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PROLOGUE
April

The boring old Nik would never have done this. She would have waited for Bill to call or come by. She
would have been afraid shed shock him with her forwardnessif she stopped by his dorm room with a
sundae, on anight when they'd both planned to study.

But that was the boring old Nik - the Nik who spent her evenings and nights studying. The new Nik
wasn't flashy and her face and figure weren't breath-taking, but she was having fun for oncein her life.

Thanksto Bill. She might be asenior and him afreshman, but he was amagter at seizing the moment. He
was amaster at pleasing awoman in bed, too - and boring old Nik wasn't nearly as boring now that she
was the woman in his bed.

She hadn't discarded dll vestiges of her old caution, though. Walking into his dorm and up the stairsto his
hall made nerves skitter in her somach and her hand fedl dimy on the cardboard ice cream dish. The
promise of his specia-for-her smile was enough to steady her and propel her the last few feet to his door.
She camed her breathing, then knocked.

No answer, but she heard sounds through the door. It was probably the radio, and it might be loud
enough that he hadn't heard the knock. She knocked again, louder thistime.

And shewaited. Findly, the door cracked open a couple of inches, and Bill demanded, "Geez guys, can't
you take ahint?' He wore only jeans, unbuttoned at the top, and hisface went dack when he saw her.
"Nik."

She shoved the door open another two or three feet, and the smdll hit her. The smdll of sex. The room
was logt in shadows, but she knew there was awoman in Bill's bed.

She had the crazy ideathat she ought to apologize for disturbing him - or say something completely civil
and thoroughly cutting like her brother's fiancée Juliewould. But redly, al she wanted was to disappear,
to magicaly transport back to her dorm room where she wouldn't have to pretend she wasn't
devastated.

She couldn't disappear, though, and she absolutely would not react like the old Nik. "I brought you a
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treat, but | see you've got one of your own," she said, grabbing the waistband of hisjeansand pulling it
open. She heard the meta zipper dide open. "Fed freeto share thiswith her."

Quickly, she dumped the sundae in his pants.
CHAPTER ONE

October, Eight Years Later

"Wait up asecond, Bill!" Scott hailed him from down the hdl. Bill paused at the intersection of halways
and waited for Scott to catch up. "Y ou remember Nik Harding, don't you? She was in George's class at
the University, and she says you two knew each other, too."

The name grabbed at hisinsides, and he looked at the business-suited woman next to Scott. It redly was
her. "Nik." He stopped and took control of hismouth. "Of course| do. Hi, Nik." Hissmile didn't feel
redl.

"Hello," she sad, without an accompanying smile.

Scott continued, seemingly obliviousto their awkwardness, "Nik's here today interviewing for the
customer support manager job. Seth's supposed to see her next, but he'stied up right now on a
conference call. | thought maybe you two'd like to do some catching up until he's ready.”

He caught what looked like horror on Nik'sface, but hereplied, "That's agresat idea, thanks. Come on,
Nik - my officeisdown thisway."

Asthey waked away, Scott said, "Ellen will call when Seth'sfree.”

"Right in here," he said, leading the way into his office and Stting behind his desk. "Have a sedt, Nik. It's
gredt to seeyou again.”

She perched on the chair closest to the door. "L ook, we don't have to talk. Just go back to whatever you
were doing, and I'll look through thisfolder.” She opened the folder of fluff pieces about
Adams-Worthington and its product, TechDoc.

"Y ou don't want to read that crap,” he said with alaugh. "Anyway, | awayswished I'd had achanceto
talk to you again." He'd tried, too. He'd stopped by her room unannounced and lurked near the rooms
where she had classes. The few times held been in the right place at the right time, sheld acted like he
wasinvisble

"Well, | never did." Her voice wasflat, with ahint of stedl he didn't remember from college days. Sheld
been tough to get to know then, but under that she'd been soft, and sexy ashell.

"Youredill pissed a me, aren't you?' All these yearslater? Wasn't that carrying agrudge a bit far?

Her mouth pursed in disgugt. " Of course not. | Smply have no interest in pretending to be friends with
you."

He hadn't gotten his reputation with women by backing off at thefirst sign of resstance. "Fine. We don't
have to befriends." He paused to give her afalse sense of hope, then added, "1'd rather be your lover, in
any ca=."

Her body jerked to full-alert, and he was amused to see her breasts suddenly become well-defined under
her suit jacket. The covered-up ook had been her style back then, too. It had made discovering the lush
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body underneeth that much sweeter. "They let you get away with saying things like that here?' she
demanded. "No wonder | haven't seen more women today."

"They don't haveacluewhat | say," he said, not completely truthfully. HEd gotten in trouble more than
once over suggestive commentsto female employees. "Plus, I'm only telling the truth, Nikolia."

"Nik," sheinssted, her teeth clenched. Her given name had embarrassed her when hedd known her
before, and apparently that much hadn't changed.

Hesmiled. "I like Nikolia It's pretty - likeyou." That wasn't aline, despite the fact that her looks
wouldn't win her asecond glance from most guys. He'd taken that second glance long ago.

"You cant think -" she started belligerently, but the phone stopped her mid-sentence.
He glanced a the display. "Hello, Ellen. Are you ready for meto bring Nik Harding down?"
"Yes, please" she said in that bitchy tone she used with those she considered her inferiors.

He hung up without responding. It wouldn't hurt her to treat him with half the respect shedd shown
George. Hisbrother had been ajerk, and the fact that he was co-founder of the company shouldn't have
earned him specid treatment.

He stood. "WEell continuethislater, Nikolia"

Hewas looking forward to it already.

**

Nik knew the interview was drawing to an end. Mr. Worthington was telling her now that they expected
to make adecision on the job by the middle of next week. Quickly, before he started on the "thanks for
coming in" speech, she spoke up. "Mr. Worthington -"

He interrupted with awarm smile, " Seth, please."

She smiled back at him. " Seth, then. Before wefinish, | need to explain about my hedth. | assure you that
I'm capable of handling thisjob, but | have achronicillnessthat affects meall thetime, to one degree or
another." That sounded rather dire, but she couldn't in good conscience make it sound minor. "I have

fibromydgia"

Concern replaced his amile, but the warmth was il there. "Fibromyalgiais adifficult disease. One of my
wifesfriends hasit, and shes had quiteatime.”

"Itisdifficult, and one of thetrickiest partsisthat there are no definitive answers on what works or even
what causesit." Shetook a deep breath and began what she thought of as her sales pitch. "l was
diagnosed two and ahalf years ago, and one of my first decisonswasthat | wouldn't |t the disease
control me any morethan | absolutely had to. | read everything that's published on the subject, and I've
developed avery persond regimen of diet, exercise, and lifestyle modificationsthat worksfor me. It'sa
continua baancing act, but | haven't missed any work dueto illness for more than ayear now."

"That'simpressive," Seth replied. "Annabelles friend has given up most of her outside activities, and she
recently had to hire full-time help around the house. | wonder if the same routine would work for her."

"Possibly, athough it sometimes seems like there are more differences than smilaritiesin how people with
fibro fed the disease and with what helpsthem." Because thiswas ajob interview, and because shefdt a



deep bond of sympathy with other fibro sufferers, she added, "But I'd be glad to talk to your wifesfriend
and tell her what'sworked for me, if she'sinterested.”

He amiled. "Thank you, Nik. I'll tell Annabelle about your offer." He dismissed the subject with adight
nod and said, "Now, about this job. I'm sure you redlize that there's a reasonable amount of stressin any
management position, at least at certain times. Would that be an issue, asfar asyour hedlth goes?

She needed to carefully mix honesty with optimism here. " Stress can be aproblem, | admit, but I've
found that if I'm careful to take a couple of breaks during the workday and not work too many extra
hours, | get dong just fine. My career is extremely important to me, and | make the necessary tradeoffsin
my persond lifeto dlow meto fulfill my work commitments.™

That brought a concerned frown to Seth'sface. "'l appreciate your commitment, but as| always
emphasize to my managers, | want and expect them to have lives outsde the office. Infact, | explicitly
discourage employees from making a habit of working more than forty-five hours aweek. Barring
deadlines or unforeseen disasters, if anyone's job takes that much time to perform adequately,
something'swrong.”

"That's an interesting philosophy,” she said. "Most high- tech companies I'm familiar with arejust the
opposite.”

He nodded. "I know, and their employees burn out or wreck their home lives because of it. My personal
life has always been important to me, and when George and | started this company, we took the
opportunity to do thingstheright way. | don't want to get ahead of mysdlf, but | assure you that if we
offer you this position, we will be prepared to accept any limitations your health might impose on the
performance of your duties."

Nik didn't dare take hiswords at face value, but till sherelaxed alittle. Maybe sheld actually be judged
on her professiond ahilitiesthistime, unlike last summer when she applied for a support manager job at
her current company. Everyone at DesignTek had been careful to say the right things about her hedlth,
but she didn't make it past the first round of interviews. Considering the lesser qudifications of the
candidate who was hired, she was certain fibro had played alarge role in the decision-making.

In any case, given that Bill was a manager here, she wasn't completely certain that ajob at
Adams-Worthington was quite asidedl for her as sheld hoped. She was no longer the naive girl shed
been when Bill had broken her heart, but she couldn't be sure the years had made her any more ableto
ress hisal-too-evident charm.

**

Seeing aformer lover wasn't exactly unheard-of for Bill. He had plenty of them, and a not-insignificant
number worked at A-W. But there was something different about seeing Nik again.

It had been years longer since held seen her, for one thing. Freshman year in college was - what, eight
years ago? Held been eighteen and just et free from ahellish childhood. He'd loved everything about his
new life, especidly dl the available women.

In retrogpect, he could see that Nik had been the wrong type of woman for him. She'd been too serious,
too focused on the long-term. HE'd been interested in long-term goals only to the extent necessary.
Learning computer science was important because it would lead him to awell-paid and secure career,
but he didn't spend the hundreds of extra hourson it that Nik did. There were too many fun thingsto do
inlife - and too many beautiful women to do them with - to study more than necessary.



Eight years might have passed, but it was clear they'd both stayed basically the same. Shewasa
serious-minded woman and he was afun-loving man. So the line about preferring to be her lover instead
of her friend wasjust that - aline. He didn't careif he was either.

He was a hedlthy male, and when he met an attractive woman - or met her again, asin thiscase- she
dirred afew fantasies.

Panand smple.

**

Thefollowing Thursday after work, Nik sat in her combination office/gym and stared at the phone. Seth
had offered her the customer support manager job on Tuesday, and she'd promised to call today with her
answer.

The answer had to be yes. She'd worked too hard for too many yearsto refuse the chance to become a
manager, and acompany like Adams-Worthington would be a greet place to work.

Other than Bill, that is. She'd been afool over him one too many times aready, and she couldn't afford
being afool ever again. Sheld been honest with Seth about how she handled stress - job-related stress,
that is. Emotiona stresswas different, and much harder to manage.

Sheld had ataste of how much harder, right after she was diagnosed. She and Allen had still been
engaged then, and she'd demanded that the doctor figure out what was wrong with her so she could get
back to planning the future with him. The diagnosis was a huge shock. She was young, she had her whole
lifein front of her. How could hetell her sheld dways have thisrotten disease?

Instead of helping her dedl with the blow, Allen retreated completely. She didn't hear from him for a
week and ahdf. He findly came here to the house where she spent most of each day limply sprawled on
the sofa, and broke up with her. He sympathized with her illness, but he wanted an active life with severa
children, and Nik would never be ableto fit into thet life.

Hewas right, but that didn't make hisrgection any lesstraumatic. In less than two weeks, shed lost
everything that mattered to her.

She got sicker. Days passed in ablur of pain, and nights were never-ending. She couldn't deep, and if
somehow shefell adeep, she felt more exhausted than ever when she woke up. The smplest tasks
became more than she could do. A shower left her weak and dizzy the rest of the day. She ate whatever
she happened to have on hand, whenever she got hungry enough to venture al the way to the kitchen.

Ned dmogt certainly saved her life. Her little brother was nearly six years younger, and hed finished art
school that spring. He moved into the house and took care of her for the next severa months. He cooked
nutritious meals and made sure she took the medicine the doctor had given her to try. When shefdt a
little better, he hel ped her begin to exercise and to learn how to avoid getting in such abad state again.

Avoiding relationships with the wrong kind of people was one of her basic tenets. She didn't have the
time or energy to waste on negativity or game-playing, and Bill was agame-player. Hed liked his
big-man-on-campusimage al those years ago, and he gill had the same swagger and self-assurance. His
good looks were intact, too - the blond hair that belonged in an ad for hair color, the face that might
belong to avery naughty angel, and the body that matched. She could laugh now at him saying held
rather be her lover than her friend - aslong as awoman was breathing, he'd think that.

Suddenly, sheredized that she didn't have to worry about Bill. He couldn't force her into something she



didn't want, and she certainly didn't want to be one of hiswomen again. Their jobswerein different parts
of the company and that nice Scott Richards was Bill's boss. She suspected Scott was the one she'd
work with most often. And bottom line, she could guarantee that Bill would leave her completely done
by the smple expedient of telling him about her illness.

She did afew minutes of deep breathing to relax her muscles, then called Seth to accept the job.

**

Bill waited until just before lunchtime to go to Nik's office. Not that he was planning to invite her to lunch.
He'd smply found that was agood time to catch alot of people donein their offices.

He was eager to vdidate histheory of why Nik had been on his mind so much since her interview. The
way hefigured it, he virtudly awayswas the dumper in ardationship, not the dumpee. Hetired quickly
of women, and once awoman had worn out her welcome with him, he avoided her like the plague.

But Nik didn't fit into that category. He'd been along way from tired of her when she caught him with
that nothing who was mad at her boyfriend. He'd been sorry to lose her, and his attempts to win her back
had been as unprecedented as they were unsuccessful.

It only made sense that held fedl like he had something to prove with her now. He wouldn't mind having
her bethe oneleft out in the cold thistime, ether.

But redlly. The whole thing was pointless, like digging up any other random piece of ancient history and
getting dl fixated on it. Life now was way too good to bother with any of that crap.

So, hiswhole point in barging into Nik's office this morning was to demonstrate that to himself. Nik was
an atractive woman, one he'd be perfectly happy to go out with, if she was interested. It appeared so far
that she wasn't, which wasfine.

There were - what? Maybe half a dozen candidates here at A-W he hadn't gotten around to dating yet.
In addition, there was the apparently-limitless supply of women he met &t the athletic club and loca bars.
Hislifewouldn't cometo acrashing hdt if NikoliaHarding didn't join the queue.

Hisfineintentionslasted until she raised her head and nailed him to her partidly-open office door with her
eyes.

CHAPTER TWO

Nik had known thiswould happen. Bill had been persistent back in school, and held assume that the
same tactics would work thistime. They wouldn't, and sheld makeit crystd clear. " Are you here about
work?'

She probably only imagined his momentary hesitation, because before she was sure it had happened, he
was lounging in her guest chair with alazy smile. "Not today. | just thought I'd stop by to see how
everything'sgoing - it being your first day and dl.”

"Everything'sfine, and I'm on my way out the door for lunch." She stood and picked up her purse. "Y oull
have to excuse me."

She swept past him and out the door.

**
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The bitch! She was doing that I'm-too-good-for-you number on him, and he didn't take that from anyone
anymore. He just bet she was laughing now, dl full of hersdlf for being rudeto him.

Wil let her laugh. Shewouldn't be so damn snooty if she didn't till have the hots for him. Conveniently,
he had the hots for her, too, and he could push her awhole lot longer and harder than she could resist.

And for damn sure, held be the one to end thingsthistime.

**

Nik didn't see Bill again on Monday, nor al day Tuesday or Wednesday. She knew she hadn't seen the
last of him, but shetried to pretend that she had. Still, by the end of work Wednesday, her muscleswere
even tighter than usual, and she knew her after-work workout was particularly critical tonight.

She started with gentle stretching exercises on the specia raised exercise platform Nea had built for her.
It occupied about athird of the small bedroom she'd converted into an office/gym, and was covered with
padded exercise mats. She'd hated giving up al that floor space, but she couldn't lways get down onto
the floor and back up again. Since she needed to do plenty of stretching every day, especidly when she
was having aflare and unable to do much else, the platform was needed.

Shewondered again if agpatub of some nature was worth the investment. Hot jets of water directed at
the musclesthat hurt sounded absolutely scrumptious, but the few times sheld tried it at a hotel or health
club, it hadn't seemed to help. Besides, she didn't have room for even atub-size spa, to say nothing of
the larger kind, which would be easier for her to use.

After her muscles were warmed up, she got onto her exercise bike and pedaled away for fifteen minutes
graight. That took care of her aerobic needs, plus strengthening and further limbering up the musclesin
the lower haf of her body. Those were the musclesthat ached the most in bed at night.

All she had left was her upper body work followed by more stretching as she cooled down. Then, finaly,
she could rest for twenty minutes before heating abowl of soup and making asmall salad. Onething she
could say with confidence about her exerciseroutine - it made her pathetically boring dinner seem nearly
as desirable as surf-and-turf with aloaded baked potato and severa glasses of full-bodied red wine.
Wéll, not redly, but the days when she could thoughtlessy indulge her taste buds were over, and shedd
cometo termswith that redlity.

The doorbell rang while she was towding off before getting onto the mat again. She knew that ignoring
the bell would result in her wondering al evening about who had been at the door and why, so she
answered it.

Better that she'd spent the evening wondering. Bill was &t the door, and he shoved hisway insde and
pinned her to thewall by the coat closet with hisbody. "Get away from me!™

He shook hishead. "Not right now, Nikolia" Hisarmswere resting against thewall on either sde of her
body, but neither touched her. His body didn't touch hersin front, either, but she felt hisbody hest, as
well as something like static dectricity. Hisface - hismouth - was only an inch from hers.

Shejerked suddenly to her right, hoping to break through the imprisonment of hisarms by going the
opposite direction from what he'd expect. She broke through easily - so easily, in fact, that she crashed
into the garage door with no chance to reach for the doorknaob first.

He seemed to take histime gathering her into hisarms, but in no time, there she was, pressed tight against
his body from chest to knees. His kiss was unhurried, starting with a barely-there brush of hislips across



her temple, and visiting her forehead, the corner of an eye, and an earlobe before reaching her mouth.

The kiss became serious then, deep and probing, and his hands were on her body as though they'd been
made for each other.

And then, gradudly, he released her, helping her to lean back against the wall where sheld been aminute
- or alifetime - ago. She stared at him, wondering what had happened.

Hesmiled tightly. ™Y ou said to get away from you.”
"| -" She shook her head. Could she say she'd changed her mind?

"You don't mean it, Nikolia. | know that. Y ou want me every bit as much as| want you." His eyes
glittered and the ice she saw there made her shiver. "But | want to hear those words right from those
lusciouslips of yours, and I'm going to wait until 1 do." He reached behind him for the door and stepped
back through the doorway. "Fed freeto say the words any old time, Nikolia. | guaranteeit'll be worth it,
to both of us."

He pulled the door closed and disappeared from view.

**

Geez! Bill hadn't been thisturned on by akiss since - well, snce never. Nik was sexier than she'd been
back at school. More woman, |ess salf-conscious adolescent. That leotard didn't hurt matters any, either,
despite being damp with swest.

L eotards were awonderful invention. They showed off awoman's body, pluses aswell as minuses, and
the smple fact that awoman wore one usualy meant she cared about her body. Since he cared about
women's bodies, too, it gave them at least one thing in common.

He shook his head and concentrated on fitting his car key into the ignition. Thinking about |eotards wasn't
going to help him resist the urge to walk right back into Nik's house and take her up on her still-unspoken
need. That would be the quickest way to get her to admit how much she wanted him. He could play her
need againgt her, and force her to tell him what they both knew was true before he et her off the hook.

But she was different than most women he dated. Her brain was the part that controlled her, and it
needed to be in agreement with her body before he took her to bed.

Resolutely, he started the car and drove away. Held stop by the athletic club and see about swesting
away the visonsof him and Nik.

And if that didn't work, Jade would be there, happy as dwaysto join him for anonstop night of purely
recreational sex.

**

"lsn't Adams-Worthington the company that guy you knew at school started?' Nedl asked over coffee
on Saturday morning.

"Y eah, George Adams. But he died several years ago. Mr. Worthington - Seth - runsthe place, and he's
redl nice." Nik chattered on, hoping the flow of information would distract him before he remembered
that Bill and George were brothers. "George was married to Seth's daughter, and they had alittle girl
shortly before he died. Francine's dead now, too, but Rachd - thelittle girl - is being raised by Scott, the
head of development. He and Francine were engaged, and he seemsredl nice, too." The whole setup



sounded more like a soap operathan red life, but sheld been assured it was dl true.

Ned smirked, and she knew he remembered. "Any news about Bill?* Ned had practicaly worshipped
Bill, those few months when she and Bill had been friends and then lovers. Their house was amost on
campus, S0 sheld taken him there many times.

"Heworksat A-W, in development,” she admitted.
His smirk broadened. "That's nice. Y ou two must be busy getting reacquainted.”

She should play adong with him, she knew. He was smply teasing her, reminding her as only a brother
could that oncein her life, sheld been spontaneous and fun-loving. But Bill was no joking matter. Shed
struggled too much against temptation these last few nights, so her voice was harsher than she intended
when she said, "Bill'snot like you remember him. He's an unprincipled jerk, and he spends histime going
from woman to woman, taking and never giving."

Nedl's eyebrows soared. Y ou've been checking up on him?”

She blew her breath out in disgust. "I didn't need to. All week, the other women a A-W have been
whispering warningsto me. They say Seth's spoken to him half a dozen times about what's appropriate
behavior for the workplace, but he ill pushesit right to the edge. And personally - well, they say he's
likealight switch. One day, hejust can't get enough of awoman, and the next, he can't even be bothered
tocdl.”

She shouldn't have wasted her bresth explaining. Nedl was Sitting there, struggling not to laugh, and
totally misunderstanding the Situation. "It didn't occur to you that maybe you were talking to someone
with an ax to grind?"

"Just forget it - the point isthat I'm not going to be renewing anything with that jerk." She changed
subjects to the one thing guaranteed to be of interest to Nedl. "How's your painting going?"

He laughed and shook hishead. "Don't think | don't know what you're doing - but the answer is good.
Y ou know how I've been trying to capture that above-the-clouds fedling up at the log house?!

She nodded. He lived with an older art patron named Marian in alog house on top of asmall mountain
nearby. The valeysbe ow sometimesfilled with clouds, and from the mountaintop, they looked like vast
fiddsof freshly-falen snow. "Y ou've gotten it to come out right?"

Hewaggled hishand in a so-s0 gesture. "Not yet, but I'm getting there. Marian's sure she can sell the one
I'm doing now, even though | can dready tell it'snot quiteright.”

She sucked in abreath so fast she coughed. "Sdll it? That's greet! It'll be your first one, won't it?”

He shrugged and nodded and tried to appear nonchaant, al at the sametime. "Y eah. Of course, it might
not turn out like she thinksit will, or maybe none of her friendsll want it, but if one of them did, that'd be
coal.”

She smiled and put her hand on his muscular forearm. "I'm proud of you, little brother.”

He suddenly craned his neck to look out her kitchen window, then laughed. "Y ou've got avistor, big
sister. Someone who apparently doesn't fed the same as you do about renewing old acquaintances.”

Her heart did an unwelcome legp and took off into panic. How on earth could she dedl with Bill while
Nedl was here, egging him on?



**

Bill was disgusted with himsdlf. It was way too soon to visit Nik again - shed get theideahe was
desperate. She'd beright, too - damniit.

She answered the door right away, and surprisingly stepped back to let himin. "Since you're here, come
and say hi to Nedl."

Not exactly "I've been thinking of you night and day,” but held takeit. He followed her through the
kitchen to the dining room. If he hadn't been warned, he wouldn't have recognized the good-looking guy
at the table as the gawky teenager hed known years ago. "Hey, Ned. How're yadoing?'

Ned stood and offered his hand. Geez, he'd grown another severd inches. "Can't complain, Bill. How
about you?"'

"Fine"" Well, wasn't thisalovely turn of events? Ned was probably afine guy, but Bill hadn't cometo see
him. He glanced over at Nik, hoping for an inspiration. Instead, he saw her edging back toward the
kitchen, and he bet the kitchen wasn't her final destination. He stepped in her way and said, "lan't this
something? The three of us meeting here, dl these yearslater? Does your dad gtill teach at the
Universty?'

Ned answered. "No, he'sat the U of O now. Nathan's a the Universty, though. Hisfamily even livesin
our old house."

"Isthat s0? | never redly knew Nathan." He knew enough to know that hewas apain, aswell astheir
father'sfavorite. HEd been finishing his graduate studies when Bill knew Nik.

"Not abigloss, if you ask me," Nedl said. Before Nik had achanceto react, herolled his eyes and
added, "Okay, maybe that's not anicething to say, but isn't it true? He'sjust like Dad, except for al the
good parts of Dad.”

Nik snorted, but instead of answering Neal, she glared a him. He threw up his hands and said, " Okay,
okay. I'm sorry. I'll go get started on the yard work." With half a dozen long strides, he went through the
garage door and closed it behind him.

And Bill wasaonewith Nik.

**

Nik should have known Neal would abandon her, the very second he could. He hadn't believed anything
sheld said about Bill, and obvioudy thought that if he left them aone together, they'd be back in each
other'sarmsin nothing flat.

"l must admit | was hoping you'd be wearing that leotard again today, Nikolia" Bill's voice was soft and
ingnuated itsdf right into her brain. "But thisisfine, too. It makes me imagine what's underneath.”

She was wearing a caftan, and nothing underneath. She often wore next-to-nothing a home, since
clothes sometimes pressed against body parts tender with fibro, making her frantic. She squirmed
mentaly and sarted toward the garage. "I'd better go seeif Ned needs anything.”

He stopped her by wrapping his hand around her wrist. "Nea went outside to give us some privacy.
Let'stake advantage of histhoughtfulness.” He pulled her around to face him and nudged her back
againg the refrigerator.



Desperate, she said, "I thought you were going to wait until | told you what you wanted to hear.”
He sneered, "Y ou're too pigheaded to admit adamn thing."

Good thing he wasn't insde her head! But since he wasn't, she pushed back with, “Then what are you
going to do? Rape me and hope | decide later | wanted it?"

His eyesflared dangeroudy and she wondered if she'd gonetoo far. Findly, the words like bullets, he
said, "Y ou have no reason to accuse me of rape.”

He stalked to the door and dammed it behind him.

CHAPTER THREE

Bill droveto the athletic club, but didn't go in. There was no point. Exercise hadn't done adamn al week
to ded with thisidiotic obsesson with Nik, and it would do lesswith hisanger.

The anger wasn't a her so much asit was at that awful word. Rape. It brought back so much of what it
had been like growing up. HEd known about rape long before he'd known about sex. Hed seen the girls
hisage or alittle older, tough but still basically carefree one day, haunted and broken the next. At maybe
ten, he'd happened on the gang-rape of agirl he didn't know, and been laughingly offered a piece of the
action by aguy who lived in hisbuilding. And it was maybe soon after that when he redlized what
happened after Pop finished beating Ma.

He'd sworn, way back then, that even if he someday grew big and strong enough to force hiswill ona
woman, he wouldn't do it. HE'd been the weak one, the one who could be hurt, too many times.

Living up to that vow hadn't been enough to escape being labeled awould-be rapist, though. Once
during high school, he'd worked on ascience project with agirl from anice family. Shewasaquiet girl
who never seemed to think she was better than he was. They stopped at the public library severa times
after school to research their topic, and once, sheinvited him into her house for a soft drink.

The girl's parents arrived home while Bill and Sharon were Sitting in the kitchen, planning the next phase
of their research. Bill was polite and respectful, but the parents didn't care. They called Sharon into the
next room and, loud enough so he could hear dmost every word, told her to get rid of him. She
protested that they weren't done talking yet, and that they only had another week before they had to give
their report. Her father said that they were done - he'd speak to Sharon's teacher about it. The idea of
assigning aboy likethat to work with their daughter - why, everyone knew he was aslikely to rape her
astolook at her.

Bill thought that Sharon tried to defend him, but he wasn't quite sure, since he grabbed his books and ran
out the back door before anyone came into the kitchen. At school the next day, she kept glancing over at
him, as though she wanted to say something, but he knew from her cautious eyes that she no longer
dared to believe he was decent.

And now, without even knowing his past, Nik seemed to think he might rape her.

**

Nik didn't know what to think about Bill's reaction, but she knew she owed Bill an gpology. Not even the
nastiest comments sheld heard this week hinted that he ever coerced women into bed. Sure, he made
suggestive remarks left and right, but that seemed to be part of his personality, and in generd,
light-hearted.
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He had reason to believe she was interested, too. She tried to be cool and distant with him, but it was
impossible. Her body gave her away. She wasn't going to follow through on her interest, but Bill didn't
know that.

Shefinally decided that she should go over to his apartment and apologize in person. Maybe they could
actualy discussthe stuation rationaly, and she could explain why further pursuit would be wasted.

She got dressed and started through the garage to tell Neal she was going out, emerging into the sunlight
just as Bill turned into her cul-de-sac. She waited for him by the front of her garage. "1 wasgoing to
come seeyou,” she said as he stepped out of the car.

He blinked, whether from the sun or her statement, she wasn't sure. ™Y ou were?"
She nodded. "I owe you an gpology. | didn't mean that about you raping me."
"You didnt? Why did you say it, then?"

"Because-" She bit her lip, hoping she wasn't handing him enough ammunition to sink her. "Because|
didn't darelet you kissme again." That wasn't the full answer, and she rocked back and forth once
before continuing. "Because when you kissme, al the reasons | have for not getting involved with you
aganturnintomis."

"It soundslike | should kiss you more often.” The words and the smile were pretty much what she'dd
expected, but he didn't immediately follow them up with the kiss she was s multaneoudy dreading and
anticipating. Instead, he said, "But I'd much rather have you welcome my kisses. Why don't you tell me
the reasonsthat you don't?*

Thiswasn't the same Bill she'd encountered severd times recently. Thiswas more like he'd been when
she knew him before, and that only made him more dangerousto her. "Comeoningde. Thisisnta
subject we need to discussin front of my neighbors.” She hadn't seen any neighbors yet this morning, but
on anice Saturday morning, they would be around.

They headed back inside, and as she was opening the door into the rest of the house, he asked, "Y ou
werereally coming to see me?" She nodded and he continued, "Where were you going to go?"

She answered, "Y our apartment complex,” then realized his addresswasn't listed in the phone book.
"Someone at work mentioned where you live."

He didn't comment, but she was glad she wasn't ill trying to pretend she had no interest in him. Sheled
the way into the living room and sat in her recliner. He sat across from her on the sofaand his face took
on aserious amost mask-like expression. "I came back because | overreacted before, and because you
werekind of right. | shouldn't have pushed mysdlf at you likethat."

"No, but the rape comment was out-of-line, anyway."

He half-nodded, then said, "L et's start over now. Okay?'
"Okay, but my answer's till going to be no.” It had to be,
"Why?If it's because of what happened before -"

She didn't need to hear the lie that had to be coming. "It'snot. It'sme.” She suddenly felt horribly tired,
like she couldn't possibly explain her condition to one more person ever. "Have you heard of
fibromyagia?'



Hisforehead wrinkled and he watched her warily. "Not that | remember. What isit?"

She sghed. So much for smplicity. "It'sachronic disease, and | haveit. It'skind of like arthritis, only it
affects musclesingead of joints."

"Old people get arthritis, not somebody your age," he objected.

"It'snot just old people, dthough I'm not surprised you think that. And fibromyalgiatendsto Sart at a
fairly young age.”

The wariness seemed to have turned into suspicion. " So, what you're saying is that you get iff and sore
sometimes? Big ded."

That was the wrong thing for him to say. "It isabig deal, awhole |ot more than getting tiff and sore once
inawhile. The pain's congtant, deegp's dmost impossible, and my whole life conssts of trying to survive
work, oneday at atime. | can't eat any of thefoods| love, | have virtudly no socid life, and my dream
of getting married and having children isgone forever.”

He was taken aback by her outburst, but she could see him trying to formul ate a response - one shed
undoubtedly heard a hundred times before. Well, she had an excellent idea where he could put that
response! Shejumped up before he could say aword. "I'm sick of talking with you. Y ou obvioudy don't
understand the first thing about what | deal with everyday, and that's fine. Just leave me the heck aone
and well both be happy." She started out of the room. Just before heading down the hall to her
bedroom, which thankfully had alock, she added, "'If by some strange chance, you actually want to
know more about my condition, talk to Nedl. He knows everything.”

Almost everything, at least. Not even Neal knew what it was like to wake up in the middle of the night
and hurt so bad dl over that smply surviving for the next severa minutes seemed like the worgt torture
imaginable.

**

Bill hated being talked down to. Nik acted like hiswhole life had been perfect, and she wasthe only one
with problems. Not a chance! She could just pick on somebody elseif she needed to be all superior over
some poor dude.

And what was this fibro-whatever dedl? Probably just an excuse to avoid getting involved with him, but
why bother with abig act? All she had to do wastdll the truth - that she figured she was better than he
was, and didn't want to dirty her preciouslittle saf by being with him.

She sure as heck hadn't cared about that back at school, but people changed. He wasn't going to put up
with that crap just because he had alingering fondness for the girl she'd been back then.

Helet himsdf out the front door, but the sound of clippers drew him toward the side of the house instead
of toward his car. Neal was bent over abush, hisback to Bill. "Hey, Nedl," he called.

Ned stood and faced him. "Bill! | thought | heard you leave earlier.”

He shrugged. "Y eah, but | came back." How exactly was he supposed to go about asking Neal about
Nik?™"Y ou need any help?'

"Nah, thanks anyway. I'm dmost done for today." He glanced around, seeming to fedl the need to
explain. "l try to get down here once aweek and do stuff Nik can't do hersdlf.”



He couldn't ask for a better opening. "What kind of stuff can't she do?"

Nea waved at theyard. "None of this, really, except about once ayear she goes crazy and triesto mow
the lawn. She gets maybe this corner of it done and spends the next week in misery." He shook his head.
"Still, shetriesit again the next year."

Wi, it sounded like Nedl redlly thought she was sick. "What exactly isthisfibro-thing she has?’

"It'sawful, man. All her muscles and tendons and stuff ache dl the time, and there are abunch of places
whereif you just put thetip of your finger on her skin, it kills her. And sometimes, her musclesjust stop
working - shelll be walking along and end up on the ground.”

" She said something about not being able to et things she likes."

He nodded. " She hasto beredly careful about her diet, because some foods make it worse. Plus, she's
trying redly hard to keep it under control so she can keep working, and diet and exercise redly help with
that."

Okay, so thisthing wasredl, but he till bet she was using it as an excuse. "Isn't this new manager'sjob
pretty much the lagt thing she needs?’

"Oh, no," Ned explained earnestly. "Nik's career isredly important to her, and she'swilling to give up
most anything e se to be able to handle work okay." Suddenly alittle doubtful, he asked, "How come she
told you only part of the story?"

He wasn't about to admit the truth, so he shrugged. "I don't know. She said you knew everything, o
should ask you."

Nedl smiled dightly and shook his head indulgently. "I'll tell youwhet it is. Y ou were the best thing that
ever happened to her, and she's afraid it'll happen again. She'strying to scare you off."

"I think you'reright." Except why be afraid of something that good?

"Isit going to work? Her fibromyagias going to be aseriousissue, if you try to have areationship with

He shook hishead. "I don't scare easy.”

Neda grinned and clapped his shoulder. "I never thought you did. | redly have to warn you, though, she's
got thisideaset in her mind that she can't get involved with anybody, that her health won't llow it. | don't

buy it."
He grinned back at the younger and much taller man. "I don't, either.”

