aman in histhirties, especidly theway he
bounced in place with ill-concealed eagerness.

"Can | come?' Rachel asked. "I didn't get to fly the kite yesterday.”

Brittany watched with interest asthe father in Scott battled againgt, and defeated, the child in him. He
visibly camed himsdf and sad, "Okay, come on.”

Sheraced to the door, begting him decisively. "Hurry up, Daddy."

The dining room seemed unnaturally Slent after they left. Seth and Annabelle excused themselvesto

pack, and Carolyn offered to help with dishes. Brittany laughed. ™Y ou don't learn very quickly, do you?
When you're at aB& B, you don't help with dishes, or anything else for that matter. Angelaand | will take
care of everything later. Let's go out on the deck and talk awhile.”

She agreed and they filled their mugs and found a sunny spot to watch aman flying akite way down the
beach. They hoped it was the same man who was going to help Scott and Rachel learn to fly theirs.

"Y ou and Scott are happy, aren't you - redly, truly happy?"

Carolyn just beamed. "Oh, Britt, we are! | used to think maybe it wouldn't be wonderful anymore after
we got married - you know, being together dl the time, being partialy responsible for Rachd, that kind of
thing. But it's so much better than it was before! And having Rachd makesit dl so much more meaningful
somehow - like it's not just about us, but about the future of the world, too." She grimaced. "That sounds
hokey, but | mean it."

Brittany knew what she meant, athough she'd never expected Carolyn to fed even the least bit materndl.
"I understand. Do you think you guyswill have kids of your own?"

Carolyn looked pensive for amoment, then pointed an accusing finger & Brittany. "Don't you do that!
Y ou're trying to keep me from asking about you and Tony, and that's not going to work. Now that he's
not around, you can tell me the whole story."

"What whole story? He's divorced, I'm going to be, were having afling, and that's that." She doubted
that would satisfy Carolyn, but she didn't want to bring up their college days again.

"That's that, huh? Well, I've got newsfor you, roomie. Tony doesn't do affairs and neither do you. And
even if you did, the way you two've been looking at each other al weekend isn't about sex - " Blushing,
she added, "Well, maybe part of it - " She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. "I can't believe
I'm asking this, but - well, is that good with him?* She was|obster color again, and thistime it had
nothing to do with sunburn.



Brittany opened her mouth to tell the truth, that Tony was the best lover sheéd ever had, but she didn't say
it. Carolyn didn't need to know that. "Y ou want to know if it was hisfault sex wasn't good for you dl
those years. And it wasn't, but it wasn't yours, either. Thetwo of you just didn't have the right chemistry,
and heand | do. It'sassmpleasthat.”

She opened her eyes and looked straight at Brittany. "Why cdl it chemistry, Britt? It'slove, and we both
know it. Y ou can't think | want Tony to miss out on the best part of life.”

"No, of course | don't think that. And okay, you're right, we love each other.” She glanced down the
beach toward the man with akite. "Oh, look - Scott and Rachel are down there watching that man.”

Carolyn nodded, but she didn't drop the subject. "I hope you're more willing to admit that to him than
you areto me."

She groaned. "Y ou won't give up, will you? Yes, I'vetold him | love him - but he said it first."
"Well, that'sarelief. What are you going to do abouit this bi-coasta living arrangement of yours?'

"Nothing," she answered firmly, but her insdes were quivering. " Theré's nothing we can do. HeEs got to
stay in Rhode Idand, and I'm not about to give up this place - not that he's asked meto, or ever will."

Carolyn stared at her in amazement. "L et me get thisstraight - you love Tony and you're just going to let
it fal apart? And you actudly think he's going to Sit there and let you do it? Y ou obvioudy don't know
him aswell as| do, even after dl these years. HE's not going to give up until you marry him."

Tearsfilled her eyes. Had she ever been as naive as Carolyn gill was? "He doesn't want to marry me.
That'scrazy."

"Why not?He loves you. Being married and having afamily isthe most naturd thing in theworld,
especidly for aguy like him who's been trained from birth that family istheimportant thing in life.”

She pointed down the beach. " See, Scott's got the kite up." Her voice was shaky.
Just then, it crashed. "Not anymore. Come on, answer me."

"Because I'm not the kind of girl guyslike him marry," she snapped.

"What the heck does that mean?"

It wasn't Carolyn's fault she kept asking these questions, but Brittany couldn't just keep answering
politely forever. Not when every question only reminded her of thetruth. "Trust me, Carolyn, you don't
want to know, and I'm not going to tell you. Let'sjust watch Scott and Rachd fly the kite.”

Carolyn gtarted to protest, but when Brittany glared at her, she quickly shut up. They stared down the
beach and saw that Scott had apparently gotten the hang of flying the multi-colored kite, and now he was
teaching Rachdl. Carolyn wiped away tears and said, "I'm sorry, Britt. | don't mean to be so nosy. It's
just that | care about both of you so much, and | really think you're perfect for each other."”

Brittany reached over and squeezed her hand. "I understand, and I'm glad you care. And who knows,
maybe I'm wrong. Maybe thingswill work out for us."

Shedidn't redly believe that, but somehow, saying the words made her heart soar like the kite Rachel
wasnow flying.

**



When Tony arrived at the Providence airport, Robbie was waiting by the gate for him. He wasn't
supposed to bethere . . . "What happened?’

But then Robbie grinned and the world shifted back to norma. "Nothing. Grandmother's okay - and
driving everybody up awall, asusud. Thething is, shewon't say why sheingsts on seeing you tonight;
and dl of asudden at six o'clock, shetold usal to go home. Dad's afraid she doesn't want the surgery
and isgoing to try to get you to take her Sde against the doctors.”

"Why would | do that?'

Robbie shrugged, but didn't seem as casua anymore. "I don't know. She's been kinda strange today, redl
quiet, amogt like she's saying goodbye to everybody."

"How bad is she?' he demanded. "Mom said she'd had alittle stroke and needed surgery, but . . ." He
wasn't ready for her to die.

Robbie frowned. "Wdll, it's pretty serious, but they're pumping drugsinto her so she doesn't have another
stroke before they can operate, and the surgery isn't considered real risky. So maybe Dad's being
unnecessarily paranoid, but he figured it was worth me stopping off to talk to you."

"l can see his point, but she's not going to bulldoze me into anything that would jeopardize her hedlth.”

Robbie grinned again. "Okay, that's great. Y ou'd better get going now. She made him tell her your flight
number and arrival timeand dl. I'll lay odds she'd been checking with the 800 number and knows
exactly what time the plane touched down."

"Super." He headed off to the long-term lot that was his car's second home, onto Route 95, and within
fifteen minutes, into the hospita parking lot. He knew Grandmother's room number, so went right to the
elevator and followed the directional arrowsto her room.

He peeked in, ready to duck back out if shed been moved since last night. An old woman lay on the
bed, mouth hanging open and eyes shut. For amoment he wasn't sure the woman was even aive. Then
he saw the sheet move dightly as she took a breath. He took a deep breath of his own as his heart
pounded harder.

The old woman was Grandmother! Without her ever-present makeup and jewdry, with her hair
seemingly uncombed, and without the lively animation that dwayslit her features. . .

He stood there for another few moments, grappling with emotion. Suddenly hefdt like he was spying on
her. Respect demanded that he step back outside and knock on the door. After several seconds, he
cdled out, "Grandmother?* He looked in.

She was Sitting up partway now and looking toward the door. "Antonio, isthat you? Comein herethis
minute!”

He moved to her sde and kissed her cheek. "Hello, Grandmother.”

She gripped hisarm with bony fingersand said, "Y ou sit right there, where | can see you. Thesefool
doctors say | haveto stay in bed, nearly flat on my back dl thetime." She was nowhere near flat on her

back, but for someone who sat only in perfectly straight-backed chairs, the exaggeration could be
forgiven.

He sat down, asdirected, but she didn't et go of hisarm. He said, ™Y ou need to do what they say, you
know."



She made a disgusted sound and waved her other hand. He redlized for the first timethat shehad an 1V
attached to that hand. "Don't say the same as all the others! Do your father and your Uncle Frank think |
have no brain?1 may be an old woman, but | am not feeble-minded.”

"Of course not, Grandmother. We just worry about you."

She grumbled in what seemed like a pleased way, then said, "' So, you came home. | didn't know if you
would."

"Grandmother! Y ou're very preciousto me. Of course | came home." He wouldn't mention the threst.
Perhaps held misinterpreted what his mother had said.

"Y ou neglect your job - why should your poor grandmother be any different?’

He made an effort to control hisannoyance. "I'm not neglecting my job, and you know it. I'm working on
aded to acquire Blackburn."

Sheglared at him. "Not when your mother caled you. Y ou were with amarried woman. That is not
doneinthisfamily." She paused, waiting for him to crumble and beg forgiveness.

Hewasn't going to do it thistime. He was agrown man, and hislife was his own business. Heforced his
voice to sound much camer than felt naturd. "Brittany ismy friend, Grandmother, and | am an adullt. If
you wanted me here just to scold me, then thistrip was awaste of time.”

Hefdt like adding that he'd leave for Oregon in the morning, but he knew he wouldn't redlly do that.
Grandmother was having surgery in the morning, and he would be here for her, no matter what.

She continued glaring at him for ashort time, then said, "That is not the reason.” She looked acrossthe
room at acrucifix that hung on thewal, and her mouth seemed to tremble dightly. "1 am an old woman,
Antonio, and | need an operation. It istime for you to take over the company.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Brittany cleaned and did laundry al day. She didn't have any guests arriving until Friday, so didn't redlly
need to do dl thework in one day. She thought it would be agood ideato practice for the summer
season, though. Then, shewould often have afull house one night, followed by another full house of
different people the next. Luckily, Marthas Madness had a minimum stay of two nights, so she wouldn't
have to turn around and do the same the following day.

Martha's Madness dready had alot of reservationsfor the summer. Every weekend until the end of July
was fully booked, as was Fourth of July week. Other weekdays were il closeto empty, but Mrs.
Pitney assured her they wouldn't remain that way.

Brittany would cal in the morning to see how soon the cable company could ingtall hookupsin each of
the guestrooms. If there was any chance it would be thisweek, shed shop for aTV, VCR, and cart later
intheday in Tillamook. She liked theideaof making aTV and VCR available to her guests, but she
wasn't convinced it would be used often enough to warrant having more than one.

Shefilled her plate with leftovers and zepped it in the microwave, then carried it up to the lookout tower.
She would spend the evening curled up on the sofa, reading anew book by one of her favorite authors.
Pretty close to the perfect way to end the day, asfar as she was concerned.

Sheld tried not to think about Tony today, but she hadn't succeeded. He was aready much too important



for her to take the sensible approach about their relationship - enjoy him when they were together, get on
with her life when he waan't. Besides, it was only natura to worry about him. His grandmother'sillness
had hit him pretty hard, and by now he should have had a chance to see her in the hospital. She hoped
the vigt had left him feding encouraged.

The phone rang, and she fet suddenly connected to him, dl the way across the country. "Hello?"
"I missyou, Britt."
Shéld known it was he. "'l missyou, too. How's your grandmother?”

He sghed, alaugh mixed in themiddle of it. "Okay - pretty much herself, asametter of fact. Thefirst
thing she did was complain about the doctors, then she tried to make me fed guilty and ended up
scolding me. And shefindly said why she wanted to see me - to tell me to run the company for her while
she'slaid up. Like'd let the place fal apart, if she didn't say anything!”

"She's going to have surgery tomorrow?"

"Yeah." He chuckled. "She got everyone dl worried she was planning to back out, too. Half the family
must have been at the hospitd this afternoon, before | got in, and she wouldn't tell them word one about
why she wanted to see me." He dismissed the Situation with, "But that's just one of her typical power
moves, demongtrating that she'sin charge. And that'swhy | had to show up, too. Because she never lets
meforget - | may be next in line to run the company, but | don't take over until she says| do."

Or until shedies, Brittany added to hersdlf. "And thisisjust temporary?'
"Y eah. She's nowhere near ready to retire.”

She asked a question that shed wondered about a number of times recently. "Why are you next in line? |
mean, | don't doubt that you deserve it, with how hard you've worked over the years, but that's not why,
isit?'

"No, it'snot. In fact, | guessit'skind of the opposite. Since I've dways known I'd take over eventudly,
I've worked extra hard to make us successful.” He paused for afew seconds. "Asfor why me - do you
know that Grandfather announced before | was born that hisfirst grandson would be named after him
and eventud|ly take over the company?'

"Yes. Y ou talked about that when we went for ice cream after the movie.” The night of their first dete.
She guessed held been trying to impress her, athough it certainly hadn't been necessary. "But why not
your dad? He'sworked for the company hiswholelife, hasn't he?"

"Yeah, he has" She could hear the smile in his voice when he went on, "When | wasakid, | thought it
was because Dad wasn't named Antonio. But the real reason isthat Dad's too easygoing and he's not a
strong leader. He wouldn't have cared about expanding the business, either.”

"Isyour dad okay about it? 1'd think he might resent being passed over like that."

Tony didn't answer for amoment. "l guess so. | never redly thought about it, but he sure seems
comfortable with theway thingsare.”

"He probably is," shereplied. "l wasjust curious." She felt embarrassed now for asking, so she changed
the subject. "How wasthetrip?'

"Fine. Wegot in alittle early. How was your day?"



"Good. Breakfast went well, and we got greet reviews from everybody. Rachel brought up the fact that
weneed aTV for the guests, so I'm planning to get a TV and aVCR and put them on a cart that can be
whedled into any of the guest rooms.”

"That'sagreat idea. | remember | kind of wished | could watch TV thefirst night | stayed there. Y ou say
Rachdl suggested that?"

She smiled. "It was so cute. At breakfast, | asked what 1'd done wrong or should have done differently

or whatever. And Seth and Annabelle said everything was perfect, but finaly Rachd said she hadn't been
able to watch cartoons. Carolyn was redlly embarrassed, but | wasjust glad someone mentioned it. She's
such aswve littlegirl!™

"That blonde hair of hers makes her ook like alittle angel, too." He cleared histhroat and spoke
hesitantly. "Britt, this probably isn't any of my business, but why didn't you and Michad ever have kids?
Y ou used to talk about it."

The hand on the phone felt dippery with swest al of asudden. "It just never got to betheright time, |
guess. | aways had this picture of us being settled first, maybe even owning asmal house somewhere.”

"That makes sense”

She could havel€eft it at that, but she wanted him to know more. "L ooking back at it now, | don't think
Michad ever had any interest in being afather. It would have meant more responsibility for him, and less
freedom. But | guess| didn't want to admit it would never happen.”

"It'snot too late, you know." There was asmple sincerity to hiswords that made her imagine he was
saying something much more than the words themsealves.

Andimaginationisadl it was, dl it could possbly be. She answered, careful to sound casud, "'l suppose
not. But it's getting late where you are and you've got abusy day tomorrow. I'd better let you go now."

It dso had to be imagination that made him sound alittle disgppointed when he said good night.

*%

The next morning, Tony caled the florist and ordered a dozen long-stemmed red roses sent to Britt.
Something about their relationship was troubling her, but at this distance, he couldn't tell what it was.
Wéll, actudly the problem had started on Friday afternoon, but if he hadn't had to hurry back to Rhode
Idand, they might have resolved it by now.

He then drove back to the hospital, where he found the surgical waiting areapracticaly overflowing with
Fores. Aunt Luisareported that Grandmother had been taken down to surgery just before nine o'clock,
and Dad added the fact that the surgeon said the procedure would take a couple of hours.

Uncle Frank looked to make sure Aunt Luisawas within earshot before asking, "Hey, anybody bring a
deck of cards? Play afew hands of seven card stud and the timelll passrea quick.”

"You'll do no such thing, Francis Fiore." Her glare was no match for Grandmother's, but it was il
powerful.

"Aw, Lu, you know | don't mean any disrespect. Firemen play cardsall thetime." Uncle Frank had been
afireman, but now that he was retired, his mgor occupation seemed to be annoying hisyounger sdter.
Heturned to Dad. "Larry, how about agame?'

"No, thanks." Dad quickly turned to Tony and asked, "Don't you suppose we ought to make some



business plans?'

Tony nodded. "Good idea. Robbie, come on over here, will you?' The three of them found around table
dightly away from the rest of the group. "I haven't talked to Elsasince Friday morning. Isthere anything
new we need to handle?

Robbie shook his head. "Not that | know of."
Dad said, "Not me, either. How'sthat dedl of yours going?”

"It'smaking progress. I'd hoped to get the basics of an agreement in place this week, but I'm going to be
stuck here until Grandmother's better." He sat back and watched both men's expressions. "What do you
think about sending Frankie to finish thefinancia andysisand start negotiations?”

Dad frowned, but answered carefully - and softly so his brother didn't hear, "I'm not sure. She could
handle the number crunching, no problem, but negotiating aded?* Frankie, short for Francesca, was
Uncle Frank's daughter.

"Yeah, Tony. She'sagood kid, and real smart, too, but till kind of green.”

He had to laugh. "She'sayear and a hdf younger than you, Robbie! Anyway, if we want to grow her into
our CFO, we've got to start sometime.”

"| il don't see why we need a CFO," Dad complained. "Elsahandled the booksjust fine until Frankie
came homelast year."

"I don't carewhat you call the job, but Fiore Marinesalot bigger than it used to be. When | take over,
I'm not going to have time to double-check our financid statements, like Grandmother still does." Hewas
suddenly reminded of Britt's question last night. Did it bother Dad - or Robbie, for that matter - that he
could say thingslike "when | take over"?"In any case, | wasn't thinking about just throwing Frankieinto
the negotiations without any help. | thought she could be the conduit between Blackburn's family and me.
| could try to do the dedl over the phone, but that would take too much time.”

Robbie wasthefirg to respond. "That makesit more feasible, I'd think."

Dad nodded. "I do, too, but have you talked to her about this yet? I'm not sure if she'd want to leave
Jasminedl donewith Terrdl."

"No, | haven't talked to her yet, but she's offered to go on site visits with me afew times. | assume she
thinks Terrell's ready for the respongibility.” If Tony was ever lucky enough to have kids, no onewould
ever need to wonder about that. He would be a hands-on daddy from the start, and his wife would know
he was prepared for any eventudity. "I'll talk to her when | get to the office today.”

"What can | do to help, Tony?' Dad asked. "Y ou're going to have alot on your plate for the next while.”

He shrugged. "Just bethere, in case | need ahand, | guess. And Robbie, if you could handle the existing
subsdiaries pretty much by yoursdlf, that would be great.”

They both agreed, and Dad and Robbie went on to give summaries of their respective areas of the
business. Asthey'd said, nothing was urgent, but this mini-staff meeting was definitely preferableto Stting
around, nervoudy waiting to hear how the operation had gone.

Sometime later, Tony sensed a change in the surrounding noise level. Heturned to seeamanin blue
scrubs approaching their table.



Dad stood and offered hishand. "Hello, Doctor. Thisis my son Tony, and you've aready met my other
son Robbie.”

The doctor shook Tony's hand, too, and by then, Uncle Frank and Aunt Luisa had joined them. "We just
finished afew minutes ago, and she'sfine. In fact, she was awake and asking how it had gone." He went
on for severa minutes, explaining about the carotid surgery and that shed spend the rest of theday in
Intensive Care, merely as a precautionary measure. "We often send patients home the next day, but in
Mrs. Fiore's case, given her age, | think another day in the hospital would be best.”

Everyone agreed that would be agood idea, and Aunt Luisasaid, "Shelivesdone. Should | plan to teke
her home with mefor afew days?"

"Yes, | think so. Now, is one of you Antonio?”
Tony nodded. "That'sme."

"She asked if you were here today, and got alittle perturbed because we didn't know. Y ou might want to
go downto ICU and say hello. With so many of you, you'll need to take turns visiting her, and perhaps
some of you could wait until tomorrow. Shelll be quite groggy the rest of today, anyway." He shook
hands again and | ft.

Uncle Frank cracked asmile and said, "See, | told you the other day - no stroke's got achance against
Mother."

Thelr laugh was explosive, primarily amechanism for rdeasing tenson. Dad said, "'I'll go cdll everyone.
Tony, you go down and see her firg."

Everyone else nodded, so Tony said, "Okay. I'll sseyou inawhile." He followed the sgnsand arrows
down along corridor to an impressively paneled waiting room. He spoke to the volunteer at the desk and
was directed into amaze of glass-fronted rooms.

Finaly, he found the proper room and watched while two nurses settled Grandmother into bed and
attached numerous monitoring devices. She was bardly awake, so he stood off to the Side, uneasily
wondering if he should leave and come back later.

One of the nurses amiled at him and asked Grandmother, "Now, who is this handsome man who's come
to seeyou?'

For thefirgt time, she glanced around the room and noticed him. "Antonio. They said you weren't here.”
Her voice was hoarse and it seemed to hurt her to spesk.

He moved up next to the bed and put his hand on her arm. "Of course I'm here, Grandmother.”

Her eyesdrifted partidly closed. "Don't stay. Company doesn't run itsdlf - should know that by now."
Her head sagged forward and she no longer seemed to be awake.

He'd been dismissed.

**

The box from the florist was waiting when Brittany got back from the store. She knew right away the box
would contain roses - that's just the kind of guy Tony was. The fact that it was a dozen, long-stemmed
red roses didn't really surprise her.

Still, they werefor her, and she stared a them nestled in their box for avery long time. She smoothed the



crisp green paper with hands that shook, and findlly she reached for the card. "All my loveforever,
Tony."

Sara, one of the girls down the hal from Brittany and Carolyn freshman year, had received flowersfrom
her high school boyfriend for her birthday that year. The whole hall had watched her open them, and then
shed ceremonially placed the card in asmall locked box. Sheld shown them afew things dready in the
box - theticket stub from her first movie date with Immy - or wasit Jason? A picture of the two of them
dressed for their senior prom, amatchbook from the restaurant they ate the night before she left for
college. Brittany had laughed about the whole thing, behind Sara's back. What was the point in saving
junk like that?

Now she understood. In twenty years, she could pick up this card and read it, and she would instantly
remember how it felt to be loved. She would once again fed the world spin out from under her, the way
it did whenever Tony kissed her. She would know that, no matter how lost and alone she was at that
moment, she'd been specia to someone once. And maybe the world wouldn't seem so cold anymore.

She didn't have a specia locked box like Saradid, of course. Sheld never needed one before. So
instead, she dipped the card under everything esein her jewery box and put the box in the back of her
Swester drawer.

After she arranged therosesin atal vase, she placed them on the mantle over the fireplace and sat down
to cal Tony. It was mid-afternoon in Rhode Idand, so shetried Fiore Marinefirst. "May | speak to Tony
Fiore, please?"

She expected to be asked who was caling, but the next voice she heard was his. "Thisis Tony."
"I lovetheflowers! Thank you so much.”
She could dmogt see hisamile. "I'm glad you like them.”

"Oh, I do." Shefdt like gushing on and on about that and about how wonderful it wasthat he cared, but
stopped hersdf intime. "How's your grandmother? Did the surgery go dl right?"

"It went fine, and | saw her for aminute after it was over. Shetold meto get to work, so that'swhy I'm
he.e.ll

"That's great news. Will she bein the hospitd long?

"Probably until Wednesday. Listen, can | cal you later?I'm in the middle of something right now." There
was aburst of noise in the background - one or two voices followed by laughter.

"Of course. I'm sorry for bothering you at work. | just didn't think - "

He interrupted with, "Don't gpologize. I'm really glad you caled. I'll cal assoon as| get home tonight.
And remember, | loveyou.”

"I loveyou, too." After she hung up, sheredized that held said heloved her loud enough for whoever
wasin hisofficeto hear. Who wasit?

She asked him when he called back later. He sounded confused when he answered, "My cousin Frankie.
I'm sorry | couldn't talk then, but she's flying out tomorrow to work on the Blackburn dedl. | was bringing
her up to speed as much as possible, and we were pretty pressed for time."

"Oh. | didn't mind that you couldn't talk long. | just wondered - you said you loved meright in front of



her..."

"Well, | do. Why shouldn't | say it?"

His matter-of-fact response made her fed slly. "1 don't mean that you shouldn't. | was just surprised.”
Hewas quiet for afew seconds. "Britt, | get thefeding that you don't redly believe | love you.”

"Oh, no! | bedieveyou."

"Do you understand what | mean by that? It's not apassing feding like lust. When | say I'll loveyou
forever, I'mtotaly serious. And I'd beg you to marry me, if you weren't ill married to Michagl.”

The breath whooshed out of her. "Y ou can't mean that."

"Why not? | want usto be together for the rest of our lives." He paused, perhapsto give her achanceto
respond. When she didn't, he continued, "But | understand it's too soon for that, and not just because of
your divorce. Y ou need achance to decide what you truly want out of life, and I know that might not be
marriageto me."

A part of her deep insgde was screaming "Yes, it isl" But she wouldn't let those words come out. He was
talking like she was the one who needed an escape hatch out of their relationship, but she knew he was
the onewho'd eventudly useit. "It's good not to jump into things."

"It doesn't fed good now. | want to be with you so much!™
"Maybe you'l be able to come back fairly soon."

"I will, Britt, | promise." Hisvoice hummed with sincerity. "That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about on
Sunday. I'm going to turn over our East Coast subsidiaries to Robbie, and move to Oregon.”

"Moveto Oregon?' That sounded stupid, just echoing hiswords, but forming sentences seemed
impossbly hard. "Y ou mean, not just while Blackburn's getting going again?'

"That'sright. I'll live with you, if that's okay, or else rent an gpartment somewhere close, so we can be
together alot.”

"You can't do that! Your jobisin Newport."

"Only becauseit's been convenient. | spend alot of time on the road, and that probably won't change.
But it'stimefor usto devote more effort to our West Coast operations, so living on the West Coast only
makes sense.”

"That's okay with your grandmother?" After the words came out, she redlized he might not like the
implication that his grandmother had thefind say on adecison likethis. But wasnt it thetruth, if shewas
dill in charge?

"We haven't talked about it yet,” he admitted. " So it won't happen right away. I'll have to wait until she's
back at work, at least, before | leave - but | bet that'll be well before the end of the month."

"Y ou expect her back at work that quickly?' Luckily, her mouth was till functioning. Her brain certainly
wasn't, and her ssomach hadn't stopped flipping since he mentioned marriage.

"Definitely. She has no patience with being sick, or with anyone else who gets sick, for that matter. But
Britt, that's not why | brought all this up tonight. | want you to know how | fedl. | don't want you to think



theré'sachance I'll change my mind about you. Now that we've found each other - " His voice cracking
with emation, he vowed, "I won't let you go - unless I'm sure that'swhat you redly want." Much more
quietly, he added, "And to be honest, I'm not sureif | could do it even then.”

Shedidn't tell him that would never happen, that her wildest fantasy was to become hiswife and the
mother of his children. She dso didn't say that she redlized his plan to move to Oregon was hisown
fantasy, born out of desperation. Neither fantasy would come true, but there was no harm inindulging
them for now. Redlity would destroy them all too soon.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tony walked down the hal toward his office, pausing at Elsas desk to greet her. "Good morning, Elsa. Is
there any news about Grandmother?'

"Shelsdoing fing," she answered, but her serious expression made him wonder. ™Y our father wantsto see
you right avay."

"Oh?' Shedidn't elaborate, s0 he said, "Okay, I'll stop by now." Dad's office was on the other side of
Grandmother's from his own office, 0 it only took afew secondsto get there. "Hey, Dad. Something
comeup?'

Dad looked up with aworried frown. "Have a seet, son.”

Tony sank into achair, knowing that he wasn't going to like this conversation. Dad hadn't called him
"son" in years, probably not since held taken histurn at trying to talk Tony out of the divorce that hadn't
even been hisidea. The whole family had tried, and their arguments had al been smilar - basicaly, he
was reminded that the family still loved him, but that divorce was againgt God's will. He and Carolyn had
made alife-long commitment to each other. They should honor that commitment. Today, the subject
most likely would be Brittany, and how he was interfering in the sacred vows of matrimony she and
Michadl had made.

"I had along talk with Mother last night, after the anesthetic wore off. Quite frankly, I'm confused.
Y ou've known your whole life that this company was to be yours eventualy, and you've seemed eager
for it. Now that the time has come, why are you hesitating?'

Tony'sfirg reaction wasrdlief. Thiswas business, not persona. He didn't have to tell someone heloved
to butt out of his private life. But then Dad's question penetrated. He was talking like Grandmother
intended to retire. "What do you mean? Grandmother's not retiring!™

Dad's eyes narrowed, asif hed caught Tony inalie. "Yes, sheis. Shetold methat hersdf, and she said
that's what she talked to you about on Sunday."

He shook hishead. "No - " That sounded panicky, so he started over. " She told me to take over the
company, but that'sjust until she's better.”

"It's permanent, Tony. She's ready to retire, and she has been for sometime.” Dad looked alittle less
severe now. "I think she's been hoping you'd settle down first. She thought - well, we dl thought - that
with Carolyn getting married again, you'd redlize it wastime for you to do the same.”

Logicdly, heknew it wasirrdevant, but he was fed up with al the assumptions everyone made about
him. "Tel me, isthere anyonein thiswholeidiotic family who doesn't think I'm gtill wishing Carolyn
would come back to me?



Dad jerked back dightly in hischair. "We understand, Tony. Y ou can't stop loving someone just because
they stop loving you. But it'sbeenalongtime. . ."

"Almost five years, and | haveto say that you obvioudy don't understand. | no more want Carolyn to
come back than - " He couldn't think of agood analogy, and finally settled for one that wasn't particularly
accurate. "Than Robbie wishes hed married that girl from URI he brought to afamily party onetime.”

"Denise?' Dad looked horrified, which was Tony's intent. Denise had been too loud, too outspoken, and
too rude that day for the family to remember her with any degree of fondness. "But you've dways said -

Hesdghed. "I know. I've said we're till close friends, and we are. But my point isthat marriage was
never right for us, and | wouldn't wish away our divorce, evenif | could.” He thought about mentioning
Britt, but knew it was best to wait.

Dad raised his eyebrows, then shrugged. "Be that asit may, the fact remains that the company is now
yours. Takeit over, like the leader we dl know you are.” He half-amiled and looked misty-eyed for a
brief moment before standing and offering to shake hands. "Congratulations, Tony. Y ou've earned it.”