But what in heck was he getting himsdf into?

**

Nik felt likeanidiot, locked into her own bedroom to avoid aguy she shouldn't even have let into her
house. She'd heard the front door close awhile ago, so Bill had probably |eft. But maybe that was what
he wanted her to think. She could easily imagine him lurking down the hdll, just out of Sght, waiting for
her to decide the coast was clear.

To do what, exactly? He wasn't going to rape her, she knew that. And asfar asaguy like himwasting
oneof hisdaysoff, lying in wait for her - well, theideawasludicrous.



Okay, s0 gpparently he thought she'd be a good candidate to add to his harem of willing women. But the
operative word there was willing, and eager would be even better, and he knew by now that shewas
neither. So, bottom line, that meant he had no reason to pursue her any longer.

That was arelief, it realy was. There was something about Bill that made him harder to say no to than
virtualy anyone dse shed ever known. She'd had guys at DesignTek ask her out since shewas
diagnosed with fibro - nice guys, guys she enjoyed talking to. It hadn't been a problem to turn them
down, not even Dale who'd tried severa times before giving up. All sheld had to do was remind herself
how difficult it ready wasto make it through awork week, and imagine how asimple dinner date would
disrupt the precarious balance she usually managed to maintain.

The problem with Bill wasthat he dipped under her defenses, lightning-fast like asnake. One second she
was resolute in staying away from him, and the next, hiskiss - or even his amile - made everything else
Seem unimportant.

Y es, shewas getting off lucky.

"Sweet Nikolig" Bill's voice came softly through the bedroom door. ™Y ou're not going to scare me off,
so don't eventry. I'll be back after dinner tonight.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Ashedroveto Nik's, Bill suddenly wondered if she'd be there. He hadn't thought of that possibility
before. Maybe he shouldn't have given her time to make a getaway .

But redlly, what was the point? If she was determined to avoid having anything to do with him, that's what
would happen. She had a choicein the matter, and hisrationa brain insgsted that he didn't want her if she
didn't dso want him.

Stll, it was amost a surprise when she opened the door less than aminute after he rang the bell. He
struggled to sound matter-of-fact as he asked, " So, Nikolia, are you finaly willing to admit that you want
this?'

"Come st down. There are somethings | need to make clear.” Her manner was cool, but not negative as
far ashe could tell. She sat in the same recliner as before. ™Y ou're talking about us having sex,” she said
baldly. When he would have answered, she raised her hand and shook her head. "That's what you mean,
and therée's nothing wrong with being honest about it. And to be honest, 1'd like that, too."

She was admitting that's what she wanted? " That's grest!"

She smiled wigtfully. "It's not quite that smple. First of dl, I'm not sureit would work, physicdly. | havea
lot of painin my hipsand legs, and I'm not very flexible anymore. It might hurt too much to work, and if it
did, you'd haveto bewilling to give up.”

He was tempted to do the meaningless reassurance act, the way he might with awoman who was
worrying about some issue that would never arisein ahundred years. But Nik was serious, and her
disease wasred, even though he didn't understand it. He owed her sincerity in return. "There are lots of
positions we can try. I'm sure we can find one that works."

But could they? And how would it be to make love with someone who had such limits? He was used to
reasonably lithe partners, and to changing positions based on what would bring the most pleasure, not
what would hurt the least. Would it still bring him the hit of freedom and blissthat he counted on?
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"But if we couldn't?" she asked quietly. "Would you accept my word on that? Because | can't try unless
I'm sure of that.”

His mouth dried and he nodded soberly. Something alot like dread crowded into hisgut. "I'll do what
you say, Nik. | don't want to cause you pain.”

She nodded, looking as solemn as hefdt. "Also, | have trouble deeping, so you'd have to go home
afterwards.”

No way! Sleeping with awoman - especidly anew woman he wanted as much as he wanted Nik - was
an essentid part of making loveto her. Holding her while she dept, enjoying how shelooked when she
didn't know he was watching, arousing her dl over again and then satisfying her - he couldn't give up any
of that. "What if | promiseto leaveif you redly need meto?'

Shedidnt like that option, but finally agreed. "This might be amistake, but | guess| haveto trust you to
some extent.”

That wasadap in the face, but he didn't let himself react to it. After amoment, she said, "It'll probably
just bethisonce, but just in case-"

"It'll be more than once." Right now, he couldn't imagine ever not wanting her, but it would eventudly
happen. It dways did. But with Nik, it wouldn't be very soon.

She looked a him with wide startled eyes. "Well, if you're right, you'd have to accept my limits. | can't
lose too much deep, or - um - expend too much energy. So it would have to be only onceinawhile."”

Another condition he wouldn't accept. When he needed awoman like he needed Nik, every night was
the only frequency his system could tolerate. Carefully, he said, "'l think that's something well haveto
work out together at the time. Exhausting you or making you sick won't do me any good, and I'm sure
we can find aworkable solution.”

Hewasn't al that sure, actudly, but he wasn't going to blow his chance with her over some hypothetica
issue. She shook her head. "Don't think you're fooling me. Y ou think you'll agreeto the easy stuff and let
everything eseride, assuming I'll be too hooked on you to ingst on doing things my way later. You're
wrong, for the very smple reason that we're not talking about my preferences here. We're talking about
my hedlth, and that's something | don't play gameswith. | can't afford to." She paused, and her eyes
drilled into his. "So get it through that thick head of yoursright now that you're not in charge. | am, and
unless| fed confident that you're going to respect my needs and limitations, nothing's going to happen
here"

She was smply being too pushy, and way too insulting. He wouldn't takeit. "Y ou're right, Nik. Nothing's
going to happen here - because I've taken all theinsults| intend to. Either you're going to open your eyes
and understand that | wouldn't cause you pain for the world - or you can just Sit there al alone and fed
superior about yourself. Your choice." He shut his mouth and waited for her response.

The belligerence disappeared, leaving confusion. "What do you mean?"

Maybe she honestly didn't understand. Do you redly not know me any better than that? 'Y ou admitted
earlier that you knew | wouldn't rape you - why would you think 1'd ignore your physica limitations?
Making love with someone is about bringing them pleasure - | can't do that if I'm also causing you pain.”
Knowing it wouldn't mean much to her, but still needing to say it, he added, "Believe me, | don't confuse
pleasure and pain.”



Her forehead furrowed and regret darkened her eyes. "I didn't mean it likethat. | just -" Sheworried at
her bottom lip for amoment before continuing. ™Y ou aways seem so positive that what you want isthe
right thing, and you keep pushing at every limit | try to set.”

Hefdt himself begin to rdlax. Maybe thiswould work out, after al. "That's because you set limitsto keep
me from getting closeto you, and | want to get closeto you. | have no problem with limitations based on
your hedth."

She thought that through and findly asked, "And that's why you said what you did about not staying al
night?"

He nodded. "Right. | want to deep with you dmost as much as | want to make loveto you. But if it
proved to be aproblem, I'd leave." Only after held exhausted every other possibility he could imagine,
but he would go.

Suddenly, waiting even another few minutes seemed impossible. "Nikolia, | know it's hard for you to trust
me, but | won't disappoint you. | swear I'll take care of you and do everything within my power to make
thingsright for us. Please, let me make loveto you tonight.”

Her tongue peeked out between her teeth as she considered his words. Findly she nodded.

**

Nik'sinsdes were trembling. She'd actually agreed to go to bed with Bill! She guessed sheld known she
would. Sheld needed to make the Situation clear to Bill, but fighting the attraction between them wasjust
too hard to continue forever.

She didn't know what happened now, though. Did they simply stand up and go into the bedroom
together, like the sensble adults she and Allen had been? Or would Bill dmost literaly sweep her off her
feet, like he used to do?

They'd often walked back to her dorm room together, after meeting for coffee or a shared hot fudge
sundae with peppermint ice cream. They'd Sart out with hisarm around her waist and hers around his.
Partway there, hed pause and give her abrief but leisurdly kiss that made her squeeze her eyes shut and
fed liketheluckiest girl on campus. The next time they stopped, held dip his hand under her shirt and cup
her breast while they kissed. By the time they got to her halway, their pauses were lengthy heated
intervals that made her knees wesk.

Her heart stuttering, she redlized that it didn't take desire to weaken her knees these days. Was she crazy
to think this one aspect of her life could be unhindered by fibro?

"Nikolia" Bill'svoice stirred more swirlsin the pit of her somach. He wasright here, inchesfrom her, his
hands extended in invitation.

She offered her hands to him wordlesdy, and he pulled her to her feet. Toe-to-toe, till holding hands,
they kissed, agentle kissthat reminded her of their first kiss, al those years ago.

**

Bill wasdimly aware that he might bein big trouble, but he didn't care. He wasin a zone of blisswith Nik
that was way better than anywhere he'd been before.

Making love was serious business to him. It was so much more than the mindless rel ease that most
people believed it was, and well worth the attention he devoted to it. And tonight was better than that.



Tonight made al the other nights pale by comparison, but he wasn't questioning why. He was too busy
enjoying.
Nik was deeping now, and he should be, too. Instead, he was watching her deep, noticing how much

younger shelooked, and redlizing that her now-norma haf-frown must be the result of the pain shed
mentioned. That thought threstened to spoil his pleasure, so he pushed it away before it had the chance.

He pulled the sheet down afew inches so he could see her body. He loved women's bodies, dl their
curves and hollows and secret places. Even when hewas physically satisfied like this, he still couldn't
resst the chance to explore.

As gentle and feather-like as his touch was, he woke her. Her first reaction wasto roll toward him, put
her arm around him, and snuggle up close. That ingtantly brought back his desire full force, and he took
the opportunity to step up the assault on her senses. She didn't seem to mind.

**

Nik couldn't seethe clock, but from the dim light filtering into the room through the mostly-closed blinds,
shefigured it was close to morning. Amazing. She'd dept more tonight with Bill here than she did most
nights.

Sheld probably be awake the rest of the night now, but that wouldn't be so bad. Her hipsand legs
weren't aching with the al-too-common toothache-like pain that made her frantic, and having Bill
practicaly cradling her body was oddly comfortable.

Shewouldn't change positions unless she had to. He was degping now, and disturbing him would likely
lead to him wanting to make love again. Not that she had anything againgt theideain genera - shed
thoroughly enjoyed hersdlf each time earlier. But she was afraid she'd pay tomorrow for the semi-
acrobatics, and besides, three timesin asingle night was enough for anyone!

At leadt, that'swhat she kept telling hersdlf.

**

Geez! What was that sound - that blat of noisewith the intengity of abuzz saw drilling into his brain? Bill
opened his eyes, expecting to see something foreign in the room, something that could be causing that
noise.

All he saw was Nik, camly turning over inch-by-inch, asthough in dow-motion. Eventudly, she got onto
her other side and reached for her clock. The noise stopped.

"That was your darm clock?" If so, hewas surprised it didn't wake him when hewasamileaway in his
own gpartment.

"Yeah. It'skind of loud, | know."
Kind of loud didn't cover it. "Y ou don't have aclock radio?"

She seemed to be struggling to sit up, and her answer was somewhat delayed. "With my deep al messed
up likeit iswith fibro, | need aloud darm.” Now, she sarted turning so she could Sit on the edge of the
bed.

Her movements were infinitely cautious, and he realized something waswrong. "Are you okay? Should |
help you up or something?"



"Oh. No," she said, her words punctuated by pants of exertion. "I'm just stiff in the mornings. I'll be better
inawhile." Sheld madeit to the edge of the bed, and she dumped there, looking like she was working up
her nerve to do some impossible task. After afew more seconds, she said, ™Y ou don't have to get up
right away, but you'll need to be ready to leave by ten, when | go to church.”

"I'll just hang out until you get back." He wanted to wrap his arms around her from behind and remind her
just exactly why that was such agood idea, but given her obvious stiffness, maybe she wouldn't
gppreciate the reminder right now.

"You can't do that. | have stuff to do today." She didn't sound sorry about it, nor even like she wanted
him to think she was sorry.

Hed give her another chance. Y ou can do stuff with me around. I'll even help, if | can.”
She shook her head. "1 need to be done.” Still no hint of regret or willingness to compromise,

With another woman, held put his hand on her arm and pull her around to face him. But that might hurt
Nik, so instead he got out of bed and sat on the floor in front of her. He was nicely positioned between
her and the bathroom, and she wasn't going anywhere until he decided to let her. "In other words, you

got what you wanted out of this, and | should buzz off before | annoy you?"

She sat up straighter. "That'snot it. | told you | can't do anything to jeopardize my hedth.”

"And how would having me around jeopardize your hedth?' Hed like her reason to be that his presence
would tempt her to ignore her chores, but he doubted that would turn out to beit.

"l do alot of meditating on weekends, and | can't do that with anyone around.” Her answer wasn't as
grudging as he'd expected, so maybe he'd been wrong about her attitude.

He shrugged. "Okay. Well, | usualy spend time at the athletic club working out on Sundays. | can do that
whileyou meditate.

Her eyes darted around the room, and he knew he was about to hear more excuses. "L ook, last night
was great, but | don't redly think | could take another night like that right away. Maybe next weekend -"

He cut her off. "Next weekend'sahell of along time from now. If last night was too much for you, just
tell me and well figure out how to makeit essier.”

Shesighed. "It wasn't too much. It'sjust -"

He gritted histeeth. "I told you, Nik. Don't set arbitrary limits. Trust me to be willing to work things out
with you. If your body can't handle making love so many times, well ded withit." How, he couldn't
imagine, but held figure something out.

She looked doubtful. "1 don't see why you're wasting your time on me. Other women don't have these
problems.”

"They're dso not you, Nikolia" Because held been with alot of women and knew how they thought, he
added, "I'm not saying I'll necessarily want to be with you forever, but I'm with you now because of you,
not becauseit's convenient.” He smiled at her and caressed her leg. "Comeon. I'll let you get your chores
done, and welll have agood timein between.”

She softened alittle. "Give me until seven o'clock.”



He suspected that was about asfar as she'd go. "Make it six, and I'll take you anywhere you want for
dinner.”

Shelaughed. "Y ou don't want to eat at the kind of places| dareto go."
"Try me" hesaid, willing her with hiseyesto trust him thet far.
With asmile, shewarned him, "Y ou'll be sorry."

Not a chance.

CHAPTER FIVE

Nik blew her breath out and grimaced. Bill didn't belong in the middie of her visudization of the deep
blue waters of Crater Lake! Not when the point of the whole exercise wasto relax and | et the menta
vacation loosen her dways-tight muscles!

Why was he interested in her? It couldn't smply be the need for conquest - not after last night. And she
didn't like womanizers, so it made no sensefor her to find him so attractive. Yet -

Y et nothing. Thiswas her menta and physical exercisetime, and if she couldn't succeed a mental
exercise today, she'd darn well do agood job of the physical.

Firdt, afew minutes more of stretching. She'd started the session with some smpleflexibility work, and
now she repested the same exercises before increasing the pace and working up alight swest.

Then, onto the bike for twenty minutes, starting with no resistance and increasing it anotch every five
minutes. That would get her full attention. She couldn't keep wondering about Bill's motives while she
struggled and swesated.

She could, however, wonder what he was doing right now. Was he at the athletic club? What kind of
exercise did he do? He didn't have big bulky muscles, but the muscles were there, and they were strong.
His body was more sculpted now than it had been, too.

He'd changed in other ways since college, too. Hed aways been brash and charming, but he was
smoother and more sure of himsalf now. And histechnique in bed had definitely improved -

That was enough of that! She had at least alittle salf- control, and wallowing in endless mental replays of
last night wasn't something she would alow. She needed to stay as objective as possible about this
dfair.

She had to. It wouldn't last, and she couldn't let its end throw her into amagjor flare or down cycle.

**

Bill certainly wouldn't have chosen this humongous salad bar as aplace to take adate, but he enjoyed his
dinner. Nik stuck amost entirely to the most hedlthy ingredients, while he was an equal-opportunity diner
- plenty of fresh salad, but also aloaded baked potato, chili, and a big make-your-own sundae of frozen

yogurt and severa toppings.

He had second thoughts about the sundae when he saw Nik eyeing it as though she wanted to rip it out
of hishands. "Should | not et thisin front of you?"'

She managed asmadl amile. "No, it'sokay. I'll make asmal onefor mysdf, and that'll take care of my
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Sweet tooth." She went off then, returning in aminute with amuch smaler and less gooey dish.

He still felt awkward about it, so aminute later he said, "1 guess | ought to know some specifics about the
diet youreon. It lookslike you edt alot of vegetables and very littlefat - isthat right?

She nodded. "Not much mest, either, and in generd, foods that aren't highly-processed. It'sa
trial-and-error thing with me, mostly, and | can eat small amounts of thingsthat aren't good for me, as
long as my fibro's reasonably under contral. | dso take al sorts of nutritional supplements and vitamins -
probably fifty pillsaday - because my system gets out of whack easly.”

"What do you eat normaly?'

"Nutrition drinks or yogurt a couple of timesaday, and typicaly homemade soup and sdad for dinner.”
Shewrinkled her nosein distaste. "I get pretty bored with the same stuff al the time, but finding new
reci pes takes more effort than I'm willing to spend onit.”

He opened his mouth to say he'd cook her dinner, but decided he should find something he could safely
make for her first. "Can you drink acohol ?

She shrugged. "It'sthe same as everything ese. | can handle alittle, oncein awhile." She looked down at
her nearly-untouched sundae. "I'm sorry. | know thisisn't very much fun for you."

What was she talking about?"'I'm having agood time. Aren't you?"

"Sure" Shewaved ahand at the utilitarian dining room surrounding them. "This can't be the kind of place
you normally frequent, though.”

"Widl, no," he admitted. "Although it kind of reminds me of the main cafeteria back at school.”

She chuckled. "Exactly. Maybe now you'll believe mewhen | say you don't want to go the kind of places
| dare et at.”

She dtill didn't get it. He shook his head. "Not a chance, Nikolia. | want to be with you, and aslong as
you'rewith me, I'm happy."

Shedidn't believe him, but he didn't redlly care. He knew it wastrue.

For now.

Funny. That wasthefirgt time held had to remind himsdlf that hisinterest in awoman would only be
temporary.

**

When her lunchtime meditation/rest break on Monday |eft her neck and shoulders il feding like they
were caught in avise grip, Nik had to admit what her body wastelling her. Two nightsin arow with Bill
was pushing her limits, and another one would probably throw her completely out of balance.

She dreaded having to explain that to Bill. He claimed he wouldn't have a problem accepting restrictions
basad on her hedlth, but she didn't believe him. He liked having his own way too much.

She cdled him the minute she got home, hoping to catch him before he came over. His answering
machine picked up and shetold it, "Bill, thisisNik. Y ou can't come over tonight. I'mtired and in pain,
and what | need isaquiet evening by mysdf. I'm sorry." She purposefully didn't say that she most likely
needed several nights of rest to recover enough to spend another night with him. Hed never be able to



leave that kind of statement unchallenged.

She knew better than to do what she wanted to right now - crawl into bed and stay there until morning.
Instead, she exercised, concentrating on her stretching exercises. They were the most critical, and she
didn't dare skip them even one night. The bike was another matter. It would be too exhausting.

She had no appetite, but forced hersalf to zap amug of soup in the microwave and to pour herself alarge
glass of filtered weter. She ate mechanically, trying not to fed sorry for hersdlf.

The attempt was doomed. She couldn't help comparing tonight to last night, and thisdinner to
yesterday's. How rotten did her life have to be, anyway? By some miracle, she actualy had alover for
thefirs timein years, and her body wouldn't even et her make the mogt of it. It wasn't like Bill was going
to stick around, day after day and week after week, waiting for her to be strong enough to have sex with
him. His appetite was too strong to put up with that for long, even if he would otherwise bewilling to do
that.

And after heleft, what? A whole lifetime of nights spent alone and miserablelikethis, that'swhat. It just
wasn't fair!

**

Bill told himsdlf that Nik was playing hard-to-get again. She wasn't sick. She just wanted to regain the
upper hand in their redationship. Sheld given in too easily over the weekend, and now sheintended to
make him pay. Well, hed see about that.

But the hollow fedling inside his gut made the drive to her house seem endless, and the wait before she
answered the door panic-inducing.

And once he saw her, there was no question about it. She was sick. She leaned most of her weight on
the doorframe, but still barely seemed able to stand, and her skin appeared chalky. "I left you a
message,” she said, too weakly to be called awhine.

He spun the truth alittle. "1 was worried about you. | wanted to make sure you didn't need anything.”

She gingerly shook her head an inch or two in each direction. "Oh, no. I've got everything | need.
Thanks"

She started to close the door, and he stopped it with his hand. "Since I'm here, could | comein?I'd like
to know more about your illness.”

Her forehead creased as though his request put an intolerable burden on her. "1'm not going to change my
mind about you staying. And | redly am sick, so don't give me any crap about cultivating a positive
mentd attitude.” The flatness made her voice sound eerily robotic.

Hefdt the need to defend himself againgt her unfair assumptions, but now wasn't the time to argue with
her. "'l believeyou, Nikolia. I'm only asking so | can understand better.”

She sighed and took her weight off the door. ™Y ou can't stay long. | need to rest.”

He stepped inside and dipped his arm around her waist. "I'll leave when you ask. Let'sgo sit down - or
would you rather lie on your bed?

She hdf-snorted. "Theliving roomwill befine



He helped her to her recliner, doing most of the work and being amazed at how fragile her body fdlt. It
was the same body held spent many of the last forty-eight hours making loveto - how could it fed so
different now? She lowered hersdf cautioudly into her chair, her breath catching suddenly a couple of
times.

The hollow feding in his gut worsened, sending achill al theway to hisheart. "Can | get you something
to drink - or anything - before | sit down?'

"No," she said, her voice barely louder than abreath. "Just tell me what you want to know."

"I want to know what hurts." The words were out before he realized what he was saying. He didn't want
to know that! He didn't want to hear about pain! Or see pain - or even know that it existed. No more.
Never. HEd geared hiswhole adult life to avoiding every aspect of pain - menta and emotiond, aswell
asphysical.

He ought to take back hiswords. And leave. Leave before he saw any more.

But it was dready too late. Hed seen her like this, and now she wastelling him about it. "Everything
hurts." She curled her lipsup in asad attempt at asmile. "Serioudy. | don't remember what | told you
before, but fibromyal giamakes my muscles ache congtantly. It's kind of like having abad case of theflu
al thetime - or amongter hangover. But normaly, the pain'sat alevel | can mostly ignore, or control
with my various relaxation techniques.”

"But you can't do that now," he said, not needing to ask.

"No," she said, with another of her mini-head shakes. It probably hurt to move her head more than that
much. "They don't know what causes fibro, nor even what makesit worse in general, but one of the
problemsisthat lack of deep makesthe symptomsworse, and the symptoms makeit particularly hard to
et restful deep.”

Guilt stabbed him in the gut, nearly making him wince out loud. "And | didn't let you get enough deep
over the weekend. Geez, Nik, I'm sorry. | -"

She lifted afinger to stop hiswords. "It's my fault more than yours. I know how much deep my body
needs, and | thought | was getting the bare minimum. Besides, | dept more hours at astretch than |
usudly do, and | figured that would give me alittle cushion.”

He remembered waking her Saturday night, smply because he couldn't stand to keep his handsto
himsdlf. "Still, you told me how important it wasthat | let you deep.”

Her amilethistime looked morered. "I didn't mind that you didn't.”

Hewasn't going to follow that train of thought. Getting turned on al over again wasn't going to do either
of them any good. "What do you do now? Try to catch up on your rest?"

"Y eah, dthough when I'm like this, my deepiseven lessrestful than usud. 1t take me severd days of
doing nothing except work, but eventualy | should be back to ground-zero.”

"Work?Y ou're not going to work when you're like this, are you?' Theideawas ludicrous.

Shesghed. "I haveto, Bill. My career isredly important to me, and if | stayed home every time my fibro
wasn't under perfect control, I'd spend more time at home than at work."

"But you'l just makeit worse!"



"Not redly. Besides, if | stayed home, I'd get depressed about it, and that's much worse for me than
this." She seemed to search hisface for afew seconds, then added, "Depression is a problem for most
peoplewith fibro. It normally isn't for me, and | try extra hard to avoid it, because I've seen how
damaging it can be. People just give up sometimes. They figure fibro's not curable, so they can't possibly
have any sort of reasonable life with it. That's not the way | want to live my life.”

He understood more than he wanted to about people giving up. "Okay. | can buy that. But I'd liketo
help. What can | do?'

"Just don't hasde me about spending the night. I'll tell you when I'm ready. Okay?!

He sighed. Hed Ieft himself open for that one. "Sure. And I'll bet you'd like meto leave now, wouldn't
you?’

Her nod was grateful. "I'm sorry, but yes."
On the way to the front door, he leaned over and kissed her cheek. "Take care, Nikolia"

He should run asfast as he could away from her. He always kept the women he dept with at a careful
distance. He didn't want to know about their troubles, nor share hiswith them.

Instead, he walked dowly to hiscar, wishing he didn't haveto go at al.

CHAPTER SIX

Nik took adeeping pill before going to bed. She hated the drugged morning-after feding sheldd have
tomorrow, but she needed as good a night's deep as she could manage.

One of the theories about fibro said that everyone's muscles devel oped smadll strains or tears during their
daily activities. Thetearsin norma people's bodies were repaired during the degpest most restorative
phase of deep - aphase fibro sufferers, including Nik, spent little or no timein. Sleeping pillsdidn't
induce natural deep, but they were her only option at timeslike these.

Actudly, shewas lucky to not need deeping pills every night, as well as antidepressants every day to
elevate her mood. Many people with fibro were basicaly disabled by the disease and lived lives of
endless misery. She credited her diet and exercise habits, dong with alot of luck, for escaping that fate.

So far. Shereminded hersdf that, just because sheld managed to continue working and having a
somewhat-normal life for two and ahdf years, she wouldn't necessarily be that fortunate long-term. And
if that ever happened, sheld redlize darn quick how shalow dl thisworrying about her affair with Bill
was.

It wouldn't be permanent, and there was no point wishing it would be. He'd get tired of her disease, and
redigticaly, she had to wonder if sex was something sheld have elther the strength or interest for infive or
ten years.

No. The only sensible thing wasto enjoy the time she had with him, and to store up memories of what it
was liketo have alover.

**

Bill couldn't stand fedling helpless. That's what had been the worst asakid. Hed lain therein the
darkness of the room he shared with George, whimpering after being beaten despite his best effortsto be
quiet, knowing that Pop would take his anger out on Manext. And knowing he couldn't do anything to
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sopit.

Hewas hdlpless again. Thisfibro-whatchamacdlit of Nik'swasn't smply an impediment to fully enjoying
being with her. It was his past thumbing its nose a him, saying, "Y ou think you're so hot. Y ou think
you've left your childhood traumas behind. Fat chance! Let's see you dedl with thigl”

He made it through Monday night somehow. When he drove into the lot at work on Tuesday, he
checked for Nik's car. It wasn't there, but he was early, so he refused to worry. At nine- thirty, he
decided to walk to the convenience store, knowing that if her car wasn't in thelot, hed end up at her
house.

Her car wasthere, but that didn't tell him how she felt today. HEd stop by her office on the way back to
his. Maybe he could pick up something at the store for her - but what? Even when she was fedling okay,
shedidn't eat the sugary and salty snacksthey sold there. But how about bottled water?

Forget it. If he couldn't take her something more exciting than bottled water, he wouldn't take her
anything. In fact, forget the whole trip to the stupid store. It had only been an excuse, in thefirst place.

Hewent straight back to his office. Every few minutesal day, he thought about calling her. Or sending
her email. Or coming up with an excuse to go see her, or someone on her hall.

But, redly, Nik wasn't hisresponsibility. She knew how to take care of hersdf at timeslikethis, and
there was no point pretending they had afuture together.

**

Nik gripped the handles of the exercise bike alittle harder. Just two more minutes. She could do it. She
wasn't even using any resistance tonight!

Darn good thing. Each push of the pedals made her pant with exertion, and she wasn't entirely sure she
could last. But it wasn't two minutes any longer - only about ninety seconds. Sheld make it. Sheld made it
through work today, after al - alittle better than she'd expected, actualy.

And if she lasted thefull five minutes shedd assigned hersdf tonight, she could have her after-dinner tregt.
A normal person might not think a one-inch square piece of chocolate was abig deal, but Nik was not a
normal person. Her lifewas so full of things she couldn't do, and others that she had to and didn't want
to, that she'd long since decided she needed atiny indulgence on aregular basis. A square of chocolate -
redly good chocolate - or aspoonful of snfully rich ice cream was her indulgence. Sheonly had it on
nights when she'd eaten right dl day and done her bike riding.

The chocolate would be particularly appreciated tonight. She still resented missing time with Bill because
of this damn disease, and while atiny piece of chocolate was no match for anight spent in hisarms, it
was at least something. Maybe she'd save it to enjoy just before bedtime.

Beep, beep, beep! That was the timer - sheld done it! She sagged on the bike for afew seconds to catch
her breath, then stood for her cool-down gtretching. Shejust did the minimum number of al the stretches
tonight, then wrapped abig towel around hersalf and lay on the mat to rest. She set the timer for five
minutes, knowing she might otherwisefal adeep.

When it went off, she went to the kitchen and filled amug with soup. As she was zapping it inthe
microwave, she noticed the message light blinking on her answering machine. She pushed the Play
button, wondering where her mind had gone. She should have remembered that Neal would be checking
in, snce she hadn't cdled him in severd days.



But it wasn't Nedl. "Hi, Nik. ThisisBill. I've been worrying about you today, and | hope you're feding
better than last night. | - uh, well, you probably don't fed like talking, but it would be greet if you'd call.”
He paused and she thought maybe held hung up without saying goodbye, but then he continued, "No
pressure or anything. I'd just like to know how you are.” Another pause, followed by, "Byefor now."

She stared at the answering machine, suddenly emotiond. It was so sweet of him to call! He couldn't
know how awful it wasto be afreak like this, and yet he was being amazingly supportive about
everything. Maybe he wasn't as shalow as his reputation said he was.

Or maybe he just wanted to keep on her good side, and figured that pretending to vaue her asahuman
being was agood way to do that. He was a smart guy. He'd know she didn't exactly have guyslined up
waiting to take his place as her lover. He could tell that fibro was the dominant thing in her life, and he'd
know that if he acted concerned, she'd eat it right up.

Hewouldn't have to keep the act up for long, anyway. From what she could tell from office gossip, it
sounded like two weeks was about as long as he ever lasted with awoman. So he was probably looking
for one more weekend before he moved on to greener pastures.

Damn him. And damn her stupid diet, too. She ate her mug of soup, then took the carefully-wrapped bar
of chocolate out of the refrigerator and into the living room with her. She ripped the paper off the bar and
glared at it. How dare it be more than half-gone? Well, no matter. It was till alot more than the paltry
sguare she dlowed hersdf to have.

She broke off asquare precisdy and placed it on her tongue. It melted dowly, filling her mouth with a
rich creamy sweetness that wouldn't be here today and gone next week. When she'd eaten that square,
she popped the next oneinto her mouth. And then another and another, even though the taste of
chocolate became overwhelming. By the time she ate the last square, she was ready to swear sheld never
want a piece of chocolate againin her life,

If only it was possible to overdose on Bill!

**

Bill wasticked off. Hed stayed home all evening, waiting for Nik to call - but had she? Not even a
two-second thanks-for- caling-I'm-okay call.

The bitch was home, too - and perfectly capable of talking on the phone. He knew that because he'd
gotten abusy signa when he cadled back. He called back twice, actualy.

Okay then. Sheld shot her dlotment of phone calls and messages not returned. Bill Adams didn't waste
time on women who couldn't be bothered to call him back. He didn't haveto.

Cometo think of it, Nik had been trying to dump him from before the beginning. Shetried that ice-bitch
act, and when it became apparent her bloodstream was more molten lavathan ice- water, she switched
to playing the sickie. She got to call dl the shots because of her hedth.

What aload of bull! He guessed sheredly did have thisfibro-thing and it was probably pretty
unpleasant, but she'd been active enough in bed over the weekend. Not like Jade, of course. Jade
thought sex didn't count unless you ended up with a couple of sore musclesthe next day from dl the
weird positions she dreamed up. Nik wasn't like that, but she wasn't one of the
lie-there-and-think-of-England types, either.

But if shedidn't want to be with him, that was just fine with him. Hed been nice up to now, figuring



maybe he owed her something from before, but no more. Hed go hisway, and she could go hers.

**

By Thursday morning, Nik knew she was going to be okay. She just needed to flush the remains of last
night's deeping pill out of her system, and then sheld be pretty much back to normal.

She finished her email about nine-thirty, and got up for her first short break of the day. She took the
pitcher from her officeto the kitchen to fill it with water from the cooler. The cooler was one of thelittle
features she liked so much about A- W. DesignTek was a much bigger company and was well-known
for caring about its employees, but the only drinks they supplied were coffee and tea. Water was much
hedthier.

Two AA'swere aready there, whispering and giggling a one of the tables. Phyllis, the assstant who
covered Nik's group, waved her over. "Nik, come herefor asec. You've got to hear this."

The other one, Abby, looked alittle dubious, but Phyllissaid, "It's okay. Nik knows about Bill." When
Abby didn't speak, she said, "Tdl Nik what you told me."

Abby said, "Well, you know how perfectly groomed Bill dwaysis? And how polite?' Nik nodded, and
Abby continued, "He sureisn't either today! | wasjust over in the other building doing this big copying
and collating job for Mr. Worthington. On the way back, | wasin the middle of the courtyard with this
big stack in my arms when Bill burst in the door from the parking lot. He ran right smack into me, and he
didn't even stop. Hejust kind of staggered a couple of steps and took off toward his office - no apology,
no helping mewith al the copies| dropped, no nothing.”

"Hewasjust getting in? It's nine-thirty." A-W had flexible work hours, but virtualy everyone got in by
nine

Abby nodded. "And that's not all - it looked like held shaved in the dark, and he didn't smell so great.”
She wrinkled her nose, remembering. " That same cologne he aways wears, but way more of it than
normd, and | think liquor under that."

"You'reright. That doesn't sound like Bill." If he smelled like held just Ieft another woman's bed, she
wouldn't have been surprised - hurt, yes, but not surprised.

Phyllissmiled in ady way, reminding Nik that Bill had never gpproached her. "He obvioudy got drunker
than usud last night, and I'll bet he's been puking hisguts out dl morning. | still wonder why Mr.
Worthington promoted him..."

Abby jumped to his defense. Nik was ashamed of assuming that was because Abby was till hopeful of
getting his attention someday. "He's very good technicaly and his presentations are nearly asgood as
Scott's, and he's only been doing them a couple of months." With alittle less assurance, she added, "And
maybe it wasn't liquor | smelled. Maybe he hasthe flu - you know how the engineers drag themselvesin
to work when any three-year-old would know they should stay in bed."

Phyllissmiled in asuperior way. "Bill'sathree-year- old, al right - athree-year-old with an adolescent's
fixation on sex. Any woman who goes out with him should have her head examined.” She sailed out of
the room.

Nik knew shewas right. Even so, she couldn't help hoping he wasn't through with her yet.

**



Bill jerked hishead up off hisdesk. It would bejust hisluck for Scott to come waltzing in while he was
dying likethis. The dweeb'd dmost certainly never been hung over in hiswhole pathetic life, and hed just
loveto find Bill splatted Al over hisdesk likethis.

Not that the guy would do anything about it. That was part of what pissed Bill off about him so much. He
was so reasonable, so businesdike, so damn nice dl thetime. Even when Bill'd goneway over theline
that time last summer, Scott was reasonable. Hed pushed back, but then hed had to. And ever Since, it
was like al that hadn't happened, like it waslike it had been before, when they just couldn't stand each
other. How could he be so cool about what Bill had done?