Tony felt awarm glow of satisfaction in the pit of his scomach then. Dad was right. Hed worked his
wholelife to deserve the privilege of running Fiore Marine, and hed findly doneit. HEd succeeded.

He probably had aslly grin on hisface when he walked into his office and discovered that the top of his
desk was empty. Helooked around and noticed other things missing here and there - primarily persona
possessions. Hewas gtill standing there when Elsabustled in, full of purpose. "What are you doing?* he
asked.

She stopped short and drew hersdlf up to her full height - dl the way up to his shoulder. "I'm moving your
thingsinto your new office. Not most of thefiles, of course, since you won't be needing them, but your
persond files and pictures and things like that. Y ou'll move Robbie in here, won't you?”

"] don't know."

"Well, he'sjust got that awful hole-in-the-wal, and you'll want him close at hand." She frowned suddenly.
"You are giving him your old job, aren't you? He deservesit.”

"I don't know," he said again. The euphoriawas gone, and now hefdt like hisbrain wasfilled with
cotton. He couldn' think, and the warm glow in his scomach had turned into an inferno. "Do this later, will
you?'

She peered at him for acouple of seconds, then took hisarm and pulled him out the door. "You go Sitin
your new office and relax for afew minutes. I'll bring you coffee.”

Helet her lead him into the other office and behind Grandfather's desk. He even sat in hischair, at her
insstence. The chair squeaked, asit had done aslong as Tony remembered. Hed awayswanted to Sit in
this chair, but hed never dared to do it, even when Grandfather was away. And now, it was his chair to
gtin.

He was vagudly aware of Elsa bringing the coffee sheld promised, but helet it grow cold. He might have
sat there dl day, staring at nothing, except that Robbie camein and plopped down right across the desk
fromhim.

"Hey, bro, congrats. How come you didn't tell usyesterday?"



Heforced himsdf to smileruefully. "W, believeit or not, | didn't realize what Grandmother wastaking
about. She said she needed an operation and | was supposed to take over the company. | figured she
meant temporarily.”

Robbie frowned disbelieving. "And you didn't ask to make sure? That doesn't sound like you - the way
you've been waiting for her to hang it up dl thistime.”

"I don't know. | guess| was more worried about the operation than anything else. And then, the minute |
walked in, she was on me about B - " He stopped himsdlf, but too late.

"About Brittany? What about her?' Robbie sat up from his customary douch and leaned forward.

Hetried for casua, knowing that was the only way to throw Robbie off the scent. "Well, you know | was
at her placefor the weekend when Mom called - kind of adry run for the grand opening this coming
weekend." Robbie nodded. "And we all know Grandmother's got some pretty archaic ideas about
friendshi ps between men and women." He nodded again. " So she can't get it through her head that Britt
and | can be friends, and that Britt can be divorcing Michad, and it's not my fault."

"They're getting adivorce, huh? That's new."

"Y eah. She hasn't filed yet, but only because she hasn't lived in Oregon long enough.” Thiswas going
surprisingly well. Not that he wanted to hide the truth from Robbie, or at least not for very long, but he
didn't want to dedl with his questionsthis morning.

A broad grin broke across Robbi€'s face. "Okay, so now you can admit it. Y ou're crazy about her, aren't
you?'

He thought about denying it, but he made it a practice to never lie. He nodded instead, and grinned right
back at Robbie.

"I knew it!" heyeped. "And that grin makesit pretty clear she fedlsthe same about you. So double
congratulations are in order - when's she coming out here?!

Hisdation drained away, and he realized why taking over the company didn't fed aswonderful today as
he'd expected. " She's not. She can't.”

Robbie stared at him, stricken. "How awful."

Tony couldn't agree more.

**

Tony had abrainstorm on the way to the express ddivery place. Hed just spent an enjoyable haf-hour
at the bookstore, finding the perfect book of love poemsto send Britt. He was surprised at the selection
and amazed at how well the poets had managed to convey the profound but earthy nature of love. Along
with the book, he bought asmdll gift card and wrote, "L oving you makes mewish | could write poetry.
When you read these poems, know that | love you in dl these ways and more." He'd send the book and
card for delivery tomorrow.

His brainstorm had nothing to do with the gifts he was sending Britt daily. It had to do with Grandmother
and her threat to retire. Dad talked like it was a done ded, that Grandmother was through with Fiore
Marine and that was that.

Tony suddenly redlized that he didn't believeit. Okay, he could buy that she said she was going to retire,
but actudly doing it was avery different thing. What would she do al day, for one thing? She used to do



alot of cooking - and alot of catering to Grandfather, who was not the world's easiest person to plesse.
Now shelived done and there just wasn't that much for her to do around the house. She might think
sheld spend more time with the family, especidly her grest-grandkids, but how likely wasthet, redly?
She enjoyed seeing them, but she was ared authoritarian and would never put up with what she
consdered "dlowing children to run wild."

And then, there was the point that Grandmother wouldn't be going right home from the hospita. She'd be
going to Aunt Luisa's house for afew days, according to the family's plan. In practice, it was arecipefor

disagter. Grandmother and Aunt Luisa never got dong particularly well, probably because they were too

smilar and both wanted to run everything. Give Grandmother aday or two at Aunt Luisas, and sheld do

anything to get away from there.

And that's when Tony would go talk to her about this retirement thing. Held just happen to take some
business | etters and reports aong with him, and held show them to her casudly. He was betting shed rip
them out of hishands. Maybe held take her for aride, since theincision on her neck meant she wouldn't
be allowed to drive for afew weeks. They would stop by the office, and hed offer to give back her
office. He'd suggest she work fewer hours and offload some responsibility on himsdlf or Robbie.

If she refused, and with someone as stubborn as Grandmother that was a possibility, hewould just have
to grit histeeth and wait a couple of weeks. Hed give everyone at work strict instructions not to tell her a
thing about what was happening at the office. After awhile, held get Sal to gpproach Grandmother and
hint that Robbie was terribly unhappy with the changes Tony was making. Grandmother would march
into his office within the hour, and her retirement would be over.

At least, he hoped so.

**

That night, Tony almost dreaded calling Britt. Not that he didn't want to talk to her - he couldn't ever
imaginefeding like that. But what could he say about the Situation at work? He couldn't promise that
Grandmother would come back to work, yet neither was he willing to admit that he might not be able to
return to Oregon soon.

"Y ou're gpoiling me," she accused, but he heard the smilein her voice. "That chocolateis so good!”

"I'm glad you likeit, sweetheart." Held gotten it at a candy shop in one of the upscale tourist areas
downtown, on the way to work from the hospital yesterday .

"But redly, Tony, you shouldn't kegp sending me gifts.”

"Why not? | missyou dl thetime. Buying giftsfor you makes mefed alittle closer to you, and | need
thet."

"I missyou, too," she confessed, her voicetrailing off wistfully. With sudden briskness, she changed the
subject to Martha's Madness, and what she'd done today and what she still had |eft to do before Friday.

What was it about their relationship that bothered her? It couldn't be that she didn't love him, and he
didn't see how she could fail to believe that he loved her. Maybe it had to do with the future. Maybe she
was leery of commitment, of making promisesthat she might not want to fulfill.

Perhapsit was something to do with Michadl. They'd been married along time. She could befedling
sadness over ending their marriage. Or maybe Michadl was giving her trouble about it.

A little later, he asked, "Have you taked to Michadl recently?’



"No. Not for a couple of weeks. Why?*
"l just wondered how he'staking the divorce.”

Her voice sounded kind of pinched. "Okay, | guess. We haven't talked since | told him, but that's no
urprie”

Congdering his reaction when Carolyn told him she wanted adivorce, he couldn't imagine Michadl just
accepting it. "Why not? Did something happen that | don't know about?”

She dmost laughed. "Oh. | guess| didn't tell you about Cyndi."
"Cyndi?" He suddenly remembered Michadl's threst that first day he spent at Martha's Madness. "Did he

"Yes, hedid - and he till is. He even moved her into our apartment!™

"Oh, Britt! I'm so sorry. | didn't know - | thought you were staying at Martha's Madness because you
wantedto. . ."

"I am. | could have gone back - | guess he even wanted meto - aslong as| behaved the way he
wanted.” She added bitterly, "After dl, Cyndi only makes minimum wage, and she can't cook worth a
damn. Hed be willing to overlook my extraten years and ten pounds in exchange.”

"He's even more of ajerk than | thought he was!" That wasn't enough to say, but Tony didn't know what
else would be appropriate. No matter what kind of scum Michadl was, his behavior had hurt Britt. And
shewas probably Htill at least alittlein love with him.

She laughed harshly, then stopped with a quick intake of breath. Y ou'reright. Hesajerk, and I'm glad |
findly admitted it to mysdlf." A little more softly, she added, "I guess| should havetold you this before.”
There seemed to be aquestion mark at the end of that statement.

"Only if you wanted to, sweetheart. Just because | love you doesn't mean you haveto tell me everything.”
He wished that sheld wanted to, though. The emotiona distance she kept between them was even worse
than the physical distance,

**

On Thursday, Brittany took advantage of the sunny day to plant some flowers around the house and in
large pots on the deck. She gave up in early afternoon, though, and not because her back was aching
from the congtant crouching position, either. Her excuse was embarrassing - she was afraid she wouldn't
hear the doorbell when the ddliveryman brought her package from Tony.

Shewouldn't admit it to him, but it was very exciting to get a present everyday. Michadl hadn't believed
in wasting money on gifts, especidly for her, so getting even asingle present from Tony had been
wonderful. Having the gift be long-stemmed roses was just icing on the cake. Then on Tuesday, the
chocolates, and yesterday that book of love poems!

She wondered what would arrive today. She knew held sent something, because last night he said he
hoped shed likeit, that it had reminded him of her. Sheld wanted to ask what it was, but in redity, what
he sent wasn't important. The part that mattered was that he cared enough to spend his valuabletime
buying agift and sending it to her.

She washed up quickly, forgoing her shower until after the deliveryman had come and gone. Luckily for
her nerves, he came soon after she sat down. The package was small and not bulky. Inside was an



attractively wrapped box, complete with bow. The gift card said, "I hope this pleases you as much as
having you inmy life pleasesme."

She unwrapped the box carefully, determined to savor the idea of receiving a present aslong as possible.
The box was rectangular, hinged, only about an inch high, and was covered with something thet felt like
velvet. With sudden certainty, she knew it was from ajewelry store.

Why hadn't she realized held buy her jewe ry? Of course he would. She'd seen enough of the expensive
necklaces and bracelets held given Carolyn to know how much he enjoyed buying them. If sheld thought
about it ahead of time, she could have told him not to do it. She could have said she wouldn't accept any
presents worth more than - well, maybefifty dollars. That way, they still could have had plenty of fun with
gifts, and she wouldn't have had to ded with this problem.

She knew now that she had to tell him the truth about hersalf. Actudly shed known it for a couple of
days, ever since he said he wanted to marry her and told her about his plan to move out to Oregon.
Sheld been putting off the moment of truth, figuring that aslong as his grandmother wasn't reedy to come
back to work, she had time. But time had just run out. She would tell him tonight.

And there was no point in even looking at the undoubtedly beautiful piece of jewery held sent. She
couldn't keep it. She set it asde and got to her feet. Sheld go back outside and drive her body to the
point of exhaustion.

She madeit asfar asthe diding glass door before turning back. All right, she understood she couldn't
keep it, but it was asking way too much to expect her to not take aquick peek at it. She was only
human, after all.

Oh. Wow! It was the most beautiful necklace sheld ever seen. Quite Ssmple, too, dthough she hadn't
known that "ssmple" could be anywhere near that exquisite. Just agold chain with adiamond pendant, the
gold chain so dender that it made the diamond stand out more than it otherwise would. It was dso so
fragile-looking that she'd be afraid to weear it - not that she had to worry about that, since she was giving
it back.

She didn't want to. It had been amistake to ook, sheredlized now. It made her wish thingswere
different. Shefdt like afish caught on ahook, twisting and turning, trying to find away to get free. In her
case, shewas searching for away to judtify not leveling with Tony. He loved her and sheloved him.
Wasn't that enough? But she knew it wasn't.

Sheaso knew that telling him about herself was only the beginning of the strength and courage sheld
need. He'd be shocked by the truth, but he wouldn't admit that it changed the way he felt about her. She
would have to be the one who drew lines, the one who said yes to sex and no to commitment. And then
later, when he dlowed himsdlf to stop calling and visiting her, shewould have to let him go, ignoring her
desperate need for him.

Shedidn't go back to her planting. She didn't take her shower. She didn't even look out and watch the
waves lapping at the beach. She sat huddled on the floor, staring at the diamond necklace shimmering
just beyond her reach, the perfect metaphor for her life.

When Tony cdled, shetold him, "It'slovely, but | can't accept it."
"Why not?'

"Because you shouldn't spend that much money on me."



"It'smy money. | can spend it on whatever | want to, and | like buying you jewelry. But if you don't like
it, I'll be glad to get you something €l se - whatever you want."

She shook her head, impatient with how wonderful he was being. He was alwaysthat way. Why couldn't
he be rude and thoughtless sometimes? It sure would makethiseasier. "No, that's not it. It's- well, |
guess you think you know me pretty well, after dl theseyears. . ."

He chuckled. "Nowhere near well enough, actudly, but I'm looking forward to learning.”
"Not when you find out what you don't know."
"If you mean something like that you get kind of irrational sometimes, that's not going to bother me.”

"That'snotit." Thiswaslike removing aBand-Aid. It was best to get it over with dl at once. "Beforel
met you - starting when | wastwelve - | was pretty close to ahooker. Except | wasn't smart enough to
make guys pay for it."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Tony stared & the phone, at alossfor how to respond. Britt wasn't kidding; he knew that, yet he couldn't
redly believe her. "l - I'm afraid | don't know what you mean.”

"I mean | had sex with any guy who asked - and more than a hundred of them did." Her voice wasflat,
like sheld practiced saying these things.

"A hundred?' he echoed. "But why?"

She paused. "Why's not important,” she said, alittle shakily. "It'sjust something | did. | wish | hadn't
doneit, but I can't change the past. But | can't let you think I'm somebody I'm not, either. Y ou talk about
wanting to marry me, and you spend dl sorts of money on me, and that's just wrong."

He thought he saw what she was doing. "And you think that if you tell me these things about yoursdlf, I'll
change my mind about loving you?'

"Of course. Maybe not right this minute, but eventually you will. It'sonly natural. Y ou need to be proud
of your wife, not ashamed of her."

"Britt, | could never be anything but proud of you - even if your story istrue, and I'm not sure | believe
it." She must be exaggerating.

"It'struel” sheingsted. "Do | need to tell you the gory details? All the deazy places| didit, dl the guys
who laughed a me at school?' She was daring him to say yes.

He stayed silent for afew more seconds than felt natural, hoping sheld be ready to listen. "Another time,
Britt, | hopeyoull tell meadl that and more. But right now, I'm more concerned with your assumption thet
knowing your past would make me stop loving you. It's not going to happen. | love you because of the
person you are today, deep down ingde, and the person I've known for fifteen years."

"Y ou can't claim you don't care how many guys I've had sex with." He heard a question mark at the end
of her statement, one he was sure she hadn't intended.