Oh, geez. Using hisbrain made him fed like throwing up again. Why hadn't he died dready? Part of the
problem wasthat held started out drinking scotch, and when he emptied that bottle, he'd switched to
rum. The rest of the problem was that he'd had at |east a half-dozen drinks, and he doubted that any of
them was as small asadrink in abar would have been.

And the thing was, he couldn't remember why he'd poured that first drink. He'd been on the way out,
trying to decide which of the women he used to date to drop in on first. The odds were pretty good he
could find awilling woman without much trouble, and he was sure anight with any one of them would
take care of thislingering thing he had for Nik.

Instead, he'd spent the rest of the night in his gpartment, pacing and tossing back liquor. He hadn't been
thishung over inyears.

Wasthistheway Nik fdt dl the time? She'd compared fibro to abad case of flu or amonster hangover,
after all.

No. She couldn't fed likethisal thetime and still be dive. But maybe this was how sheld been feding on
Monday.

Maybe on Tuesday, too. Maybe that's why she hadn't called back.

If that was the case, he shouldn't just write her off. Sheld said it would take her afew daysto get back to
normal. Tomorrow was Friday, so she'd had her few days.

He reached for the phone and punched in her extension. When she answered, he said, "'I'm coming over
tomorrow night."

Shewas quiet a couple of seconds and his head started pounding harder. If she said no -
Shesaid, "Okay."

CHAPTER SEVEN

Nik waswaiting for Bill by five-forty-five on Friday. She'd done her stretching, eaten her soup, and
showered. He probably wouldn't be here anytime soon, but she hadn't asked him what time and was
unreasonably paranoid about him catching her in her ratty leotard.

He arrived five minutes later, carrying aleather duffel bag. "I didn't go to the store because | wasn't sure
what you'd want to est. | figured you'd probably eaten aready and I'd wait and go in the morning.”

Hetaked like he was moving in! She focused on the safer part of his comment. "1 have plenty of food.”
Assuming that oodles of the same few ingredients were dl anyone wanted.

He checked out her body from top to bottom criticaly, not like he had alot of interest in touching it. "Are
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you okay?Youredill alittle pde.

"I'mfine. Asfineas| get, anyway." She practically mumbled thelast part, hating to say it, but knowing
they both had to keep it in mind. When was he going to kiss her? He wouldn't be here with plansto stay
overnight if he'd been serioudy put off by her fibro flaring up.

"We should st down," he said abruptly. " Standing must tire you out.”

She led theway to the living room, reminding hersdlf that he wastrying to be considerate. She sat on the
sofa, hoping held sit next to her. He didn't. He perched on the straight chair with the embroidered seat
cushion. She couldn't remember the last time anyone had sat there. What was going on?

All of asudden, helooked straight a her and blurted, " So isthere some limit on how many timeswe
make love, or isit morethat I've got to et you get abunch of deep, or - | don't know - maybe only do
certain positions, or what?'

She stopped her laugh just in time. He wouldn't like her laughing at him, but it was such ardief to know
what was bothering him. "'Isthat what's worrying you?"

He nodded. "'l don't want you getting sick again, and | know you'll probably say | should just settle for
Seeing you once in awhile, but that's no good. So what | figureisthat if you tell me what's cool and
what's not, we can stay within your limitsand | can till be with you every night.”

"Every night?' Asridiculous astheideawas, shefdt ajolt of pleasure deep indgde. "Therésnoway | can
handle every night."

Hedidn't challenge her, just said, "The weekends, then.” Likeit wasn't negotiable. Like thiswas only one
of many weekendsto come.

Sheld pretend aong with him for now. It felt great, even when she knew it was just pretense. "Only two
nights. Y ou leave Sunday when | go to church.”

He nodded. "But what about the rest of it?"

He wanted her to say how many timesthey should have sex? Try acouple of million or so. She shook
her head. "Sorry, | can't give you an answer on that. It'sal going to depend on how | fed - just like
everything elsein my life. Fibro's not like a piece of software, where you plug in the same dataand you
get the same answer back every time. It's more like a pseudo-random number generator. Y ou know
there's an dgorithm creating the numbers, so they're not truly random, but you can't tell what it is."

"But that doesn't make any sense! You do dl that specid stuff - it must have some effect!”

It was no surprise that he didn't understand. She barely did. "Of courseit has an effect. If | atethekind
of things| likedl thetime, I'd be alot worse. But | never know aheed of time how I'll fed on any
particular day - and even sometimeswhen | think I'm okay, | get exhausted dl of asudden. So we just
have to wait and see how it goes.”

Hefrowned. "But you might end up getting Sck again.”

"I might. But if were sensible about thingsand | take it easy on Sunday, | ought to be okay." She hoped.
Anyway, it was her health she was putting at risk, S0 it was her business.

"Y ou've got to promiseto tel meif something | do'stoo much.”



This gitting across the room from each other dedl was getting to her. "Y ou'd have to do something before
it could be too much." His eyebrows went sky-high. " Serioudy, | should befine, and I'll tell you if I'm
not." She'd never thought she'd need to be forward with Bill, but apparently she did. "There are better
things we could be doing right now, if you ask me."

The next second, before she even redlized held moved, he stood in front of her and offered her his hand.
"Then let'sdo them.”

**

Bill was having a perfectly lovely dream when he became aware of the noise. The dream was about Nik,
and some of the things they'd done last night, and some of the other onesthey hadn't had timefor. The
noise was nowhere near as pleasant - a scritchy scraping sound that wasn't rhythmic enough to be
meachinery, but likewisewasn't anaturd part of the environment.

Wherewas it coming from? He sat up and looked around the darkened room, but he aready knew it
was farther away than that. Maybe outside? He dipped out of bed and pulled acorner of the shade out
just far enough to peek.

Ah-hal Ned was out thereraking! And it was full daylight aready, not somewhere around dawn, like
he'd guessed. Held dept |ater than usud - at least later than when he hadn't been drinking the night
before.

He glanced back at the bed. Nik was deeply adeep, and no way would he bother her. Hed had a
chance last night to notice her deeping pattern, and he understood more now what she meant about not
deeping well. Sheld deep lightly for half an hour or an hour, then wake up and not fal back adeep for a
considerable period of time.

He had to admit held thought that was convenient, early in the night. He didn't have to fed guilty about
waking her, yet he had the benefit of extra chancesto play. But held eventually gotten tired and goneto
deep himsdlf, and he remembered just enough of the rest of the night to know that she/d continued in her
restless pattern for severa hours at least.

So, he'd get dressed and help Neal with the yard work while Nik dept. Ned greeted him with no
surprise whatsoever. "Hey, Bill. Saw your car out front."

"l heard you raking," hereplied. "What can | do to help?”’

He shrugged. "Nothing that | know of. Nik's only got onerake, and raking'sal | was planning to do
today." For asecond, he looked like he was going to make a smart remark about what Bill had obvioudy
been doing earlier, but he got embarrassed suddenly and stared down at the ground.

Geez, he guessed it would be kind of weird to think about your sister in bed with some guy. It had been
weird to think about George with awoman, too, but that was a different kind of weird. Hed aways
found it hard to believe that George could ever act that human.

Helooked around the yard, hoping to notice something he could offer to do. There were severa smal
piles of leaves scattered around the lawn. "What happens with the leaves? Put them in trash bags or
something?'

Neal looked relieved to make it past the awkwardness. "Y eah. Y ou could get some out. They'rein the
garage, on ashelf near the furnace.”

He found them without a problem - no surprise, given how well-organized the double-wide garage was.



He looked around for another tool he could usein place of arake, but didn't find anything. Oh well, he
hed his hands.

Not agood choice, he learned afew minutes later when he discovered just how soggy and nasty these
leaves were. Hed survived much worsein hislife, though, so didn't let it deter him.

Nedl appeared next to him awhilelater, saying, "Let me help finish thisup. I've got some coffeein the car
that we can share after.” They dragged the leavesinto the garage and Nea muttered, "I'll haveto
remember to come by and put these out Thursday."

"Thursday?' When Ned nodded, Bill said, "I'll doit. Where do they go?"

Ned pointed to the intersection of this cul-de-sac and the dead-end street through the neighborhood.
"Along the curb on thisside of the street. Y ou're sure you don't mind?”

He shrugged. "Nah. | probably live closer than you." Plus, maybe he could talk Nik into arting the
weekend early. Now that he wasn't working, he noticed the chill of the early-fall morning. 'Y ou said
something about coffee?’

"Y eah, comeon." Ned led the way to the dmost-new SUV parked next to Bill's car and hit a button on
hiskey ring to unlock al the doors. They climbed in and Neal picked up athermos and acar mug from
between the seats. "Y ou'll have to drink out of this." He poured coffee into the top of the thermos and
handed it to Bill, then filled hisown mug.

"Thanks." Bill took along warming gulp as he glanced around the plush interior of the car. "'l guessyou
went aong with your old man and took up engineering." He'd be what now? Twenty-three?

Neal barked alaugh. "Hardly. | went to art school - | paint." After abrief pause, hiseyesrolled and he
said, "Oh, you'relooking at the car and thinking I've got money. Not a penny, and it'snot my car.”

Bill waslo4. "It'snot?"

He shook hishead. "Nope. | see Nik hasn't told you - I'm the family disgrace. Not only did | waste my
perfectly-good brain on art school, but to feed and clothe myself until my career takes off, I'm the kept
man of an older woman." Histone of voice was breezy, like the whole thing was hilarious. The defensive
undertone was one that Bill wasintimately familiar with, however. The accept-me-or-screw-you attitude
he'd perfected as akid.

There was no reason for Bill not to accept Ned's choice of lifestyle, so he said, "To each hisown. You
appear to be compensated pretty well."

Neal grinned and relaxed back into his seet. "Oh, thisisjust gravy. Marian'sagreet lady and she's got
this dynamite house on top of amountain. My studio's got aview of Mt & Helensand Mt Adams, and
I'm meeting al the important peoplein the art world in the Northwest. Plus, it's only twenty-five minutes
from Nik, in case she needs something.” That stopped his exuberance dead.

"Doesthat happen often?' The coffeein his ssomach burned like acid.

Neal shook hishead and stared at the dashboard. "Not much, not since she got her fibro under contral.
But | get nervousif she doesn't cdl every few days, and I'm always trying to think ahead and figure out
what | can do to makethings easier for her. Like the yard work, and stocking up on stuff so she doesn't
have to drag so much home from the store.

"She'slucky to haveyou,” hefinaly said. That was much more sensible than the first thing he thought of



saying.
There was no way he was going to volunteer to take over Ned's watchdog duties.

**

Nik lay in bed, hoping she hadn't made abig mistake. Bill was pretty definitely here until tomorrow
morning, and he redlly didn't seem like the you-go-your-way-and-I'll-go-mine kind of guy. He didn't
think they were going to spend the whole day in bed, did he? Even just joined-at-the-hip like she and
Allen had been wouldn't work for her.

But when she opened her eyes and looked around, he wasn't there. It looked like held taken some
clothes out of his bag, too, so maybe she didn't need to worry. Maybe held gone off to do something and
would be back later.

Sheld take advantage of his absence by doing some smple stretching exercises before her shower. She
knew from experience that first thing in the morning wasn't agood time for a serious exercise sesson,
since she woke up 0 gtiff. A little stretching now would improve her flexibility al day, though.

Shefet surprisingly good this morning, probably due to some sound deep toward morning. And that, she
strongly suspected, wasrelated to dl the ddlicious things Bill had done to her body throughout the course
of the night. Sheld have to be careful not to admit that to Bill, though, or he'd think he should stay over
every night.

When she finished her shower and went back into the bedroom to get dressed, Bill wasthere,
half-undressed and obvioudy sweaty. He leered at her. "I hope you appreciate the restraint it took not to
jump into the shower with you."

The ideamade her pulse pound in places she hadn't known had apulse. "Y ou're not usually that
restrained.”

He shrugged lazily, but his eyes were glued to her face. "1 wasn't sureif you'd beuptoit." Asthough that
might be too reveding, he hurried to add, "Besides, | didn't want usto run out of hot water in the middle.
That'sno fun.”

She kept her eyeslocked with his. "That was thoughtful of you." She unwrapped the towel from around
her torso and dropped it on the floor. *Maybe you can show me what you had in mind.”

Therest of his clothes disappeared. "Now? I'm all dirty and sweaty."
Asif she cared. "Now." She nodded and took one step toward him.
She didn't need to take any more.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Bill was no stranger to multi-night deep-overs, and held worked out a system for maximizing the
opportunity to make love and minimizing the wasted time in between. He stuck around aslong asthings
were sexy and playful. The minute they started veering toward the emotiona or the just plain boring, he
remembered an errand he needed to run or something he redlly had to get done at work. That let him
escape for afew hours of blessed freedom. He usualy gave thewoman acal oncein awhileto make
her think that he was missing her. By the time he saw her again, the chemistry was strong enough to carry
them through the next night without difficulties
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But dl that was based on him fegling caged and desperate. With Nik that didn't happen, for the smple
reason that Nik insisted on spending part of the day done. The third bedroom in her place was set up as
an in-home gym, with adesk and filing cabinet added for paying bills. She retreated there before he was
out of the shower on Saturday morning, and spent another hour or more there in the afternoon.

Hedidn't waste histime while she wasin there. In the morning, he bought the ingredients for the pasta
primavera heéd planned for dinner, and in the afternoon, he went to the athletic club for aworkouit.

So maybe they'd spent enough time apart that there was no need for feeling caged. Or maybeit was
Nik's attitude about their relationship. She wasn't like so many of the women he knew, who kept trying to
manufacture an emotiond tie between them that just wasn't there.

Hewasnt likealot of guyswho claim to love awoman smply becauseit's a convenient path to intimacy.
Almost every woman he went out with knew his reputation up-front. He was agreat guy to have fun with
and to have super sex with, but that was it. He never got involved beyond the physical, and hisinterest
never lasted long. Y et women couldn't accept that. Each was determined that she would bethe
exception. She would be the one Bill couldn't get enough of.

Not achance! He had hisreasonsfor being the way he was, and heliked hislifejust fine. Why tie himself
to one woman for decades when he could have a different one every week or two?

Nik didn't have any illusions about where they were headed, and she seemed perfectly okay about it. In
fact, he got theideathat sheld resist any attempt to turn their relationship into something longer-term. He
was astonished at how much more relaxed and comfortable that made spending time with her.

That had to be the only reason Sunday morning came al too quickly for histastes, and why hewas
eagerly anticipating next weekend before he even kissed her goodbye.

What other reason could there be?

**

Nik took it easy on Sunday. She exercised mentally aswell as physicadly, of course, but the rest of time,
sherelaxed. Sheread the Sunday paper, watched alittle TV, and lost herself in abook by afavorite
author that she'd been saving for weeks.

She didn't even cook. There were enough |eftovers from last night's pasta primaverato feed her for a
couple of nights, and sheld eat big sdlads the rest of the week. Maybe if she did that, she'd feel confident
enough about her hedlth to suggest going out to dinner on Saturday.

Assuming Saturday found Bill at her place again. Hed seemed perfectly content with her thisweekend -
and very much interested - but that could change at any moment. A new woman might catch hiseye, or
he might decide that her restrictions were too limiting.

She had to wonder, though. If Bill had been with another woman this weekend, would they have had sex
any more frequently? Or in any more varied positions? She supposed it was possible, though beyond the
reslm of her experience or imagination.

Thiswholeline of thinking was pointless. Proving to hersdlf that Bill wasn't missng anything by being with
her wouldn't make him fed that way, and he was the one who'd eventually ook €l sewhere.

Her job wasto enjoy every minute she had with him, and to not | et hersalf get so hung up on him that she
couldn't stand to lose him.



**

Bill was careful not to mention the leaves al week, not even when he called Nik on Monday night. He
hadn't seen her dl day, and after the way she'd reacted to spending time with him aweek ago, he needed
to make sure shewasal right.

She said she was fine, and her voice sounded normal, so he believed her. He saw her Tuesday at a
meeting, and she seemed perfectly okay then, too. He didn't see her again Wednesday at work, but
decided not to call. She might get the ideathat he spent al histime thinking about her.

It would have been naturd to tell her about the leaves on Saturday, right after held promised Neadl to put
them out on Thursday night. He hadn't done it, though, thinking she might tell him not to bother, that sheld
put the leaves out herself. Somehow, hejust knew that she wouldn't like him hel ping her.

Instead, he simply showed up on Thursday, about the time he expected her to be done with dinner. She
was wearing that form-fitting leotard again, and was shocked to see him. "It'sonly Thursday!"

"I know," he said, with what he hoped was awinning smile. "That'swhy I'm here, actualy. When |
hel ped Ned with the leaves last weekend, he said they needed to be put out on Thursday, and | told him
I'ddoit."

The smiledidn't do the trick. She blew her breath out and shook her head. "I put them out when | got
home. And here | thought Ned wasfindly giving me some credit for being able to take care of mysdf.
Instead, he's got you nursemaiding me, too."

"That'snot it!" he protested, although he couldn't say how redlity was measurably different from her
accusation. "He just said hed come and do it tonight, and | said | lived closer.”

"Of course, neither of you even considered suggesting that | doit." Her glare madeit clear shewas
serioudy annoyed. "They're my leaves, after dl.”

"But they're bulky, and they go way out there." He gestured blindly behind him.
"I know where they go,” shesaid in acrigp voice that cut through him. "1 put them there.”
"But youresick." He knew even before she reacted that he shouldn't have used that argument.

Her voice became even sharper. "I have achronic disease, Bill. Asl've dready explained, | could give
up living because of it, but | choose not to. | chooseto live my life asnormally as| possibly can, and that
includes putting out my own dead leaves. Neal understands better than anyone else how this disease
affects me, but he has a problem with being overprotective. | accept that because he's my brother, andin
some ways, I'm overprotective of him. But you are not my brother, you are my lover. | will not tolerate
you tregting melikeaninvdid.”

Before he could begin to imagine how to dig himsdf out of the hole he was in, she shut the door firmly in
his face and snapped the deadbolt into place.

**

Nik might have overreacted alittle the night before. Bill probably hadn't known how much she hated
Ned doing thingsfor her that she could do herself. She ought to explain why she felt that way.

She couldn't redlly do that at work, but she could be nice and let him know she wasn't still mad. So,
when it cametime for Seth's Friday afternoon staff meeting, she got there afew minutes early and took



the seet next to where Bill had sat the last two weeks. Thiswas only her third staff meeting, so she wasn't
sureif he dways sat there, but the chances of that were pretty good.

He camein with several other people, including Scott. She smiled at the group, and Scott and one of the
other managers greeted her, but Bill didn't even seem to notice. He plunked into a seet on the same side
of thetable as her, but nearly all the way at the other end, and started talking to someone at his end of the
table.

Wéll, she guessed that was clear enough. He was mad at her. He was probably aso through with her, so
she might aswell get used to being done again. She'd known it would happen sooner or later.

Maybe 0, but reminding hersdlf of that did nothing to take away the sting of rgjection. She struggled to
keep on top of the meeting agenda, and to give sensble answers when they discussed assigning some of
her support engineers temporarily to a pre-betatesting blitz. Bill gave ashort update on the developers
progress toward code freeze, and she spent much too much energy trying to decipher histone of voice
and much too little on the content of his report. She learned nothing from the former, and only prayed that
she didn't miss anything important in the latter.

The meseting ran long enough that she only had time for aquick check of her email before leaving for the
weekend. She dmost stayed late to revise the phone duty schedulein light of the testing blitz that would
gtart sometime next week. She needed to know exactly when it would start before she did that, though.
Besides, shewasjust postponing the inevitable - going home and having Bill not show up.

Except he did show up. He walked into her garage right after she parked there, carrying the same leather
duffd from last weekend. His attitude was different, though.

Dangerous. That wasit in one word. Controlled, yet hot. His piercingly-blue eyes were predatory, and
he even walked differently. Likethiswas his garage, and she was his woman, and he could do any damn
thing he wanted.

Shefroze hafway out of the car. Wasthiswhat Bill waslike when he was pissed? Sheld haveto
remember never to make him angry again.

Assuming she survived thistime. She didn't think he was the violent type - correction, shed never seen
sgnsof it before. Now? Well, now, she wasn't so sure.

He dropped his bag on the garage floor, and the noise rang out like a shot. Even though she knew what it
was, her heart kicked into high gear.

He covered the eight or ten feet separating them in three giant steps, then towered over her as she sat on
the seat of the car. "Nikolia," he said, taking her arm firmly but not painfully and pulling her to her feet.
"Here, let me." He pressed the button on the garage door opener she clutched in her right hand, and the
garage door lumbered closed.

The garage seemed dark and claustrophobic now, lit only with one dim bulb. She thought of opening the
door again, but he must have redized sheld do that. He dipped it out of her hand and tossed it onto her
car seat, then moved her enough to close the car door. He stepped even closer and pressed her back
againgt the car. "Nikolia, | can't tell you how happy | am that you don't want meto treat you like an
invdid."

He was happy about that? Then why was he acting so strangely? Before she could ask, he stole her
breath with akiss that felt degper and more intimate than anything they'd donein bed. It gpparently lasted
agood five minutes, since the light connected to the garage door opener turned off before it was over.



Now, she couldn't see anything, not even Bill'sface, and she knew it was only an inch away. Hisvoice
was husky when he continued. "L et metell you about my plansfor tonight, Nikolia. First, well goinside
and I'll make loveto you until you're scresming for release. After that, well go out for alate - probably
quite late - supper at alittle bistro | know, and maybe stop off a aclub to dance abit. Then, I'll bring
you back here-" She could hear the anticipation in hisvoice. "Asfar aswhat happensthen, well, sufficeit
to say that tonight you won't be doing any deeping.”

He punctuated the recital of his planswith another kiss, thisone just aslethal asthefirst one. But thistime
she had something else on her mind. Something that no mind-numbing kiss could erase.

She struggled againgt the kiss, using her handsto push him away. He stopped immediately. "What's
wrong, Nikolia?'

"Your plang! | thought you understood | can't do those thingd!™
"What things?" he asked, way too innocently.
"Any of it! The late supper, for one - the dancing, either. And | certainly can't stay up al night.”

"Why not?" Hisvoice and hiswhole demeanor were wrong. "Y ou're not an invalid, after dl.”

CHAPTER NINE

All of asudden, Bill redized there was more involved here than turning the tables on Nik. Held thought it
would be amusing to take her at her word and act like some overbearing macho type from amovie at the
sametime. He hadn't expected she'd take him serioudly.

And now, he was afraid she might start crying. She'd sounded so distressed when she said she couldn't
go dancing - dancing, for heaven's sake! Asif he had any interest in wasting time on the dance floor when
he could have her naked body next to his.

He could be pretty heartless about women'stears, knowing they were smply tools of manipulation. But if
Nik cried now, she wouldn't be trying to manipulate him. She'd be crying because held pushed too hard
on subjects he knew upset her.

He couldn't et her think he didn't understand. "Nikolia, I'm sorry," he murmured, running hisfinger down
the curve of her cheekbone. "I was only teasing. | wanted you to redlize you can't have it both ways, but
| didn't mean to hurt you."

She didn't move during the next few seconds, but it felt like she did - like she was suddenly severd feet
away ingtead of practically touching him. "Oh. | get it now. Y ou didn't hurt me, though." Then, she did
move, dipping aong the side of the car and walking away. It was till pitch black and she said, "I'm going
ingde. If you want to wait there, I'll turn the light oninaminute.”

Widll, he didn't want to wait here, not when she was leaving, so he moved toward where the door to the
house must be. It was easy going until he got to the front of her car and ran into an empty recycling tub
and tripped over the edge of the large mat she kept by the door. She turned the light on just in timeto
catch the swearwords he was mouthing. Great!

She acted like she didn't notice, and didn't redlly careif he was following, either. She went insde and
paused by the entrance to the kitchen. "'I'm going to make mysdlf abig sdlad for dinner, and there's stuff
in the freezer you can have, if you want. But | need to do my exercises before | edt. | didn't expect you
thisearly."
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That was it? She says she's not hurt, when he knows damn well something's wrong, and they go on like
nothing happened? Hardly! "We need to talk about this."

"About what?' Her voice was brittle and she wouldn't look himinthe eye. "Y our jokefdling flat's no big
dedl. And | dready redlized that | waskind of over-the-top last night. Y ou meant to do me afavor, and
that was nice of you." She managed a pained smile. "It'sjust that Nedl and | go round and round on this
thing al thetime." Shetook a step backwards. Another couple steps, and she'd be to the back hall and
would disappear on him.,

He had to stop her. "We haveto talk about our relationship.”

That stopped her, dl right. Him, too. What craziness possessed him to say those words? She snorted.
"lsn't that my line? Only I'm not about to say it, because we have no relationship. What we haveis
short-term and for sex - pretty smple, if you ask me." Two more quick steps backward. "I'll probably be
about an hour, but go ahead and edt, if you're hungry.”

With that, she lft.

**

Nik didn't even try to meditate. Smply knowing that someone else wasin the house would make it
difficult. After that weird encounter with Bill, it would beimpossible.

He wanted her to redlize she couldn't have it both ways? Hadn't he been listening when shetold him
about fibro? Didn't he see that her whole life was geared around what she could or couldn't do?

Well, sheld overreacted yesterday. He hadn't really been treating her like an invaid, and it was actualy
swest that he cared enough about her to bother with the leaves.

Caring - wdll, that was abit strong. It likely didn't enter into the equation at al. Hed undoubtedly thought
sheld be grateful to him for taking out the leaves - sufficiently grateful that sheld let him stay the night. She
bet he'd had histrusty lesther bag in the car, ready for action. No wonder he showed up early tonight.

She dacked off abit on the bikeriding, figuring shed need the energy later, but was extra-diligent about
her stretching. After aquick shower, she changed into the dightly gauzy purple caftan she liked so much
and went to find Bill.

Hewasin the kitchen, and from the looks of it, he'd been there awhile. He glanced up from the cutting
board and smiled. "Dinner'samost ready. Y ou said sdlad, so that'swhat I'm making."

"I didn't mean for you to cook."

He shrugged. "I had time, and | know you don't particularly likeit." Just then, her kitchen timer went off,
and he headed toward the stove. " The muffins ought to be done now."

"Muffins?' Her mouth started wetering.

"Just perfect,” he said and reached into the oven. "I found acorn muffin mix, so | figured they're
something you can eat.”

Dinner was delightful. Hed found some chicken breastsin the freezer, cooked them with herbs and other
seasonings, and diced them into julienne drips. The result was moist and flavorful, and when topped with
the wonderful dressing he made with plain yogurt asits base, their mea was nothing like the dull salads
she madefor hersdf.



"You'rearedly good cook," she said as shefinished thelagt bite. "Did you learn from your mom?"

If she hadn't happened to be watching his face, she wouldn't have noticed the pause before he laughed.
"No way. She'saterrible cook. | taught mysdlf - to impress women."

Shewasfairly sure hetossed in the last comment to increase the distance between them. She didn't mind.
Distance was good.

Thinking they had arelationship to talk about - now, that would be dangerous.

**

Bill was haf-adegp when he heard Nik'svoice. "I guessyou redly werekidding."
"About what?' he mumbled, trying to focus past thefog in hisbrain.

"About all of it - not just the late supper and the dancing, but the no deeping part, too." Hestantly, she
added, "And not that | didn't enjoy it or anything, but you didn't make me scream, either.”

The fog vanished. That was the one part of his plans she hadn't explicitly said no to, he now redlized.
"Y ou wanted me to do that?"

She shifted her head in what could be interpreted as either ashrug or anod. "It's okay. | figured you
were joking. | mean, sex isgreat, but | don't react off-the-wall likethat."

Making love to awoman until she screamed for rel ease wasn't something he'd done often. When he had,
his curiosity waswhat had prompted him - wondering if he could do it and what it would be like. Hed
discovered that he could, in fact, doit, but that it took an incredible amount of energy and self- control.
Two minutes ago he would have sworn he was too exhausted to even contemplate exerting himsdlf that
much. No more! He laughed softly. "Y ou'll scream tonight, Nikolia™

Shedid. But the thing that surprised him was hisreaction. He didn't end up drained physicaly yet feding
cheated, like he had the other times.

Hewas energized - hedd amost say inspired - by the beauty of her unleashed sexudity.

And held never fet that close to another human being.

**

One moment, Nik was adegp, and the next, she was completely awake. No fuzzy half-dreaming
thoughts, no foggy mental processesthat felt like swvimming through jdlo.

She had the sense sheld dept for hours, yet she doubted that. She wouldn't be so clear-headed now if
she had. She opened her eyes, hoping she'd be able to see the clock without moving. Moving was
adways painful after being adeep.

She couldn't see the clock, but the room was light. Well, not exactly light, but after dl, her
room-darkening shades were dmogt dl the way down. Judging by the light filtering into the room, it had
to be morning!

She braced hersdlf for what she thought of as bresking theice - moving for thefirst timein awhile. Her
body stiffened up while she dept, and it would protest every tiny movement.

Except it didn't. She could roll over with amazing ease - o much that she didn't believeit, and rolled



back over the other way. Still, she had little pain. Had she been magically heded?
"You're awake," Bill said with asmile. "1 wondered if you were going to deep dl day.”

"What timeisit?' She'd been so surprised at the lack of stiffnessthat she hadn't remembered to look at
the clock.

"A little after nine. | think you've been adeep snce midnight.”

Normally, shed argue. She never dept that long at one time, and the only time she got nine hoursdegp in
an entire night was when she took one of the heavy-duty pain pillsthat knocked her out. But shefelt so
good thismorning that the impossible just might be true. "That's pretty amazing.”

"You're pretty amazing." He dipped an arm around her waist and grinned when she shifted closer. "Y ou
screamed last night.”

The memory made little shocks go off inside her body. "I know." Another thing she would have said was
impossible. "It was unbelievable." Wasit proper to thank him?"1 know it had to be alot of work -"

He stopped her with afinger on her lips. "Oh, it was. | had to touch your body, over and over, and listen
to your soft sweet moans of pleasure, and fed your body and soul melt into one. And then, | had to drive
you just thet little bit farther, until your entire being imploded and became the universe.” He grinned again.
"It was horribly hard work, and | hated every minute of it." He did hisfinger across her mouth, making
her redlize how badly she wanted to fed his mouth on hers. " Anytime you want arepedt, just let me
know."

He kissed her then, dowly and thoroughly, and it was close to noon before she bothered to check the
timefor hersdf.

**

The weekend was going great, but Bill felt unexpectedly edgy and not quite satisfied. Any minute now,
Nik would head off into her little hideaway, and he'd be |eft to his own devices.

Not that he minded that in general. It was good for each of them to have time aoneto take care of
personal stuff. He could go to the athletic club for aworkout and do alittle shopping for dinner tonight.
He'd managed to find something in her kitchen to make last night, but the pickings would be dim for
tonight.

Thething wasthat he didn't want aworkout, and the only kind of shopping trip that appealed was one
where Nik waswith him. They could go to that haf-natural haf-gourmet grocery that had opened
recently. They'd wander the aidestogether, trying samples, laughing & the bizarre choices the store
offered, and come out with enough food to feed them both for aweek instead of one night.

Helooked at her eating plain yogurt across the table from him, and he couldn't stand it any longer. "Let's
go shopping this afternoon.”

She dared a him asthough heldd lost his mind. " Shopping?!

"Y eah. Have you been to that new placein Raleigh Hillsyet? I've heard they've got great food, lots of
fresh produce and everything. We can get suff for dinner.”

Her face cleared of confusion. "Oh, don't worry about dinner. | thought we could go out for seafood
tonight - my trest."



"But you don't usudly go out for dinner.”
"No, but | ate healthily al week, and | fed good today. If I'm kind of careful what | order, I'll befine."

"Oh." He should be happy. Eating out was something he never tired of - undoubtedly because it had been
unheard-of hisentire childhood. He forced himsdlf to sound enthusiastic. " That's grest, then. Maybe we
can do this shopping thing next weekend.”

Nik looked as though he was suggesting atrip to the dentist. "Maybe. But | don't usualy bother with dl
the fancy stores and so on. | just run into one of the neighborhood places on the way home from work or
while I'm out doing errands.”

Exactly. That'swhy going to this specid storewould befun. It would have different choices of foods and
the produce would be fresher. Plus, they'd be together, and that had to make it better.

Except maybe it wouldn't make it better for her. She'd said that al they had was sex. She didn't redlly
think that, did she?"Nik -"

Her laugh interrupted him. "Nik, not Nikolia? | thought you had acomplex againgt calling me by my
regular name."

Geez. Why did she haveto pick now to hasde him about that? "1 just think Nikolia's abeautiful name.”
He aso liked having a private name for her, but he wasn't about to admit that right now.

His momentum was shot. Maybe he shouldn't say anything. She was wrong about them, but she'd figure
it out eventualy.

But no. He made apoint of being upfront with women, and this was certainly important enough to talk
about. "Y ou said yesterday that we don't have arelationship, that it'sall about sex. | think you're wrong."

She smiled and opened her mouth to respond, then snapped it shut and stared at him. Eventually she
asked, "Y ou're serious about that, aren't you?"

"Sure" Thiswas great. HEd explain how different it was being with her, and then she wouldn't be afraid
to admit it was different being with him, too.

But then she gave him that look - the look that was the equivaent of being patted on the head, except
there was awhole bunch of scorn mixed in. "Weve got chemigry, Bill, I'll grant you that. But a
relationship's awhole lot more than chemistry. It's what keeps two people together and trying to work
things out, even when the chemigtry's al messed up.”

He wanted to listen to her words. He knew they meant something, and that if he understood them, he
could argue againgt them and convince her.

But her voice wouldn't let him. She was lecturing, not talking. He knew that meant that she thought she
was hot shit, and that he wasjust plain shit.

That was the tone of voice that had prompted him to get into bar fights afew times, despite his hatred of
violence.

Asthough placating achild, she added, "What we've got isgrest, Bill. It's not arelationship, but that's
finewith me. I'm not looking for anything long-term, and neither are you.”

"Thehdl I'm not!"



He stormed out the front door and drove away before he readlized what he'd said.

CHAPTER TEN

Nik opened and drained the cans of beans that would serve asthe protein in this week's soup. She
dumped them into the pot where the vegetables sheld chopped earlier were dready smmering, and
dtirred. It smelled good!

Most Sundays, she made soup using canned or frozen veggies, and often amix for the base. Anything to
get done with the job quickly. But the mealsthat Bill had prepared made her rethink her easy-is-better
philosophy. Maybeif she devoted alittle more time and interest to cooking, esting ahealthy dinner
wouldn't be quite as depressing an idea.

Shewas rdieved that Bill had ssomped out yesterday afternoon and never returned. Really. Thisthing
they'd been having was destined to end sometime, and sooner was safer than later. It had been margindly
less dangerous before Thursday. Back then, Bill'd been just as careful as she wasto stay away from the
word "rdationship”. Now, hewaswielding it like aclub.

She had two theories about his sudden weirdness on the subject. First and most likely wasthe ideathat
he was playing games with her, that he wanted her to buy into the whole rel ationship deal and would then
shy away. That would fit in with the bizarre scenein her garage on Friday. It didn't fit in with what shed
heard about hisusua behavior with women, though. He didn't typically twigt redlity to give himself an
excuse to drop someone. He just stopped calling - plain and smple, albeit abit brutal.

The other theory was that he was basically sincere, and completely clueless. From al reports, hed been
with her longer than most women, not even counting when they'd known each other in college. So maybe
held never gotten involved with anyone before on an other than purely sexua level. Because of her fibro,
they'd talked afair amount about issues that weren't common date-talk. He'd seemed to be quite
sympathetic and to want to spare her pain. Maybe he was interpreting that as something it wasn't.