"I honestly don't care about thet, Britt, except that it upsets you, and anything that upsets you isaconcern
to me." He wished he was there with her, so he could see how she was reacting to his words.



"Y ou say that now, but you'l change your mind." Was heimagining the uncertainty in her voice?
"l wont, Britt, redlly | won't. But if somehow it happened that | did, | promisel'd tell you right away."

"Y ou would?Y ou swear you would? | couldn't stand it if you felt stuck with me." She definitely sounded
hopeful now.

"l swear | would," he assured her.
"Okay. But | till can't accept the necklace.”

He sighed. "Why nat, Britt? It has no strings attached. It's just something that | thought was pretty and
would look redly nice on you."

"It'stoo expengve." Very quietly, she added, "And much too nice.

That wasit, he suddenly realized. "Y ou don't think you deserveit, do you? Y ou think that because of
something you did more than fifteen years ago, you should never have anything nice. Y ou probably think
you don't deserveto be happy, ether.” Simply saying those things made him angry. "No wonder you
stayed with Michadl dl those years - even though he made you miserable, you were convinced that was
the best you could expect out of life.”

"Donttdl mehow | fed - " Her voice, full of desperation and anger, lashed into him. ™Y ou aways had
money. Y ou aways had your family on your sde. Y ou were dways loved. | never had any of those, and
maybe Michael wasn't dl that greet, but at least | wasn't completely aone anymore.”

Hed never guessed. Even recently, when he realized how fragile sheld aways been, he hadn't
understood why. "Britt, you don't have to be alone anymore. That'swhat loveisal about. Please,
sweetheart, believethat | loveyou, and let mein.”

Her breathing sounded ragged through the phone line, but eventudly she said, "I guessyou do, but it's
going to take me awhileto get used to it.”

"That's okay. Y ou can start by accepting the necklace.”

After afew moments, she laughed. "All right."

Despite his determination, he was surprised that she agreed. "Now, put it on, and weear it dways."
"It'stoo fragile. The chain might breek.”

"It'sstronger than it looks, just like my love is stronger than you think it is.”

She spoke amost too softly for him to hear. "Okay."

"Do it now, sweetheart. Takeit out of the box and undo the clasp.” He shut his eyes, imagining the scene
ashewished it could be, with him placing the necklace around her neck.

"It'sredly beautiful," she murmured.

"Nowhere near as beautiful asyou are. Put the phone down now and fasten it around your neck.” Why
couldn't he be there with her now? She needed him, so much more than he could have imagined.

He heard various sounds through the phone, and then findly, her voice again. "1 didit, Tony."



He swallowed hard and blinked away histears. "Thank you, sweetheart. Now, every time you fed the
necklace around your neck, remember that | love you."

"I will." Shyly, she added, "Thank you, Tony. It's the most wonderful thing I've ever seen, and you'rethe
most wonderful man inthe universe. | loveyou.”

Thetightnessin his chest disgppeared. They'd madeit through this hurdle, and he was buoyed by sudden
confidence that they'd make it through al the others just as successfully.

**

Brittany gripped the recaiver tightly in her hand. She was the luckiest woman who'd ever lived, and she
would never forget it. She'd been so surethat telling Tony the truth would ruin everything, yet now that
sheld told him, it was clear it wouldn't. Heloved her, the red Brittany deep inside, the person no oneelse
even knew wasin there.

She aso knew she could trust him to listen to the rest of her story and understand why she'd done those
awful things - and not to pity her, either. She hated it when people felt sorry for her and looked at her like
she wasn't ahuman being just like them. "Do you gtill want to know why?"

"Of course| do, sweetheart. But | don't want you to talk about anything you're not ready for."

"I'm ready now." And honestly, she'd be glad to get it over with. He might be able to accept what shed
done, but she couldn't. "I told you about my father dying and us moving to an gpartment?’

"Y eagh, but not much more than that."

"Wdll, | wastwelve, and ared spoiled brat. | had al these great clothes and dolls and toys and
everything, and wetook ritzy vacationsdl thetime. And my friendswere dl just like me. Wewent to a
private school with bunches of redlly rich kids, and we got al upset when we found out that some of them
had their own stables, so they could go riding anytime they wanted. Not that any of us cared about riding,

but we felt gypped.”

These memories were part of why she hated remembering her childhood. Sheld been such a
self-centered idiot! She hurried on, "Anyway, my dad died suddenly, right after Chrisimasthat yesar. It
turned out he owed tons of money - | guess he wasn't as successful as he wanted usto think. So pretty
much everything got sold, and my mother had to get ajob. She didn't have any skills, so she wound up
being a second-shift waitress at an dl-night place.”

"A big adjustment for both of you."

"Especidly because the only apartment she could afford was a dump in anot-very-nice part of LA. And
| had to go to the public school, which really pissed me off. The kids there probably wouldn't have
accepted me, anyway, but | made it tonsworse by acting like | was better than them." She stopped,
redlizing she could keep talking for hours about those first few months after her father died. And that
wasn't the part she needed to tell him tonight.

Shetouched her new necklace for an infusion of strength and love. "That summer wasthefirst timel
cameto Martha's Madness. Aunt Martha and Dad - well, Dad was estranged from his whole family, but
that'sawhole different sory. Anyway, Aunt Martha sent aplaneticket for me and | spent thewhole
summer up here. It wasredlly great for me, and | got used to the way she made mefed loved. When |
went back to LA, | decided that if | had at least one friend, 1'd be okay and could survive until the next
summer. So | picked this guy, Jeremy, who lived down the hal from us. He was fifteen, but kind of
geeky, so he didn't have many friends, either.”



She continued, "Mom worked amost every evening, so hed come over and wed watch TV. And |
guess| didn't say that my breasts had all of asudden popped out over the summer, so | didn't really look
twelve anymore.”

Tony sad, "And fifteen-year-old guys being what they are, I'm pretty sure | see where that ended up.”

"Y ou'reright, except you probably don't realize what happened after that. See, Jeremy wasn't happy
being on the outsde dl the time, so he started bragging to other guys about how he had this girl who'd do
anything he wanted. They didn't believe him, no matter what he said, so finaly hetold acouple of the
guys he'd show them." She stedled hersdlf for a second before continuing. ""He brought them over to the
gpartment one night, and - "' Thiswas stupid. She shouldn't have such trouble saying what had

happened.
"Did they force you?' His voice was taut and jagged like barbed wire.

"Oh, no. Not redlly. Just - I knew how much Jeremy wanted them to accept him - and if | refused, it
would be worse than ever for him. And he was my only friend, and he wouldn't be my friend anymore,
ather.”

"Hewas pimping you, Britt! And you let him keep doing it, didn't you?'

She knew he was blaming Jeremy, and that wasn't fair. "1 guess maybe for awhile, but | got pretty
popular on my own rea quick. All these different guyswould show up, and usudly they'd be somebody
from around the neighborhood or school - not that they'd speak to me other times, of course. Onceina
while, they'd take me out someplace, like adrive-in movie, but usualy we just did it in the gpartment.”

"But if you wanted friends, why do it with guyswho ignored you the rest of the time?"

Her stomach tensed. This might be the worst part to admit. "Because as awful asit dl was, it was better
than being aone. | tried to stop sometimes - like right after 1'd get back from the summer at Martha's
Madness. I'd decide that what | was doing was sick, and that no one could possibly need love enough to
make it worth what | was going through to get it. So when guys came over, I'd say no. But then, I'd Sitin
that awful gpartment and every minute would last an hour. | supposeit wasalittle like going cold turkey
from drugs, because I'd never last more than a couple of days."

"Britt, that'sawful! | - 1 just wish | could have protected you from that somehow." His sympathy was
clear, and so wasthe fact that she hadn't suddenly stopped being human in hiseyes. "I need to know
something, though. Do you ill fed the same way about sex?"

Her jaw dropped open, and she redlized that he must be thinking about all the time they'd spent in bed
the last two weekends. "Oh, no! It'stotally different now. | love everything about it, because welove
each other and because you care about whether | likeit. Those other guys were just using my body."

"Are you being completely honest about that? Because | serioudy want to know thetruth." He was
probably the only man she'd believe meant those words. Of course, she'd never known another man
who'd even ask.

"Definitdy. Everything is great with you - even kissing, which | never liked before.” And that reminded of
her of their first date, when shefirst found out how his kisses could fed. "There's something e se you're
probably wondering about - why | stopped you that night after the movie."

"You said weweremoving too fast . . ." Hisvoicetralled off, like the reality of her past had just dawned
on him. What was too fast for someone like her about making out in the hdl after adate?



"See, what happened isthat when | went to Brown, | decided | was going to be adifferent person. I'd
gotten stuck back in LA, because once | got abad reputation, | had no chance for anything else. No guy
would ask me out on area date, and they wouldn't bother to get to know me or anything. So, going
away to school was the perfect moment to change my life. | wanted to have real friends, and most of al,
| wanted aboyfriend."

"So you were making sure I'd come back for more?' Therewas ahint of disappointment in the way he
asked.

"No, that's not - well, actualy that is what 1'd planned to do." Suddenly, she was aware of how tricky
thismight be. She had to be honest with him, though. "Okay, first of dl you've got to remember thiswas
before | knew you. All I knew was that you were incredibly good-looking and definitely very classy. And
then we went to the movie and you didn't jump me, which just added to the classy part. And when we
went for ice cream, | found out that you were redly nice and seemed interested in me. | couldn't believe
how lucky | was, even though | never in amillion yearsthought it would last.”

Her mouth was dry now, but she had to continue. "When you kissed me, it was like every movie cliche
you've ever seeninyour life - waves crashing, thunder and lightning, al that stuff. | never wanted you to
stop, and | was so turned on | didn't think | could survive if we didn't do it right away."

"Sodid I. Wewere both wrong." He sounded dightly cynica, hardly asurprise.

And herewasthe redly awful part, the part where she told him what she'd thought about him at the time.
"And then that girl walked by and made acomment, and | saw what was happening. | was setting mysdlf
up the same way as before. We'd end up having sex on our first date, and that's al you'd ever be
interested in anymore. Y ou'd forget that we liked each other, and I'd never be good enough to be seen
publicly with you, and you'd get bored with me, and I'd be al done again. So I'd go out with somebody
else, and weld have sex, too, because there'd be no point in not doing it, and 1'd end up with abad rep -

He cut her off. "That's enough, Britt. | see what you mean. And the worst part isthat | can't say you're
completely wrong. Not about being seen with you, because | never would have been anything but thrilled
about that. But | wasn't ready for ared relationship with you at that point. Our conversation that night
was great, but sex would have doomed it. That'swhy | didn't argue with you, or suggest going for adrive
just to talk or some dumb linelike that. | would have done that with any other girl | wanted, but you were
gpecia and | knew it even then.”

Chillsran up and down her spine. Heredly, truly understood her! "I need to tell you onething more. |
wasredly sorry later, especialy when we didn't go out again. | spent alot of nightswishing it had
happened differently.”

Hisvoice was warm and reassuring. "Me, too, sweetheart. But that's all behind us now."

She remembered hisvoicedl night long, and dl day Friday. She finished planting her flowersand did dl
the last-minute preparations for Marthals Madness Bed & Bregkfast's Grand Opening, and al thewhile
hislove wasright therein her heart.

When the doorbell rang in mid-afternoon, she wondered if it could possibly be her first paying guests. It
wasn't, though. It was her new friend, the express deliveryman.

The package was larger than usua today, for good reason. Tony had sent her alarge container of clam
chowder from one of the wonderful waterfront restaurants in Newport. They'd eaten clam chowder here
onetime recently, and she had said how much she missed the good chowder she remembered from



Rhode Idand.

The note was also longer than usud today. It said, "Darling Britt, | know that you'll be too busy to think
about eating thisweekend, so | thought thismight help. | dso know you'll be nervous about pleasing your
guests, and | wish | could be thereto help you relax. Y ou've always been awonderful hostess and you've
made Martha's Madnessinto awarm, inviting retreat. No guest could ask anything more of you or the
house. Enjoy yoursdlf, and cal me anytime you want to talk. All my love forever, Tony"

She stored the chowder in the refrigerator and disposed of al the wrappings and stay-cold materias. She
wanted to call and thank him, but knew better. She'd never be ready to hang up, and she had guests
ariving anytime. Shed make muffins now, and cal him tonight.

And even though she was the only person in the house right now, she was no longer aone.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tony picked up the phone and punched in Aunt Luisa's number. Hed hesitate before calling some people
at nine o'clock on Saturday morning - Robbie, for example - but not Aunt Luisaor Grandmother.

Aunt Luisaanswered promptly. "Good morning.”
"Good morning, Aunt Luisa. ThisisTony."

"Antonio, how niceto hear from you! Did you want to speak to Vinnie? I'm afraid he's not up yet, but I'll
be glad to call himfor you."

Tony smiled to himself. Hejust bet Aunt Luisawould love an excuseto get Vinnie out of bed. Vinniewas
twenty now and doing an excellent job at Fiore Marine, but to his mother, hewas till alazy dug-a-bed
who spent hisnights out carousing. "Actudly, | was caling to ask whether | could stop by and visit
Grandmother sometimethismorning.”

"You'l haveto cal her house," she answered, suddenly snappish.
"She's not il with you?!

"No. She absolutdly inssted on being taken home yesterday. When | knew she was serious, | offered to
take her mysdlf, but do you know what she did instead? She waited until | wasin the middle of making
dinner, and then she carried her own bag right out to Vinni€'s car, the minute he drove up. The poor boy
had no choice but to do what she said.”

Interesting how Vinnie had suddenly become a poor boy in his mother's eyes when up against
Grandmother - accurate, too, as Tony knew from personal experience. "I'm sure shejust didn't want to
put you to any more trouble on her account.”

Aunt Luisamade adisgusted sound. "Y ou obvioudy don't know Mother, if you think that."

"Wll, I'm sure she gppreciated al you did for her, even though it's hard for her to expressit." Before she
had a chance to chalenge that statement, too, he continued, "And thanks for telling me about
Grandmother. I'll call her a home."

"Goodbye, Antonio."

As he punched in Grandmother's number, he wondered whether he needed to ater his plan. Now that
shewasn't saying at Aunt Luisa's, she might be less eager to get back to work. That wasn't necessarily



true, though. Perhaps she'd wanted to go home because she was fedling healthy and ready to dive back
into things. Hed have to wait and see.

"Good morning.”
"Good morning, Grandmother. Thisis Tony. How are you feding?'
"Antonio! | wondered if you'd ever call."

Hebarely kept himself from laughing. Piling on the guilt was as natura as breathing to her. "I decided you
probably had enough people checking up on you al thetime. Anyway, thelast time | saw you, you told
me in no uncertain termsto get to work, that the company doesn't run itsalf. So I've been doing exactly
that. But sSinceit's Saturday, I'm hoping you wouldn't mind me coming for avisit today.”

"Comefor lunch, Antonio."

"But | don't want you cooking on my account. Perhaps | could bring something, or even better, take you
out to lunch. How does that sound?”

"My sauceisaready on the stove. We will eat here. But stop at the store and buy aloaf of fresh bread.
Vincenzo took meto the store by Luisa's house yesterday, and you would not believe how stde their
bread was."

"I'll be glad to, and I'm looking forward to seeing you, too."
"Lunchisat twelve o'clock sharp,” she said as she hung up.

The reminder was unnecessary. She always served lunch at noon, and when he was ten, heldd been two
minutes late for amed at his grandparents house. It was his favorite, Grandmother's specia lasagnathat
no one esein the family could make, and he'd been looking forward to it for days. He didn't get to enjoy
it that day, though. He spent the entire medl standing in the corner of the dining room, hearing and
smeling everything. And then, Grandmother put away the leftovers and ordered him into the kitchen,
where he washed dishes for what seemed to be hours.

His parents would have thought that was adequate punishment, and he'd have been alowed asmall
portion of lasagna before bedtime. Not so with Grandmother. She'd stared into his eyes and sheld said to
him, "Now, Antonio, go home and put yourself to bed. Perhaps by morning, you will have learned to
respect meatimes.”

He'd wanted to cry that early evening, as he walked the two miles across town to his house. He hadn't
eaten lunch that day, wanting to save room for dinner, and his ssomach was growling. He had to pass by
numerous shops and restaurants, and each one called out to him with smellstoo ddliciousto bered. He
knew he didn't have to do what she said. He could find something to eet at home, or spend the dollar bill
he'd been hoarding for a candy bar. But he was agood boy, and he knew this lesson wasfor hisown
good. Hewould tough it ouit.

And he had learned hislesson. One was never late when dedling with Grandmother.

*%*

Brittany yawned as she began making breakfast. Sheld stayed awake far too late last night, thinking
about Tony and how incredibly lucky she wasthat he loved her. It didn't take her long to wake up,
though, because thiswas her B& B'sfirst real breakfast buffet, and that was exciting, too.

Her guests had dl arrived before dark last night, a couple with aten or twelve-year-old son, another



couple, and two singles, both men. They were dl herefor the kite festival, and they'd warned her they
would be up and out early this morning. They were looking forward to breskfast, though, and would be
sureto come in from the beach long enough to est.

She heard the front door open and close just then, and wondered whether it was Angdlaarriving or her
guestsleaving. Since Angdadidn't comeinto the kitchen right away, that answered her question.

Angeagot there about fifteen minuteslater and immediately asked, "Did Tony fly in for the weekend?"
"No, he couldn't get away. | promised I'd tell him al about it on the phone.”

"But | heard - " She broke off, her cheeks blotching pink. "I'm sorry, Brittany, your socid lifeis none of
my busness”"

Brittany stared at her in confusion. "What did you hear?'

Angelalooked very distressed. "1 wasn't snooping, redly | wasn't. But when | camein just now, | saw
your bedroom door was open, not shut like you alwaysleaveit. So | went over to closeit, and | heard
someone snoring.”

"Snoring? In my room? It must have been coming from updars.”
She shook her head reluctantly. "No, I'm sure it wasn't.”
Her insdes fdt very cold. "Watch things here. I'll go check.”

She opened the bedroom door, but she didn't need to enter. She/d seen Michael adeep in bed enough
timesto recognize him from adistance.

**

When Tony bent to hug Grandmother, he noticed that she seemed smaler and more fragile than he
remembered. Wasit the effects of her surgery, or had he just not noticed the changes before this? She
was dressed meticuloudy as usua, and was using ascarf around her neck to cover thelong vertica
incison.

"Good, you remembered bread. I'll diceit. Y ou pour the wine." She took the bread and moved down
the hallway into the ol d-fashioned kitchen.

He set the bakery box on ahandy counter. "I brought you some cannoli. They're not as good as yours, of
course.”

She peeked into the box, then shook her head, a pleased smile softening her features. "Such atredt,
Antonio! Especialy after that awful hospital food, and Luisa's cooking was hardly any better. Everything
hedthy for her - no wonder young Vincenzo never eats at home."

They ate soon, Sitting at opposite ends of thelong table. Even if Grandmother herself seemed older, her
cooking was as good as ever. "Y our sauce is aways the best, Grandmother. | made some last month and
it was good, but it's never like yours.”

"Did you use fresh tomatoes?"
He nodded. "That's how you taught me."

Sherolled her eyesin disgust. "Since when does that matter? Do you know that Luisa- my own
daughter, mind you - uses the canned ones?' With pursed lips, she continued, "She saysit's because



they're more consistent in quality, but | think she just can't be bothered to do it the right way."

Or it could be that Aunt Luisawas showing her independence from her mother. It must be even more
daunting to have Grandmother as amother than a grandmother. "Will you teach me to make your specid
lasagna sometime?”

Sheinclined her head dightly. "Perhaps. | would rather teach your wife."
Hewouldn't be drawn into that discussion today. "I'll take that as apromise, then.”

When they finished eating, she offered the cannoli held brought, but he refused. "I brought them for you
to enjoy, Grandmother. And after thiswonderful med, | certainly don't need anything more. But snce
you cooked, I'll clean up.”

She pushed away from the table, chair legs scraping across the wood floor. "No. We will leave
everything right on thetable. Luisais coming by, and if theré'sno work to do, shelll start nosing into my

things”

Tony was curious how Aunt Luisawould interpret finding the dining room full of dirty dishesand partialy
eaten food. HE'd have to remember to ask Mom or Sal how the story got passed around the family.

Grandmother led the way through the archway into the living room and chose her usual straight-backed
wing chair. Tony sat opposite her, so shewouldn't have to turn her head to see him. "I brought this
week's sales reports, Grandmother. | thought you'd be interested to see how things are going at work."

Sheraised her hand, sopping him in the middle of reaching for the reports. "1 am not interested, Antonio.
Lorenzo tells me that you seem not to believe | haveretired.”

The words sounded so final, but he would not believe that they were. "Dad isn't quiteright. | can seewhy
you made that decision, but the circumstances were different then. Y ou were in the hospital facing
surgery. Now that you're better, you'll be anxiousto return to work."

"Why should | be? | am close to seventy-five yearsold, Antonio. | have worked hard al my life, asa
wife and amother, and then running the company on your behaf. Do | not deserveto retire?"

"Of courseyou do." Grasping at straws, he said, "But don't make such an important decision quickly.
Perhaps you could come back to work part-time, just mornings or aday or two aweek. You'd missit
otherwise, you know you would.”

She frowned and her eyes bored into him. "What has gotten into you, Antonio? Fiore Marineis your
company. | never wanted to runiit, but | did in order to preserveit for you and for the rest of the family.
Y ou have been trained for thisyour entire life and you are ready for the responsibility. Why are you
gtting here arguing with me about it?"

Because of Britt, but he couldn't say that. And as he sat there, cringing in her glare, he realized how
ridiculous he was being. Even if he succeeded and Grandmother didn't retire, she wouldn't run the
company forever. She couldn't. So he would eventualy face the same situation - choosing between the
woman he loved and the company he was born to run.

"It isthat woman, isn'tit?' Great. Britt had become another "that woman" to Grandmother. "Y ou are
infatuated with her, and you think sheisthe answer to al your needs.” She paused, but not long enough
for himtoreply. "Wdll, | say that being infatuated isalong way from building asolid relationship with
someone. If you needed thisto get over your divorce, then so beit. But you are not going to let this
company fal to ruin for the sake of your physica desires. It istimefor you to show the maturity and



strength of character in your persond life that you demondgtrate at work."

He opened his mouth to say something - anything - in his defense. She waved him silent. "We will not talk
about thisanymore. Ingtead, | shall tell you about the details | intend to findize with my lawyer on
Monday. Asyou know, | now own al of Fiore Marine. It will be split asfollows: 14% to Lorenzo, for
his many years of service; 7% each to Luisaand Francis, who have not worked in the company but are
nevertheless my children; 7% to Roberto, for his hard work; 3% to Francesca, for her effortsthislast
year; 2%to Elsa, for her steadfast support, even though sheis not family; and 11% to afamily trust, to
be used for the college education of family members and other worthy needs.”

He'd been adding up the numbersin his head, and held gotten to 51% without hearing his name
mentioned. Before he could ask, she pointed her finger at him. "The other 49%, Antonio, will belong to
you. It isnot amgjority interest in the company on purpose, because this company is for the benefit of the
entire family. So that you never forget that, you must get at least one other stockholder to agree with you
before you can take action.”

Glowering now, she added, "But you will not receive your shares yet. Y ou must prove yoursdf firgt.
Show usadl that you are the man you were raised to be."

Hefdt like he/d been dapped. He had to prove himsalf? Hadn't he been doing that for more than ten
years? Dad had said just the other day that he'd earned the chance to take over. Even Grandmother had
said he wasready for the respongibility.

Clearly, the problem was that she disgpproved of hisrelationship with Britt. She was determined to make
him behave the way she wanted him to. But what was the point of that? Hadn't he been raised to be the
one to make the decisons? Wasn't that what running acompany was al about?

For two cents, he would have told her to take her precious company and stuff it. It was obvioudy what
she cared about - not him, her first-born grandson, even though held spent his entire lifetime trying to
please her.

But nevertheless, she was Grandmother, and he was congtitutionally unable to be rude to her. And, as
much as he hated to admit it, she'd occasionaly been right in the past when held been wrong. Held better
think things through before he overreacted.

*%

Brittany sat on the loveseat in her room, waiting for Michadl to wake up. She didn't want to be here, but
she didn't dare be anywhere e se. If he woke up and she wasn't in the room, held come looking for her -
probably naked - and she'd be embarrassed in front of her guests.

So, shed reluctantly left Angelain charge of breakfast and cleaning the bathrooms. Rel uctant not because
she doubted Angelas abilities, but because this was her Grand Opening weekend. Sheld looked forward
to every sngleminute of it.

And now, it seemed like Michael was planning to deep the morning away. She'd been here for two hours
aready, pretending to read abook she couldn't pay attention to, listening to the man who was till her
husband snore loud enough to drown out al other sounds in the house.

Why was he here? They hadn't spoken for amost three weeks, since the day she told him shewanted a
divorce. And that day, held been angry because she wouldn't behave the way he wanted her to, not at all
sorry to lose her.

Wil, maybe held changed his mind since then, but she hadn't. She had lessinterest than ever in



preserving their marriage, and not just because she wasin love with Tony. Sheld changed in thefive
weeks since she came home from Carolyn's wedding to an empty house. Sheld learned that she was an
intelligent, capable woman, and that she could survive without the emotional crutch that Michadl had
provided.

He moaned softly then, and she turned to look at him. His eyelids were fluttering dightly, just like they
always did when he was waking up. She used to think that was cute, had even tried to kisshiseydids so
softly thet he didn't know she'd doneit. Her nose wrinkled at the memory of hisawful morning bresth.
Tony'swas as perfect astherest of him.

He sat up, yawning widdy and stretching. Then he caught sight of her, and the corner of his mouth
crooked up in asdf-satisfied leer. "Hey, baby. Come on over and crawl in bed. I've got a present for
you."

"What are you doing here, Michad ?"

He shook his head, amused at what he obvioudy thought was a show of sdf-restraint. "Came up for the
weekend to see my wifey. Now, don't be a stranger, Britt baby. I've got a hard-on that won't quit.”

"I'm not going to be your wife much longer, Michagl. Y ou know that.”

His amusement fading into disgust, he said, "1 know you're acting like adamn fool. What the hell do you
think you're doing, staying up heredl thistime?'

"I'm running abusiness, Michadl. Y ou spent dl my money, so | had no choice.” She wouldn't mention
Tony, & least if shecould helpit.

"A business?' Hisforehead creased. "If you mean you're turning tricksto pay your bills, I'm gonnabe
ticked."

Shefdt asurge of white-hot anger boil up. "How dare you say such athing?| - " Just intime, she
remembered. She hadn't told him about her past, so in away, his accusation wasn't personal. It was
smply acrue insult, something he thought would anger and upset her. She pushed the anger back. "I'm
running a bed-and-breakfast in this house. Y ou may remember | read severa books about that over the
winter."

He stared at her, frowning as he studied her face. ™Y ou're serious, aren't you? Y ou mean there are
actualy people stupid enough to pay to Stay here?"

"Thisisawonderful house and awonderful beach, Michadl," she said through gritted teeth. "I know you
don't likeit here, but that's your loss." And her gain. How had she managed to stay with thisman for
amogt fifteen yearswithout killing either hersdlf or him?

He shook his head again. "Oh, Britt baby, asusua you're oversmplifying. | like this house and this beach
just fine. It's being stuck in the middle of nowhere for months on end that | can't stland.” With an indulgent
smile, he continued, "And that's why I'm here thisweekend. |'ve been thinking about this divorce thing of
yours, and | redlized that the whole problem istheway you fed | wastrying to force you into leaving here
before you were ready.”

"That's not the whole problem, Michad."

Another shake of hishead. "Don't get al bent out of shape, baby. | don't mean to minimize anything, and
I'll be glad to talk everything through with you. It'sjust thet the going back to Cdiforniathing really stuck
inyour craw, and it made you think our whole marriage was bad. But you've been here alot longer than



you planned now, so you don't haveto fed like you lost face or anything. It'll be okay now for you to
come back to the city with me, and welll come up here for vacations al the time - even long weekends
whenever we can.”

She stared at him, speechlessfor afew moments. ™Y ou actualy expect meto do that? To walk away
from my business and go back to a marriage that fed my insecurity and self-doubt?!

He gave her ady smile. "Don't forget the benefits. We make beautiful music together, and | figurethat's
worth saving."

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Tony left Grandmother's without a thought for where held go, but he ended up at Brenton Point, the same
place he'd gone so often before. Brenton Point was at the most southwestern corner of Aquidneck

Idand, and he loved to St in the parking lot and watch the ocean waves dashing up against the rocks.
They felt more prima somehow than the wavesin front of Martha's Madness. The water here battered
the shoreline, rather than the usua calm coexistence between ocean and beach there.

People often ventured out on the piles of rock and small spits of land to get closer to nature, but Tony
was content today, as usua, to watch from the safety of his car just across the road. He remembered
Britt dragging him out here one day for awalk. It wasthe dim, dark day after Carolyn finally moved ouit.
He'd understood by then how empty their marriage truly was, and hed wanted her to get on with her life
- but only for her sake, snce he couldn't imagine life without her.

Hedidn't get up the next day. He didn't go to work and he didn't answer the phone when it rang. Only
when the doorbel| rang for ten minutes straight did he go down and open the door. It was Britt, and she'd
left work early because he wouldn't answer the phone when she called to ask why he wasn't at work.
Shewasworried about him, and she didn't intend to let him waste hislife mourning Carolyn.

Hewastoo distraught to explain that it wasn't Carolyn he was mourning, but the emptiness of hislife. In
redlity, he hadn't recognized the truth until much later. But he'd wanted Britt to leave his condo that day -
quickly, before he ruined their friendship by throwing himsdlf at her.

She'd been stubborn, though. She wouldn't leave until he'd showered and dressed. So, he went off to do
that, figuring that if he refused, sheld probably drag him into the shower hersdlf. When he came
downstairs, soup and a grilled cheese sandwich was waiting for him in the kitchen, and she stood
watching until every lagt bite was gone. Then, she announced they were going for awalk, and she
wouldn't take no for an answer. She also wouldn't agree to walk around the neighborhood or anywhere
close. Brenton Point was the only place that would do.