Or morelikely, maybe he didn't have the dightest idea of how are ationship would work. He probably
assumed that any interaction with awoman that wasn't sexua meant they were having areationship.

In any case, it was over now, and she was relieved. She was a0 rather sdlfishly glad that it hadn't ended
before Friday night. She'd remember that night for the rest of her life - the night when she discovered that
love scenesin booksweren't al make-believe.

That was the negative to having it over, of course. No more nightslike that - not that her body could take
the strain very often, but she wouldn't mind having the problem of rationing out such mind-blowing sex.

She had to admit sheld miss having Bill around for more than the sex. He'd been grest in the kitchen, and
it had been fun not to be donedl thetime.

But it had also been habit-forming, and she was lucky to be spared an addiction she'd eventualy haveto
quit cold- turkey.

**

By Sunday afternoon, Bill had realized the truth. He shouldn't have walked out on Nik yesterday. He
should have stayed right there and explained how he felt. He shouldn't have let her attitude make him
bolt.

So he drove right back to her house and rang the doorbell. She tensed when she saw him. "Oh. You're
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here for your things." Shetook a step back from the door and let himin. "They're-" She waved her right
hand in the direction of the bedroom, looking embarrassed. "I just left everything where it was. | didn't - |
mean, it's your stuff.” She backed completely away from the door and stepped into the kitchen. "Take as
much time asyou need.”

He guessed thiswas her version of anice civilized breakup, with no ripping up of his possessonsor
throwing them onto the front lawn. Except they weren't breaking up. He followed her into the kitchen.
"I'm hereto talk."

"Thereésno need,” she said, her back to him, stirring apot of soup. "I'm not mad or anything. In fact, I'm
kind of relieved to haveit over." She was? She glanced over her shoulder a him. "Not that it wasn't
great. And I'm glad | found out what anice guy you are.”

Nice guy? Scott was anice guy - not Bill! And what away for her to sum up their relationship! Nothing
about the ecstasy they'd shared, just that he was nice. But she didn't intend it asadam, so heignored it.
"Soif it was great and I'm such asuper guy, why isit over?'

She turned back to her soup and stirred some more. "Because either you're playing games with me or
you're looking for something way morethan | am.”

"I'm not playing games, and al I'm looking for isfor you to admit that our relationship's more than just

She sghed. "Exactly. Look, Bill, maybe were not spesking the same language. There's nothing wrong
with being involved smply because the chemistry'sright. It'll stop being right sometime, but that'sto be
expected.”

"Of courseit's not wrong! But we've got way more than that going for usl” He couldn't stand talking to
her back any longer, so he put his hands on her arms and turned her to face him. "Come on, Nik. Weve
got to st down and talk about this."

She pressed her lips together and he was sure she was going to be stubborn, but instead she said, "'l have
to turn off the soup.” She gave it another stir before putting the cover on the pot and leading the way to
the living room. She sank into her chair and worked her neck muscleslike they were bothering her.
"Okay. Y ou say we've got more than sex or chemistry or whatever. What more do we have?'

"Werefriendd"

She paused, mid-dretch. "Friends? Friendly, sure, but that's not the same thing." After a couple of
seconds, she asked, "Are you really not used to -" She waved ahand vagudly. "Wadll, | don't know -
liking the woman you're with or whatever?'

"No, | likethem." At thetime. Hed run into enough old flamesto know that their charm died ong with
everything ese. "But when they tell me about their problems, they don't redlly matter to me, and your
problems do. | worry about you and want to help you, and it drives me crazy when you do stuff like
Thursday night. Y ou treated me like a stranger who didn't have any right to care about making things
easer for you."

That was what had bothered him so much, he suddenly redlized. Not that she was mad, or that she
locked him out, but that she seemed to think it was okay to pretend to him that she was more capable
than shetruly was.

"| overreacted on Thursday. | told you that aready.”



He nodded. "Y eah, but ever since then, there's been this barrier between usthat didn't used to be there.
Y ou didn't mind me helping Nedl with the yard last Saturday. Or me cooking dinner that night.”

"Y ou cooked dinner on Friday, too, and that wasfine," she objected.

"It wasright on the hairy edge," he corrected. "If | hadn't made asdad, like you said you were going to
have, you wouldn't have eaten it. And if I'd asked first, you would have refused.”

She thought about that for aminute, then sighed. "'l guess. But it'snot just you. I'm like that with Nedl,
too. It'sthefibro - | can't accept needing help dl thetime.”

Okay! Now they were getting somewhere! "I understand you fedling that way. But when | do something
for you, it's not because | think you can't doit. It's because | want to help, and whatever itisseemslikea
good way."

Her lips curved into an dmog-amile. "Redly?!

"Redly," he assured her. "And maybe I'm wrong, but | think that when | take care of something you'd
otherwise have to do, then maybe you'l have alittle more energy |eft for other things.”

A laugh bubbled out. "Gosh, | wonder what other things."

He laughed, too, then shook his head. "Not just making love, dthough that's certainly high on thelist. But
other things, too - redlly, anything you'd think was fun. Y ou're so focused on survivd that you don't have
much chancefor fun.”

She sobered. "That'strue. And | have to admit that's been one of the best parts of being with you. | fed
amost like anormd person when you're around.”

His stomach clenched. "Y ou're an incredibly specia person to me, Nik, and your specialness has
absolutely nothing to do with you having fibro." He wanted to go on and on, to make her understand how
he felt about her. Except how did he fed ? Was he redlly ready to abandon alifetime's caution and say
things he couldn't be sure would still be true next month?

He didn't have a chance to answer that question. Nik's face became even more serious and she said,
"Maybe that's how you fed now, but you haven't seen me when I'm having aflare. | won't seem so
specid to you then."

The truth was the only answer. "I don't know what will happen, Nikolia. Y our disease won't change how
| fedl about you, but that doesn't mean I'll alwaysfed theway | do right now." He wished he could say
more, that there was a promise he could make that he'd know he could keep.

She shook her head. "Of course you won't. That's been implicit al aong, and | honestly don't mind. With
my hedlth, | can't do the things I'd dways planned to do with my life. | can't have children. | can't even
have ared rdationship.”

"Why not?' He remembered now that Ned had warned him about this. She thought her hedlth wouldn't
gand for it.

She scrunched her forehead and scowled like he hadn't been listening. "Because of my fibro, of course,
Reationshipsinvolve alot of give-and-take, and both parties have to be responsible for making things
work. | could do that sometimes, but sometimesisn't enough.” She sighed. "Likewhen | overdid acouple
of weeksago. | could just tell you to go away and let me deep, and you did. But if we wereredly
involved, there might be issues we had to dedl with, and we couldn't just wait until | wasfedling better."



Issues? He didn't like the sound of that word, but he wouldn't et it throw him. " Sure, we could! Y our
hedlth is more important than whatever else was going on.”

She shook her head. "If | didn't feel good maybe one night every couple of months, I'd buy that. But
that's not redlity. There arelots of nights - and days - whereal | can manage isthe bare minimum of what
| absolutely need to do. | come home from work, and zapping amug of soup and then edting it fedslike
asmuch work as climbing Mt Everest. Sometimes, | spend half the night stretched out on the sofa, and
only drag mysdlf to bed around midnight.”

"But | could help you! | could make dinner, and | could carry you into bed, if you needed meto.”

"How many eveningswould you - or any guy - want to spend like that? Not many, I'll tell you. I've talked
to anumber of people who have fibro. The only ones who have relationships are ones where the
relationship was solid before the fibro surfaced, and some that seemed solid didn't last, either.”

Neal wasright. Her mind was made up on the subject. Besides, she was scaring him about what a
relationship entailed. "1 see your point. But isn't there something in between where we are now and a
full-blown relationship?’

"What's wrong with where we are now?"

His cheek muscles were tense, but he managed to amile. "Wadll, for one thing, you think I'm hereto pick
up my stuff.”

She smiled alittle sheepishly. "Okay. So maybe | waswrong about that. But till, it's Sunday.”

"You got to deep lotslast night." He hadn't dept well, but maybe she had. "And it looks like your neck's
bothering you. I'm great at neck rubs.”

"That's okay," shesaid. "My musclesare dl weird. | even went to amasseuse onetime, and she couldn't
help me

"l bet | can. Youjust haveto tell mewhat feels good or not." She didn't seem as completely negative
about the ideaas she might, so he added, "Let'sgiveit atry, anyway. I'll be careful, and if it doesn't help,
I'll stop.”

"Thereare places| can't let you touch,” she warned him.

Like he hadn't found that out aready! "I know." He stood and offered her his hand. "How about trying it
now?'

Shebit her lip, but findly nodded.

**

Nik had expected thisto be like the time sheld gone to a masseuse. She'd heard positive things about
how massage could help with fibro, and sheld finally gotten over her nervousness enough to make the
gppointment.

But how it hurt to have those strong hands digging into her aready-sore muscles! And when shetold the
woman that, the masseuse said sheld do it more gently, but either she hadn't or the damage was dready
done. She hadn't been ableto last for haf the session, and she was extra sore for the next few days.

Bill's technique was nothing like that woman's. He used alight touch, and only gradualy went deeper. He



didn't entirely miss her tender points- it was close to impossible to avoid al of them - but as soon as she
caught her breath in pain, he moved on to another area.

She couldn't redly tell if hewas doing her stiff neck any good, but &t least it felt good now. She fdt pretty
good al over, infact. And they were in the bedroom - maybe thiswould be a good time to make up for
what they'd missed out on last night.

"Nikolia," hisslky voice came from inches away. "Would you like me to massage the rest of your back
and your legs?' He put his hand on the middle of her back, and sheimmediately sensed the differencein
the tension level of those muscles compared to the ones hed been working on. "Or should | go away and
let you res?!

What about making love? "Isn't there another choice?’

**

Bill grinned. "Another choice, Nikolia? Whatever would that be?' He leaned over and planted akissjust
behind her earlobe. "Maybe something like that?"

She squirmed around, turning over, then pulled him down to her level. "Morelikethis," she said, giving
him aseriouskiss.

"That'sgood," he said, "but it causes things like thisto happen." Herolled onto his back and pulled her on
top of him for morekissing.

"Very good. But were wearing way too many clothes.”
"We can ded with that." He laughed and shifted out from under her. "In fact, I'll race you.”

But then, he didn't bother to get up, because he was caught watching Nik's strip-tease. It didn't matter.
He'd won, aready.

She might claim thiswasn't arelationship, but he knew better.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

By Friday at five, Bill was eager for the weekend. He aways was, but never more so than thisweek.
Things were different now with Nik, and hed missed her more than he had other weeks. Caling her a
couple of evenings had helped ease the worst of his edginess, but it hadn't been nearly enough. And al
the couple of meetings they'd been in together had done was make him want to be alone with her more.

The meetings had been about their pre-betatest blitz. Thiswasthefirst time they were going al out on
testing like this. Usudly, they just had the QA team go through their regression test suites, and then Scott
sat down for an hour or two with each new feature, trying to break it. He usually succeeded, too.

But A-W was getting bigger and more well-known all the time, and this release had tons of new features.
Quadlity and usahility were high priority to many of their customers, even in areleaselike this one not
intended for production use. Nik had been the one to suggest thistesting blitz. Sheld said that if one
person could find asgnificant number of bugs, then awhole team of people could probably find even
more. She'd assigned severd of her customer support engineersto the blitz, and al the developersand
QA engineerswere pitching in.

They'd started yesterday morning, and he'd assigned Carolyn to keep track of who was testing what, and
what problems had been uncovered. Carolyn was the only femal e devel opment engineer, and she


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

reported to him. Sheld gotten under his skin her first day by acting like lunch with him would be worse
than going out with pond scum. They had alot of history since then, every bit of it adversarid. If hedidn't
know better, held suspect that she was serioudy involved with Scott just to make his striking out with her
tweak even more.

Normaly, he stayed away from her. They communicated viaemail, and occasiondly in ameeting, hed
ask her opinion about something - just so no one else on the team would notice anything weird. But this
was their first release with him as project lead, so he stopped by her office on the way ouit.

"How'sthe testing going?"
She jerked her head up. "I'm not done with my report. It'll be on your desk by thetime | leave.”

That wasn't the question held asked, but sheld succeeded in making him fed somewhat defensive,
anyway. "I'm not in arush for the report. | just wondered how it waslooking overall.”

"Take alook for yoursdlf." She shoved apile of papersin hisdirection.

He picked them up and flipped through them - what a bunch of chicken-scratching some of them were!
They were the notes people had made while testing. Y ou can actudly read thisjunk?"

She shrugged. "Mostly. The one on top that looks like aransom note is Phillip's, and Rollie'sis pretty
bad, too, but the rest aren't too tough.”

"S0, has anyone found anything mgjor, asfar asyou can tell?' He hated having to ask again, but he had
to, if he wanted an answer.

She shook her head. "It'slittle stuff, from what 1've seen so far, and not concentrated in any one area of
code.”

"That'sgreat,” he said, trying not to show how relieved hefdt. He knew he was doing agood job as
project lead, but he still needed to prove himsdlf to Seth, who had been leery about promoting him.

"Caro, Daddy says you gottado my makeup!" Rachel rocketed past Bill into the room, her
shoulder-length white-blonde hair flowing behind her. She noticed him suddenly and twirled in place.
"UndeBill' I'maprincess.”

"A very pretty princess, indeed," he answered. She had the same angdlic face he and George had been
cursed with - he guessed it wasn't as bad for agirl. She was wearing some sort of long dress made of
shiny materid - oh, yeah, thiswas Halloween weekend.

Carolyn was momentarily nonplussed, and kept glancing into the hal. Scott appeared in the doorway
findly and she asked, "Isit timefor that aready?'m not done here."

He nodded. "Afraid so, if Annabelle's going to have time to take Rachd around to the neighbors before
the party.” Glancing a Bill then back at her, he asked, "Isthis something you can finish over the
weekend?'

Bill knew a cue when he heard one. "No problem - it can wait until Monday, asfar as1'm concerned. I'm
outta here.”

Heleft Carolyn's office, but he lingered afew steps down the hdl for a couple of minutes. He couldn't
help being curious how the digtinctly nonmaterna-seeming Carolyn coped with being his niece's subgtitute
mother. Surprisingly well, it appeared. Rachel was now perched on Carolyn's desk, having her face



made up, and they were both laughing and talking at the sametime.

Just before he headed for the Sde exit, he caught Scott watching him with an unwavering protective eye.
The guy couldn't think he'd cause problems for Rachel! He raised his hand, pam out, offering peace, and
backed out of view.

So maybe Carolyn wasn't the gold-plated bitch held been damning her for dl thistime.

**

Nik hadn't known how much to look forward to the weekend, figuring they were in for more relationship
talk. When Bill mentioned Rachel haf adozen times during the course of dinner, the two subjects
suddenly clicked in her mind. No wonder he wanted arelationship - he wanted kids of his own!

She had to put a stop to this now, before she remembered how much sheld wanted afamily. ™Y ou know,
Bill, I'm sureyou'll be agood father. Thething is, you're wasting your time with me, if that'swhat you're
looking for. Having fibro, | can't be sure I'll be able to take care of mysdlf long-term, much less

children."

He stared at her, apiece of roll hafway to his mouth, forgotten. "I don't want kids! Whatever gave you
thet idea?'

She amiled to let him know she didn't mind. "Y ou've been talking about Rachd alot tonight.”
"Because | just saw her!”

"Y ou see her quite often, don't you?" She'd been surprised when shefirst heard that a work. He hadn't
seemed like the type to bother with a child, even though she was his niece.

He haf-nodded, then shook his head. "Not anymore. Scott - well, heand | don't really get dong.”

"Won't helet you see her?' That didn't sound like Scott, but then again, she knew the two didn't like each
other.

Bill shoved his chair back acouple of inches and dropped the roll onto hisplate. "That's not redly it. Are
you done eating? I'll take care of the dishes.”

Her appetite was gone for good, so she said, "I'm done, but | don't mind doing the dishes." She got up
and worked with him to clean up the kitchen.

There was something strange about his reaction to the question about Scott |etting him see Rachdl, but
she decided not to pursueit. He was entitled to his privacy, just as she was entitled to hers. But his
answer about not wanting kids wasn't the same thing. It was relevant, and she wasn't going to take his
off-hand answer as the absolute truth.

"It's completely naturd to want kids, you know," she said. "They makeit sound sometimeslikeit'sjust
women who want them, but | don't buy that. Y ou should have seen my brother Nathan when he
announced Julie was expecting thefirg time!™

"Maybeit's natura for some people,” he said, scrubbing the counter with far more intensity than needed.
"Not me. Theworld'd be alot happier place if people had to take an exam before they could become
parents.”

She wondered at the bitternessin hisvoice, but smply said, "'l agree. But you'd do just fine on an exam.”



Why was she trying to reassure him? If for whatever reason, he didn't want kids, there was no reason to
try to change his mind and hasten his departure from her life.

He threw the sponge into the sink and spun to face her. "What the hell do you know about it? Y ou don't
know the first thing about where | come from!"

Whoa Sheld just stumbled into some serious issues, onesthat she had no intention of pursuing. "Um,
you'reright. I'm sorry." Where was the exit from this minefield of a conversation?

He threw his hands up and backed away. "No, I'm sorry. | shouldn't have bitten off your head like that.”

She managed awavering smile. "My head's il attached. The whole thing's none of my business,
anyway."

Hedidn't contradict her.

**

Bill was certainly doing great tonight. First, he went on and on about Rachel and got Nik al confused and
defengve about kids. Then, he sumbled halfway into telling her exactly why he and Scott didn't get along
- and wouldn't that have made her think well of him? And findly, hed yelled a her, in effect, for saying
held be agood father. Well, he wouldn't be, but he sure as hell wasn't going to explain why. If he hadn't
sworn hed never walk out on her in the middle of something again, held have left before he could make
the Situation any worse.

Instead, he asked, "Do you fed like listening to some music?' She jumped at the suggestion and offered
to let him choose the music. He should be glad she didn't have afraction as many CDs as hedid, sinceit
shortened the choosing process, but he missed having the broad range of music to choose from.

She sat on the couch, undoubtedly waiting for him to join her. He till felt awkward about his outburst, so
he killed alittle time checking out the pictures on the wall and mantle. The stuff on the walls was pretty
ordinary, but on the mantle, he found a group picture that he thought must be Nik's family. He couldn't be
aure, though, sinceif it was, Nik was only about Rachd's age. "Isthis your family?*

She glanced where he was pointing. "Y eah. It'sthe only one of our whole family - Mom's holding Nedl."
"Helooks pretty young." Bill could barely see the baby for the blanket surrounding him.

"Yeah. A couple of weeksor so, and | wasfive. The picture was taken at Easter, and Mom died less
than amonth later.”

"That'sawful!" He looked at her, trying to gauge her reaction to talking about it. "I knew sheld died when
you were young, but | didn't redizeit wasthat young.”

She nodded soberly. "Y eah. Neal never redlly knew her at dl. | fed bad about that."

Since George had died when Rachedl was ababy, and Francine just recently, he had his own opinion
about which wasworse for achild. "It must have been tough on you, too."

"Sure. Grandmawas grest, though - Mom's mom. She gave up her job down here for awhile and stayed
with us, and then later, she'd have us each come down and visit her for aweek in the summer -
separately, so we didn't have to compete for her attention.” She smiled at the memory. "Thisis her house,
you know. She gaveit to mewhen shedied.”



That must be why the furnishings seemed so old and out-of - date. "No, | didn't know that. I'd wondered
why you'd have a place with ayard, though.”

She sghed. "It doesn't redlly make sense for me, | know. But at least for now, | don't have to worry
about it too much, with Neal around to take care of it."

"Hetold me about -" What was that woman's name?
"Marian. | know, he told me you were okay about it."
He turned away from the picture to face her. "Why wouldn't | be?"

"No reason," she said, but then added, "No, that's not the real answer. Thething isthat he's paranoid
about what everyone will think because of Dad and Nathan, plus he always looked up to you, so your
reaction’s particularly important.”

She looked lonely there on the couch, so he sat next to her. "They don't approve?

"Not achance. They were bad enough when he went to art school instead of mgjoring in engineering, like
therest of us. But they expected him to get aday job after he finished school, and just paint on the
weekends or whatever. He took Marian home for Easter ayear ago, not long after he moved in with her,
and it was so bad, we all |eft before Easter dinner.”

"That doesn't seem fair."

But then, lifewasn't fair. Bill had known that since he'd been only dightly older than Nedl in the picture on
the mantle.

**

Thinking about Mom aways made Nik alittle melancholy. She felt sorry for Ned that he hadn't known
her, but in truth, she'd barely known her, either. Grandmahad told her lots of stories about her, and over
time, those stories had blurred with her own memories to the point where she wasn't sure which she
remembered and which she didntt.

Grandmahad said it didn't matter which was which, that it was Smply important to remember about her
mother. That line of thinking worked just fine until acouple of years ago when Nathan made an off-hand
comment about an incident he remembered about her and Mom, something she had no memory
whatsoever of. Nathan had claimed not to remember any more than what he/d said, and Dad had been
off in the safe world of engineering instead of tricky redl life, so no answers were to be had there, ether.

She dismissed her lingering resentment - one more time - and concentrated on enjoying the evening with
Bill. That was ahit of achalenge, since they both seemed to fed dightly out- of-sorts. Eventudly, she
suggested going to bed, thinking that maybe sex was what they needed.

But Bill smply held her for along time after they got into bed. At firdt, she wastense, waiting for himto
touch her or kiss her, wondering if it would fedl as good asit dways had before. Eventudly, she relaxed,
and let hersdlf be comforted.

Finally, she pushed him onto his back and took the lead hersdlf. It felt great.

CHAPTER TWELVE
After Friday night, Bill was afraid the whole weekend was ruined, and maybe their whole relationship.



E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Sure, it had been grest when Nik took the lead in making love, but he was beginning to see her point.
That was more or less chemigtry, and the rest of what they had wasn't. If there was something wrong
there, hedidn't have aclue how to fix it.

It turned out that he hadn't needed to worry. Nik was her norma self in the morning, or maybe even a
dightly softer verson of herself, and it was clear that she wasn't brooding about the way held behaved
last night.

Sheturned to him while shewas dressing. "'I'll need to spend an hour and ahalf or so exercising later, but
if you want, we could do something together for part of the day."

"Sure!" Shewasin the middle of pulling asweater over her head, and he watched as her luscious bare
breasts dowly disappeared from view. She seemed to wear abraonly for work. Once the show was
over, he asked, "What did you havein mind?'

"It doesn't redlly matter, whatever you'd liketo do." After asecond, she came out with her idea. "Have
you been to that store you were talking about last weekend?'

"Not yet." Given how negative she'd sounded then, he had to wonder why she was suggesting it now.

"I looked at their ad thisweek, and you'reright - it does|ook interesting. I'm trying to get more cregtive
with my cooking, so | thought it might be worth atry.” She paused in the middle of brushing her hair. "But
if you don't fed likeit, that's okay. We can do something else."

"No, that would be great. We can find something for dinner tonight - and they have adeli, in case you
daretry it for lunch.”

She thought for amoment - but only amoment - before flashing him asmile. "What the heck. | haveto
livealittleonceinawhile" Hey, maybealittle of him waswearing off on her!

Therest of the day was like one of those sequencesin a movie where the couple istogether and happy
and doing thingsthat look silly to an outsider, but that make them even more happy and together than
before. He dways groaned to himself when one of those showed up in amovie he took awoman to. He
knew the woman would think it was al romantic and wish thingswould be like that for them, and he
thought it was stupid and was glad he didn't have to pretend like that to get what he wanted.

Thething wasthat it didn't seem stupid at dl today, and he was damn glad there wasn't music playing in
the background - like there aways was in the movies - or held be tempted to start dancing. Even worse,
theinevitable sad fate of the loversin the movie didn't bother him in theleast. Nik wouldn't die, and he
wouldn't do something so completely horrible and inhuman that she could no longer tolerate the thought
of him.

The absolutely worst part was that he knew hel'd never be able to tolerate another meaningless affair with
awoman. Nik had ruined him for thet.

**

Nik had alwaysloved going to bed with Bill. Even at eighteen, hed had more skill and intuitive
understanding of the nuances of sex than any of the few other partners she'd had. He was much better
now, and she had no doubt he'd be even better ten years from now.

Sheld dso liked him as a person and enjoyed talking to him. She hadn't ever fdt truly comfortable with
him, though. Either shefdt like he wasjudging her, or he seemed to be playing arole, or both.



But not today. Today they were two people - two equal people - without hidden agendas or
expectations that were impossible to meet. They both wanted the same, very attainable goal. They
wanted to spend the day together having fun.

The only sad note to the entire day wasthat Nik knew it wouldn't dways belike this.

**

The message light on Bill's answering machine was flashing when he walked into his apartment. Hisfirst
thought was that Nik had called and wanted him to come back to her place. Then he redlized she hadn't
even had time to get to church, much less to attend the service and drive back home. Unless she'd missed
him so much she'd decided to skip church today?

He punched the Play button. "How come you're not home, Billy? Y ou usta dways be home on Sunday
mornings." Yes, and in bed with awoman - not that Ma ever cared what she wasinterrupting. Y ou ain't
gonedl religious on me, haveya? Naw, | guess not - not after your old man taught you 'bout his kind of
religion.”

Geez. That was al he needed to totaly wipe out the wonderful weekend held just had with Nik - for Ma
to bein one of her reminiscing moods, al about the bad old days. He could understand - kind of - that
she maybe needed to talk about it sometimes. But why him? She knew damn well that he had dl the
same nightmare memories - well, okay, they weren't all the same. He hadn't gotten raped after being
beaten to a pulp, but till he heard it happen time after time.

Ma'svoice was till blathering on when the phone rang. He grabbed it halfway through the first ring,
hitting the Delete button on the answering machine and turning the volume al the way down at the same
time. "Hello?' Please, |et it be anorma human being!

"Wherewereyou &, Billy?'

No such luck. "1 was out, Ma." Then, even though he knew it was pointless, he added, "Y ou didn't have
to cdl back. | would have cdled." Eventudly. When the guilt over ignoring her overwhelmed the dread of
talking to her.

"l din't get apicture of Rachel in her Halloween costume thisyear. | aways did before.”

"Ma, Halloween was just this weekend! Did you expect it to come Federal Express?’ Probably, knowing
her. And who knew if Scott had any ideathat she'd be expecting one? He added grudgingly, "I'll check
with Scott thisweek about it."

"Do it right away, before you forget.” She continued wistfully, "I'll bet shelooked sweet. Shelooks so
much like you and George at that age.”

Geez. He and George hadn't been sweet aday in their lives. Would it help to tell her about seeing Rachel
in her costume? Probably not, but held try. " She looked real nice, Ma, al dressed up like a princess.”
Although the way everyone spoiled her, Bill wasn't sure she didn't actudly think she was aprincess. He
figured that was better than the way held grown up, though.

"Did she have acrown and everything?'
"I don't know, Ma. She wasjust getting her face made up when | saw her.”

"Poor little girl, without a mother to do that for her. Who put on her makeup?'



"One of thewomen at work." He knew better than to mention that Scott was aready al-but-engaged.
Ma, never amode of propriety, would be horrified - shed been scandalized enough that Francine and
Scott had lived together without getting married.

"Now, Billy - when you talk to Scott about the picture, be sure to remind him I'll be coming to see my
little sweetheart a Chrismas.”

He sagged forward in his chair. Just what he needed! It had been bad enough al these years, knowing
that Francine knew what Mawas like. But Scott had never met her. He might still think that Bill wasan
upper-middle-class preppie like himself. "Okay, Ma," he said, trying to ignore the sinking feding. Hed
just haveto figure some way to handle this potentia disaster. "I'd better go now."

"Aren't you even going to ask how | an?' she demanded.

Why bother? She was aways the same - miserable and fedling chested by life, when it was her own
choicesthat had done the cheating. "Sure, Ma. How are you?'

"I think I'm getting pneumonia. | keep having these coughing fits, and they don't stop until | take alittlesip
of cough medicine.”

"Y ou smoke too much, Ma. | keep telling you that." And her cough medicine - peach brandy - wasn't
sold in any drug store. He sighed. ™Y ou doing okay on money, Ma?*

"l guess," she said, martyr-like. "Y ou said to stop going to the casino, and there's nothing elseto do
around here"

Since when did she listen to what anyone told her to do? But damn, it still made him fed likeamiser. "All
| meant was you shouldn't spoend so much timethere.” Then, despite what hisbrain said, hetold her,
"Look, Ma, I'll send you alittle extrathis month. Just try not to loseit dl a once."

"Y ou'reagood boy, Billy. I just wish your Pop had redlly known you."

And whose fault had it been that he hadn't? Not Bill's. It wouldn't have mattered, of course. George, S,
was an abusive bully, and from day one, it had been clear that George, Jr., was the only son he needed
or wanted. And maybe George, Jr., hadn't physicaly abused hiswife and child, but hed been just as
much of abully ashisfather.

Rachd should be damn glad she wasn't old enough to remember him.

**

Nik put her book down and clicked on the TV, then turned it right back off. No, she wasn't in the mood
for gtting quietly and being entertained. She was too restless for that - the opposite problem from her
usual one of trying to summon up the energy to do the chores she absolutely needed to get done.

She decided that the difference was that she was taking better care of herself these days. She was so
eager not to miss spending time with Bill that she was being much more diligent about her exerciseand
diet than usual. She was a so deeping better, and some of that was because of how thoroughly relaxed
she became after an evening of lovemaking.

Another big part of it was her job. It was perfect for her, and she and her group were treated with
respect and professionalism. That hadn't always been true of customer support at DesignTek.
Development engineering there reported into atotaly different chain of management than support, QA,
and tech writing, and development was definitely the favored group. She remembered many frustrating



and contentious meetings where support had fought the good fight, but ended up losing.

At A-W, the tone was completely different. Satisfying the customer wasn't just adogan, it wasthe god
that the whole company strived to achieve. When she went into a meeting and presented support's point
of view, she could be assured that it would be taken serioudy.

That trandated into much less Stressfor her. And less stress meant that she waslesslikely to have
flare-ups of fibro.

But only lesslikely. Shewould gtill have them from time to time, and shed dmost certainly till have
down cyclesoncein awhile. She didn't think doctors made any differentiation between flares and down
cycles, but shedid. A flarelasted aday or two, and she could usualy traceit to a cause - acouple of
close-to-deepless nightsin arow, something stressful that happened, or maybe catching acold. A down
cyclelasted much longer, severa weeksat least, and whileit didn't usualy continue at the level of severity
of aflare, it wreaked havoc on her life. For weeks or even months, she would vary between fedling
completely horrid and just plain miserable, and there was close to nothing she could do to help herself.
That was one of the worst parts - she couldn't take a pill and think she might fed better in alittie while.

Her magjor prayer these days wasto be spared a down cycle until after sheand Bill split up. Inthe
meantime, sheld take adrive in the country and seeiif any of thefall color was|eft on the trees.

**

Bill got into work early on Monday morning and lurked around the coffee pot until he saw Scott arrive.
"Hey, Scott - got aminute?’

Scott's forehead creased and he gestured for Bill to follow him into his office. "Problemswith the
testing?"
"What? Oh, no - asfar as| know, that's going fine. Thisisn't even about work."

Scott took a seat behind his desk, and Bill felt the unspoken question. If it wasn't about work, then what
could they possibly haveto talk about in acivilized manner?

He hated asking for anything, and to have to ask it of Scott made it much worse. "It'shardly worth
mentioning, but | promised my mother I'd ask if you happened to take any pictures of Rachd in her
Halloween costumethisyear.”

Scott made aface. "Y ou know, | completely forgot. Just getting her dressed and dl - we got hafway to
Lake Oswego before | remembered. But Seth took quite afew, and he said he'd make copies. Would
your mother like some?”

"Y eah, shewould. I'll check with him about it, then." He wanted to get out of here. They could talk about
Christmas another time.

"Don't bother. I'll tell him. | have to ask him to make somefor other people, too." There was something
secretive about how Scott said that - like he didn't want to say who he was making the extras for. That
was odd. "Um, speaking of your mother, she usualy comesto town around Christmas, doesn't she?”

Bill nodded. "Y esh. Shelikesto see Rachel.”

"That'sgood. | think it'simportant for Rachd to have ardationship with her. Do you know when she's
planning to come?"



"She hasn't decided yet." Moreimportantly, Bill hadn't decided how to minimize the damage yet.

"Well, after Christmas would probably work best for us. Were going back East early, and then flying
back Christmas Eveto be with Seth and Annabelle on Christmas Day."

Bill was pretty surethat "we" included Carolyn. She came from somewhere back there, too, ashe
recalled. He couldn't say anything about that, though - not without destroying the civility of their
conversation so far. "I'll tell Ma, but I'm sure that will be fine with her." Timeto get out of here. He stood.
"Wdl, thanks."

Scott haf-amiled. "Sure. I'll let you know about the pictures.”
"Grest."

Okay, that was a pretty successful conversation. Now all he had to do was figure out how to keep Scott
from meeting Ma.

Oh, geez. Nik couldn't meet her, either!

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Late Wednesday morning, Nik stretched her back muscles as she saved her document. Sheld been
working on this presentation al day, and it wasfinaly done. Sheld just saveit, send acopy to the printer,
and head out for her lunch break.

Oh, no, TechDoc crashed! She sighed, crossed her fingers, and invoked it again. It said her document
didnt exigt!

Shetried a couple of thingsthat might retrieve it from inside her computer, but none of the tricks she'd
learned to help users worked. She'd have to find someone who knew more than she did abot it.

Unfortunately, all of her support engineers were either on the phone or at lunch dready. Maybe a

devel oper? She checked Bill's office firdt, but it was empty. Carolyn's office was nearby, so she stopped
there. "Excuse me, Carolyn, but who'd be agood person to try to retrieve adocument | lost? | wouldn't
care about it normally, but it's part of a presentation that Seth needs this afternoon -"

Carolyn smiled and waved away the rest of the explanation. "1 can try. What version of TechDoc areyou
usng?'
Oops. "The one weve been testing - | forgot to switch back to the production one.”

Carolyn shrugged. "I forget sometimes, too. Let'sgo seewhat | can do." She headed to the other
building and Nik's office, her long legs setting a pace that made Nik fed like shewas running.

Nik started out standing behind her, trying to follow what Carolyn was doing. She was typing fast and
using several windows at once, S0 it was hard to follow. Before long, Nik's muscles started screaming,
and shefinally moved to her vigtor's chair.

Carolyn swiveled around to face her after ten minutes or so. "'l got it back - maybe not your latest
changes, but it should be close. But it'sagood thing this happened now. Thereésared butchery inthe
code that we need to fix before this goes out to customers. Can | use your phone?”

Nik nodded, and Carolyn punched the speakerphone button, then someone's extension. The phone was
answered. "'l've been thinking about you." Bill's voice was as smooth and intimate as ever.
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Carolyn turned beet-red and gasped, then looked at Nik with what seemed to be horror in her eyes.
Findly, shesaid, "Thisis Carolyn, Bill. I'm with Nik - one of her documents crashed and | cameto get it
back for her. We've got amgjor problem.”

"Magjor, how? Y ou can't retrieve it?' He sounded businesslike, not
wishing-he-coul d-fal-through-the-floor-with- embarrassment like she was. But then, she guessed he
might not care that people knew they were seeing each other. HeE'd been with plenty of women at A-W.

Carolyn shook her head, her blush fading. "No, | got it back. It'swhy it crashed that's the problem - it's
the beta software, and | can't believe nobody found this problem during testing.”

Bill'ssigh was amplified by the speaker. " Should | come down there?"
"Yeah"
"I'll beright down." Therecelver clunked into place on hisend.

Carolyn pushed the button to end the call and raised her eyesto meet Nik's. Her blush returned and she
sad, "Um - normaly | wouldn't say anything -"

It was Nik's turn to wave away the rest of whatever Carolyn might have said. She wasn't blushing, but
only because she never blushed. "No, it'sokay. And yes, | know what Bill islike. I'm not expecting this
tolast."

Shewasn't. She hadn't even expected it to last thislong.

**

Bill could bite histongue off. They hadn't talked about it, but he was sure Nik hadn't wanted anyone at
work to know they were seeing each other. He knew why, of course - she was ashamed of being
attracted to alow-class guy like him. If she was going out with somebody like Scott, it would be totaly
different. She'd assume he was sincere and had her best interests at heart. She wouldn't be so busy
denying the obvious about their relationship, ether.

When he walked into her office, he could tell she and Carolyn had been talking about him. Carolyn
blushed and wouldn't look right at either of them, and Nik was busy studying the arrangement of objects
on her desk. He pretended not to notice. " So, ladies, what's up?'

That broke the still-life, and Carolyn proceeded to show him just exactly what had happened to Nik's
document. And damn if shewasn't right - it was bad. It was aso quite possibleto fix. "It shouldn't take
more than an hour to fix thisand make sureit works" he said.

"But haven't the betadisks dready been shipped?’ Carolyn asked.

"Not yet. They're set to go out this afternoon.” A sudden thought. "But Scott's got the bad software at the
conference.”

Carolyn came up with the answer amicrosecond ahead of him. "We could send the update with Seth
when heleavestoday, and not ship to the beta customers until tomorrow. Assuming weredly can fix this
that fast." Shelooked to him for the decision.

Geez! Thiswasit - achancefor him to be the boss, like he/d always wanted. It was exciting, but aso
scary and not alittle lonely. Hewouldn't mind it abit if Scott suddenly zapped into the room and took
over, like hed done amillion times before.



But that wasn't going to happen. Scott was about a thousand miles away, and Bill was going to haveto
make the call. He nodded. "WEll doit. I'll tell Seth and make sure we don't ship the bad software by
mistake. Who do you want to work with you on the bug?’

Carolyn sucked in her breath, like she was surprised he wasn't grabbing the fun job for himsdf - well, she
had a point, he guessed. "I can do it on my own." After asecond, shelooked him straight in the eye and
added, "Y ou might want to take alook at my fix later - make sure I'm not causing us more problems
down theroad."

It wouldn't do to make abig dedl out of her offer, but today wasthefirst time she'd acknowledged him
aseither her bossor asa skilled engineer. "Be glad to,” he said with anod. "Givemeacadl.”

**

Nik ought to take her lunch break now. Maybe not afull hour, but she needed a chance to stretch out,
flat on her back, and relax her muscles.

Just not right now. She had her office and her document back. She needed to seeif it was dl there, and if
it was, do onelast critical read-through before having transparencies made for Seth to take with him to
the conference.

Sheld take her break then. In the meantime, she'd sip her nutrition drink - anew brand shed gotten at the
store with Bill, and boy wasit tasty - as she worked.

**

Bill left Seth's office so charged up it was almost better than sex. No, that was going too far - closeto as
good was more accurate.

Seth was impressed! Hed been leery earlier about substituting anew version of software at the last
minute likethis, but Bill had assured him that they'd run the full regression test suite overnight before
shipping to beta customers. He aso reminded Seth that if Scott didn't fedl confident of the new version,
he didn't haveto ingtdl it and useit for demos. That had been enough to get Seth to give his guarded
consent.

But it was different now! The fix was made, and Bill had asked the whole team to individually read over
the code and make sure it made sense. They'd adl agreed it did. Carolyn had written an explanation of the
bug and how sheld fixed it, and they'd included that on the disk they gave to Seth for Scott. They'd dso
managed to run about haf of the regresson base on the new software this afternoon, and everything had
passed so far. Thered kicker, though, wasthat Phillip had created atest document and set of commands
that caused the exact same crash on the version of TechDoc Nik had been using - and it ran successfully
on Carolyn'sfixed verson.

Seth wasn't a software guy, but he was smart and he'd been around devel opers long enough to
understand Bill's explanation of what they'd accomplished. He knew they'd done something in one
afternoon that normally took severa days, and he could see there was reason to fed confident about the
results.

So, not only did he approve of sending the new verson of beta software out tomorrow, he did something
elseasBill left hisoffice. He shook Bill'shand and said, "Good job." That, and the honest smile that went
withit, wasafirs.

Before Bill conscioudy redlized that he had to do something specid to celebrate his day, he was on Nik's



hall. He hoped shewas till in her office - for the life of him, he couldn't imagine what timeit was.

She was, bent over putting something away and apparently getting ready to leave. What timing! "We're
celebrating tonight, Nikolia. What should we do?’

Shetipped her head back a couple of inches and his stomach plummeted. Her face was ghastly pae, and
her eyesdull with pain. "I'm sorry. Y ou'll have to celebrate without me.”

He saw now that her position wasn't right. She was bent way over at the waist, much more than she'd
need to bend to put something in adesk drawer. "What'swrong?' He raced to her Sde, thinking to help
her up, and then - he didn't know.

"Don't touch me- not like that. Just -" One hand snaked out and grabbed hisarm. "I'll pull mysdf up this
way." The other hand was on the edge of her desk, but it seemed to be the one holding onto him that
gave her the leverage to raise hersalf. She caught her breath and held it as she sat back in her desk chair,
and he saw tearsglistening in her eyes.

When shefindly seemed alittle more comfortable, he asked, "What happened?!

She sighed. "1 didn't break at lunch today, because of the crash and needing to get the presentation ready
for Seth. By thetimel finaly got it done and finished with my staff meeting, | could tdll | wasin trouble.
So | figured I'd stretch out my back muscles by bending forward in my chair - it'snot as good aslying on
my back, but | just needed atemporary fix until | could get home."

"You intended to do that?' That didn't make sense.

"| didn't expect to get stuck,” she said with awesk smile. "But once | leaned forward, | realized my
muscles were too spasmy to let me sit back up, and the desk and the arms of my chair weren't in the right
placeto help me. | was going to try to move my chair around so0 | could seeif putting my arm on the
edge of the table would work."

Hed caught sight of the clock on her computer by now, and knew it was only alittle after quitting time.
"Someone in your group must till be around. Y ou could have just cdled out.”

She shook her head - once - emphaticaly, then winced at the pain that caused. "I try not to let anyone
seemelikethis”

Hedidn't tell her how foolish her attitude was. He knew about pride. Instead, he said, " Okay, now how
do we get you home? Do | need to carry you?”'

"I can get home just fine, now that you helped me up. Thanks." She stood cautioudy and straightened
upright gradually.

"I'm not just leaving you herelikethis! I'm going to drive you home and make sureyou'redl right.”

"But you haveto celebrate tonight,” she protested. "Y ou didn't tell me what for, by theway. | assume you
fixed the bug this afternoon?"

He nodded. "Y eah, but I'm taking care of you tonight. Well celebrate - together - another time."

"I'll be okay, redly. | don't need you taking care of me." Her protest ran out of steam, and she said
quietly, "But if you want to, it's okay."

They walked out together, and he thought about how she didn't want people to see her likethis. But she



let him see her like this!

That, initsdlf, wasworth celebrating.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Nik knew that, as bad as she felt right now, she'd be pretty much okay by morning. All she needed was
to get home and stop using the muscles that were so painful. She didn't redlly need Bill to take care of her
tonight.

But if hewanted to do it, she'd let him. It would waste too much energy to argue the point with him, for
onething. For another - well, this disease of hers was awful and sometimes she got depressed about the
years ahead, about decades of fighting fibro flares all done. It would be nice to have this one timewhen it
was different to remember.

Hedrove her homein her car. At firg, that seemed strange, but her car was in the part of the parking lot
closest to her office and he always parked near the opposite entrance, so she didn't ask. And then, when
they got to her place, he used the garage door opener to let them into the garage, and sheredlized held
probably aready thought about that point. Fibro fog made her thought processes much dower than
normd.

It wasweird. Usudly when she overdid at work like this, she had amassive struggle to get home, and
every second was endless and full of pain. Today, though, she seemed to be floating. Her body till hurt,
but time was passing without her redlly noticing it, and the pain didn't seem to matter quite so much.

The problem with floating like this was that it was hard to get her body's attention to actudly do
something. Like now, they were in the garage, o she should get out of the car, go into the bedroom, and
undress. But try telling her body that! It just kept Sitting in the car.

It was lucky Bill was around. He came and opened her car door, helped her to stand, and walked her
into the bedroom. He even started undressing her, except that made her think about other timeshed
undressed her, and she came to her senses enough to at least do most of the work.

She stood there, tottering as though she had on her first pair of high hedls, and he asked, "Do you want a
nightgown?"

Thisman had been her lover for how many weeks and he didn't know she dept in the nude? She didn't
laugh, though. Hewas smply trying to be helpful. "No. | can't stand clothes touching me, and | get hot.”

"Okay, then do you need to use the bathroom or are you ready for amassage?'

He sure was serious about thistaking care of her business! "I'll lie down for awhile and then get some
dinner." Shelowered hersdlf to the bed and stretched out. A lot of the strain on her muscles disappeared
immediately, and she felt dmost comfortable. Too bad she wouldn't stay that way dl night. She knew
sheld go through a hundred different positions before the night was through, and would fed painin every
musclein her body in most of them.

It redlly wasn't fair to make Bill live through thiskind of night with her. He thought he understood about
her disease, but he didn't, and he wasn't prepared to learn the truth. "In fact, you redlly don't need to
gay. I'll just zone out as much as| can dl night, and by morning, I'll be much better. Y ou could take my
car and come back in the morning to pick me up."

"Not achance, Nikolia. I'm hereto help you. Just tell mewhat | can do.”
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But that was the point. He couldn't redly help her. No one could.

**

Bill wouldn't have expected that he could be in the same room with a naked Nik and not need to make
loveto her. But hedidn't. All he wanted was for her to fed better.

"Shouldn't you teke apain pill or something?’

She shook her head dightly. "The only drugsthat work for me are real heavy-duty. | don't take them for
something likethis" She must have redized how crazy that sounded, because she gave him awesk amile
and said, "l know that seems strange to you, but I'm redlly not as bad off asyou think. I1t's maybe like if
you pushed your workout extra one day. Y ou'd be more tired after, and maybe sore, but you'd be better
by the next day."

He understood her example, but the example itself showed how messed up thingswerefor her. Shewas
young and she took care of hersdlf. She ought to be as strong and resilient as he was.

Ought to be, huh? When and where did Bill get theideathat lifewasfair, or even that it wasintended to
be? It wasn't, whether you were the precious daughter of a college professor or the unwanted son of
George Adams, Sr.

There was no point even thinking about it any further. "I'll get you some dinner. What would you like?
He adjusted the position of the blanket dightly.

"I've till got some soup in the fridge. Y ou could zap meamug of it, if you don't mind.”
"No problem. Isjust soup enough? | could make something more.”

She shook her head and dipped ahand out from under the coversto squeeze his. "Soup's plenty, thanks.
You're being great.”

But he wasn't doing anything!

**

Nik guessed she must have dozed for afew minutes. The next thing she knew, Bill was back in the
bedroom with amug of hot soup. She started to Sit up, dready dreading the difficulty of finding another
comfortable position.

"Here you go, sweetheart,” he said, dipping an extra pillow under her head. "Just lie back on the pillow,
and I'll feed you."

"Y ou don't need to do that! | can Sit on the edge of the bed to eat.”
"Sitting hurts, doesn't it?
"Not too much.”

He shook his head. "Any amount's too much, if it's something | can spareyou." He smiled. "I promisel
won't spill soup al over you." He did agood enough job that she wondered if held done this before. But
lady killers didn't normally double as nurses, so she doubted it.

When hefinished feeding her, he said, "I'm going to eat now, so you rest alittle. I'll massage you when |
come back."



She ought to object. Her muscles hurt too much to have him poking and prodding at them, no matter
how well-intentioned nor how careful he was.

But held given her agreat neck rub the weekend before last, and he was doing asuper job of taking care
of her tonight. She'd give him a chanceto try the massage. If it didn't help, she knew held listen when she
told him to stop.

Being ableto trust him like that made it worth the risk.

**

Bill's tomach was in such aknot that he barely touched his soup. He was no stranger to pain, hisor
other people's, but Nik's was harder to accept.

It wasn't like when Pop would go off on him and Ma. There was so much anger then, so much hate, that
the pain was only part of it, a sometimes dmost-forgotten part.

Now, part of him wanted to be angry and to hate whatever made Nik hurt like this. But he couldn't do it.
There wasn't someone he could blame for this, no one like Pop who was doing thisto Nik to make
himsdlf fed powerful and to take him away from hismiserable life for afew minutesoncein awhile.

Besdes, if the anger and hate took over, it would ruin everything with Nik. Sheéld fed it and shed push
him away. He couldn't | et that happen.

He had another reason for his ssomach to be in knots. He'd told her held massage her when he went
back in the bedroom. He'd said that because he was desperate to find some way to help her, and
because he had areputation for being good at giving massages.

But he hadn't given a serious massage to anyone with real problems before! Nik had liked the neck rub
he'd given her that time, and once he'd worked akink out of a date's back, but none of that meant a thing
in comparison to what he'd signed up for tonight.

What if he did permanent damage to her muscles? She said the massage the masseuse gave her had hurt
for severa days afterwards, and the masseuse undoubtedly had alot more training than Bill did.

Evenif he didn't cause damage, massaging the musclesthat were already incredibly sore would haveto
hurt. And causing her more pain wasimpossible. It would make him too much like Pop.

Wdll, maybe by the time he got back into the bedroom, she'd be adeep. And if she wasn't, heéd smply
explain that it would be better to wait until another time to give her amassage. Sheld accept that.

He dumped the rest of his soup down the disposal and took care of their dishes before tiptoeing into the
bedroom. Nik looked almost adeep, but she opened her eyesand smiled a him. "Hi. | missed you. | was
thinking about the massage you promised -"

Oh, good. Shedidn't want himto doit. "Y ou were?' he asked, relieved aready, but not wanting to admit
itto her.

She nodded carefully. "I think it would be best if you started with my legs and worked up, rather than
going the other direction. My legs aren't much worse than usua tonight, and I've found that if my legsfed
okay, the rest of my body follows aong to some extent.”

All right. Her legsweren't as scary. They weren't like her back, with her spineright there and dl those
tender points he couldn't touch even when shefelt okay. Still, hissmilefet plastic. "Should | help you turn



over?'

"l canh manage," she said - alittle grimly, it seemed to him. She did manageit, eventually, after aprocess
s0 obvioudy painful that he became determined to make the massage successful, smply so she wouldn't
have to turn over again anytime soon. She took a couple of deep breaths and said, "Okay."

Hetook his own deep breaths and started massaging her legs. She might say her legs weren't too bad
tonight, but nevertheless they felt like amass of pulpy knots and there was amost no give to them, even
at the surface. But as he worked on them, they gradually changed consistency alittle, becoming
somewhat softer and amost normal to the touch.

Her breathing seemed fairly easy, so he guessed he wasn't hurting her too much. Finally, he decided to
move on, and it was while working on her lower back and hip muscles that she whimpered.

Hefroze, horrified. "I'm sorry, baby. Should | stop?!

"Oh. No. You'redoing fine." Her voice was dow and sounded mellow.
"But | hurt you."

"Jug alittle, and mogtly it feddsgood.”

"Areyou sure?'

"Yeah. My legsare great. But if you're getting tired or anything, you can stop.” It might be his
imagination, but it sounded like she didn't like that idea.

"No, I'm not tired. Just be sureto let me know if | hurt you." He started working on her beautiful ass
agan.
"Um-hm," she murmured.

He couldn't redly believe her, but he couldn't disgppoint her, either. HeEd be even more careful from now
on.

**

Nik wasfloating for real now. This massage was making her musclesrelax and shut up for once, and she
was going to enjoy every second of it.

She remembered being sick one time when shewas alittle girl. Before Mom died, and probably before
Ned was born. All she redlly remembered was being tucked into her bed, and looking outside and seeing
it was anice day, and wanting to go out and play with her friends. She knew she couldn't do that because
shewas sick and shewas mad at the unfairness of it al. When Mom cameinto her room, shejust stared
straight ahead and pretended she was till dl adone.

Mom came and sat next to her on the bed and read her awonderful story about fairy princesses and
magica potions, and even though Nik tried redlly hard not to listen, she couldn't help it. After the story,
Mom made her agrilled cheese sandwich with the crusts cut off and the sandwich cut into fancy shapes,
and shelet her have chocolate milk, even though she normaly had to have her milk plain.

By thetime Nik fell adeep that afternoon, she felt cherished and very, very specid.

She hadn't fet like that in the nearly twenty-five years since then. Until tonight.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Bill had nightmaresthat night. It wasthe first time. He hadn't had the luxury asakid - redlity wasworse
than anything a nightmare could throw at him. And after Pop was gone, held been too busy making sure
he never came back to deep more than afew hours at atime. Since then - well, there hadn't been a
point, he guessed. Hislife was a smorgasbord of beautiful women, good times, and greet eats. His
subconscious ate dl that right up, just likethe rest of him.

Now therewas apoint. Hewasin areationship for thefirst timein hislife, he hadn't thought of another
woman in amonth, and tonight he'd faced hisfearsfor her.

So he dreamed about giving Nik a massage. Except instead of how he'd redlly doneit, with soft hands
and gentle pressure, the nightmare had him using brute strength and closed fists. And instead of Nik being
cam and pliant under his hands, shewasfrantic and pleading. Her crieswere still whimpers, but only
because she had no voice left to scream with.

He woke himsdf before he finished the assault by raping her.

**

Nik cracked an eye open when she heard Bill up and moving around the room. "I must have goneto
deep.” Her mouth felt surprisingly stiff and dry.

He glanced over at her and smiled. "I'll say. | should give you amassage every night.”

She watched what he was doing for afew seconds. Why would he be getting dressed in the middle of
the night? Was he going home now? But then she redlized that it wasn't middle-of-the- night dark in here.
"What timeisit?'

"A little before seven." He paused, as though he knew sheld need to think about that for a second. "I
need to go over to my apartment to shower and change before work. Y ou're not going in to work today,
areyou?'

Today?"Wait asecond - are you saying it'smorning?”’

He grinned, and she saw tired shadows under hiseyes. "All morning long. But you can go back to deep,
S0 it'snot aproblem.”

"No, | can't!" Shethrew the covers back and started the ignominioudly clumsy process of getting out of
bed. Because she knew held argue - Ned had, too, until they'd had it out afew times - she explained, "If
| stayed home from work whenever | had aflare, | wouldn't be able to do my job. Work isvery
important to me, and I'm smart enough to take it easier than usud the day after something like this.”

Wall. That wasn't so bad. Here she was, Sitting on the edge of the bed, and she wasn't sure, but she
seemed mor e flexible than normd, not less. "I'm fedling pretty good this morning, actudly,” shetold him.
"Thanksto you."

"l hope you're not just saying that."

She glanced over her shoulder a him and smiled. "I'm not. Do you want to run over to your apartment
now and pick me up on the way to work?" Good thing they lived close to each other.

He frowned, obvioudy not happy that she was going to work, but finaly he sighed. "Okay. Should | pick
you up some breskfast on the way?"
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Oh, yeah. A fast-food egg-and-sausage sandwich would be super for her. "No thanks. I'll grab some
yogurt from the fridge."

"Okay then. I'll be back inawhile." He started toward the door.
"Thanksfor last night, Bill. Y ou were great.”

He had no idea how sincerdly she meant that.

**

Bill couldn't say exactly how, but things between them were different that weekend. Nik seemed more
sure of him, and less suspicious. She was different, too, not quite as reserved about what made her tick.

She il wouldn't spend Sunday with him. She was nice about it, but firm. Finaly, he decided to try for
something else, something even better. While he still held her in hisarms, he asked, "How about coming
over to my placefor dinner some night thisweek?*

"Just dinner?' Her smile was skeptica, but not uninterested.

"That would be entirely up to you. Of course, I'd like you to spend the night, but 1'd rather spend only
part of the evening with you than have to wait until next weekend.”

She reached up and touched his cheek. "Y ou're sweet, and I'd like that, too. | don't know if | can handle
overnight, but dinner should be okay. What night?*

Every night! He knew not even to say that jokingly, though, so he thought for afew seconds. "How about
Tuesday?" It was midway between the weekends, so maybe it would cut down on him missing her.

"Tuesday's good. | should do my exercisesfirgt, so | won't get there until maybe six-thirty. Will that
work?"

"Sure" Asif hed refuse this chance because of what time sheld arrivel

Tuesday wasn't asfar away as next Friday, but he till hated to let her climb out of bed and start the day.

**

Nik went to bed early on Monday and listened to a soothing new-age tape while shefell adeep.
Sometimes that was nearly as effective a getting her to deep asadeeping pill, and it avoided the
drugged morning-after feding. It worked pretty well thistime and she woke up relatively refreshed and
definitely looking forward to the evening.

Bill's apartment was probably about haf amile from her house "asthe crow flies' - consderably further
when following the short and curving streets through the intervening neighborhood. Both werein the same
densdly-packed resdential areanear Washington Square Mal and its outlying shopping centers. A-W
was on amain street lessthan amile away.

His gpartment was on the ground floor and had asmall patio at the back. The most noticeable thing
about it, though, wasthat it was furnished in black - black leather sofaand recliner, black laminate coffee
table and dining table, black dining room chairs, and black entertainment center with smoked glass doors.
Not asingle item showed dust or fingerprints. The firgt thing she thought to say was, "'Y ou must have a
great cleaning service."

Helooked quizzicdl. "l don't have aservice. Why?"



She gestured at the entertainment center and the coffee table. "It's al so spotless.”
"Oh. I liketo keep things neat."

Her place must drive him nuts, then. She didn't mention it, though, since he wouldn't be impolite enough
to agree. "l like your place - it feels so modern." She didn't get much sense of the person who lived here,
but she knew that was by design. He had a public persona, and only rarely let anyone see benegthiit.

"Thanks." He dipped hisarm around her waist and led her to the sofa. "I'll do the last little bit on dinner in
afew minutes, but first, what would you like to drink? | have sparkling cranberry juice and bottled water,
aswell aspop and wine."

"Juicewould be grest."

"Thenjuiceitis" He squeezed her hand, then put aremote control deviceinit. "Thisisthe stereo remote
and herésalist of my CD's. If there's anything specid you'd like to hear, just pressthis button,” he
pointed, "then put in the disk number from thelist."

Music was dready playing. It was something soft and full of guitars, and sheraised the volume dightly to
hear it better. Out of curiosity, she scanned the list held given her. It was asingle sheet of paper, printed
on both sides, covered in plagtic, and it listed more than 200 CD's. They were categorized and

a phabetized within category by the artist's name. He gppeared to have something for every taste, from
sraight classica to hip-hop.

Hed returned by the time she finished looking at thelist. "Find anything you like?'

"How could | avoid it?' she asked with asmile. "Y ou've got everything. But I'm enjoying what'son

He listened for a couple of seconds. "Oh, yeah. That's good background music.” He sat next to her and
handed her afluted glass of juice.

She half-expected him to offer atoast, something she'd fed awkward about echoing. When he didn't, she
relaxed and took asip. "Thisisgood.”

"It doesn't taste as much of cranberry as| expected.” Hetasted it again. "It's more like apple with alittle
cranberry.”

"l likeit anyway," she said. The nicest part was that he'd considered her needs before buying it.
He st his glass down and took her hand between both of hers. "How are you doing thisweek?"

Sheleaned back on the surprisingly-comfortable sofa. "Good. No crises or anything to make me skip my
lunch bregk."

"What do you do at lunchtime? Go home and rest?"

She shook her head. "l just go out to my car, put the seat back down, and meditate. It helpsrelax some
of thetension in my neck and upper back. And either then or when | come back inside, | have anutrition
drink and abunch of my pills"

"Rills? 1 thought you didn't take drugs normdly."

"Nutritiona supplements,” she explained. "'l got afour- page handout from my doctor about fibro and
nutrition. It talks about what foods to eat and not eat, and aso what specia nutrients my body needs.



That'swhere | found out about all the supplements| take - acidophilus and grape seed extract and the
others. Thereare alot of them, so | split them up and take some with each medl.”

"Speaking of which, I'd better go finish dinner.”

**

Bill enjoyed cooking for an appreciative femae audience, and Nik was definitely that. She sat on a stool
at the breskfast bar watching him finish their meal, then ate every morsdl on her plate, plus a second
helping of salad. She refused more pastawhen hetold her there was dessert. He didn't mention what it
was, though, and mentally crossed hisfingersthat it was as good an idea as heldd thought last night.

He cleared the table and told her to go into the living room and sit down. He'd bring dessert to her. Ashe
handed it to her acouple of minuteslater, he said, "Thisismy favorite dessert. It has been ever sincethat
night at the campus snack bar." Thefirst time he ateit. And thefirst time he kissed her.

Her eyes widened and she glanced down. "Hot fudge and peppermint ice cream? | would have thought
you'd hateit."

They both knew she was referring to the ice-cream-in-the- pantsincident, and that was part of why hed
served it. He shook hishead. "No way. | had that coming - | knew it even then. | mean, not that |
thought | was doing anything wrong, but | knew I'd bein troubleif you found out.” He took a deep
breath, wondering again if he wanted to admit this next part. He decided he did. "And truthfully, as awful
asthat ice cream felt, | was glad you reacted that way instead of crying." Hewouldn't tell her that he'd
become famous for the incident, so famous that guyswho'd lived in the same dorm years later sometimes
bought him drinks at alumni parties.

"I'm not acrier,” she said softly.

He knew from her reaction that he hadn't handled thiswell. He touched her arm and said, "Nik, | know |
was ajerk back then, and I'm sorry. That girl didn't mean athing, even back then, and you dways have.
Y ou deserve to hate me for what | did, and maybe that's how you've felt about me al these years. But |
haven't hated you. Y ou've been a specid memory to me, and | dways remember the taste of hot fudge
and peppermint ice cream when | think of you. That's what you tasted like when | kissed you that night.”

She amiled gently. "Thanksfor teling methat." She spooned up abite and let it met in her mouth. "It's
just like I remember it."

In hismind, it was even better. He knew how lucky he wasthistime.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The next Wednesday, Nik had only been in her office afew minutes when the phonerang. "Hello, thisis
Nik Harding."

"Nik! Areyou okay?' It was Ned and he sounded worried.

"Y eah. Why?' Why was he asking, and why was he caling at this hour? Ned had never been amorning
person.

"Because you didn't call me back last night, and you didn't answer your phone this morning, ether.”

"Oh. I'm sorry. | was at Bill's and forgot to check my messages.”
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"Y ou were at Bill's on aweeknight?' He sounded incredulous, and she wasn't surprised. Shewasalittle
astounded hersdlf. "'I'm guessing he's not quite as much of ajerk asyou thought he was."

Bratty little brother! Quoting her own words back at her. "Maybe not," she admitted. Changing the
subject, she asked, "So why did you cdl last night? Anything specid ?"

Helaughed, obvioudy not fooled for asecond by her motive for asking. "1 was reminding you about
Thanksgiving dinner. Marian'sfriendsare dl going away, o itll just be you, me, Marian, and Bill."

"Billl"

"Yeah, Bill. Unlesshe'sgot plansdready.” He said it with certainty, like of course Bill belonged in their
little family unit.

Okay, wdll, inviting him to Thanksgiving dinner didn't have to mean that. It could meanthat if he
happened to be available, he was being offered agood medl. "I don't know. I'll see.”

"Tdl him weredly want him to come. Marian would like to meet him and | want to show him some of my
paintings.” Of course he did. Ned had really looked up to Bill when he knew him before. It was only
natural held be anxious to impress him with his skills now - especidly since Dad and Nathan were so
cluelessabout hisart.

"I will," she promised.

For Neal's sake, not her own.

**

"Thisroad goes straight up!" Bill commented as he downshifted. He wouldn't want Nik to know it, but he
was glad to have achanceto test his car's acceleration like this. Driving around Beaverton and Tigard
was more of an exercisein dedling with traffic than a chance to see what his car would do.

"Wait until you see the hairpin turns farther up the mountain,” she said, and he knew she was grinning
from her tone of voice.

Thiswasfun. Theroad looked to be ascending at about a forty-five degree angle, but he knew that
wasn't likely. It was dead-straight for at least the next mile, though, and there wasn't anybody on the road
infront of him. He could downshift and floor the accelerator al he wanted.

A couple of minuteslater, she said, "1 wouldn't want to have to drive down these roads when there's
snow and ice, but Nedl doesn't mind. Of course, he's driving a4-whed job with high clearance and
anti-lock brakes, but till..."

Before he had a chance to answer her, the road disappeared around a steep curve. He followed the road
to hisright, then to the left, to theleft again, and findly an even sharper right, all within adistance of afew
hundred yards. They were still ascending the mountain, but thankfully at amore gradua pace than before.
"Wow! That must be the hairpin turn you mentioned.”

"Thefirst of two," she said. "The next one'sthereal doozy." After about amile, the road started getting
noticeably steeper. "Y ou'll want to watch it up here. It'sjust asingleturn, but it's sharp and theroad is
angled and narrow, and the ditch on thisside isn't very good. Plus, you might meet somebody coming
down, and neither of you would know it until you're practicaly on top of each other.”

He dowed down and wasimmediately glad that he had. The turn was just asimpressive as Nik said, and



his lane seemed abnormally narrow. As soon as held made the corner, he had to downshift and
acceerate sharply to keep his momentum going. Why would anyone want to live somewhere so difficult
to get to?

He had apartia answer in aminute or so, when he glanced off to the left and saw Mt Hood in all its
glory. Its perfect white cone shape perched on alower ridge of mountains, and it looked nearly close
enough to touch. "Grest view," he commented.

"Wait until you seeit from Marian's. Rainier's even visble some days.” Mt Rainier was many miles north
of Portland, most of the way to Sesttle.

The road took two more of its sudden turns, one to the right and the next to the | eft, and then it appeared
like they were driving on the edge of a dliff. Just past the edge of Nik's side of the car, there was nothing.
He craned his neck and saw a steep drop-off dotted with tree sumps. He dowed down alittle out of
sdf-preservation.

"Turn left up there where you see the mailboxes on the right." He drove up the driveway, mildly surprised
tofind it paved. "Takethefirst driveway, up at the top of the hill." That one wasn't paved, and gravel
crunched under hiswhedls. "Park anywhere here a the end.” He found room between the two big SUV's
beside the house.

The house was alog cabin - ahuge one, from itslooks, and made from real logs. The air was clear and
sgnificantly colder than it had been when they left Nik's. It was breezier, too, and aglanceto hisright
told him why. They were on top of this mountain, with only afew incredibly tall and fragile- sseming fir
trees between them and whatever westher system might be moving in. It was quiet here, too, SO much so
that there might be no humans around for miles.

But then the front door opened and Nedl came rushing out. "How'd you like the drive up here? And isn't
thisthe greatest place?' His questions were addressed to Bill, but he didn't seem to expect aresponse.
"Comeonin and meet Marian."

Theingdewasajalt, dthough it shouldn't have been. If the outsde was alog cabin, theinsde would
logically be the same. Still, dl the warm honey-colored wood was overwhelming. Not only were the
outside walls made of logs, but nearly everything €l se was wood, too. The main part of the cabin was
two stories high, with the celling simply the inside of the cabin's peaked roof. It was paneled with wood,
aswasthelower cealing in the kitchen areaat the far end of the living room. And overhead were two |oft
areas, connected by awakway, and al of that was exposed wood, too.

Hefollowed Ned to the kitchen, his eyes ill so overloaded he barely noticed the person hewas being
taken to meet. But then she looked up from something she was stirring on the stove, and he was shocked
al over again. Marian was old! When Ned had said she was older, Bill had figured mid-thirties, maybe
asmuch asforty, but certainly not fifty or sixty like she appeared. She wasn't attractive, either - dmost
mannish in looks and clothing, and nothing that resembled anorma shape.

She amiled then and offered her hand, and Neal sidled up next to her and dipped hisarm around her,
grinning happily. Was Ned agreat actor, or did he redly think she was something specia?

**

Nik never knew whether Neal was putting on ashow of caring about Marian in front of her. She could
understand him fegling grateful to her - in addition to everything else, he was meeting important peoplein
thelocd art scene thanksto her. But hugging her and touching her and gazing fondly &t her - dl inthe
sameincredibly naturd way he did everything - that wasn't gratitude. It was alot like how Bill acted with



her, infact.

Marian had away of making people fed comfortable with her, though. After lessthan five minutes, shed
worked her magic on Bill. Nik had seen her do it time and again, and dl she could figure wasthat Marian
didn't seem like athreat to anybody. She was smply warm and open and friendly, without being the
dightest bit intrusive. She turned now and gave Ned a soft amile. " Swestie, why don't you show off your
paintingswhile | finish getting dinner ready?'

"Don't you need help?' he asked, but from the way his eyes were shining, Nik knew how eager he was.

"Il help Marian while you take Bill upstairs," Nik volunteered. At Nedl's surprised look, she added, "'I'm
feding redly good today." Sheld been fedling redlly good for awhile now, and she was sarting to worry
alittle, in fact. It wasn't natura to be good for so long at a stretch.

"I'd like to see your work," Bill said and they started upstairs.

"Be sureto show him the one you'reworking on," Marian called up to him. To Nik, shesaid, "l think it's
his best yet. I'm eager for himtofinishit so | can show it to afew of my friends. HEs going to start selling
regularly beforelong - but don't tell him | said that. | don't want to get his hopes up.”

Her somach fdlt fluttery. "He's doing well, then. I'm so pleased.”

Marian gave her an understanding smile. "I know you worry about him - and about us. But you don't
need to. HE's going to be awonderful artist, and I'm just glad | could help him get started.” Her voice
caught and she muttered, "Damn dlergies.”

Nik waited afew seconds before asking, "What can | do to help?”

"Nothing, redlly. I'm just finishing up the gravy, and everything el se'sready for the table.” She worked
quietly for acouple of minutes, then said quietly, "Be sure to ask how that cloud picture turned out - you
know the one | mean?"'

"Theonewith thevalley full of clouds, and the sunny day up here? Did it turn out well?"
Marian smiled secretively. "Y ou'll haveto ask Ned."

Only by exerting her self-control to the max - difficult while smultaneoudy stuffing her face with turkey,
stuffing, mashed potatoes, gravy, and a dozen other wonderful dishes - was she able to wait until dessert
to ask. "Say, Ned, how did that cloud picture turn out?'

He grinned - literally - from ear to ear. "Great! One of Marian'sfriends was over and he bought it!
Marian made him pay $500!"

Nik's heart lurched with pride. "That's great, Ned!"

**

Bill loved it when Nik lay pliant and languid in hisarmslikethis. It only happened after lovemaking, the
kind that started deceptively relaxed and ended with the urgency and power of afreight train at full

speed.

The moment was shattered by the shrill of the phone. Nik reached to answer it, but he didn't let go of her
entirdy. "H'lo?" Shelistened, then said, "Hi, Ned. No, | wasn't degping.” Another pause and she
laughed. "Never mind what | was doing, little brother! What's on your mind?"



While she listened that time, Bill took the opportunity to kiss her neck just below her earlobe. She
tensed, and he knew she was trying to ignore the kiss, so he used histongue to intensify the sensation.
Sheturned her head, but he moved with her. Her voice wasn't quite natural when she answered Neal. "'l
don't know. I'll check with Bill and get back to you." She put her free hand on his head and shoved
ineffectudly, then in response to something Ned said, shesaid, "Oh, dl right. Hold on.”