To be honest, it had hel ped. The stiff breeze buffeted them and made walking upright a challenge. He had
to watch his step on the rocks, too, so hedidn't dip and fal. And somewhere dong the line, hed
forgotten histroubleslong enough to see the mgesty of the ocean and the calm of the land. Brenton Point
had been there for hundreds, and probably thousands, of years, and winds and waves and storms of dl
kinds constantly assailed it. Y e, it was the same as ever. Perhaps Tony could withstand this one storm.

He had, of course, but now he faced another crisis. What was he to do? Grandmother didn't understand
hisfedingsfor Britt. She saw an inappropriate liaison. He saw thelove of hislife. Y et Fiore Marinewas
precious to him, too.

Hefdt didoyd evento consder it, but wasit possble that hisfedingsfor Britt weren't what they
seemed? When they first met, the attraction was physica. Perhapsiif their relationship had followed its



natural course then, they would have sated their physical desires and gone on to the deep friendship
they'd since developed. Maybe even now, if they had sufficient time, they'd satisfy their curiosity about
making love with afriend.

That would certainly be convenient. They could enjoy their love affair aslong asit lasted, and not worry
about the future. He could fly to Oregon for three-day weekends every weekend for ayear or more
without using up the vacation time he'd accrued.

Of course, that solution wouldn't completely please Grandmother. She would want him to give up Britt
completely, marry someone like Mrs. Ragazzo's granddaughter, and start producing babieslike
clockwork.

Suddenly, he needed to hear Britt's voice, so he raced hometo call her. Angela answered the phone
instead. After she went off to find Britt, she came back and reported that Britt was busy and wanted to
know if she could call him back in afew minutes. He agreed, but asmal nugget of resentment lodged in
his chest. Wasn't he more important than whatever she was doing?

She sounded alittle funny when she caled back, too, like she was il distracted by whatever sheld been
doing. But she must have heard something strange in his voice, because she was suddenly completely
involved in their conversation, and he found himsdf pouring out his troubles without conscious decison.

After held dumped the whole thing on her, she said, "Tony, thisis one of the things I've been worried
about. I've known you were spending too much time and energy on our relationship, and not enough on
the company. And redlly, the company hasto be your priority. It'swhat you've worked for your whole
life. When it comes to choosing between it and me, you haveto chooseit.”

"But | don't want to do that! | love you too much.”
"I love you, too, but sometimes that's not enough.”

She was assuming he'd never leave Fiore Marine, but that wasn't true. Hed do it for her. "I could quiit. |
could move out to be with you, and buy Blackburn mysdlf. I'd love to run asmall operation like that,
dedling with the customers directly dl thetime and everything.”

"Y ou can't do that, Tony! Fiore Marineisyour life, much morethan | am. | won't have you throw it all
away for me- just like | can't give up Marthas Madnessfor you."

"I'd never ask you to do that. | know how much it meansto you."

"And Fore Marine means just as much to you. Remember that first night wetalked - " Interesting that
shedidn't refer to it asadate thistime. ™Y ou told me about the company, and | told you about this place.
Thefirg things we shared were the most Sgnificant onesin our lives. | know it's hard, but if you think
about it, you'll seeI'mright.”

"I'll think about it, but | refuse to believe that there's no better solution.”" There had to be.

*%

Brittany hung up the phone and returned to her car from the phone booth. What a stupid Stuation -
having to leave her own house to make a phone call. But Michadl would have listened in otherwise, and
that would have caused awhole new set of problems. So shed lied to him, saying she needed to go out
on acouple of errands, and left him in bed.

And now, she was face-to-face with the Stuation she'd known would happen eventualy. Tony was going
to have to end their relationship, despite his current refusal to do so. As painful asit would beto lose him,



it was almost worse to be the one who made him see reason. Today's phone call was probably only the
first of many. Hed insist they could make it work, and she would have to say no - when her whole heart
and soul wanted to believe right along with him.

Brittany had only met his grandmother a couple of times, but she had no doubt that the woman was
serious. Shewasrretiring and would hold his sharesin the company - hishirthright - hostage until Tony
knuckled under. Andif hedidnt, if Brittany encouraged him in hisfantasies, held lose the company and
his close family ties. Both were part and parcel of the man he had become, and he would be irretrievably
changed by their loss.

He might think that life with her was an adequate substitute, but it wouldn't bein the long term. She had
gpent most of her life cut off from family, and the isol ation was sometimes overwhelming. That was part
of why Martha's Madness was so important to her. Even though it wasinanimate, it constantly reminded
her of Aunt Marthaand the power of familid love. She couldn't et Tony choose the wrong path, even for
the best possible reason.

She drove back to the house, resenting Michael for being there and interfering with her life. If hed
wanted to fix their marriage, he shouldn't have rebuffed her earlier attempts. Well, at least getting rid of
him would provide achdlengeto distract her fromlosing Tony.

Michael wasn't in the master bedroom or bath, and she had the horrifying thought that maybe he/d found
one or more of her guests and wasrailing a them about al her faults. Instead, he was in the dining room,
egting from a plate piled high with the food sheld prepared for this morning's buffet. For a second, she
was afraid Angela hadn't remembered to put it away at ten o'clock, but the sideboard was empty.

He looked up as she entered. "This stuff isgreat. I'd almost forgotten how good a cook you are when
you want to be." Typicd of him, he had to include a dig dong with the compliment.

"I'm glad you likeit." Sheressted the urge to comment that held gpparently learned to serve himself now
that she wasn't waiting on him anymore.

"That fat girl wasin the kitchen when | went looking for something to eet - *
"Her name's Angdla, as you know, and she's my friend aswell as my employee, so use her name.”

Herolled hiseyes and sighed dramaticaly. " Geez, you're picky today. Anyway, she offered to get the
leftovers out, and she even heated thingsup.”

"That was nice of her." Persondly, she wouldn't have minded if Angelahad been alittleless
accommodating.

He gave her anasty twisted amile. " She dso told me where you got the money for dl this new furniture
and everything. And you claimed you didn't have anything going with that wop!"

"It'sabusnessded, Michad," sheinssted, but honesty wouldn't let her leaveit at that. "And we weren't
involved when | talked to you last time, but we are now."

"So how isthe Crown Prince in bed? Worth dl the waiting?' He smiled, sure of her answer.
"It's none of your business, Michad, but yes."

He dapped his hand against the edge of the table, dopping coffee. "It damnwell is my busness! You're
my wife, for Christ's sake.”



"That didn't op you from moving Cyndi into our gpartment, now did it?" She shouldn't argue with him,
but she didn't know how ese to communicate with him.

Heglared at her. "Y ou're so damn two-faced - ill in asnit about that, when you're doing the same damn
thing and claim you want adivorce, to boot!"

"l do want adivorce, Michael, and asfar as1'm concerned, you can move half adozen bimbosinto that
stupid apartment. Just go back there and leave me in peace.”

"But | want you."

Shejust sared, stunned at hiswords. After most of aminute, he shifted in his chair and looked down at
thetable. "You're - different. Y ou don't just care about clothes and makeup, like Cyndi does. Y ou - well,
wetalk about things - ideas and stuff likethat . . ."

"Exactly how long hasit been since we did that, Michadl? A few years, maybe longer?'
He shook hishead. "No, it hasn't. We talked about maybe moving up here- "

She couldn't stay silent long enough to hear any more. "1 talked about it, Michael, and you just kept
giving excuses for why we couldn't. And al the excuses boiled down to the fact that you didn't fed like
leaving San Francisco. And maybe | could accept that, except that | never got achanceto say | didn't
want to move somewhere. | followed you around the whole damn country, giving up good jobs every
time, and dl because you couldn't find ajob where you fitin."

He was watching her, like she was someone he'd never known before this moment. Now that she had his
attention, she kept going. "I thought you'd like running a businesswith me. It wouldn't have had to bea
bed-and-breakfast, but maybe graphic design or desktop publishing. There's plenty of opportunity here
for those things. But you'd never even talk about it. Y ou just had it set in your mind what we were going
to do, and to hell with what | thought!"

Hisface reddened with an emotion other than anger. She thought he might actualy be closeto crying.
"We could do that - gtart a businesstogether, | mean. And maybe live here part of the year and down
there the other part.”

She shook her head dowly. "No, Michael, we can't. Thetime for that islong gone. | don't love you
anymore.”

Hisjaw tightened and he said, "That's not it. It'sthat damn wop. Y ou think helll marry you and treat you
like aprincessfor the rest of your life"

She sighed. Thiswould be agood test of her salf-control. Could shetell Michael theredlity of thingswith
Tony without breaking down?"No, Michadl. Tony and | have an insurmountable problem. His business
isin Rhode Idand, and mineishere. I'm not divorcing you because of him. I'm divorcing you because our
marriage hasn't worked for years, and I've findly stopped caring about fixing it.”

"But - " He stopped suddenly, and she had the sense held finally heard the determination in her voice.
"You redly meanit, don't you?'

She nodded. "I do meanit. I'm sorry, Michad."

Helooked at her bleskly. "Me, too." A spasm of emotion crossed his face and he pushed away from the
table. "Excuse me." He hurried out of the room.



When she heard the front door open and not close again, she followed. He was standing in the middle of
the quiet Street, dmost like a statue. As she watched, he seemed to waken from a deep deep and sarted
walking down the street, toward where it dead-ended.

She turned back inside, and busied hersdlf with the work she should have done earlier in the day. Even
though it didn't matter, she wondered what would have happened if she'd stood up to Michael before
today.

She couldn't have doneit, though. She hadn't believed she deserved anything better. She knew differently
now, thanksto Tony, and that understanding would stay with her, even though they would soon be
parted forever.

**

Brittany had to admit she was surprised. Michadl returned from hiswalk quiet and apparently resigned,
and he actudly asked if it would be okay for him to stay overnight. She would have preferred him to
leave sooner, but agreed because she didn't want to disrupt their tenuous peace.

They spent the evening together, talking in the lookout tower because she didn't want to be alonein her
bedroom with him. Her fedingsfor him were different now, but she was afraid histouch would seem too
naturd to resst. Hewaslost in their shared past, asking over and over whether she remembered this or
that thing they'd done or place they'd gone.

Occasiondly, they made tentative efforts to connect on a deeper levd, to talk about what had been going
on under the surface. She mentioned the throwaway comment held made about her looking at him like he
was aloser dl the time, and asked whether held meant it.

He craned his head around to look at her. " Shit, yeah. How do you think | felt, coming home at night and
talking about how my job was heading south, when | knew the whole time you were thinking, 'So what's

"But | never said anything likethat!" she protested.

He gave her ayou're-so-stupid look. "Of course not - you didn't need to. Y ou were so damn
long-suffering. At least with yeling, it getsit dl out in the open and over with."

She was speechless. Hed yelled and said awful thingsto her al through the years, and sheld interndized
every one of those complaints. He might have brought them into the open, but they certainly weren't over
with, asfar as she was concerned.

But then she redlized that the reason they till haunted her wasthat sheld never really accepted herself.
Smilarly, Michad interpreting her sllence asblaming him for being afailure was areflection of hisown
sdf-image. "Michad, | hope you find what you're looking for someday. We were wrong for each other,
but | fill care about your happiness.”

He hdf-amiled. "Thanks. That meansalot.”

Shewasn't sure whether his comment was sincere or sarcastic, but opted to believe in hissincerity. "I'm
going downgtairsto get afew things out, and then I'll have to hit the hay. | need to get up early inthe
morning." She stood, feding unusudly awkward about this next part. "Y ou can have the bedroom
tonight.”

"| thought we'd deep together onelast time. . ." Hisvoicetrailed off and he added, "We wouldn't have
to do anything."



That was likely. He thought sex was a cure-dl for everything from PM Sto a sprained ankle. No doubt
he would expect it to conquer divorce, too. "No, Michadl."

She hurried downgtairs before he had a chance to argue with her. She gathered clothesfor morning, a
pillow, and the quilt she'd put away for the summer. Sheld deep in today's clothes on the new living room
sofa, and use the half-bath next to the kitchen. She couldn't take a shower when she got up, but shed
survive. At the last minute, she remembered to grab the battery-powered darm clock Aunt Martha had
always kept on hand.

As she nestled into the comfy cushions, shewas glad her guests this weekend were the early-
to-bed/early-to-rise type. Sheld hate for any of them to happen on her now, especidly if they'd been out

partying.

She got up alittle earlier than usual, so breskfast preparations were well under way when Angela arrived.
"Thanksagain for al your help yesterday. I'm sorry | had to dump everything on you like that."

The other woman shrugged. "It wasn't abig dedl or anything. Y ou did dl the cooking.”

"Yes, but you stayed alot later than you planned - " She spun around, horrified. ™Y ou work at the
hardware store on Saturdays!”

"Well, yeah, but | called my boss and asked him to fill infor me. | got there before one o'clock when he
had other plans, so it was okay."

She sghed and shook her head. "I'm sorry, Angdla. If I'd remembered about your job, | would have
done something different. Please remind meif | forget again.”

"That's okay. | know it's not any of my business, but iseverything dl right?'

"I think | madeit your business by getting you involved yesterday,” she corrected. "And thingsare
surprisingly okay. Michael seemsresigned to the divorce now, and that'sared relief.”

"I'm glad. | would have wanted to stay around yesterday, even if you hadn't needed me. It was just too
weird the way he showed up al of asudden like that. Now, what do you want meto do? It lookslike
you'reway ahead of schedule.”

They went on to finish breakfast and then waited for people to show up to eat. Brittany redlized shed
need to find something useful for them to do during those dow times on future mornings. It was boring
and wagteful of their timeto just hang around in the kitchen.

Thekite festival was till on today, so sheld offered to delay checkout until late afternoon. That way, her
guests could come back after their day on the beach and shower or change clothes before heading home.
Since she had no guests arriving until the following Friday, her generosity posed no logidtical difficulties.

An unexpected benefit was that she could let Angelago home early, since they couldn't start cleaning the
rooms until much later in the day. She was careful to makeit clear that Angelawould be paid for her full
day'swork, despite being here only a couple of hourstoday.

Michael made his appearancein early afternoon. He cameinto the living room stretching. " Super bed -
sure begts the hell out of the old one.”

"It'sthe samekind | got for the guest rooms."

"Isthere anything for meto eet before | leave?"



She thought of her refrigerator crammed with leftovers and wanted to laugh. "Help yoursdlf. There's
plenty left from both breskfasts."

Helooked at her for afew seconds, obvioudy expecting her to jump up and fix aplate for him. When
shedidn', he grimaced and went off to do it for himsalf. He was back in about fifteen minutes. "I guess

I'll go pack.”

She went into the kitchen out of curiogity. What had he eaten, and had he put the remaining food back in
the refrigerator? He had, and had even replaced the plastic wrap on the dishes he'd uncovered. Hisdish
was Sitting in the sink unrinsed, though, so he hadn't become completely domesticated. On the top of the
wastebasket, she noticed the paper cups from three muffins. He must like her muffins.

Onimpulse, she got out apaper bag and filled it with muffins, then took it into the bedroom. "I thought
you might like thesefor the drive.”

Helooked into the bag and smiled. "Thanks." He hefted his gym bag tentatively, then set it back down.
"Thanksfor letting me stay. Give me acdl sometime, okay? Just to say hi."

"Okay." She wasn't comfortable looking right a him, so kept her eyes on the bag. "At work, of course.”

His gaze seemed directed at the floor near her feet. "Oh. No. The gpartment's fine. Cyndi and | split up.
It'slike | was saying - she'sal into clothes and makeup and crap like that.”