She carefully muffled the receiver under the covers and asked, " Stop molesting me for aminute, will you?
Ned and Marian want usto go therefor dinner again tonight - therestons of |eftovers, plus Ned forgot
to make Grandma's scalloped oystersfor yesterday, so we'd have those, too."

He moved his head away from her neck afew inches. "It's okay with me, but can you et that rich food
again so soon?"

She made aface and shrugged. "1 probably shouldn't, but | want to."
He grinned, happy that she was willing to admit to him that she was human. "Then well go.”

She picked up the phone happily and made arrangements about what time dinner would be. When she
hung up, he asked, "Should | interpret the fact that we're having oystersfor dinner as dissatisfaction with
my performance recently?"

It took her afew seconds to make the connection between oysters and aphrodisiacs, but when she did,
her eyebrows soared. "No way! In fact, maybe you shouldn't eat any of them!"

Hewasn't particularly crazy about oysters, but shook his head anyway. "I'll haveto try them at least.
They must be something specid, if Nedl'sforgetting them isabig ded.”

She smiled, looking alittle embarrassed. "We like them, but not everyone does. A lot of it'stradition -
Grandma aways made them when she came for Thanksgiving dinner.”

"Was that the grandmother who owned this house?'

"Y eah. Mom's mom. Besides us visiting her summers, sheld come for aweek both Thanksgiving and
Chrigtmeas. If it wasn't for her, we would have ended up eating dinner out until | got big enough to cook.”

Hefdt apang of sympathy, even thoughin hisfamily, dinner out would have been an incomprehensible
treat. "Y our dad isn't much of a cook, then?"

She grinned momentarily. "Y oureright. Hetried, but it was abig rdlief to him when | got old enough to
take over the house and dl that. Neal helped alot - in fact, until 1 got to know you again, he wasthe
most domesticated guy | knew."

He growled playfully and nipped her shoulder. "Here | spend yearslearning how to drive women wildin
bed, and al you can say about meisthat I'm more domesticated than your little brother?"

She rapped hisnose firmly. "No biting! Were going out for dinner, remember - and if you're good,
maybe I'll give you achance to remind me of some of your other good qudities|ater.”

"Maybe you will?Well, maybe I'll oblige you." He settled her back into aloose embrace, deciding to
take advantage of the fact that she seemed willing to talk about the past. "How'd you end up coming to
Portland after college? To live with your grandmother?”

She shook her head. "I didn't live with her. | guess maybe it was partly because she was here, though. |
had job offers up in Sesttle, too, but | thought Oregon wasless overwhelming, and | liked the way there's



open land o closeto the city. | thought | might eventually want to live out in the country, and it seemed
neat that | could still be closeto work." She glanced toward the window, and he knew she was thinking
about the thousands of other people that lived almost next-door to her.

"Did you ever end up doing that - live out in the country like Ned and Marian?’

"No, and seeing theredlity of it, I'm glad. | lived in acouple of different gpartments near DesignTek until
about three years ago when Grandmahad her stroke. | moved here when she was getting ready to get
out of the hospital and couldn't live alone anymore. Then sheléft it to me when she died, and that was
lucky because | couldn't go back where I'd come from."

Something about her tone of voice made him ask, "Why not?*

She sighed and shook her head, and he thought she wasn't going to answer. But after alittle while, she
sad, "I was engaged to thisguy | knew at work and we were sharing an apartment. He didn't like it when
| moved out to help Grandma, and then after she died, | started getting sick. | didn't know it was fibro for
alongtime, infact | thought | was just exhausted from everything that had happened. Things between us
redlly fell gpart then, and if it hadn't been for Nedl, | don't know if | ever would have gotten back
together."

Several missing pieces popped into place. "That's why you've been so sure arelationship with me
wouldn't work."

She nodded unhappily. "Y ou're way different than Allen, of course, but till..." She sucked in adeep
breath and added, "And | know, for mysdlf, what astrain it isto constantly need to take care of
someone. Even though | loved Grandma very much, sometimes| just got so frustrated with having to help
her al thetime. And doing the samethings, day after day after day, that she couldn't do for hersdlf.”

A completely serious answer was more than he could handle. Instead he quipped, "Then | have nothing
to worry about. Y ou need different amounts of help every day." That sounded overly flip, so he added,
"Plus, you probably aready had fibro then and didn't redizeit.”

She was unconvinced, but didn't seem any more inclined to discuss the subject further than he was. He
moved o hislipswere touching her ear and said softly, "I've got a specia one- time offer for you,
Nikolia"

"What isit?'

"A refresher course on why I'm more than just adomesticated guy.” He dipped his hand in between their
bodies and |eft it spread wide, right at her waistline. Not touching anything particularly erogenous, just
hinting that he might.

"Oh, I know that," she said, the smile she was suppressing evident in her voice. "Y oure aworld-class
masseur, too. I'm pretty lucky."

"Morethan pretty lucky, Nikolia. Y ou're damn lucky." Herolled her onto her back and began proving it
to her. At an inopportune moment - from her point of view, that is- he paused and asked, "Don't you
agree, Nikolia? Y oure damn lucky."

To hissurprise, she shook her head at the same time as her body urged him to continue. "Uh-uh. Once
isn't enough for damn lucky."

"Once? What are you talking about?' He stared at her.



"Y ou sad thiswas aone-time offer.”
He had to laugh. "Okay, okay. | lied, just like they do on the ads. It's the everyday specid.”
Shegrinned up a him. "Then I'm damn lucky."

And sowas he.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The minute she got email about the company Christmas party, Nik knew what would happen. Bill would
want them to attend as a couple. Sure enough, he brought the subject up during dinner after amovie on
Saturday. "Did you RSV P yet for the company party?'

She shook her head and glanced at the menu for afew seconds before answering. "Not yet. I'm not sure
I'l go."

"But you haveto! It'll be agreat party - and everyonell be there.”

She closed her menu and st it on the table. "Parties are kind of tricky for me. It's aways food that's bad
for me, and | don't dare have more than one drink, and | don't dance anymore." All of that was true, and
sheld sat quietly at more than her share of parties, counting the minutes until she could make a graceful
exit.

"Plus, if you go, it means everyone will know we're together, and you're still not okay with that," he said
flaly.

"I'm okay with that," sheinssted, but even she could hear the tonein her voice that said she wasn't. Sheld
better try again before he caled her onit. "Carolyn aready knows, and she must have told Scott, and
maybe other people, soit isn't asecret, anyway. Thething isthat if we go together, you'll think you
should stay with me, and that's not your style."

Helooked at her serioudy for along time, and finally answered, "How about you let me decide what's
my style and what isn't? Maybe I'll St with you most of the time, maybe | won't, and maybe I'll get you
out on the dance floor once or twice." The moment her head started to shake, he said, "Don't rule it out.
Ned saysyou're hedthier right now than you've been since you got sick.”

Shefdt ajolt of redization. He wasright. She certainly wasn't symptom-free, but she was doing well,
day after day and week after week, and a not-insignificant amount of the credit for that belonged to Bill.
She smiled and picked up her menu. "Okay. I'll Sgn up on Monday."

He stared at her for severa seconds before his smile caught up with him. " Great!"

It wasfun to catch him by surprise like that.

**

The party went fine, and afair amount of the fun for Bill wasin tracking when people noticed he and Nik
were together, and how they reacted after they noticed. They got plenty of stares and he had questions
flung at him every time heleft Nik for afew minutes. He so saw afair number of glares directed at Nik
- some from women he'd dated, others from the ones held always thought of as groupies, and still others
from the scanda-mongers.

The groupies were women like Abby, asweet AA who'd work late day after day on ajob for him and
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then bring him a plate of cookieswhen it was done. He hated to admit it, but he'd never asked her out
because he knew it would spdll the end of that kind of treatment.

The scandd-mongers were led by Phyllis, and if he got extra-specid treatment from the groupies, that
was more than balanced by the way the scandal-mongers pretended not to notice when he needed help.
They were too busy spreading rumors of his every move to get much done a work, anyway. Few of the
rumors were true, and luckily they'd missed thejuiciest scanda of al - the reason Scott and Carolyn both
hated him.

He got dong with most of the guys at work, and Nik waswell-liked, so they still had plenty of peopleto
socidize with. Phillip, aguy in hisgroup who reminded him alittle of Frankenstein's mongter, asked Nik a
question that Bill had been intending to ask for days. "What are you doing for the holidays?"

"Going to my brother and sster-in-law'sin Eastern Washington.”
"Just for Christmas, or New Y ear's, too?" Phillip asked.

"My other brother's doing the driving, but well probably come back a couple of days after Christmas.”
Sheglanced a Bill then - alittle guiltily, he thought.

His sugpicion was confirmed on the drive back to her house, when she said, "1 meant to talk to you about
Chrigmas beforethis. | hope you weren't expecting me to invite you homewith us."

"Not redlly." Theideahad occurred to him, but he'd known she wasn't ready for it.

She was watching hisface, and agpparently couldn't tell much from his reaction. "It sounds better than it
redly is, anyway. Nathan spends dl histime at the University, and Dad hangs out with him and hisold
friends as much ashe can. So Ned and | end up with Julie and the kids most of thetime, and Juliesa
red pain-in-the-neck. If you went with me, shed be planning our wedding the whole time, and we both
know that's never going to happen.” Before he could respond - assuming he had a clue of how to
respond to that - she rushed on, "Plus, she'sthe nosiest most intrusive person I've ever met. Sheldd have
your deep dark kindergarten secrets dragged out of you by the time dinner was over the first day.”

Not likely. "Don't worry abouit it. I'm not big on family dedslike Christmas, anyway." That sounded
wrong - grudging, and maybe like he thought it was stupid for her to care about those things, so he
added, "Thanksfor explaining, though." Then, determinedly changing the subject, he asked, " So, how
many people asked about us tonight when | wasn't around?’

That brought asmileto her lips. "Only afew. | think alot of people were too shocked to say anything.”
"Or maybethey didn't think there was anything to explain,” he suggested.

But even if he hadn't been the recipient of adozen or more incredul ous questions tonight, he'd know that
wasn't the truth. People at A-W might be divided about alot of issues, but they were united in one
opinion - that aguy like Bill wasn't good enough for awoman like Nik.

He wished their acceptance and approva meant nothing to him, but after alifetime of not being good
enough, it meant much too much.

But hed gladly live without it, if Nik aonetruly accepted him.

**

Nik would never understand Bill. She could have sworn held want to go home with her a Christmas. He



might have stopped talking about the whole relationship thing, but that didn't mean that wasn't where his
mind gtill was. For now, she hastened to remind herself. Hed get sick of her sooner or later, and she il
expected it to be sooner.

But held sounded so unconcerned last night! As though going home with her at Christmas wasn't any
more significant than - well, she couldn't think of anything that inggnificant. And it was sgnificant. If they
weretruly headed where it seemed like they were headed, she would have invited him. She'd have given
him the choice of whether or not to go, whether or not to ded with her family.

What that proved, of course, wasthat their relationship wasn't what it seemed to be.

That redization made her much sadder than she had any right to be.

**

Bill went to Scott's office as soon as he got to work on Monday. " Say, Scott, | waswondering if we
could make arrangements for my mother seeing Rachd.”

Scott looked up from his desk. "Sure. When is she coming to town?"

"Probably for Chrismas." While Nik was conveniently out of town. "What | thought is maybe Rachel
could come over to my place for awhile the day after Christmas, and we could do the whole gift thing
without tying you up al day or anything." And without Scott mesting Ma

Scott frowned and thought about the idea for afew seconds, then smiled and shook hishead in
embarrassment. "I'm sorry. | don't mean to act like you'll hurt her or something - I'm just being atypicaly
overprotective father."

"You'd rather bethere. | can seethat.” It would screw up his plans, but maybe he could get Mato
behave like ahdfway norma person for the length of her vist with Rachdl.

Scott shook his head again. "No. | was being ridiculous. It's not like you'll be taking her to the moon,
afterdl."

Hesmiled. "No. Only afew blocks."
Scott nodded. " Okay, well plan onit, then. Give me acal that morning and well coordinate times.”

"Great. I'll tell Ma." He should just shut up and leave, but he had to say, "I appreciate this, Scott. |
haven't given you much reason to trust me."

Scott pressed hislipstogether, like he didn't want to have this conversation any more than Bill did. But
then he said, "That's true long-term, but not recently. Y ou've made a success of this promotion, and
maybe I'm crazy, but | don't fed like you're out to get me anymore.”

"I'mnot. | -" Oh, what the heck. They'd gonethisfar. "I'm sorry for thethings| did last summer. | had no
business blackmailing you and Carolyn.”

Scott'slook was glum. "No, you didn't. And | haveto say I'm sorry we caved in. All | was guilty of was
trying to spare Francine's fedings, and | should have known that Seth would believe me about that."

Could Scott actudly be saying what it sounded like?"Y ou're saying you told him about you and
Caolyn?'

He nodded. "Not until after your promotion, but yeah. Once | persuaded Carolyn to stay, | knew we



couldn't let you have that hanging over our headsforever. If Seth wouldn't accept the truth, we were
prepared to go somewhere else and start over."

"Y ou must have told him about the blackmail, too." Why hadn't Seth fired him?

"No." He paused, then admitted, "1 didn't want him to know I'd knuckled under.” With a shrug that
looked more ashamed than casud, he added, "And | figured if | was cutting mysalf some dack onthe
dedl, | could do the samefor you." His eyes burned holesin Bill. "Don't expect meto do the same
agan."

Bill raised his hands between them. "No way. | -" He swallowed. "I'm grateful, and | - I'll never do
anything like that again." Scott didn't ppear to beieve him, and after afew seconds, Bill began backing
to the door. "I'll let you get back to work."

He passed by his own office, driven by something that fdlt like dread to Carolyn's, nevertheless hoping
she wasn't there. She was, and she looked up and saw him lurking outside her door. "Were you looking
for me?'

He nodded and stepped ingde, shutting the door for privacy. There were too many other officesin the
vicinity, and Carolyn's office wasn't designed for private conversations, like Scott's bigger corner office
was. Helicked hislips. "Y ou never told Scott thet | tried to blackmail you, did you?

Her eyeswent wide, and he remembered how obsessed he'd been by her back then. "I said you were
threatening to cause trouble again. | didn't tell him what you wanted - hewouldn't havelet it go, and |
didn't want it to destroy the dim chance we had of making thingswork here." She sat up alittle traighter
and chdlenged him, "Anyway, you're no rapist. Y ou wanted mein your bed willingly, and that wasn't

going to happen.”

No, not with Carolyn. He suddenly wondered if hed ever truly thought it might. His obsession with her
hadn't started until she'd been firmly alied with Scott againgt him. Before that, she'd been an attractive
woman - dthough not at al histype - and he'd hit on her smply because that was what he did when he
met an attractive woman.

"I didn't tell anyone elsg, either, in case you're wondering.”

That brought him up short. When held thought about Nik finding out about the blackmail, it had been the
job-for-silence threat he'd considered. Not sex-for-silence, athough now that he thought about it, that
was even worse.

Geez. Maybe the people at the party had a point. Maybe he didn't deserve to be with somebody like
Nik.

"Bill? Areyou dl right?'
He shook off his stupor. Hed think about Nik another time. "I'm fine. Just - well, | told Scott earlier that

I'm sorry for the whole blackmail thing, and | want to say the same thing to you. Only | guessit goes
extrafor you, because what | did to you wasreprehensible.”

She shook her head. "'It's not amatter of degree, Bill. Both blackmail attempts were reprehensible, and |
hope you're being honest when you say you're sorry. But the fact of the matter isthat the damageis
done. Scott's never going to fed quite as sure of hisintegrity as he was before this happened - and
maybe that doesn't seem like much of alossto you, but it isto aman like Scott.”

She lowered her gaze and he saw her cheeksredden. "And I'll tell you something else, Bill. If you'd come



to me with the card and picture instead of to the two of us, I'd have given you what you wanted, too.
Because as much as Scott wants to believe he would have been okay starting over somewhere else
without Rachel, he wouldn't have been the same person. | would have done anything to save him from
thet."

Hefdt blindsided by her vehemence. He wanted to defend himsdlf, but what was there to say? She
looked straight into hiseyesand said, "But the past isover. Y ou behave like a decent human being, and
Scott and | will treat you likewise. Y ou try to cause us problems, and dl bets are off."

"No problems. | swear.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Nik missed Bill dl during her shower. That was silly since he was less than ten feet away in the bedroom.
But it wasn't completely sly, because when she got up to shower Sunday morning, it Sgnified that their
weekend together was over. It would be after Christmas before sheld see him again.

But it was more than the upcoming separation that made her uneasy. It was that something had changed
in their relationship recently. Things had been fine - great, even - at Thanksgiving, and for at least aweek
after that. But since then, it seemed like he wasn't quite as much right there with her in the moment. Sex
was gtill good, so it wasn't their chemistry wearing off.

Morelikely, he was getting tired of being with her. It had to wear thin for him, aways having to worry
about what she could or couldn't do. He might even have his eye on anew woman he wanted. Hey -
maybe that was why he hadn't minded not being invited to go home with her!

She should have thought about this earlier in the weekend. She would have asked him Straight-out,
trusting that he wouldn't lie. She hadn't been ready to dedl with the possihility of it being over, though. It
had gotten too comfortable having him there every weekend, and spending Tuesday nights at his place.
Being part of a couple was so much more fun than being aone.

Maybe she should talk to him now. She could skip church one Sunday, especialy since the carol service
was tonight and she'd be going to that. They could get it over with now, and if shewasright, she had the
trip home to come to terms with the new redlity. No point in waiting, anyway. She wouldn't be ableto
redlly relax until she knew for sure.

She stepped out of the shower and one knee buckled. She sank to the carpeted floor and wrapped a
towel around her body while shetried to catch her breath.

Breathein, hold it, breathe out. Breathe in, hold - no, don't pant like that! In, hold, out. In, hold,
out. Just think about breathing. Nothing else. Not about Bill -

She curled up tighter. She would make it. She'd known it would end someday. Today was better than
next month. Thelonger it went on, the harder it would beto have it end.

Okay. Enough of thisdelaying theinevitable. She stood up, dried off quickly, and stepped back into the
bedroom.

He sat cross-legged on the bed, facing her, looking more impossibly good-looking than ever. Before she
could speak, he asked, "Isthat thing at church tonight anything | could go to?"

After amoment of shock, she got her voice back and said, "Sure. Viditors are dways welcome.”
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"Would you mind if I went with you?' He sounded unsure of her answer.

Why would he want to go? Church wasn't the kind of activity someone like Bill would chooseto bring
lifeto adying relationship. Could it bethat it wasn't dying, after all?"Not at dl, if you'reredly interested.
There's more singing than anything else, but it lasts close to two hours, and we'd haveto get there early to
get aparking space.”

"That'sokay," he said. "What time should we leave here?'

She thought back to last year. "Six-forty-five or alittle later. Well bered early, but | liketo get agood

"Okay. I'll come about six-thirty. | want to give you your Christmas present before we go.”

Her Christmas present. He wouldn't be making abig dedl out of giving her a Christmas present and
offering to go to church with her if he was bored.

At least, she didn't think so.

**

Bill checked hishair and tie in the rearview mirror before getting out of the car. Church wasimportant to
Nik, and he wanted to show it the proper respect.

He greeted her with asmplekiss on thelips and abrief hug. Thiswasn't the time to demonstrate how
powerful akiss could be, not when it would be more than aweek before they could do anything other
than kiss.

They sat next to each other on the couch, and he dipped her present out of his pocket and handed it to
her. He could barely breathe while she opened it, hoping sheld like it and at the same time, wishing that
he'd been able to find something more specidl.

She took forever to unwrap it, and then paused before cracking open the jewelry box. Her mouth went
dack for amoment, and he was afraid she hated it - or maybe it was sacrilegious. He hadn't thought of
that before. Findly, she touched afinger to the cross and traced the loop of diamonds. "It's beautiful," she
whispered.

"It made methink of you," hetold her. HEd been in the jewelry store, wanting to buy her something but
not knowing what exactly. And then he saw this necklace and he knew.

She amiled and took it out of itsbox. "Help me put it on. I'll wesr it tonight.”

He fastened the chain around her neck. The cross hung in the perfect position, midway between her
collar bone and her cleavage. She reached up and caressed the cross, then kissed him. "Thank you, Bill.
| loveit. And herésyour gift." She handed him arectangular package that had been on the floor next to
the couch.

By the size and fed, he was pretty sure it was a picture of some nature, maybe one of Nedl's. He didn't
waste any time unwrapping it, and sure enough, that's what it was. The pen-and- ink drawing of Nik hed
admired when Neal gave him the grand tour last month.

Nik squeded, "That's not theright picture! | wanted the sketch for his cloud painting!” She started off the
couch toward the phone, but Bill snagged her arm.



"Don't be upset,” he said, then pulled her onto hislap. "I'd much rather have this drawing than the other
one, and I'm sure Nedl knowsit."

She stared at him disbelievingly. "Y ou can't. That other sketch iswonderful, and this- thisisjust -"

"It'san extremely well-done picture of hissster, who he dearly loves." He paused, al the moisture gone
from hismouth.

The words were right there, on thetip of histongue. But he couldn't say them. She didn't want him to fed
that way and would never return hisfedings.

He didn't deserve her to, either. Where he came from and what hisfamily was like was bad enough. But
it wasn't just that anymore. He'd proven that everyone had aways been right - blood tells.

He and George were tons smarter than their old man, but till they'd learned plenty from him. They'd
learned to use and abuse people, and to bully their way to what they wanted, no matter who they hurt.
George had systematically destroyed the little self-confidence Francine had ever developed, and he
would have done the sameto Rachdl if held lived.

Bill had dways held his older brother in contempt for his behavior. Hed been sure that he wouldn't hurt
another human being ever, for any reason. He'd been wrong.

And because of that, he couldn't say the smple words that were clogging his throat.

He couldn't tal Nik that he loved her.

**

Nik waited longer than she should have. Bill had amost said something more, and shed waited,
half-hoping and half- dreading that he would. Because if held said it, she was sureit would be telling her
that heloved her.

Hedid. Shewas sure of it - wdll, at least she was when she wasn't sure he was sick of her and about to
dump her. He wouldn't have bought her an expensive gift if he was bored, would he? And he certainly
wouldn't have been o thrilled with that sketch of her.

Except love wasn't aword in Bill's vocabulary, and it shouldn't be onein hers, either. She seized on
Ned'strickery for something to talk about. "That Ned! | should have known he was pulling a switch
when he offered to wrap your present - when hewasin high school, held bake al the Christmas cookies
in exchange for me wrapping his giftsto people.”

Bill smiled vaguely, and she could tell he wasn't listening to her. He wasn't redly looking at the picture,
ether, dthough acasud observer might think he was. What was going on insde hisbrain?

Something about hisinward focus made her uncomfortable, so she glanced away and caught a glimpse of
the clock on the mantel. Relief! "It'stimeto go.”

Her words penetrated, and he nodded. They walked out to his car hand-in-hand.

**

Chora music soared into the rafters of the modern church and filled the hollow in Bill's somach. The
hollow where Nik ought to belong.

The hollow didn't hurt so much now. Maybe it was the music, maybe it was something else. In any case,



he could Sit here and listen to the music and the occasional reading from the gospel, and he could fed at
peace.

This church service certainly wasn't the ordeal held prepared himsdlf for. It seemed to have nothing in
common with the fire-and-brimstone preaching at the church Pop had marched him and Georgeinto
every Sunday of their youth. Thiswas nicely-dressed middle-class people gathered together because
they wanted to be here, not laborers dressed inill-fitting and worn Sunday-best clothes, at church only
because they were afraid of Hell.

And even though each family or single person sat dightly apart from each other, they gtill were somehow
part of the larger group, and tonight the group exuded awarmth deeper than that of combined body
hest.

He could see why Nik might want to come here every week. Maybe he could come here, too.

**

Nik hadn't been home more than afew hours before Julie cornered her in the kitchen. Actualy, why she
gtill thought of it as home was amystery. Thiswas Nathan and Juli€'s house now, and any resemblanceto
the home of her childhood was rapidly disappearing.

"I haven't gotten agood look at that necklace you keep playing with,” Julie stated as she reached for it,
knowing full wel that Nik didn't like being touched indiscriminatdy. "Oh, that's sweet."

Sweet? What a stupid word to use. "'l think it's beautiful.”

Julie nodded in the way that dways seemed insincere and said, "All those diamonds must have been
expensve.”

By Juliesrules, that meant that Nik was now supposed to spill her guts - either tell what abargain it had
been, or that sheld fdlenin lovewith it and couldn't resst it despite the price, or explain who had given it
to her and why. Nik wouldn't be overtly rude, but she aso wasn't going to discuss her love life with her

gossipy sster-in-law. "1 suppose so. By the way, | noticed that Nathan seemed alittle distracted during
dinner. | hope nothing'swrong & the University.”

Juliewaggled her finger in Nik'sface. "Don't go trying to change the subject. I'll bet that new boyfriend of
yoursgaveit to you."

"What new boyfriend?' How had she found out?

"Nik," she scolded gently. "Did you redly think that Ned could keep his mouth shut about something as
important asthat?' Sheinclined her head and continued, "Now, | admit he's not exactly forthcoming
about the subject, but he dipped up when he told Nathan about Thanksgiving dinner.”

Oh, no. "What did he say?"' Please, nothing about her knowing Bill back at school.

"Never mind," Julie smiled maicioudy. "But | want to know al about him - and whether other diamonds
areinyour future.

"| told you that | can't get married and have kids," she said, alittle desperately.

Julierolled her eyes. "Because of that condition of yours. | know. But you also said you didn't have the
time or energy to date, and apparently you're managing that. It'slike | said al dong - if you redly want to
do something, you'l find youre ableto.”



She patted Nik'sarm in away she might actudly think was comforting. "It'sal right, Nik dear, | know it
was hard for you to get over losing Allen. We understood that was why you had to make up that whole
thing about having some disease, rather than to admit you did something to make him not love you
anymore. But you're ready to move past that now, and | know Nathan and your father are as glad of that
as| am. I'll make usanice cup of teg, and you can tel me al about this new man of yours." She bustled
to the stove and turned on the burner.

Nik took the opportunity to escape to the doorway. "There's nothing much to tell. He's very nice and
we're having agood time together, but he's no more interested in getting married than | am. Now, if you'll
excuseme, | promised the girls1'd read them their bedtime story.”

Julie shook her head sadly. "Nik, Nik, Nik, what will we do with you? | thought you'd learned not to
waste your time on men like that." Her mothering attitude waged war and lost againgt her urgeto needle.
"The mess with that boy at school - and wasit ice cream? Such ashame.”

Nik ducked around the corner into the halway, unable and unwilling to respond. How did Julie know
about that? And just how much did she know?

**

Nik lasted until after Christmas dinner, but she finaly approached Julie. "Um, Julie, could | ask you
something?'

She was elbow-deep in soapy water with half a dozen pots and pans still waiting to be washed. "Sure -
but grab atowel and wipe some of those dishes while you ask. Sometimes| think thisfamily considers
me an indentured servant.”

The barb was meant more for the absent Nathan than for her, but till Nik was stung. "I'm sorry. | should
have been helping more."

Julie sighed, martyr-like. "Don't worry about it. What did you want to ask? Do you want some help with
that man who's giving you trouble?"

Bill wasn't giving her trouble for the reason that Julie thought, but Nik smply said, "No, not that. It'sjust
that | was wondering about what you said the other day - about what happened when | was &t the
Universty.”

"Yes?Wadll, | for one was proud of you for doing it. Men like that deserve to be taught alesson.”

She hated having to ask, but she might aswell get on with it. "What | was wondering is how you knew
about it. | didn't tel anyone.”

Julie chuckled. "That didn't mean it was a secret, you know. Do you remember Sandy? Sheand |
roomed together while Nathan was getting his doctorate.” Nik nodded. "Wdll, at the time, shewas going
out with agrad student who was a counsdor in the dorm where that boy lived. He didn't get involved
directly, of course, but nevertheless he heard al about it. And | suppose he recognized your name
because he knew | was dating Nathan."

"Didyou tdl Nathan?' She didn't think she would have avoided alecture from her stuffy brother, if hedd
known, but it aso seemed unlikely that Julie would have kept something like that secret from him.

Julie's hand snaked out from the suds and squeezed Nik'sarm. "Of course not, Nik. A girl needsafew
secrets” Shesighed. "But if I'd had any ideayou hadn't learned your lesson -"



Ned burgt into the room. "There you are, Nik. Look, Marian just called - | have to get up to Vancouver
Idand right away! Therésagdlery that wantsto show some of my paintings!”

"That's great! When do we leave?"

CHAPTER NINETEEN

"Remember, Ma. No smoking insde, and if you smoke out on the patio, use the ashtray.”

"Sure, Billy." She gtood in the middle of theliving room, gazing around like shewasin amuseum. "Thisis
redlly your place? My Billy livesin apaace?'

"Comeon, Ma. Y ou've been here before." Except he guessed she hadn't been. He aways made her stay
inamote - adecent- enough place, but not the suites place close by where they might run into someone
he knew. He'd picked her up there and taken her to dinner at one of those cafeteria-style all-you-eat
buffets that she thought were so great, and later to Francine's to see Rachel. He hadn't been about to let
her loose where he lived - still wasn't, for that matter. He'd keep a close eye on her today, too.

She was touching his stereo cabinet now, getting fingerprints al over the shiny black laminate. Oh well,
Rachel would be here later, and shed make amess, too. Masaid, "Thisislike somebody on my soap
has - you know, the guy who -"

He cut her off. "No, | don't, Ma. | keep telling you, | don't watch sogps.”

Sheturned to face him, obvioudy sorry for al he was missing. ™Y ou could tape them and watch them
after work. | skip over dl the commercids, and it goesred quick.”

"I know, Ma. Remember, I'm the one who showed you how." He dropped the subject as pointless.
"Now, when | go for Rachd, I'll get apizzato bake, and I've got pop and milk for her to drink. Her
presents are under the tree over there -" He gestured at the metal tree scul pture he'd bought speciadly for
the purpose.

"That's not a Chrisgmastree! Y ou shouldagot ared tree, and lights, and bunches of big shiny bals."

"Did you seethat on your soap, too?' Because it sure as heck didn't have any relation to any Christmas
he remembered from when hewas akid.

Her dready-pasty face got more pale, and tears jumped into her eyes. "Oh, Billy. | wanted usto have
Chrigtmas, redly | did. There just was never any money, and your old man didn't like wasting whét little
there was -"

"Not on us, anyway. He liked getting drunk just fine."

She sprang to Pop's defense - big surprise. "He had ahard life. Y ou don't know what it's like, doing
heavy labor your wholelife like he did. He didn't have the advantages you and George had - he had to
support his ssters and his mother from the time he was eleven.”

He knew better than to argue with her, but he couldn't help himself today. "Did he have scars and broken
bones from being beaten every damn week of hislife?’

She drew hersdlf up to her full height and fired back a him, "He never broke your bones!"

"He broke yours, Ma - and don't lieto me. | wasthere!"
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He saw her shrink into her shell, like she used to do when Pop started one of histirades. "Geez, Ma, I'm
sorry." He reached his hand out to touch her, and she shrank into hersdf even more. Like she thought
he was going to hit her. "l won't hurt you, Ma"

It took her afew seconds, but she finaly managed, "No, of course not, Billy. | knew that." And she
smiled in that pathetic way shedd smiled a Pop, when she was trying to pretend that everything was

okay.
Except that everything hadn't been okay then, and it wasn't okay now, either.

**

Nik dept for afew hours after Neal dropped her off. She'd tried to deep in the car, but that didn't work
too well under the best of circumstances. With Ned so excited he was practically bouncing, it was
hopeless.

She was excited for him, too. The gdlery owner liked the two pictures Marian had taken with her, but
wanted to see more in order to choose the ones his patrons would be most likely to buy. So, after he
dropped her off, Nedl was headed to Marian's house to load the rest of them into his SUV, and then he'd
driveto Canada. Marian was expecting him tonight, and they had an appointment at the gallery tomorrow
morning.

They'd left Nathan's Christmas evening, afull day-and-a- haf early. Even without the exciting news,
they'd been ready to get out of there. They both found it difficult to deal with the chaos that Nathan and
Juliestwo little girls caused, and it seemed like every timethey visited, Nathan and Julie werelessand
lessof acouple. Thetenson level made the visit not much fun anymore.

Nik was anxiousto see Bill again, too. She still didn't know how to interpret his behavior before she léft,
and she hoped the separation had made things clearer, one way or the other.

When she woke early in the afternoon, she amost picked up the phone and called him. But she decided
that she really needed to see him face-to-face, so she showered and ate lunch before driving to his
gpartment. If he wasn't there, she'd look for his car at the office, and if she struck out there, too, she'd go

grocery shopping.

Shedidn't strike out, at least not exactly. The door was answered promptly, by avery weathered
middle-aged woman. "Billy's not here," she announced flatly.

Who was thiswoman? Definitely not Nik's replacement. Maybe the cleaning lady? " Do you know when
hell be back?"

She shrugged. "Soon. He just went to take Rachel home." She stepped away from the door. ™Y ou wanna
wait?1 liktameet my boy'sfriends.”

Oh. Thiswas Bill's mother . Hardly the type of person sheldd imagined dl thistime, what with the tobacco
haze hovering around her and her discount-store wardrobe. She smiled and stepped inside. "Thanks, |
will. My name's Nik Harding, and I'm very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Adams." She offered her hand,
and after amoment, Bill's mother shook it.

"You Billy's girlfriend?" she demanded.
llYall

"Billy'sagood boy, and generous. He treats you good, | bet.”



"Yes, hedoes. You must bevery proud of him." Nik felt like shewasin the funhouse &t the carnival,
where nothing was the way it should be.

The other woman grinned. "Like | say, hé'sagood boy. He din't take after his old man abit - not like my
other boy. Y ou din't never know George, did ya? He was smart asawhip, just like Billy, but he was
mean, too, like hisold man. My little grandbaby's lucky he died when he did.”

What a strange comment to make to a stranger! Nik didn't know how to respond, and looked around
the room, hoping for inspiration. "Oh, what an interesting sculpture - Bill must have just gotteniit." She
crossed to the table where the metal tree stood.

"Hecalsit aChrigmastree" hismother said in disgust.

It was hardly anorma Chrissmastree, but it fit in this ultraamodern and impersona gpartment. "It isan
unusua choice" Nik agreed. Well, no point being the one doing dl the answering. Thismight be her only
chanceto find out anything about Bill'slife before sheld met him. "It's nice that you could come into town
for Chrisgmas. Do you ill live near Tri- Cities?'

"Y eah. Billy don't come home often, but he's good about hel ping me out with things." Things most likely
meaning bills. "His old man left me kindalaid up, so | can't work many hours.” Nik purposefully closed
her mind to the implications of that statement, especidly when coupled with the comment about him being
mean.

Mrs. Adams et out a hacking cough that wouldn't et up. Finally, she wheezed to a stop and looked at
Nik. ™Y ou know where Billy keeps hisbooze? It's the only thing that helps my cough.”

"I'll look," she offered. She started in the kitchen, having avague memory that sheld seen some bottlesin
acupboard somewhere out there. While she was poking around, she heard the apartment door open.

"Look, Ma, I'm sorry about earlier. | shouldn't have yelled at you. | just -" He broke off, and she could
tell from hisvoice that he'd decided to change the subject. "How about | buy you anice steak dinner
tonight to make up for it?"

"I know you din't meanit, Billy, but | won't turn down steak. Y our girlie can go with us.”

She hadn't intended to hide, but the conversation between Bill and his mother had been too interesting to
miss. She stepped around the corner into the living room. "Hi, Bill."

He gaped at her. That was the only word for it, and it wasn't an attractive way to be greeted by one's
lover. Horrified shock appeared to be his dominant reaction, not the pleased surprise she'd been hoping
for. "Nik," he said, weakly, abit like hewas afish, flailing on the dock, trying desperately to breathe.

Thiswasn't good.

**

Bill couldn't take this. Especidly not now. Nik meeting Mawas unthinkable - except it had dready
happened.

Maybe sheld just gotten here and didn't know yet what Mawas like. He'd only been gone - what -
maybe twenty minutes? Certainly not more than that. They couldn't have had time to do more than say
hi.

Ma started hacking again, and he stopped himsalf before telling her - again - not to smoke so much.



When she stopped coughing, she said, "Tdll the girlie where your boozeis. | need some for my cough.”

Correction. They'd had way too much time together aready. He hurried toward the kitchen. "I'll get i,
Ma. I'm sure Nik's got better things to do than wait on you." How could he get rid of Nik politely, before
any more damage was done?

"l don't mind,” Nik said. "I'mreally glad | got back early. | didn't realize your mom was coming for
Chrigmas."

"Yeah, | -" He stopped himsdf before lying to her, fumbling around in the cupboard longer than
necessary to give himsdf an excuse for not finishing the sentence. He brought out a bottle of whiskey,
poured alittleinto aglass, and handed it to Ma across the breakfast bar. "Here you go, Ma. Takeit
easy, though. It's-"

Matossed it back like he'd seen Pop do. He hoped she'd choke on it and make Nik think she wasn't
used to hard liquor, but no such luck. "Nice hooch. Hit me again, Billy."

Oh, geez. Could this get any worse? As he poured another shot into her glass, he got anidea. If heleft
Maand the bottle here, he could go into the living room and Nik would follow him. Then she wouldn't
see how much Madrank.

He modified the plan partway to where Nik was standing, and included abig hug. She liked that alot,
but he could tdll that his kiss wasn't up to snuff, so he gave up on that. Heleft hisarmsloosely around her
body - with hisbody conveniently blocking her view of Ma- and said, "I'm glad you're back.” Well, that
wasn't acompletelie. HEd been missing her horribly. "What happened to change your plans?

She grinned. "Marian called yesterday, and agdlery up on Vancouver Idand wantsto feature afew of
Ned's paintings. He had to come back to pick up more of his canvases and then drive up therefor a
meeting tomorrow morning.”

"That's great." He wished he could redly pay attention to what that meant, but he couldn't. Getting Nik
and Ma separated permanently was much more critical.

Nik pressed in close, and by reflex, he drew her even closer. Damn, he'd missed the way shefdlt, up
againg him likethis. She murmured softly, "I kind of thought we could have anice little reunion today, but
| guessyou'retied up with your mom." She said it more like aquestion than a statement, making it clear
that she hoped he'd say she waswelcometo stay.

"Yeah, | am. It'stoo bad." He said it flatly, so sheld know he wouldn't change his mind.
She was clearly disgppointed. "When does she leave?’

"Tomorrow, | think." Tomorrow, he knew, because hed go crazy if he had to put up with Maany
longer. But it was going to take him sometime to put himsalf back together after thisvist - and sometime
to figure out how to dedl with Nik knowing about Ma

She amiled tightly and asked, "Are you going in to work tomorrow?"

"Yeah." Then heredized to add, "Unless she's il here and wants to go somewhere or something.” Like
that would happen - or like held take her shopping or sightseeing if she wanted to go.

"Okay. If you'rethere, I'll stop by your office.”
He nodded. "That would be good." Because he redlly was glad she was back, he hugged her again, long



enough that his body started getting way too many ideas about what he should do next.

She buried her face in his chest for afew seconds, then stepped out of hisarms. "It was nice to meet you,
Mrs. Adams. Have anicevigt with Bill."

Maswung her head around toward Nik, and Bill could tell she was haf-hammered dready. "Y ou
leaving, girlie? | thought we was goin' for stesk."

Bill responded quickly, knowing Mamight get belligerent otherwise. "I'll take you for steak, Ma. But
Nik's got other plans.”

Nik gave him afunny look, but he pretended not to notice. She obvioudy didn't understand about dedling
with drunks.

Infact, shedidn't know adamn thing about hiskind of life, and she never would.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Nik went grocery shopping and started a pot of soup. She'd been eating too much rich food this week,
s0 she planned to emphasize fruits and vegetables for awhile.

She wouldn't even think about Bill. It was perfectly understandable that hed want to spend time alone
with his mother, and she wouldn't trand ate that into any sort of comment on the nature of their
relaionship.

Besides, sheld probably get to see him tomorrow, and that was as soon as she'd expected. She'd use her
time this afternoon and evening to get back into her regular exercise program. Even if shed had thetime
while at Nathan's, there wasn't a place where she could exercise, and the house never quieted down
enough for meditation except in the middle of the night. She'd go to bed early, too - she never dept well
away from home, and especialy not with Juliein the vicinity. She was so definite about Nik'sfibro being
afigment of her imagination that Nik typically ended up awake for hoursin the middle of the night,
wondering if that was possible.

But after her hedlthy dinner congisting of vegetable soup, fresh fruit, and plenty of ice cold water, Nik
found herself doing something she hadn't done in months.

She sought the comfort of chocolate.

**

Bill took Maover to the eastside of town for the steak dinner he'd promised. He couldn't run the risk of
somebody he knew seeing them. Although, why should that matter anymore? The most important person
inhislifehad not only seen Ma, but gotten up-close-and-personal with her.

Mawouldn't let up on talking about Nik, either. What kind of name was Nik for agirl? Wasshea
hoity-toity rich girl like George had married? What other plansfor dinner had she had that she couldn't
change? And last but not least, why hadn't Bill persuaded her to stay longer and chat? Didn't he know
that Mawanted to get to know his girlfriend?

That last question - more like ademand - was more than he could tolerate. They werein the car after
dinner, and dmost dl theway to Mas motel. He seethed slently until they pulled into the parking lot,
reminding himsalf over and over that Mawas pathetic and old before her time - and that he'd hate himself
if helost histemper with her twicein oneday.
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None of it helped, and when he parked, he turned off the engine and faced her. Y ou know why | didn't
ask Nik to go to dinner with us, Ma? Because you're alush, you smoke like achimney, you talk likea
kindergarten dropout, and | don't want anyone to know I'm related to you!"

Ma's mouth dropped open and he just knew hewasin for adoozy of acrying jag. Eventualy, hed write
her an extra check to soothe her hurt fedings, but he'd il fed guilty for weeks.

But shedidn't start crying. She didn't say anything. She sat there, stricken, for along few seconds, then
smply got out of the car and walked into the main entrance of the motel.

Leaving him donedl night, feding guilty for the way heid treated both of thewomenin hislife, but unable
to do anything to fix either Situation.

**

Nik restrained hersdf on Monday, waiting until early afternoon to check if Bill wasin hisoffice. The other
building was virtualy slent, and as she passed empty office after empty office, sherealized why. Nearly
all the developers and QA personnel must have taken the day off.

Bill hadn't. He was working away in his office, his back to the open door. She said, "Hi, Bill. | seeyou
madeit in. Y our mom must have left.”

He raised a hand in acknowledgment and typed for another fifteen or twenty seconds before turning
around. "Y eah, shedid." Helooked and sounded very strange - as though he hadn't dept in days.

"Areyou okay? Y ou look exhausted." He was probably beyond the socia niceties of inviting her to Sit
down, so she dipped into achair.

He shrugged and sighed heavily. "I'm okay. My brain's pretty zapped, but al | need isagood night's
deep.”

She wouldn't have expected entertaining his mother to rob him of that much deep, especialy when long
nights of lovemaking had only seemed to energize him. But then, degling with family baggage caused a
different kind of fatigue, as shewell knew. "I guess|'d better let you get caught up on your deep tonight,
then."

He sghed again, not meseting her eyes - and she suddenly redlized that he hadn't met her eyesthiswhole
conversation. "I'm sorry, Nik. | wouldn't be good company tonight.”

She bit her tongue to keep from saying that she wasn't looking for good company. She was anxiousto
reconnect with the man who'd been her lover for close to three months. If he was worried about
something, shed be glad to help.

But he didn't want to hear that message, and she might aswell take that as notice that their relationship
wasn't what she'd grown to hopethat it was.

**

Bill killed some time by going to the club for aworkout after work, but eventually he had to go home.
Oncethere, hisguilt wouldn't let him alone, and hefindly called Ma, haf- hoping she was out getting
drunk.

Shewan't. "H'l0?"



"Ma, it'sBill. I'm sorry about last night -"
"Yameant it, dint ya?'
Hewouldnt lie about it. "Pretty much, but -"

"Y our brother gave me awhole buncharulesfor when | went to his wedding that time. He picked out my
clothes, and | wasn't allowed to say nothin' most of the time, and no booze or cigs. | figured it was just
him being apain in the ass like his old man - ‘cept then | met hisin-lawsand | unnerstood.” Thiswasan
amazingly-coherent speech for Ma. She usudly lost track of her point beforethis. "That girlie of yours
has parents like that, don't she?"'

"Nik'sfather isacollege professor," he admitted.

"See? | knew it!" Shewastriumphant. "Y ou're agood boy, Billy, and your girlie's nice enough, but it's
not good to pretend to be somebody you ain't.”

"I'm not -" But hewas. He pushed the thought away. "Anyway, Ma, | shouldn't have said that Stuff last
night, and I'm sorry. I'll send -" He heard Ma's doorbell in the background.

"Oops, my ride's here. | gotta go, but don't you worry about what you said. Y ou're right about me bein’ a
lush, and that ain't no way to be." She hung up before he could ask what she meant and why she was
getting aride somewhere.

He thought about the revelation he'd just had. Of course he was pretending to be something he wasnt.
Hed done the same thing ever since he went away to college. Some of the other freshman were from
poor families. They'd talked about not having money and how if they hadn't gotten scholarships, they'd be
scratching for jobs, just like their parents and most of their friends. Bill had been careful not to put himsalf
in that same category, instead emulating the guys who had it made - the oneswith looks and charm as
well asbucks. He couldn't compete monetarily, but held discovered that didn't really matter in the insular
world of the university. Fancy dates and expensive gifts weren't expected - having fun together and being
alittle daring were.

Daring was easy for him. Why not? Hiswhole life had been lived on the edge, beyond the
comprehension of the nice middle- class girlswho lined up, wanting the package he was promoting. The
dangerous-seeming guy who wasin redity perfectly sofe.

And he'd been safe for hundreds of women over the years - al except the ones who wanted more than
he was offering. The ones who wanted an emotiond relationship in addition to the physica one. The ones
who thought that something was missing in hislife that she done could provide. Those women had gotten
hurt when he hadn't been willing to get involved.

Now, findly, hewaswith Nik, and he felt ayearning for something more. He thought she felt the same
way, but it was hard to know for sure. More than that, thiswhole thing about Masvisit and theway hed
blackmailed Scott and Carolyn had been driving him crazy. He was s0 ashamed of where he was from
and what he/d donethat it was hard to enjoy being with Nik anymore - and unthinkable to try for the
something more he redlly wanted.

But that was dumb. If what he had with Nik wasn't strong enough for her to accept the real him, there
was no point in dragging things out.

Hemight aswell learn to live without her now.

**



Nik faced acrigis after her sensible soup dinner. Sheld eaten the last of her stash of chocolate last night
and had forgotten to stop at the store for more on the way home. So, what to do? Drag herself out to the
grocery store lessthan amile away, or do without?

Do without was the right answer, of course. She'd eaten enough things that were bad for her at Nathan's
to last amonth. Anyway, chocolate was a crutch she ought to learn to live withot.

Easer said than done. On apurdly physiological bass, she knew that eating sweets and other rich foods
primed her body to eat more of the same. Sugar, salt, and fats just plain tasted better to her right now
than more healthy dternatives. If she stuck to her largely-vegetarian diet pretty religioudy for afew
weeks, she'd develop more of ataste for fruits and vegetables and would be better able to resist the
other. Eating chocol ate every night would sow that adaptation process sgnificantly.

But the real reason she wanted the stupid chocolate bar wasn't physiological. It was psychologicd. If she
couldn't have Bill here with her, pampering her and making her fed specia, chocolate was the next best
thing. Maybe even better in certain ways - after al, chocolate wasn't going to find another woman it
would rather be with.

Not that she thought that the current problem with Bill had anything to do with another woman. He
wouldn't be acting so strangeif it did. Hed either tell her straight-out or held just stop seeing her.

And how was that different than what he was doing? She'd been back aday and ahalf now, and
she'd gone to his apartment and then to his office. He hadn't come to see her, he hadn't called, and he
hadn't given her more than the vaguest sign that he was glad to see her, much lessthat he had any
intention of ever being with her again. Thiswhole thing about his mother visiting was probably ared
herring. Sheld smply been ahandy excuseto get Nik to leave yesterday.

She was definitely going to need chocolate to ded with thidl

But when she passed the front door on the way to the garage, she saw Bill opening the gate and stepping
into her small yard. Shetried to keep her hopes down in the mud where they'd fallen, but she couldn't
keep the smile off her face. He was here! She swung the door open. "Hi. | didn't expect to seeyou
tonight.”

He could have said something swest, like that he couldn't deep without holding her again. He didn't. He
sad, "Weneed to talk."

What awful wordsl He was warning her that something serious was going on, yet not giving her aclue as
to what it was. Did they need to talk because he needed advice about something and trusted her opinion?
Probably not. In her experience, people said "We need to talk” when rel ationships were broken or about
to get broken.

So sheld been right earlier. They were through, and she guessed he was being nice by telling her to her
face. Most women he dated didn't get that courtesy.

Sheld ded with thismaturely. After al, shed known it would happen. She ought to be prepared. "Come
in. Well tak in the living room." Sheled theway and sat in her recliner. " So, what's up?'

"What's up?' he echoed, then seemed to redlize what she was asking. "Um, well, it occurred to methat |
was kind of rude to you when you stopped by yesterday and again today."

Hewas rude to her? Thiswas what he meant by needing to talk? She'd dump that excuse into the trash
can whereit belonged. "That's okay. Y ou weren't expecting me, and | know you don't see your mom



rea often, soit's natural you'd want to spend as much time with her asyou could.”

He shook hishead. "Not at all. | hate spending time with her." He sucked in a huge breath. " See, that's
thething. Thereason | don't like being with her'sthe samereason | didn't invite you to go with usto
dinner. I'm ashamed of her and | couldn't stand for you to see what she'sredlly like. That'swhat I'm
redly like, too."

Bill, apathetic victim of life?

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Bill forced himsdlf to St right there, waiting for Nik to respond. He wasn't normdly like this. Normaly he
didn't mind confrontation and was confident of his ability to come out on top. But not with Nik. She
mattered too much, and thiswasn't awar of words. Thiswaslife.

Shefrowned in what seemed like puzzlement and finaly said, "I'm sure you are like your mother in some
ways. | don't see much similarity, though, other than that you probably get your coloring from her. What
about her is S0 upsetting?!

Oh, geez. She was going to be polite about it! "Y ou saw her, Nik! Y ou know what sheis-" He hated to
say the words, but he just knew she was going to make him do it. " Sheé'swhite trash, plain and smple,
and so was Pop. I'm their kid, and that makes me white trash, too."

She wrinkled up her forehead and nose and stared at him, but not like he was an animdl at the zoo, the
way the nice girls at home dways had. "That's ridiculous. Labeling never does any good. Y ou're asmart
guy - you know that. Y ou're who and what you make of yoursdlf, just like everybody else. And maybe
your mom's not as sophigticated as the Worthingtons, but everybody is different and has their own good
points.

How the heck did she think she could get away with lecturing him about thiscrap?"Tel me, littlemiss
professor's daughter, exactly what is so great about Ma? She'salush, shetakslike a caricature of a
redneck hillbilly, and shed have let Pop besat her to death rather than lift ahand in sdlf- defense.” They'd
see what the little white bread princess thought about that!

Shedidn't react, damn it. She just cameright back at him with, "Shelovesyou, Bill. And she's proud of
you. And if your father was as much of ajerk asit sounds like, then she must have been a pretty good
mother. Because you didn't get to be the decent caring person that you are without someone helping you
along theway. Maybe she didn't dways make the right decisions - and maybe she still doesn't - but she's
your mother and she deserves your love and respect.”

"I know that! | take care of her - I've doneit since | wasfifteen. | got her anice gpartment and anew car
when | started to make money, and | send her acheck every month - usually two." She couldn't say that
wasn't enough.

"Y ou see her what - maybe once or twice ayear? And when she comesto town, I'll bet you're careful
not to let her meet anyone you know."

"She sees Rachd

She acted like that wasn't important. "Well, of course - she's her grandmother.” She paused and thought
for afew seconds. "But that's not the real point here. The point isthat you seem to think that because you
come from a poor background, it makes you somehow inferior, and that's Ssmply not true. If anything, it
makes what you've done with your life even moreimpressve.”
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She undoubtedly intended that in a different way than hetook it. "Oh, yeah, I've done grest things. I've
taken advantage of several hundred women, I've skated on my brother's reputation most of my career,
and then | blackmailed my way into apromotion. All | need to do now isruin your life, and I'll have a
perfect record.”

Thiswholetalking ded was overrated. Nik couldn't possibly accept the real him, and nothing she said
could convince him otherwise.

**

Nik wasn't going to let Bill make her lose her temper. She could tell that was what he was &fter.
Something inside made him need confrontation - or wasit distance? In al they'd shared so far, his
background had been congpicuoudy missng, and now she might understand why.

Shemoved over to the sofa, within reach of him but not touching. "I have aquestion for you, Bill. Are
you looking for areason to stop seeing me?' She waited until hislipswereforming adenia before
adding, "Because you don't need an excuse."

He shook his head wildly. "No, that'snot it! It's-"

Shekept her voice calm, hoping he was rational enough to listen. "In that case, let's drop the dramatics
and talk about what's redlly happening.”

"What do you mean?" She had his attention, but she needed to make her point quickly.

Now, what did she want to say?"Y ou reacting so strongly to me meeting your mother seemsto indicate
that you think I'll fedl differently about you, now that I've met her. But | don't, other than to be pleased
that you have a mother who cares about you. And like | said before, coming from a poor background
isn't anything to feel ashamed about. L ots of people do, and anyone who'd judge you based on that isn't
worth worrying about.”

Words burst out of him. "It's not just that we were poor. That sucked, but alot of peoplein that town
were even poorer than us. It's-" Hisface wastight and his eyes huge and horrified. Suddenly, he
grabbed her hand and said, "Come on. I'll show you."

He pulled her down the hall to the second bathroom, the one he used when he stayed over. He flicked on
the lights, peeled down hisdacks and briefs, and bent over. " See? See the scars?'

Her stomach tried to escape from her body, but she forced hersdlf to look. The scars were there, plenty
of them, small pale marks covering his buttocks and upper thighs. She hadn't noticed them before this,
and that amazed her. When she steded herself to touch a couple of them lightly, she discovered that they
were hard and didn't fed at dl like norma skin. "'l see," she whispered, then tried to pull his pants back

up.

Heresisted for acouple of seconds, then stood and finished the job himsdlf. "1 don't think you redly do,”
he said, facing her. "Pop got drunk at least once aweek, and when he got home, hed come after me
first. And after he got warmed up on me, held move on to Ma. She'sgot scars all over her body, and
some broken bonesthat didn't hedl right because she wouldn't go to the doctor.”

The horror wastoo muchto let in dl at once, so she focused on a probably-irrelevant point. “What about
George? Didn't he get it, to0?"

Bill made an unpleasant noisein the back of histhroat. "Oncein awhile, if George did something that
pissed off Pop. But not asarule.” His eyes narrowed and his face tightened even more. "That'swhy it



went on so long. | wastoo little to stop it, but George was bigger. I'd beg him to help me make Pop
stop, and he'd say, 'If you don't want to get beaten, stop bugging Pop. How could 1? What | did wrong
wasto be born!"

She winced and threw her arms around him. His body tensed, but gradually relaxed, and eventualy he
wrapped hisarms around her, too.

Findly, he continued, "Thefirst year George was away at school, Pop was worse than before. Hewas
having a hard time keeping ajob, and he spent just about al he made on booze. Anyway, this one night,
hewasin aredly foul mood, and | could tell that he was hurting Maworse than usud. So | grabbed the
sharpest knife we had in the kitchen, snuck up behind him, and held it to histhroat. | made him stop, and
| gave him five minutesto get out of the apartment. | said I'd kill him if he ever came back.”

"That wasredlly brave." She had to ask, but she wasn't sure she wanted to know. "Did he ever come
back?'

He blew out a breath and stepped out of her embrace. "Not while | was there, but other times. | could
awaystell when held been there. Mad be dl kind of giggly, and in aredly good mood for aday or two."
He shrugged and waked into the bedroom, where he stood staring out the window. "And when | went
away to schooal, | didn't go home anymore and I'm sure she let him move back in."

"Was hedtill the sameway?' Maybe Bill'sthreat had led to him reforming.

He amost laughed. "He never changed. He still best her up whenever hefdt likeit. HEd be doing it
today if he hadn't choked on his own puke my junior year a schoal.”

Nik didn't know what to say. He hadn't told her all thisto gain her sympathy. But on the other hand, he
wasn't trying to push her away anymore, so she'd made some progress. They'd be okay, if only she could
figure out where to go from here.

He stared out the window with an intensity that had to mask emotional chaos. "My wholelife, | sworel'd
never be anything like Pop. I'd never hurt someone for any reason, much less just because | could. But
now | know that'sdl alie. | don't use my fistsor abelt like Pop -" His face spasmed and he gripped the
windowsll so tight his knuckles turned white. "But neither did George. We're both so goddamned smart
we can destroy people without getting blood on our hands.”

She was completely lost now. He couldn't be right, yet he obviously believed every word he said. It
suddenly occurred to her that they were so far into uncharted territory for their relationship that she
couldn't remember what used to be redlity.

She wasn't going to lose everything now, smply because of emotiona overload. She dipped her hand
into his. "Well talk about that later. First, let's lie down on the bed and relax.”

He growled and tried to pull away. "'l don't want -"
"Shh." She brushed her fingertips across hislips, and asmall eectric shock passed between them.

Heturned to her, and the wildnessin his eyes was suddenly sexua. He advanced on her with such
purpose that she took a step back. He pushed her onto the bed and followed, straddling her body. And
then he kissed her with al his desperate anguish.

She thought she might drown.

**



Bill was starving for her touch, for her taste, for her soul. Hed been starving forever, it seemed, and only
Nik could fill hisemptiness. He pressed her down onto the bed, hisfingerstangling in her hair, their
bodies till much too far gpart. Still two separate beings.

He pulled away from her mouth and raised himself on his knees, needing to dispense with their clothes
before heincinerated into a pile of ash.

She stopped him with her palm pressed againg his chest. "Thisisn't what | meant, Bill."
"It'swhat | need." Couldn't she seethat? Couldn't she fed it?
She hdf-amiled. "Wait abit first. Give yourself achanceto ded with dl this”

"| dedlt with it adecade ago!" But something nagged at him, saying there was something new. Something
other than Pop, and the shame of not being able to stop it from happening. But no. There couldn't be.

It was Nik who couldn't deal with this. ™Y ou don't want me to touch you anymore, do you? Not now that
you know I'm one of the nasty trashy boys your daddy warned you about."”

Anger legped into her eyes and she shoved him off of her and onto the floor. She sat up and leaned over
him. "Y ou stupid jerk. When are you going to figure out that | don't give adamn about any of that
garbage? I'm sorry for your miserable childhood, and I'm sorry that you have such horrible memories, but
none of that changes the fine person you are. And none of it hasthe least little bit to do with whether |
want to make love with you. | do. Very much. I'd just rather wait until it has abit more to do with making
love and abit lessto do with pushing awvay bad memories.”

"That'snot -" hefdtered. It was. Making love was about two people becoming more than their individual
selves. It wasn't about losing onesdlf in the other, and that'swhat he'd been looking for.

She moved fully onto the bed and said, “"Come lie next to me. I'll show you some smple breathing
exercisesto help you relax.”

But in the end, what helped him relax the most was finally believing that she truly accepted him.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Nik couldn't deep. For once, it wasn't because her body hurt in more places than she could count. She
couldn't deep because her mind was busy thinking about everything Bill had said - and everything he
hadn't. She was amost sorry sheld stopped him before he explained those strange remarks about hislife.
Only amost sorry, though. Any more revelations right then would have been too much.

He was degping now. It had taken an hour to get him relaxed enough to make love, and more time after
that for hisexhaugtion to findly tip him into deep. Her imagination made her think he was resting more
soundly than usud, now that his past was out in the open. But she knew that was her imagination talking -
just like it was saying that their relationship was suddenly much more serious ssmply because held told her
about his past.

No. Bill might trust her with secrets held rather no one knew, but she would still be crazy to think hed
stay much longer.

**

It was hell being aresponsible boss, and even worse having another responsible boss asalover. Bill
wanted to stay right herein Nik's bed al day long, and maybe al week long. Sheld been away for nearly
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aweek, and now that he knew she accepted the real him, they had alot of catching up to do.

Six months ago, he would have doneit - or at least put afair amount of effort into persuading her to
agree. But now, when she said she had reviews to write and meetings to attend, he remembered the
work that was waiting for him, too.

He wasn't going to give up entirely, though. While they both dressed, he asked, "Y ou're coming over
tonight, aren't you?"' It was Tueday, after dll.

"Thereason | usualy see you on Tuesday isbecause | don't see you on Monday." He heard the smilein
her voice. "In case you've forgotten, we spent Monday together thisweek."

"But we didn't spend the weekend together - or last Tuesday, for that matter.” 1t suddenly occurred to
him that they hadn't talked about her health since she got back from Christmas. "Y ou're okay, aren't you?
Y our trip home wasn't too tiring or anything, wasit?"

"I'm okay," she said, but he wasn't sureif he could believe her. "'l don't deep real well when I'm at
Nathan's, so I'm kind of tired." She paused for afew seconds, and he thought about telling her to forget
it, that she should get some extradeep tonight. But he wanted her with him, even if shewastoo tired to
do anything but deep. "Let's say this- I'll comefor dinner, and unless| fed worsethan | do now, I'll stay
the night. I'll need to deep, though."

"That'sfine. Seegp as much asyou want." Anything so he could have her near.

**

Bill glanced up when someone knocked on his office door. It was Seth. "Good afternoon, Bill. Do you
have afew minutes?'

It wasn't much of aquestion, not when it was the big boss asking. "Sure. What can | do for you?"

Seth smiled as he shut the door and sat down. "Actually, | came by to thank you for your hard work this
past year. Y ou know that | was somewhat leery about how you'd handle this project lead role, and |
think it's only appropriate for meto say that | have no reservations on that score any longer.”

He'd been more than "somewhat leery", but there was no reason to mention that. " Thanks for saying that.
I've done my best."

Seth nodded. "1 can see that, and that's why | wanted to give you this persondly.” He handed him a
sedled envelope. "It's your bonus check, and | hope the amount will please you.”

That must mean it was more than the meady couple hundred bucks he'd gotten the last few years.
"Thanks. I'm sureit will."

Seth smiled abit tightly. "There's something else | wanted to touch upon today, and that's your sdary.
The detaillswill haveto wait until after thefirst of the year, but | thought you'd like to know that Scott
recommended you for asignificant raise, and that 1've gpproved his recommendation. We both fed that
the new amount more adequately reflects your contributions to the company than what you're currently
meking."

A significant raise? How much was that?

"One morething, Bill. I'm aware that you and Scott have had your difficultiesin the past, and frankly, that
was one of the reasons | was so concerned about giving you this promotion. But I'm impressed with how



well you and he have worked together the last few months, and | want you to know that | appreciate
both of your effortsin that regard.”

Before Bill could think of an appropriate response, Seth was on his feet and out the door. A good thing,
too. Despite the bonus and the promise of abig raise, al hismind could focus on was what Seth had said
about Scott.

How on earth could Scott stand to ded with Bill, much less recommend him for araise?

**

Nik hoped Bill hadn't been expecting her earlier. She hadn't mentioned it this morning, but she hadn't
dared skip her after-work workout. He didn't answer the doorbell right away, and she thought about
suggesting that they exchange keysto avoid thishasdein the future.

But then he opened the door, and the suggestion flew out of her mind. "What'swrong?' she asked.
Something had to be. He was wired like he'd been last night and appeared surprised to see her.

"Wrong?' Awareness popped into hiseyes. "Y ou're herefor dinner. I'll -" He turned and started for the
kitchen.

She hurried after him. "Don't worry about dinner. | want to know why you're so upset.”

He clattered around the kitchen, gathering ingredients and cooking implements haphazardly, totaly unlike
hisnorma sdif. Shefindly stopped him by taking hishandsin hers, pulling him into the dining area, and
pushing him into a chair. After amoment, he nodded and said, "Y ou'reright. It would take too long to
cook. Well go out."

Before he could stand up, she stepped in front of him and put her hands on his shoulders. "Dinner can
wait, Bill. What'sgoing on in your head can't." He didn't say anything, so she asked, "Doesthis have
anything to do with the stuff we talked about last night?

He groaned and dropped his head forward. "1'm adamn fraud, and Scott knowsit, but the jerk'stoo
damn nice to do anything about it!"

A connection clicked in her head, one that was so awful it couldn't possibly bered. ™Y ou said you
blackmailed your way to your promotion. Y ou didn't mean thet literaly, did you?'

Heraised hishead dowly, until he waslooking straight in her eyes, and she suddenly knew what his
answer would be.

She knew held doneit, and she knew the detail s weren't going to redeem the situation.

Hed done something unthinkable.

**

Bill couldn't believe that he'd actually forgotten about the blackmail. Last night, held been dll set to tell
Nik everything, knowing that he probably wouldn't get it dl out before shed run away in horror. But
shed handled the stuff about his past so well, and then made him stop talking. Sometime while she was
caming him with what fdlt like love, héd just plain forgotten that there was anything more he needed to
tell her.

Seth'svist had reminded him of redlity.



Hiswhole body sagged at the prospect, but Nik needed to know the complete unvarnished truth. "Y ou
should st down. Thisisgoing to take awhile."

She reached behind her blindly for achair and sat facing him. "'I'm reedy.”

No, shewasn't. He wasn't ready, ether, but that didn't matter. "Y ou may or may not have heard that
Francine died a my apartment, but she did. And | guess you know that Carolyn was aready working at
A-W, but you wouldn't have heard that Scott and Francine were having problems.”

" Are those things connected somehow?"

Hewished he could smile at her eager interest. Y eah, but not inasmpleway.” Helad it dl out for her
then, both what he'd known then and what he knew now - and the worst part, what hed done about it.
He kept going, too, after his promotion, explaining about how held threatened Carolyn, how sheld
laughed at him, and what Scott had told Seth.

Shelooked shell-shocked when he finished, so he added the bit about his recent conversations with both
Scott and Carolyn, and what Seth had said today.

That seemed to spur her into words. "Y ou fed guilty about what you did, isthat what you're saying?'

Guilty? What amild word! "Guilty - ashamed - embarrassed, whatever you want to call it. And | can't
see how | could have doneit. My wholelife, I've hated the way Pop was, the way he beat up on Maand
me just ‘cause he could, and I've sworn I'd never belike him."

"You aren't. Just because you did something wrong doesn't mean you're like him."

He shook his head, annoyed that she didn't get it. "I told you what Carolyn said - that Scott's different
now because of what | did. | made that happen, Nik. I hit him right where it hurt the worst. Just like Pop
did."

She stared at him in exasperation for afew seconds, then blew her breath out. " People hurt people al the
time, Bill. | hate to sound cynical, but if Scott was asdl-fired sure of hisintegrity as Carolyn said, then
he'd never been tested before. It's part of growing up, to learn that principles are al very well and good,
but that sometimes other things have to take precedence.” She shook her head and added, "And asfar as
being like your father, | don't recal you saying anything about him ever being sorry for hurting anyone.”

"Well, no," he admitted. "He thought we deserved it."

Shelaughed dthough there wasn't anything remotely funny about the situation. "He figured he could get
away withit - isn't that morelike it? The wife who gpparently loved him no matter what, and the son who
was smaller and weaker. She wouldn't have reported him, and if you'd tried, shewould have denied it."

"l guess." No guessing about it. She was absolutdly right, and by making him see that, the horror of being
like Pop faded away. A huge load lifted for the first time in weeks. ™Y ou mean you don't hate mefor
what | did to Scott and Carolyn?”

She gave him along serious ook that felt like aspike to the gut. "I don't hate you, but that's about all |
can honestly say. Y ou did something that | find virtualy unimaginable, and if -" She broke off, shaking her
head. "I don't know. I'm sorry."

She stood dowly and walked away.

**



Nik felt dizzy and physicaly sick to her ssomach. Sheld tried hard to keep an open mind while Bill
explained what he'd done, and she thought she'd succeeded. She'd looked at it as honestly as she could,
without the extralayer of self- condemnation held added, and without putting herself in either Scott or
Carolyn's positions.

Hed done an awful thing. How - She turned back to face him. ™Y ou fed guilty about this now, but you
didn't at thetime?"

He shook hishead. "I figured Scott deserved it. He needed something not to go hisway for once-" He
swiped hishand through his hair quickly. "I hated the way he waltzed right into the company after George
died. | wanted that job for mysdlf, and | was convinced | deserved it - | know now | would have made a
mess of it, but | didn't know that a the time. And suddenly he's seeing Francine and acting like Rachd's
daddy, and Seth starts treating him like a son instead of an employee -"

"But that was years ago!"

"So?' Heflared in annoyance. "Things didn't get any better, and nobody ever seemed to carethat | was
good a my job. Scott was the golden boy, and the only time Seth bothered with me was when he
lectured me about -* The indignation he'd been working up suddenly disappeared.

"About sexudly harassng thewomen at work," shefilled in, feding sorry for him until she remembered
what he'd doneto Carolyn. "Okay, | can seethat you had a grudge against Scott. But why Carolyn?”

"Because of Scott," he answered quickly, then shook his head. " Geez, that's not it - not al of it, anyway.
It goes back to -" He broke off suddenly, swiping his hand through his hair again, then jJumping up and
heading into the kitchen. "L ook, I'll tell you, but | can't just it there and spill my guts. I'll make us some
scrambled eggs.”

That was probably agood thing. Part of her ssomachache was undoubtedly hunger. "Okay." She perched
on astool by the breakfast bar where she could watch hisface while he talked. She needed to hear the
wholetruth.

While hewas whisking the eggs, he continued, " Carolyn's had this negetive attitude toward me from the
first timel met her, during her interview. Not just that she wasn't interested in me, like sheiswith the
other guys, but like theidea of having anything to do with mewasrepulsive. Kind of likethe nicegirlsin
high school acted toward me - and | guessthat'swhy | couldn't let it go. So, I'd needle her and think up
thingsto say that would make her blush - not much of achallenge, | haveto admit. But in redlity, | didn't
redlly care that much about going out with her or anything, because she's not my type - physicaly or any
other way."

He grabbed a pan and Sarted heating some butter in it. "But then Francine got al paranoid about her and
Scott having athing on the side. | couldn't redlly believe that Mr. Straight Arrow would do that, but it
kind of griped meif Carolyn was playing al impossible-to-get around work and then cheeting on the
boss's daughter. So, then Francine brought me those things of theirsright before she died, and | figured |
had the perfect way to bring Scott down, and | didn't mind that it would ruin thingsfor Carolyn, too."

"That's not why you propositioned her.” It couldn't be.