She had to ask, "When did that happen?’

He shrugged. "A few days ago, | guess. It had been coming for awhile, though.” No wonder he wanted
to get back with her!

While she fought the need to express her outrage, the front door opened. Tony's voice called out, "Britt,
areyou here?"

CHAPTER TWENTY

Tony crossed to the bedroom, knowing that Britt rarely left the door open when she wasn't inside. But
then he stopped. Y es, Britt was there, but so was Michagl!

Shefrozein place and looked horrified to see him. Michadl sneered &t her. "It'slucky I'm leaving. |
wouldn't want to jam up your schedule.”

Tony made his mouth cooperate long enough to say, "I'm sorry. | should havecalled . . ." And now that
he was here, he couldn't stay. Y et he needed to talk with her, perhaps more than ever. "I'll go for awalk
on the beach. We can talk later.”

Her voice was weak. "Okay."

Michael cdled out after him, "Hey, | hear you're responsible for the new mattresses. | got agreat night's
degp onthisone.”

He made hisway through the living room, onto the deck, and down the stepsto the sand. It fdlt like his
body had suddenly been packed in cotton. The world seemed far away and unimportant.

Hewalked straight out to the edge of the water and stood there, inches from the mini-waves that |apped
at the shore. He didn't get hisfeet wet - didn't even get covered with ocean spray. And there were no
piles of dead fish to avoid, nor to smell. The Pacific Ocean was certainly living up to its name today.



He absolutely would not jump to any conclusions about what he'd just withessed. So what if Michadl was
here? He and Britt were till married, and they'd have lega -ty pe issues to discuss before their divorce.
Assuming - no, held aready decided he wouldn't speculate.

Britt'sarms wrapped around him from behind. "Thisisawonderful surprise. I've been wishing you could
comeout again." Her voice was full of warmth and promise, and she cradled him againgt her bodly.

"I should have called first." He hadn't called on purpose, wanting to see her delight when hewaked in
unannounced.

"Don't worry about it. Michagl was reaedy to leave, and | would have been glad for an excuseto get him
out of here, if hewasn't."

Hewas careful to use aneutrd voice. "He came up for the weekend?"

Her weight sagged against him momentarily. "Completely unannounced - we hadn't even talked for nearly
amonth! 1 guess he thought I'd change my mind about the divorce. . ." Her voicetrailed off alittle
uncertainly for Tony's peace of mind.

"Did you?'

She snorted. "Heck, no! Do you know why he picked this weekend to come? Because he just broke up
with Cyndi!"

He turned to face her, hoping that he wasn't deceiving himsdlf about her reaction. ™Y ou're probably glad
about that.”

Her eyebrows shot skyward. "Why? | mean, it's probably a good thing for Cyndi, to get out while the
getting's good, but | can't say | redlly care - well, maybe that's not true. | think he deservesit. That jerk
put methrough hours of trying to explain how it wasn't ever going to work for us, and al thetime, he's
just looking for someone to cook and clean for him." With abit of asmile, she added, "Besides, now that
| know what it'slike to love somebody, | could never live with Michadl again.”

A weight lifted off his heart. "1 have to admit I'm glad to hear that.”

"It'strue. And another thing - we didn't have sex, despite what he tried to make you think."
"I - it would have been okay." Well, not completely okay, but hed have understood.

"Not asfar asI'm concerned.” Her smile broadened. "'l dept on the sofain the living room."

He smiled back at her, wondering whether to givein to the urge to put off more discussion until later. "l
noticed there are dtill severd carsparked in front. Isn't it after checkout?"

"Y eah, but the kite festival's fill on, so | said people could come back to shower or change clothes
after." Sheturned her head to the right and gestured. "They're up by the public parking area - see?’

He looked up the beach and saw brightly-colored kites of al different shapesand sizes. Inone area, a
group of peoplewasflying identica kitesin formation, soaring and dipping right in synch with everyone
else. From their experience with Scott's kite last weekend, he knew to be awed by their precison. "That
would make agrest picture.”

"You'reright. I'll haveto get acameraand practicealot. | could frame the best ones and use them to
decorate." Shelooked him right in the eyes and asked, "Why are you here, Tony? Y ou didn't come just



toseeme, | know."

He curled hislipsinto an gpologetic smile. "No, not entirely. | haven't stopped thinking since we talked
yesterday, and I've decided | can't just walk away from our relationship. | understand what you said
about the company being important to me, and | don't deny it. But what | don't think you seeisthat
you're even more important. All these years, we werejust friends - but only because | was convinced
that was dl you ever wanted to be. | thought if you even suspected how | redlly felt, you'd back away
and I'd losedl of you."

Hetook a deep breath before continuing, ™Y ou asked me before about Carolyn, and | didn't answer. But
| think | need to, because | think that's the only way | can make you understand. Yes, | was attracted to
her physically - but that's no surprise. | was probably attracted to haf the women at Brown in those
days. And yes, | found her persondity intriguing, with that mixture of innocence and intelligence and her
completely unconventiona way of looking at things. But | wouldn't have asked her out, even onetime, if
I'd thought you had the dightest interest in me.”

Frowning, she asked, "Y ou didn't ask her out to see how I'd react, did you?"

The question gtartled him. " Of course not. | would never have done anything to hurt either of you
intentionaly. But after | decided you just wanted to befriends, | figured I'd better start going out with
other people. And since | hadn't been meeting any other women, | guess| thought Carolyn would be an
okay person to start with."

That sounded awful. "I'm sorry, I'm not expressing mysalf well. The pointisthat | didn't meanit toturn
into any big dedl. Shewasavirgin and | wanted a sexua relationship, and - " He shook his head. "'l guess
| can't explainthisaswdl as| thought | could.”

Her smile was sympathetic, but sad. "I think | understand. Y ou're saying you fell in love with her later."

"Not redly. Not how | think of faling inlove - sudden and passionate and impossible to stop. Like with
you. With Carolyn, our friendship was aways the most important part, and | felt incredibly protective of
her." He swallowed and moistened hislips. "I don't think we'd have gone out more than afew times,
except for what happened at that party. Did shetell you about it?"

"Y ou mean that it was her ideato have sex?"

He nodded. "Randy came over to razz me about not taking her upstairs. | guess she hadn't realized what
was going on before that, but the minute she did, she went right up. When | tried to talk her into going
back downstairs, she said she wanted to get rid of her virginity, and she knew I'd take care of her. |
wanted to refuse - well, part of medid - but I didn't think | could, without making her fedl rejected. |
don't know if you remember how insecure she was about her looks back then . . ."

Britt hdf-laughed. "1 remember, dl right. | couldn't figureit out.”

"I think it was because guys didn't come on to her. Anyway, after that, | felt responsible for her, and
sncel cared alot about her dready, it gradually developed into love." He squeezed her hands, wishing
he was better a explaining this. "We had agood life together, and you know how hard it was for me
when sheléft, but | never loved her theway I've dwaysloved you."

Her eyeslooked deep into his, and he hoped she saw the honesty in his soul. After aminute, she said,
"You said you weren't sorry for the years you spent with her.”

Hisanswer was smple. "I'm not. She'sawonderful person, and | learned alot from being with her. If I'd



known how you felt back then, dl our liveswould be different now. But we can't know whether they'd
be any better, 0| fed like there's no point feeling bad about things that can't be changed.”

At that, shesmiled. "That'sagood way to ook at it. Now that you're here, isthere anything specid you'd
liketo do?'

"Two things, for now. First, | want to kissyou." She moved into his embrace like shed been doing it
forever. He heard the cries of the seagullsfloating on air currents high above them, and the murmur of
the surf behind him, but Britt's lips and mouth were the center of his universe, and they drew him ever

deeper into her spell.
By force of will, hefindly broke their kiss and dropped to his kneesin the sand. "And second isthis.
Britt, my love, will you marry me?'

**

Brittany answered immediately, because if she didn't, shewouldn't be able to say no. "Tony, we can't get
married.”

"I mean after your divorce comes through.”
"I know, but we sill can't.”

He sighed and hisjaw tightened. "Y es, we can. If you don't want to, okay - but don't think you're getting
rid of methat easily. I've made my decision. I'm going to spend the rest of my life with you, unlessyou
don't love me."

Could she say she didn't love him? Asthough he knew what she was thinking, he shook hishead. "l warn
you, you'd have to convince methat you meant it. And given how poor aliar you've aways been, you're
unlikely to managethat."

She knew hewasright. "l won't try, then, but are you saying you're definitely going to leave Fiore? Won't
you regret that down the road?" A thrill of excitement started deep inside. It was clear that hisdecison
was made, and thet al her reservations weren't going to change his mind.

He amiled abit cautioudy. "I'm saying I'm going to move out here to be with you. Whether that means
quitting, | don't know yet."

"But how could it mean anything e s&?"

"I think I can run the company from out here. I'll need to go back for mesetings, but phone calls, faxes,
and e-mail should suffice for the most part. The problem isthat | have to convince peopleto giveit a

try."
"Who do you have to convince?' If his grandmother was included, the idea was dead.

With awry grin, he said, "Pretty much the whole family. With the way Grandmother's splitting up the
company, Dad, Robbie, Frankie, Elsa, Uncle Frank, and Aunt Luisaaredl involved. Plus, there are
some shares that belong to the family trust, and | don't know who will vote them. | assume that
Grandmother's going to be againgt the idea, so | haveto get everyone else on my side.”

"Isthat possible?' She could see hed need to try it in any case, to prove to himsdf that it couldn't be
done. She didn't want to get her hopes up, though, if it couldn't work.

He shrugged. "Who knows? I'm guessing that it's possible, and I'm hoping | can come up with all the right



argumentsfor everyone. | sarted working on it on the plane. With Dad, Robbie, Frankie, and Elsa, the
operationa issues are what they're going to care about - how well communicate, who'll be in charge of
what, that kind of stuff. Uncle Frank may care more about our position in the community - like whether
me being out here will make people doubt our commitment to Newport, and | don't think that needsto
beabigissue. Now, with Aunt Luisa, | just don't know. She'sared traditiondist, so she's not going to
approve of me moving instead of you. On the other hand, she basically approves of me and wants meto
be happy. Plus - and thisis probably my best bet - she ddightsin taking the opposite position from
Grandmother whenever possible.”

"When will you be going back? | assume you'll present thisto them in person.”

Helaughed. "I think you're getting alittle ahead of things. Y ou still haven't answered my proposal - and |
haveto say, | may be washed out to seaat any moment.”

She looked down, and was stunned to realize that they were no longer on the beach, but in the ocean.
Thetide had comein past them while they weretaking. "Wed better goin."

He grabbed her hand before she could turn away. "Not until you give me your answer."
Shegrinned. "Yes, I'll marry you! Now, let'sgo ingde - your pants must be soaking wet.”

"I'm starting to freeze, t00," he confessed as he stood up and started toward the house, il holding her
hand. "Maybe you can warm me up.”

"Gladly." She would do anything in her power to make him happy, now and for the rest of her life.

**

Hourslater, Tony remembered he'd never answered Britt's last question. "Y ou asked earlier when | was
going back."

She snuggled closer and protested, "Y ou can't leave tonight!™

"No, not tonight. But probably tomorrow. I've got a memo half-written explaining what I'm proposing. I'll
fax that to the office in the morning and get Elsato set up ameeting for Tuesday. | want to get the whole
thing resolved as soon as possible.”

"You'reredly sureyou want to do this?' Shelooked up at him, and he was pretty sure her haf- smile
meant that shefindly believed him.

He smiled back at her. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life. But how would you fed about
going with me?1'd love for everyone to get achance to meet you."

"Y our grandmother dready hates me! And so will everybody e se, when they find out what you're going
todo."

"They're not that bad, redlly. At heart, they al want what's best for me, and that'syou.” He did haveto
warn her about their fixation on kids. " Of course, the minute they find out we're getting married, they'll
want to know about us having kids, but I'm pretty good at telling them to lay off."

"Don't you want kids? | aways assumed you did."
"Sure, but it's not as important as being with you. How do you fed about it?"

" think it would be wonderful," she answered with an unusualy shy smile. "And | guessthisisasgood a



time as any to meet everyone - | need to be back by early Friday, though.”

"No problem. | promise well fly back Thursday at the latest.” That wasif everything went as he wanted it
to. If not, it might be Tuesday night.

"Wadll, inthat case, I'd better get busy cleaning and changing the beds." She started to Sit up.
He pulled her back into hisarms. "I have work to do, too, but you can't go yet. I'd missyou too much.”

Thiswas dmost too wonderful to be red. He and Brittany would be together forever, and any
separations would be short ones.

*%*

On Tuesday morning, on the opposite Side of the country, Brittany followed Tony into aplain shed-style
building near the navy base.

He kept up arunning monologue the wholetime. "Thiswas built during World War 11, but Grandfather
didn't start leasing it until the early '60's. | don't know when he bought it - maybe shortly before he died.
Another company used to shareit, but they closed down ten years or so back. Were using dl the space
now, asyou can see.”

That was certainly true. They were waking through what appeared to be the warehouse, and the aides
weren't even wide enough to walk side-by-side. She'd been in the lobby at the other end of the building a
few times when Michaegl worked here, but never anywhere else.

They passed into anarrow uncarpeted hallway and she heard awoman say, "Good, you're here. The
whole place has been acircus since your fax arrived yesterday."

Tony laughed. "Good morning to you, too. Britt, come meet Elsa. She'sthe one who redlly runsthe
company.”

They shook hands and said hello. Elsawas agray-haired matronly woman with plenty of laugh lines, and
shewas obvioudy very fond of Tony. Too impatient for smal talk, Tony said, "Well go into the
conference room now. Is everyone coming?'

Elsanodded. "Y ou know how everyone lovesit when someone stands up to your grandmother.”

The conference room was, unsurprisingly by now, plain and Spartan. A table and chairsfor adozen
people along with an old-fashioned blackboard - black, not green - filled the room to capacity. Tony
took the chair at the far end of the table, nearest the blackboard, and he moved a chair from one of the
sdesnext to his. "Please it here. | may need dl the mora support | can get, before we're through.”

Finaly. She'd been waiting for him to acknowledge that this meeting made him nervous. It had been
obvious yesterday, from timeto time, and he hadn't dept well last night - she knew because sheld been
awake with nerves hdf adozen times hersdf. "Tony, | hate that you're doing thisfor me. Don't you want
towait awhile, at least?'

He was watching the door, and didn't turn to look at her. "Unless you've changed your mind, I'm not
changing mine." There wasavulnerability in hisvoice that she wished she hadn't triggered right now.

She gave his cold clammy hand a quick squeeze. "No way. Y ou're stuck with me for the duration.”

He smiled and started to say something, but the door opened and a group of men entered. She
recognized Robbie and Tony's father. There was another middle-aged man with them who must be Uncle



Frank. They al shook hands, and Robbie smiled at her in afriendly way that hel ped reassure her.

Good thing, since Grandmother marched in then, followed closely by Aunt Luisa, Frankie, and Elsa, who
closed the door behind them. Grandmother took the chair at the opposite end of the table and said, "Y ou
persst inignoring my advice, Antonio.”

Tony didn't comment and quietly waited for everyone else to be seated. "Thank you all for coming. |
expect you've dl read my proposd. Naturaly, | hope you agreethat my planisfeasible.” Hisvoicewas
strong, but lacked its usua warmth.

Britt moved her leg aninch closer to him, so that it touched his. He pressed hisleg into hers and his body
relaxed margindly. "1 apologize for being somewhat mysteriousin my memo about the reason for my
move, but | wanted to make this announcement in person.”" He reached for her hand and squeezed it.

"Y ou are my family, and you know that 1've been searching for someone specid my wholelife. Brittany is
that person, and alittle more than twenty-four hours ago, she agreed to become my wife. We will be
married sometime later thisyear, but | will be moving to Oregon to be with her immediately.”

Frankie and Elsalooked pleased, Grandmother and Aunt Luisa horrified, but Dad and Uncle Frank
didn't seem to react. Robbie said, "That's great! Congratul ations!”

Grandmother turned awithering eye on Robbie, but Aunt Luisaspoke next. "And why are you moving to
Oregon, Antonio? Y ou have family here, and it isnot like you to walk away from your respongbility to
the company.”

"I am not walking away from my responsibilities, Aunt Luisa- not unless I'm forced to. But Brittany hasa
successful bed-and-breakfast on the Oregon Coast, and she needsto be there.”

She scowled. "Y ou are planning to marry another one of those career women? | would have expected
you to have learned your lesson last time.”

Frankie leaned forward and said, "Aunt Luisa, I'm surprised at you. Y ou must understand that it's unusual
these days for ayoung woman to not have acareer. | have one, yet | dso make plenty of timefor my
husband and my daughter.” Brittany was struck by the contrast between her and the older Fiore women.
She appeared every inch the go-getter businessivoman, with her neat blow-dry hair style and crisp
business suit. Both Aunt Luisaand Grandmother, on the other hand, looked like every movie director's
ideaof an Italian matriarch.

Aunt Luisaraised her chin belligerently. "Y es, Francesca, | am very aware of these modern trends. | dso
know how often they lead to divorce and broken families. | had smply hoped that Antonio would choose
his bride wisdly thistime and therefore spare himsdlf any more heartbreak.”

Tony opened hismouth to speak, but Grandmother got there first with agrudging, "Well said, Luisa.”
Directing her atention at Tony, she continued, "Antonio, you claim that you are not waking away from
your respongbility to thisfamily and this company. | say that you are. Y ou have known since you were
old enough to write your name that you would eventudly run this company. We have al struggled and
sacrificed to make this company what it istoday, and to raise you to be the strong leader you have
become. Y et, what do you do now? Y ou rgect it dl and say that unless we do what you want, you will
not take your place at the head of this company. | say that is blackmail. Who will run this company if not
you?"

Tony'sfather brokein, "Mother, redly! Y ou can't mean that. Tony has always shown you and the rest of
the family the utmost respect. Y ou talk asif he has paid nothing for the annua doubling and tripling of
company profits over thelast years, but that isfar from the truth. Deep in your heart, you know, as| do,



that hisfirst marriage failed because he devoted more time to the company than to his marriage. Perhaps
awiser man would have done differently, but Tony istill young, and he was only emulating the
sngle-minded devotion to the company he learned from Papa. | cannot demand that you endorse his
plan, but at least show him the respect heisdue, and do not try to blackmail himinto living hislife
according to your plan for him."

Grandmother drew back in her chair and said icily, "' Continue with your discussion.”

After afew seconds, Tony said, "Perhaps we could discuss any operationa concerns or comments
anyone has."

Frankie quickly said, "I'd liketo clarify acouple of points. First, how would you propose to handle the
disbursement of funds? Currently, for expenditures of more than five hundred dollars, | need
Grandmother's signature on the check, aswell as my own. Since shewon't be involved in the business
anymore, that will need to be changed. Do you envision us expressing the checks to you in Oregon for
sgnaure?’

"No, | don't think that's appropriate. Firdt, | think the limit for one-signature checks should be raised.
And second, | would suggest adding additional signatories - probably both Dad and Robbie, since one of
themislikely to bein the office most of thetime.”

Frankie nodded. "That makes sense. Now asfar asdl these new job titles you're proposing, have you
stopped to consider what these jobs pay in the industry? Not that | would mind a hundred- percent
sdary increase, but our bottom linewould certainly suffer.”

Tony relaxed enough to haf-smile. "That'sagood point, Frankie, and one | didn't devote much
consideration to. My hope would be that we could keep salariesfairly level for now. After dl, the
company belongsto al of us- " Heflicked aglance at Grandmother, then looked back at the group asa
whole. "I trust that Grandmother explained sheis holding onto my sharesfor now. So, it would be more
accurate to say the company belongsto al of you. Asfor my own salary, if you accept my proposd, |
wouldn't want an increase.”

Dad sghed and said, "Since we're talking about the new titles, I'd like to say that | don't feel comfortable
with your suggestion of naming me Chief Operating Officer. | redlize you need someone herein Newport
to oversee operations and that that's basically what | do now, but | don't want the additional
responghility thet titleimplies. I'm sorry.”

Tony smiled. "Frankly, Dad, I'm not surprised, and that'swhy | worded it as a suggestion. Given
Robbie's proposed title of VP of East Coast Operations, it would make just as much sense for himto
take on that role.”

"I'd feed much better about that. Would that give you too much to handle, Robbie?"

Robbie shook hishead, atwinklein hiseye. "Not if | can hire an assstant to do some of the stuff Tony's
had meto do al these years.”

"Just don't hire ayoung lovely without getting Sal's approva firgt," Tony shot back. He turned toward
Elsa, gtting in the middle of one side of the table. "What do you think, Elsa? Y ou're likely to be the most
affected by this, day-to-day.”

Elsablinked in surprise when eight pairs of eyesfocused on her. "Oh. Wl at firdt, | thought it couldn't
possibly work. But then | remembered how much Tony has been on the road during the past few years,
and how often something has come up at one of the other subsidiaries, or even right here. And every



time, Tony's been able to handle it by phone or fax - or in the last year, by e-mail. And he's promised to
make regular visits here, and to the subsidiaries, so | don't think it should be a problem.”

"I'm glad you agree about that, Elsa," Tony replied. "And another thing to consider isthat I'm only
suggesting that we give thisatry. It may become clear that my plan isn't workable, and in that case, I'll
smply resign from the company.”

Uncle Frank spokefor thefirg time. "Come on, everybody, what harm is afew month tria going to do?
I, for one, accept that Tony's done aheck of alot to make Fiore Marineinto abigger company than any
of us ever thought it could become. And Mother - Lu, you too - after dl the hasdesyou've given him
about getting married again, 1'd think you'd be happy for him, instead of carping that hel's not doing it
exactly how you want."

Elsaasked, "Should | make some balots, so we can vote secretly?”

"Wadll, | don't want my vote to be secret,” Robbie said. "I'm proud to say that | support Tony's plan.”
Frankie nodded emphatically. "I do, too."

"Asdol," Dad said.

Uncle Frank looked acrossthetableat Aunt Luisa. "What do you say, Lu? Are you so stuck in your
old-fashioned way of looking at thingsthat you can't give something new atry?"

Aunt Luisaglared back at him. "Old-fashioned is not a curse word, Francis Fiore. But | admit that
Antonio has donewell up to now, and I'm willing to give him a chance to prove that thisideawill work,
too."

Tony squeezed Brittany's hand alittle tighter, then licked hislips. "By my count, dl of you with the
exception of Grandmother are endorsing my plan. Isthat correct?* A chorus of nodswas hisreply. "In
that case, | need to know who has the authority to vote for the family trust. Grandmother?

All eyes moved to the woman who stood in the way of Tony's plan. She stared at him with more force
than Brittany would have been able to withstand. Finaly she answered, " Since the family trust isfor the
benefit of the future generations, it isup to my children to cast that vote. And that means, Antonio, that
you have amgority. Y our plan will go forward."

Tony sagged back into his chair for amoment, then smiled. "Thank you dl for your confidencein me and
willingnessto beinnovative. I'll be in the office the rest of today and tomorrow to make specific plans.
Pleaselet me know, a any time, if problemsarise.” He stood dowly, and Britt redized how much this
mesting had taken out of him. "Thanksfor coming.”

Robbie grinned at them and said, " Since you're only in town for a couple of days, I'd better get my bid in
right away. How about dinner tonight at our house - or would you rather go someplace fancy?'

Brittany said, "I'd like to meet the girls, if possible.”
He nodded. "Okay. Our housg, it is. Six-thirty."

Dad approached Tony, wearing a concerned frown. "I hope you redlize that I'm flattered you wanted me
to be COOQ. It's just not something that appealsto me."

Tony shook hishead. "No, | understand that, Dad."



He amiled. "Grest. I'm awfully pleased for you. Y ou both look so happy. Will you cometo dinner
tomorrow? Y our mother would never forgive meif | gave someone else achanceto inviteyou first."

Tony and Brittany answered in unison: "Wed loveto.”

And then the room emptied out, and only Grandmother was |eft there with them. Brittany wished she
could crawl away and hide, except that would leave Tony to face her done, and she couldn't do that to
him. Shewould never desert him.

Grandmother looked Brittany straight in the eye and said, ™Y ou will drive me home. We have much to
discussif you areto be my granddaughter-in-law.”

Tony dtiffened and dipped hisarm protectively around Brittany. Grandmother gave him a scornful glance
and said, "Antonio, please. | will not harm her. | smply plan to explain that if she wishesto get dong with
me, shewill continue to make you as happy asyou aretoday - and she will give birth to your babies and
raise them to be strong and loving, like their father.”

Brittany breathed asigh of relief and answered, "'l will."

AsTony'sarm tightened around her, she was suddenly confident that everything would work out. It had
taken them fifteen yearsto reach this point, but nothing could tear them apart now. Their love wastoo
strong.

EPILOGUE

That November

The day after hislong-anticipated wedding was not Tony'sidea of the perfect time for asightseeing trip
with hisfather, hisbrother, and histwo small nieces. He'd hoped to spend the day at Marthal's Madness,
savoring the moment and marveling at the good fortune that alowed him to share his happinesswith his
wholefamily.

He had no such luck. At breakfast, Sal asked about the aquarium in Newport, a couple of hours south of
Myrtle Beach. Britt described some of the many exhibits, and the moment she mentioned jelyfish, the die
was cast. Trinahad received avideo about marinelifefor her birthday afew months earlier, and jdlyfish
were her favorites. They were headed for Newport within the hour.

Inal honesty, he didn't really mind spending hisday like that. He rarely saw his nieces now that Oregon
was hishome, and histime with Robbie and Dad was normally spent on businessissues. Being away
from Britt al day wastheworst part. Even though they had plenty of time together now, even afew
hours apart seemed endless.

Sometime in the early afternoon, he started wondering if the excursion was redly as spur-of- the-moment
asit seemed. Why had Sal asked about the aquarium in front of the whole family, for instance? And why
hadn't Sal wanted to go there hersalf? Sheld sounded quite knowledgeable about the subject, after al, so
would have been much better able to answer Trina's many questions. When he remembered just how
tricky Dad and Robbie had been in the past about avoiding tourist attractions, he was sure something
strange was going on. Unfortunately, he didn't know what, and he knew better than to ask. Dad and
Robbie would laugh a how long it had taken him to figureit out, and then not tell him anything.

They got back to Martha's Madnessjust in time for dinner, and the smells that greeted them solved the
mystery. Grandmother had made her lasagna today!



Of course, thefact that Grandmother had bothered to come to their wedding was till abit of ashock.
He hadn't seen her often in the six months since their showdown. He was in Newport severa daysa
month, and he called her each visit, but she was aways a bit distant. It reminded him of the period after
Caralyn left him, when Grandmother made her disgppointment in him obvious.

Dinner was wonderful, as Grandmother's lasagna aways was, but Tony noticed congpiratorid grins being
exchanged among the women every few minutes, and an occasiond quickly stifled laugh. Asthetable
was being cleared, Britt asked him, "Did you redlly likeit?!

"Of course!" Her shy smile, and the way everyone had stopped to stare at them, made him suddenly
redizethetruth. Y ou madeit, didn't you?'

She nodded. " Sauce and everything. Grandmother - and Sal and your mom - taught me."

So that wasit! He gave Britt aquick hug and whispered, "It was worth every minute we spent apart
today."

And then, he turned to Grandmother. "Thank you, Grandmother.” The words didn't seem adequate, S0
he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed, pulling her off her feet.

Grandmother protested, "Antonio, put me down!" When he complied, he saw that her eyeswere
gparkling with what might be tears. "The girl did well for her first lesson, but there are many more
traditiona foods she must learn to make. Bring her with you to Newport next time, and | will see about
making her into a proper wifefor you."

Coming from Grandmother, that was aringing endorsement of their marriage.

*%

Brittany put the final touches on the breakfast buffet and stepped back to check the overall effect. She
wanted everything to be festive but abit understated, not like the gaudy Christmas displaysin so many of
thelocd stores and restaurants.

It had been hard to restrain herself when decorating, though. Christmas hadn't been much of acelebration
for her since her father died, and now that she was so supremely happy, she wanted to go al- out. She'd
solved the dilemmaby buying or making onething a atime, then finding the perfect placefor it before
even conddering another item.

She must have done al right, because shed overheard her guests commenting on how tastefully
everything fit together. And last night, when they invited everyone staying a Inn on the Hill down to sing
Christmas carols around the fireplace, Ral ph complimented her on her decorating job.

Today, dl her guestswere invited up to Inn on the Hill for Christmas dinner, and she was providing some
of the food. Shewasn't sureif she and Tony would stay to est, though, because she thought it might be
romantic to spend their first Christmas together in front of thefire.

As soon as breakfast was over and they'd cleaned up, they retreated to their room to exchange gifts.
Sheld been nervous about that, knowing that Tony would have chosen any number of exquisite presents
for her. In the end, she'd decided not to worry; at least one of her gifts was something hed like.

Helooked up at her now with tearsin his eyes, holding aletter in his hand. She looked closer and
remembered that it had been in the box they'd received from hisfamily. "Thisisfrom Grandmother. She
saysthat my plan has proven successful, and that she no longer doubts my maturity and devotion to the
company. She'sturning my shares over to me!™



Brittany gave him a.congratulatory hug and read quickly through theletter. It said more than held
reported. It said that Grandmother was proud of him, and that he was aworthy successor to his
grandfather. And in places, it dmost seemed to say that Grandmother knew sheld been wrong to treet
him so harshly back in May - pretty close to an apology from awoman who had never been known to

goologize.

Suddenly, she couldn't wait to see his reaction, so she reached behind the small tree for Tony's most
important present. She kept her eyes on him as he unwrapped it, and then picked up each of the two
books and looked t itstitle. Both were about the same subject - pregnancy and childbirth, from the
father's point of view.

His eyes widened and he looked at her with amixture of joy and awe, tempered with alittle caution.
"Y ou're pregnant?’

She nodded. "I went to the doctor last week, while you were down at Blackburn. | should have told you
rightavay .. ."

Theintengty of hisgrin slenced her. "This makes everything even more perfect than it dready wadl | love
you S0 incredibly much!™

Shetried to tel him how much sheloved him, but he grabbed her and held her so tight she couldn't
breathe, and then his kissestook her bresth away in awhole different way. But somehow, he seemed to
understand.

The End
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