He shook his head as he carefully poured the eggs into the pan. "No, it's not. The way it worked out, |
guess | got to know her alittle better, and | found out that she wasn't al icy control. She'd get mad about
how | was treating them - him, mostly, | think - and she'd be suddenly red-hot. And | got, like, kind of
fixated on that fire-ice thing, and I'd imagine -"



He groaned and covered hisface with his hands. "Geez, Nik, do | redlly haveto spell this out for you?
Y ou gotta see what I'm talking about! "

Unfortunately, yes. She could seeit clearly. She could see Bill in bed with Carolyn, doing one of the
many absolutely incredible things that he knew how to do. And she could see him driving Carolyn right
over the edge of contral, just like he did to Nik amost every time they made love.

And she suddenly saw how much Bill liked doing that to awoman, how much he needed to make her
lose control. That redlization prompted another one - that Nik was alot like Carolyn. They both were
intelligent career-minded women who knew how to keep most people at adistance. Animpossible
chdlengefor Bill toress.

She swallowed, hoping for enough moisture to form the words she needed to say. "Oh, yes, Bill. | see. |
seethat after Carolyn shot you down, you were fortunate enough to find another woman alot like her -

onewho wasn't ableto resist your offer. 1've wondered dl aong why you didn't get bored with me and

move on, like you aways do. But now | know - it's no credit to me. It'sthe fact that you still can't have
Caralyn, and you never will."

Hewas gtaring a her now - undoubtedly horrified that she'd figured out the truth. ™Y ou think | still want
Carolyn? And that'swhy I'm with you?"

She nodded. " Scott's got Carolyn. Y ou need somebody.”

He shook hishead, dowly at first, then moreragpidly. "Nik, you're so incredibly wrong! | don't want
Carolyn - | want you." He reached across the breakfast bar and grabbed her hand. "Nikolia, sweetheart.
| love you."

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Bill had never told awoman he loved her before, but he was damn sure that her staring at himin
gpoplectic shock wasn't agood sign. Nik ought to be sighing or grinning or saying that shefdt the same

way.

Not that hed doneit right. He'd just spent an hour or more telling her what awful things he'd done - and
geez, even how hung up hed been on Carolyn! And then, suave as anything, held cruised right oninto a
declaration of love. No wonder she was horrified.

"Y ou're crushing my hand," she said, and of course shewasright. Helet go and watched her flex some
life back into it, and while he was begating himsalf up about that, she added, "The eggswill burnif you
don't gir them." She was right about that, too.

He concentrated on the eggs. They needed to eat, even if food seemed completely irrdlevant at atime
likethis. Besides, held said enough, maybe too much. He had to give her achance to think thisthrough.

The eggs finished cooking before long, and he took them up onto their plates. They ate them right where
they were, Nik on the stool across the breakfast bar from him, and him standing at the stove. HEd never
donethat before. He'd always thought the way Ma ate right out of the pan was the epitome of low-class,
s0 held made apoint of eating at the table, on redl plates, with rea utensls. The point seemed pretty
stupid now.

After they ate, he washed ther dishes and straightened the kitchen, putting away the things held taken out
when Nik first got here. Then he dared aglance a Nik. He couldn't tell anything. Her face was closed,
yet seemingly not set againg him.
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Finaly she asked, "Did you say that because you thought it would make mefed differently about what
you did?'

Hedidn't need to ask what "that" was. He knew. "1 told you | love you because I've been holding it
insde for weeks now, because | knew | didn't deserve to ask you to love me back.” Hisvoice didn't
want to let him say the rest, but he forced it out. "And | needed to say it, and | figured I'd better do it
before you walked out."

"Y ou thought | was going to walk out?" She sounded incredulous, athough he couldn't imagine why.

"Sooner or later. Maybe not right away, but eventually. 1've spent my whole life shouting to the world that
I'm as good as everybody e se, but I'm not, and now | know it." He made himself shrug, asif that wasan
easy admission to make. He turned away, wishing this was her house, so he could leave and preserve
somedignity. ™Y ou're not going to want to bother with me now that you know the truth.”

Suddenly, hefelt her hand on hisback, so lightly that he thought he must beimagining it. "The truth that
you make mistakes, you mean? | knew that - you're human, like everybody el se, and we dl make
mistakes."

He wanted to accept that, to sweep everything aside with those smple words, to lean back into her
touch and make the truth go away. He wanted that so much that he couldn't speak for amoment. "We
don't dl blackmail other peopleto get what we want."

"No, and | agreethat was an awful thing to do." Still, her voice was soft and somehow comforting. "But |
think we al do thingsthat horrify uslater. Look at Scott, for instance. For whatever reason, he decided
not to tell Francine about Carolyn, and to offer Carolyn the job that brought her here. He should have
known better - he had to have known how foolish that was. Y et hedid it, and I'm cynical enough to
think hewasjust alittle bit relieved when Francine conveniently died, leaving him free to be with
Caolyn.

He opened his mouth to argue, but found he agreed with her.

She continued, "Buit that's not my point. My point isthat, whatever he did, whatever he felt, you can bet
that he knows he's at |east somewhat to blame for the pain he caused. And some part of him wishes held
done differently."

"Y eah, but he didn't set out to hurt anyone - that's not how he operates.”

"No, he did what he did because it wasin his own sdlf- interest, and that's what you did, too. Now, I'm
not claiming that what you did is no worse than what he did - it is- but you dready know that. What I'm
telling you isthat you're not a horrible person because you did this one awful thing, nor because of what
your parentswere like. The kind of person you are comes from the thousands and maybe millions of
things you do, both bad and good, over the course of your life. And overal, you're agood person.”

Heturned to face her, but instead of putting his arms around her like he wanted to, he settled for resting
his hands on her shoulders. ™Y ou redlly think that? Even after the way |'ve trested women my whole
life?'

She amiled abit and said, "It's not a crime to take what awoman offers you, aslong as you don't deceive
her into believing things that aren't true. And from what I've heard, any woman who's been deceived did
it to hersdlf.”

Hefdt afunny quivery fedingin his somach. It sounded like she till accepted him, even now when she



knew thewordst. "That'strue. | never promised anything other than agood time." He couldn't leave it
there. "Until now."

"You gill haven't." Shelooked like she was going to say more.
Hedidn't wait. "Sure | have. | loveyou -"

"That's not apromise.” Her smile was gentle and made him want to listen. ™Y ou love me today, but you
might not love me tomorrow or next week."

"I'll loveyou forever!" But even ashe said it, heredized he didn't know if that wastrue. He knew nothing
about forever.

She shook her head and put her hand on hisarm. ™Y ou're not ready to promise that, Bill. But that's okay.
I'm not ready to promise that, either.”

What did that mean about how she felt about him? She squeezed hisarm and said, "Y ou know thet 1've
tried to keep things smple between us, and that | objected to you saying we had ardationship. Well,
none of that did me any good. Despite my intentions, | fell in love with you."

Her words echoed in his brain. Sheloved him, tool!

**

Nik bent her left knee dightly and shifted her weight forward. Maybe the achein her hipswould subside
alittle now.

It did, but now her knee and legs hurt more, and the pain in her left leg was sharp like aknife. What if she
turned onto her other Sde? She moved carefully, not wanting to disturb Bill's deep.

The new position wasn't redlly any better, but sheld stay like thisfor awhile, anyway. It was achange,
and that was the best she could hope for.

Shefdt tears gathering in her throat, but she choked them back. Okay, sure, she was headed at
breakneck speed into adown cycle, but crying wouldn't accomplish anything and Bill might hear her. She
couldn't deal with his questions right now, not in addition to her own.

Why did it have to happen now? Why not in aweek or two, after the situation with Bill settled into
whatever its new state would be? It was pointless to ask the question, of course, just asit would be
pointlessto wish she didn't have to have adown cycle at al. She had fibro, and that meant she had
frequent flares and occasiona down cycles. She could do every single thing possible to take care of
hersdlf, and she'd gtill have them. That wasdl therewastoit.

Of course, knowing they were inevitable didn't make them easy to accept. And it didn't make her fed
ableto explain to Bill about the soon-to-come redlity. Not yet.

"What can | do to help, sweetheart?' His voice came out of the dark. Had her moving around made him
wake up?

"I'mfine" shelied. "A little restless, but you don't need to worry about me."

"After dl I've put you through the last few days, I'm not going to let you suffer done. Would amassage
help?' The room was suddenly lit by the dim glow of his bedside touch lamp.

"I'm not sure. Some of my muscles are pretty tender.”



Herolled to face her. "I know. Y ou should have told me | was hurting you."

She shook her head. "Y ou weren't. Not redlly.” But it wasthefirst time hisloving her didn't take the pain
away for alittlewnhile.

"Y ou're supposed to enjoy making love."

"l do!" She owed him an explanation, though. "Just - well, tonight, some of it wasn't as comfortable asit
usudly is. It wasn't anything you did - it'sjust the way my muscles are right now. | would havetold you if
it wasaproblem.”

He breathed out impatiently. "Nik, it's a problem anytime you can't fully enjoy something werre doing.”
He paused afew seconds before continuing. " Serioudy, sweetheart. It'simportant to me not to cause you
pain, and after, when | redlized | had -" He shook his head rather than compl eting the thought.

Of course. Hurting her would remind him of hisfather. "I'm sorry. I'll tdll you next time." 1t would dmost
certainly be next time they made love. And the time after that, and the one after that. But she couldn't
faceteling him that yet. Ingtead, she said, "Y ou could try giving me amassage, if youd like. It might
hdp."

Hewas eager to try, and it did help ease her aching muscles. She drifted into alight doze before he
finished, and the rest of the night eased by.

**

Bill kept his eye on Nik the next morning while she dressed, and he didn't like what he saw. She moved
awkwardly, as though she had many fewer moving parts than most people - and like the partsthat did
move were rusty. It wasn't like the morning after shedd had the flare in early November, when shed only
seemed alittletired. He could tell she didn't want him to say anything about it, though.

Hed approach the matter differently. ™Y ou know, I'll bet no one at work would mind if we both took the
rest of the year off for alittle vacation. New Y ear'sis thisweekend, but I've heard that some of the hotels
il have rooms available. How about if | seeif | can get us some reservations?”

He heard her heavy sigh and wished held kept his mouth shut. Since he couldn't take the words back, he
tried to offer an easer dternative. "Or we could take the time off and just hang out here or at your place.
That would be just as good, and there wouldn't be any crowds to dedl with.”

She sagged onto the side of the bed and sighed again. "I'm sorry, Bill. | think it would be best just to stick
with our normal schedules as much as possible.” Her voice shook alittle as she added, "And asfar as
New Y ear's Eve, maybe you'd better make plans without me. | can't handle abig party, or even asmal
one"

He dropped down next to her and dipped hisarm around her waist. "I don't care about a party,
sweetheart. Just aslong aswe can be together, I'll be happy. And asfar astaking time off work, | just
thought we could both use afew daysto kick back and relax. | know you'retired, and to be honest, so
am |. Thiswhole thing about my mom and talking about what happened with Scott and Carolyn kind of
wiped meout.”

She looked at him with troubled eyes. "I know, Bill, and | wish | could do something to help you. But |
can't do any morethan | aready have. | redized last night that I'm headed into a down cycle, and my
life'sreally not going to be worth much for the next few weeks."

"A down cycle? What's that?" It sounded awful - maybe not so much the words themselves as the way



she said them. His fears were confirmed when she explained, but he didn't have any question about how
to respond. "What can | do to help? 1 can do the cooking and other stuff around the house, and give you
massages anytime you want, but isn't there something more?"

Her smile wastight as she shook her head. "That's aredly sweet offer, but there's no reason for you to
get involved in dl this. | won't be able to see you very often, but | can take care of my own needs just
fine" She gave his hand a squeeze. " See, thisiswhat | was talking about when | said | couldn't redlly
manage ardationship. Weve got stuff going on between us that's complicated, and you're degling with
things of your own, and here I'm effectively out-of-it for a couple of weeks or more. It's not fair to you,
and I'm sorry."

"Y ou don't need to be sorry! Y ou've been greet, even though it's obvious now that you haven't felt good
indays. All that stuff's over with now, anyway. We love each other and everything's great.” Suddenly, he
remembered that she'd refused what sheld called his offer. "And that wasn't an offer - it'show things are
going to be. I'm going to be there and take care of you when you need it. And when you're fegling okay
again, I'm gtill going to be there and welll take care of each other.”

After dl, that was what love was al about.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Bill wasn't sure whether Scott had canceled thisweek's project meeting or not, so he went by the
conference room a couple of minutes early to check. Carolyn was dready there. "I guesswere having
our mesting," he said and took a seet.

"'Scott was on the phone aminute ago when | went to ask, but he nodded when | asked.”
All of asudden, he noticed that she was wearing an engagement ring. ™Y ou got aring for Chrissmas."

Predictably, she blushed but didn't say anything. He guessed she expected him to be rude about it. He
smiled. "I'm happy for you - honest. When's the wedding?”

Scott stepped into the room as she answered, "The end of March.”

Scott looked back and forth between them and added, " The Worthingtons have offered to have it at their
house, and we've accepted.” A pointed reminder of just who had the bosss full support and approval .
Scott obvioudy wasn't convinced yet that he didn't need that trump card in dedling with Bill.

"That'sgreat,” he said, and meant it. "I'm sure you'll be very happy.”
"Wewill," Carolyn replied, sending Scott aglance that seemed to suggest he let the subject drop.

He did, and nothing more was said for a couple of minutes. Finadly Scott frowned and said, "Phillip'sin
today, isn't he?'

Carolyn shook her head. "He was, but he left at noon to take his sister to the airport. He said he'd be
back by three. How about Jake?"

"Hiswife's having some medicd teststhis afternoon,” Scott said. "' So, it'sjust us, then. Anything to
report?' He glanced at Bill, probably since held dready heard anything Carolyn might mention.

Bill's chest felt suddenly like abubble wasfilling it. He hadn't redlly planned to go into this at the project
mesting, but it was just the three of them. "Not really to report, no, but there is something | wanted to
mention." Politdy interested looks now from both Scott and Carolyn. "Uh, well, you know I've been
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seeing Nik for awhile.” They nodded. "It's- um - more than that now. We love each other.”

Scott clearly didn't believe him, whereas Carolyn blushed again and |ooked about ready to burst. She
fought the reaction back and eventualy managed a sarcastic "'Are we supposed to declare anationd
holiday or something?'

He should have known better than to say that. It wasn't the part he needed to discuss, anyway. "Wdll, the
thing is, Nik's having some health problems, and I'm going to be taking care of her. | don't think it'l|
interfere too much with work, except that | won't be able to work extra hoursfor awhile.”

Now Carolyn was guilt-stricken. "I'm sorry. | hadn't heard. | hope shelll fedl better soon.”

Scott was more pragmatic. "Isthisrelated to her fibromyalgia?' Of course, Seth would havetold him
about it, probably before she was hired.

He nodded. "It'swhat she calls a down cycle, and from what she says, she expectsto be ableto keep
working through it, but | don't know how reasonable that is. Shelll be deeping alot, though, so | thought
maybe | could borrow the laptop you take on trips. That way, | could get at least some stuff done
evenings”

Scott shrugged. "Sure. It'sat home, but I'll bring it in tomorrow." He fought a grin and shook his head.
"I've got to say, though - | never thought 1'd see the day when you'd be offering to work evenings.”

Bill grinned back at him, for asecond dmost fedling accepted. I haveto say | didn't foreseethis, either.
But times change -"

"And apparently so do people,”" Scott added. "Good luck. I hopeit works out.”
Not acomplete reversa of opinion, but maybe they were headed there.

**

Nik had cautioned hersdlf al day not to be upset with Bill. He loved her and wanted to help her - that
was agood thing. He smply didn't understand what her life would be like for the next few weeks. Once
he did, she'd be able to persuade him to et her suffer through it on her own.

Still, when he arrived with what appeared to be afull carload of possessions and food, it was hard to
remember her good intentions. He put most thingsin the spare bedroom, and the small closet was full by
thetime he finished filling it with hangersfull of dacks and shirts. How many clothes did the man own?

Hefrowned at her as he put thelast things away. "Why are you sill standing there? Y ou should belying
down - or at least Sitting.”

Timeto set some ground rules. "Bill, you're going to have to learn not to make assumptions about what |
should or shouldn't do. | know you have my best interests a heart, but I've been dedling with fibro alot
longer than you have."

"I know, but you try to do too much. That'swhy I'm here - to make your life easier.”

Hasding with him over every little thing wasn't going to make anything eesier. "Let'sgo in the living room
and talk about that."

"I'll make us some dinner first. What would you liketo est?"

Petience, she cautioned hersdlf. "I dready ate, but you can fix something for yoursdlf, if youd like."



"What did you have?" he asked suspicioudy.

"Y ogurt, not that it'sany of your business." She was going to lose her temper if shedidn't get out of here,
"I'll bein theliving room when you're ready to talk."

Hefollowed her, gpparently not noticing she was abouit to take hishead off. "Y ogurt's not enough for
dinner. I'll make something more after we talk." He dropped onto the couch and asked, " So, what's to
talk about?"

She counted to ten, twice, before she felt cdlm enough to respond. "What's to talk about is that you're
trying to take over my life. | redizethat you think | need taking care of, but I've gotten aong without you
for awholelot of years, and I've lived through many more of these down cyclesthan | careto
remember.”

"But it'sdifferent now - | love you, and you say you love me, too." The last part had aflicker of doubt in
it, probably caused by her less-than-wel coming attitude.

"I do loveyou, Bill. But loving you and wanting you to run my life are two different things. I'm used to
being on my own and making my own decisons, and that's not something I'm willing to give up for you -
or anyone."

"I don't want to run your life," he protested. "1 just want to make things easier for you, so you don't have
to waste so much energy on cooking and laundry and stuff like that.”

Okay, hewas actually listening to what she was saying, and responding appropriately. That was good.
Sheld do the samein return. "That'saredly niceidea, but there are a couple of reasonswhy that might
not work real well. First off -" No, what she'd intended to say was too embarrassing. She'd save that for
later, if they worked the rest of it out. "It wouldn't save me any energy if we had to hasde about things all
thetime. | don't eat much during these down cycles, for example. Part of it'sthat my digestive system
usualy goes berserk, so thereésnot alot | can safely eat. | don't get hungry, either, and sincel never lose
more than afew pounds and that comes right back when | get better, | don't worry too much about
egting." She certainly wasn't going to admit the horrible cravings she sometimes succumbed to during and
just after adown cycle. He wouldn't approve of eating huge bags of cheese-flavored snacks.

"So you're saying | shouldn't push you to eat." He sounded abit like asullen little boy. "But what | worry
about isthat you might not want something because you think you'd have to make it yoursdlf.”

She smiled apologeticaly. "I know you'd be glad to cook anything | wanted. How about if | let you know
if there's something specid 1'd like?!

He nodded. "And I'll redlly try not to bug you about esting. What €lse worries you about this?'

She sighed. "Wdll, honestly, the whole thing. It's one thing for you to cook and do stuff weekends when
we're together, but this down cycle hasn't even redlly started yet, and it'll last at least acouple of weeks.
That'salong time for you to hang around waiting on me. Isn't there something else you should be

doing?”

"Nope. | talked to Scott today, and I'm going to pick up alaptop tomorrow. That way | can keep up
withwork whileyou deep.”

"I'm going to keep working, you know," she warned him. If he argued about this, al bets were off. She
wouldn't be ableto trust him.

But he smply nodded. "I know. But I'm hoping you'l take it easy and not stay late and all.”



Okay. He actually seemed to be getting the point here. Maybe thiswas workable, after al. "But won't
you get awfully bored? | won't be any company at dl most of thetime, and my TV's not even hooked up
to cable”

That actualy fazed him - for al of two seconds. Then he shrugged. "No big dedl. | didn't bring it in, but
I've got aboombox and CDsin the car -" He grinned. "Headphones, too, so don't worry." Hisface
sobered and he said, " So anytime theré's anything | can do for you, I'm hereto do it, and when you need
meto leave you aone, you've got that, too. The point is, I'm here for you. Okay?"

Okay, except for the thing she hadn't said earlier. "That al sounds good, but there's one other thing we
redly haveto discuss.” Her somach felt dl jittery - atotdly ridiculous reaction after they'd been lovers
for months. "Sex."

Heraised ahand to stop her. "It's okay, Nik. | redlize you'll need to takeit easy."

She shook her head. "Taking it easy won't cut it. Y ou remember last night, how stiff | was- well, that's
nothing to how I'll bein afew days. | wouldn't be ableto -"

Suddenly, hewasthere, hisfingers covering her lips, an arm surrounding her. "Don't worry about it,
Nikolia Making love will keep until you fed better. What matters now is making you as comfortable as
possible and doing everything possible so you'll be hedthy again soon.”

Something about the way he held her supported againgt his strong chest let her musclesrelax, and her
sdf-control followed. Thisredlly was happening. Bill was going to take care of her, and she knew hed
do afabulousjob. Hed let her fed like a pampered princessinstead of a pathetic excuse for ahuman
being. And, throughit dl, hed love her.

Thetearswouldn't stay inside any longer.

**

Bill had never been more scared in hislife. Here he was, making promisesleft and right to Nik, and he
didn't know how he was going to ded with any of it.

Hed do it, he knew he would. He wouldn't tolerate anything less of himself. But how could he stand to
watch the woman he loved - or any woman, for that matter - suffer for weeks at atime?

And now shewas crying. Shedidn't cry easily, so he couldn't pretend it was atactic shewas using
againg him, like so many women did. She must bein excruciating pain, and that made him sick to the
stomach to contemplate.

"Can | help you somehow, sweetheart?' he asked, struggling to keep the panic out of hisvoice. "Maybe
carry you in to bed and undress you?'

"I'm okay," she sad, il crying but controlling it abit more now. She sucked in abig shaky breath and
continued, "Y ou're being so wonderful. It feels so good to know I'm not dedling with thisdl adone.”

"No, you're not alone. Y ou're crying because of agood thing?!

"Uh-huh." She cried even harder for aminute, then gradually regained control of hersdlf. "1've been done
my wholelife, and the last few years have been even worse. But now, eveniif it'sjust thisonetime, I've
got you, and it'ssuch ahugerdief.”

Oh, geez. Therewas that "you love me now, but maybe not tomorrow™ thing again. It couldn't redlly



work like that, could it? He couldn't love her so incredibly much now and ever fed any differently, could
he?

He wanted to shout out that he'd love her forever, that he'd be there to help her with her down cycles
when she was seventy-five years old. But he couldn't do that to her. He couldn't tell her something like
that if he wasn't completdly and totdly positive of it.

Especialy now that he redlized how badly she needed to heer it.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Nik settled hersdf alittle more comfortably on the couch and asked, "Have you actudly heard of any of
these groups?'

Bill adjusted the pillows that surrounded her. " Sure. I've even got CDs by some of them.”

She sighed. "What Ned saysistrue, then. I'm completely out-of-date.” She Stared a the TV intently, but
she couldn't keep the question ingde any longer. "I need you to be completely honest. Aren't you at least
alittle sorry to be stuck home with me on New Y ear's Eve instead of out partying?'

She heard the indulgent smilein hisvoice. "Not asingle bit, sveetheart. | admit I'd likeit if you felt better,
but only so we could really celebrate together.”

This couldn't be called celebrating, that'sfor sure. The only reason she was up was because she hadn't
started deeping constantly yet. Sheld been in bed, trying and failing to deep, when he camein alittle

while ago and asked if she wanted to watch the New Y ear's show. Held piled nearly every pillow inthe
house on the couch and in hislap, and then she'd stretched out on top of them. It was pretty comfortable
- for now.

"Y ou've gone out other years, haven't you?' she asked, redly hoping she didn't come off either nosy or
whiny.

"Sure," he said easlly, ruffling her hair. " Sometimes to somebody's house for a party, other timesto one of
the barswhere | hang out -" He chuckled. "Where | used to hang out, that is."

"Y ou don't miss hanging out a those places? Y ou must have had friends there.”

"Friendsisalittle strong,” he said. "Sure, | knew al the regulars, and the people who worked there and
al, but not well enough to miss" Hesghed. "Thetruth is, Nikolia, you're the only person I've been close
to my wholelife"

For abrief moment, she thought he must be exaggerating. But then she realized he wasn't. "That's so sad.
But why, Bill?'Y ou've got agreat persondity.”

It took him aminute to respond. "Shame, | guess. When | was akid, | was scared to run the risk of
anyonefinding out what it was like at home. Bad stuff happened to the other kids, too, | know, but it
seemed likeit wasworse at our place.” He thought for another few seconds. "I kind of got used to that, |
uppose, o it seemed like the normal way to be. And till, | can't redlly let my guard down with anybody
but you. They wouldn't think as much of meif they knew -"

She groped for his hand, which she knew would be close to her side. "Y ou're wrong about that. People
you know now wouldn't care about what happened way back then. All they care about iswhat you do
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She heard disbelief in the way he breathed. ™Y ou say that, but that's because your past isn't anything to
be ashamed of ."

She squeezed his hand. He wasn't ready to seethetruth, so she said, "I think you're wrong, but | won't
argue the point. The question is, what's so different about me?' She knew what hisimmediate answer
would be, so sheforestdled him. "And | don't think love has anything to do with it. That came later, after
you let yoursdf get close.”

"Well, maybe not love, but there was definitely something. Because even the way we were at first, when
weld just go for coffee after your shift at the computer lab - 1've never done that with anyone else.”

"Y ou haven't?' She'd assumed it was part of his normal seduction technique, at least back then. The
no-pressure talking about computers, or about which classes and professors were good and which
weren't - dl that had camouflaged her growing attraction to him. And then, that night after she bought
them hot fudge sundaes to celebrate getting an A" on her research paper, he kissed her. No kiss had
ever rocked her more.

Histhumb was busy, drawing circleson her pam. "Everything with you is different, Nik. | knew that

back in schoal - that'swhy | kept saying you were specid. | just didn't understand how special, or how
much better it was to be with you than with anyone else." Helet hisbresth out in along sigh. "I don't
think you can imagine what it was liketo go to the University and have dl these beautiful girls suddenly be
willing to be with me. It waan't like in high school, when a couple of them would oncein awhile act
interested - but only because they were fedling rebellious or trying to make their football jock boyfriends
jealous. These girls actudly liked me, and they wanted to go to bed with me, and besides sex, | got
something I'd never had before - affection - and | was hooked."

She said softly, "That's what hooked me, with you. | redly felt specid, likeyou said | was, and | hadn't
ever fdt that way with aguy before.” Sheldd hardly ever felt that way at dl, in fact, but that wasn't
relevant.

"Oh, Nik. If only I'd been smart enough to recognize what we had. But it was like I'd been starving my
wholelife, and suddenly thiswhole world of possbilities had opened up to me. Girlswould come onto
me, and every time, it waslike | was liberated from the past dl over again.”

She suddenly began to understand. ™Y ou've been running al thistime, haven't you?"

"Moretrying to prove I'd left it behind, | think. Not just the women, either - dl the fancy medsand the
wardrobe that even | redizeisway morethan | need.”

"And the gpartment that looks like afancy furniture showroom," she added, hoping he wouldn't be
offended.

He laughed and squeezed her hand. "Ma saysit's like some guy has on her favorite sogp. But yeah, that's
why, and that'swhy | keep it so clean. Masadob - and arotten cook, which iswhy | learned how."

"It's handy for methat you did." She heard shouting on the TV and glanced over to see numbersflashing
on the screen and the ball of lightsin Times Square dropping. "Oh, look. It'samost New Year's."

"I'd rather look at you," he said, bending awkwardly to look at her, facing awvay from himin hislap.
"Happy New Y ear, Nikolia"

Shesquirmed in hislap, eventualy managing to roll over and partialy st up. "Happy New Y ear, Bill."
She wrapped an arm around him and struggled to face him enough to kisshim.



He helped her get better positioned and supported her in hisarms. "'l love you, sweetheart.”

Their New Y ear's kiss was even sweeter and more heart- sopping than their first hot fudge-flavored
one.

**

Bill tiptoed out of the bedroom the next afternoon. Nik was deeping, as sheld been amost constantly
since they went to bed last night. That apparently meant that her down cycle had moved on to the next
gdage. Thefirg stage, with itsincreasng muscle pain and nearly-complete insomnia, was over. Nik had
warned him that sheld degp most of the time for the next severa days, and that he shouldn't bother
waking her to eat. He hated leaving her done like that, but he'd respect her wishes.

While he had the chance, hed better call Maand wish her aHappy New Y ear. He went into Nik's
office/gym and shut the door in order not to disturb her.

Maanswered right avay. "H'llo?'
"Helo, Ma. It'sBill. Happy New Year."
"Sameto you. Y ou been out?1 tried cdlin' you earlier.”

Hehadtotell her at least alittle of the sory. "I'm staying at Nik'sfor awhile, Ma. She'ssick and I'm
making sure she eets and dl that." She was probably the one person in the world who'd believe that.
He'd done the same thing often enough for her.

"Isshesick or hurt?" Suspicion in Masvoice now. She still wasn't totally sure he wasn't like Pop.
His stomach knotted. "She'ssick, Ma. | - Ma, | couldn't ever do like Pop.” She had to believe him!

After afew seconds, Magrunted her agreement. "I guessyou couldnt, Billy. | forget sometimes how
much you hated what he did to me."

How could she forget that? All the times he'd tried to protect her, only to get beaten worsefor it? All the
times he'd begged her to run away with him - even at ten, he'd have run away and taken care of her
forever if she'd been willing to go. She hadn't run away, but he was taking care of her forever, anyway.

He suddenly wondered if held done the right thing. Had Mabeen glad when he got rid of Pop? Should
he have left home instead? He couldn't ask her now. ™Y ou doing okay, Ma? Should | send an extra
check?'

"I'm- dl right," she said, noticeably hesitant. "I - ah - well, I'm going to meetings every day."
"Mestings?' Her part-time job at the convenience store didn't involve any mestings, asfar as he knew.

"Y eah. What you said last week got methinkin'. | been hitting the booze pretty hard since your old man
kicked, but nothin' don't ever get fixed by suckin' down thejoy juice. So | started hitting these meetings
instead, and I'm doin" my best to dry out.”

"That's great, Mal"

"Itshard ashell, iswhat it is. Thisonelady | met over there says | oughtago to one of them clinicslike
the movie stars do, but that's gotta cost abundle and it's prob'ly no better'n doin' it one.”

It might be more likely to work, though. "I think it'sa good idea, Ma, and I've got the money. Ask her



where she thinks you should go and I'll st it up.”
"l wasn't askin' you to pay for it!" she protested, but he knew sheld at least hoped he'd suggest it.

"I know, Ma, but | -" Well, geez. He might aswell say it. "I love you, Ma, and | want you to get better. |
know it's tough to stop drinking, and those places know the best ways to help you."

"Oh, Billy," she sobbed. "Y ou're such agood boy."

Geez. Nik talked about him being sweet and anice guy, and Ma said hewas agood boy. At thisrate, his
reputation would be totally destroyed.

**

Nik needed to go to the bathroom, and it was no use pretending she didn't. Everything hurt while she was
amply lying here, anyway, s0 it waan't like she was saving herself any pain.

Okay. Firg, roll onto her side. Then, inch her legs over the edge of the bed, and use the weight of her
legs dropping to help tip her top half into asitting position. Now rest aminute, so she wouldn't get dizzy
when shetried to stand.

Standing after being in bed for hours was the part she hated the most. It made her fed like an old-old-old
lady - not the pain so much as the way she couldn't stand up straight and had almost no balance. She had
to stand with her legs afoot or more apart, her knees bent, and the rest of her body hunched over like -
well, like ahunchback.

And walking the ten feet into the bathroom was like staggering amile! She put her hand up and ran it
aong the closet door as she went, not redlly supporting hersdf with it, just having it therein case she
needed it.

Bill came into the bedroom while she was sitting on the toilet. He glanced in and asked, "Y ou okay,
sweetheart?'

"Sure," she said, wishing suddenly she was wearing a nightgown. She felt incredibly vulnerable, naked on
thetoilet.

He wasn't looking, though. He was busy smoothing the sheets and rearranging the covers. "Since you're
awake, you should have something to eat. What would you like?!

"Oh, I'll make something after | get donein here.”

"That's one of the reasonsI'm here, Nik," he reminded her. "Just tell mewhat you'd like. And later, if you
want to move around alittle, I'll help you do some exercises before you go back to deep.”

She knew heloved her, but gtill, it was hard to believe held continue being this sweet and hel pful for her
whole down cycle. No point in borrowing trouble, though. ™Y ou're going to think this sounds gross, but
what | want ismilk toast.”

"What's that?'

"Well, you start by putting a piece of bread in the toaster. Then you get out this specia serving bowl |
keep on the same shelf as my plates. Y ou pour soy milk about an inch deep into the bowl and zapitin
the microwave for aminute. When the toast pops up, you put butter on it and put it in the bowl of hot
milk. The milk soaks into the bread and makesit al mushy, and then | eat it."



Heturned around to stare at her, hislips pulled back from histeeth. "That sounds awful! Areyou sure
you don't want something else?*

"I'm sure. It's nutritious and comforting to my system.” Sheld better explain. "I don't know if | said this
before, but my digestion gets really messed up when I'm having adown cycle. | have to be super careful
of whet | eat.”

Hisface contorted with sympathetic pain. "Okay, but isn't there anything we can do to make thisless
awful for you? Maybe there are new trestments -"

She hated to dash his hopes, but she shook her head. "1 keep up on dl the literature, and try out virtualy
everything the researchers suggest.” It was eating a him, she knew, and she needed to make him
understand. "What | do isn't degant, but it worksfairly well for me. | know it's frustrating to see this
happening and not be able to stop it, but you haveto redlize - just by being here, you're helping an
incredible amount.”

Hislips pressed together tightly, he shook hishead. "I wish | could do more.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-S X

Bill grabbed the phone on the first ring. Nik was deeping, and he didn't want the phone to disturb her.
"Harding resdence.”

There was a pause, then Neal's voice asked, "Bill ?*

"Neal! Youfinaly got back!" Nik had hoped he'd be back right after New Y ear's, and now it was a
week later. "How did it go with the gdlery?'

"Gregt! The guy up on Vancouver Idand took three of my pictures, and he sayswhen they sdll, hewants
more. And on the way back, we stopped in Bellevue where this woman who comesto Marian's
sometimes hasagdlery, and she took two."

"Hey, that's great. Say, | wanted to tell you how much | like the sketch of Nik."

Helaughed. "Thanks- | knew you did, that'swhy | switched it on Nik. Y ou wouldn't believe the lecture
she gave me on the drive home about it, though! 'If you ever pull that kind of stunt again’ - blah, blah,
blah. Say listen, | had amessageto call her. Is she around?”

He sghed. "L ook, Ned, she's adeep right now. How about | tell her to cdl you sometime?”
"l guess." He sounded suspicious. "But it'sonly eight o'clock. Is she okay?"

Now it was Bill'sturn to say, "I guess - maybe you can tel mefor sure. She's having one of those down
cydethings-"

Ned interrupted, "Oh, no. How bad isit?"

"How should | know?" he demanded, then caught himself. "Sorry, | just fed kind of lost about the whole
thing." Lost wasn't what he felt - gut-wrenching scared was morelike it. But maybe Ned's experience
would help reassure him - unless she was sicker than she said and heredlly should be scared. " She says
she's okay, but she's been degping every minute sheisn't working for aweek now, and that doesn't seem
right.”

Neal sghed. "I know what you mean. It's so hard to see her suffering, and not be able to do anything
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about it. But aweek isnt unusud at dl - infact, if anything, it'll probably go on for another week or
more."

Just what he wanted to hear! "Damn. And thereredly isn't anything | can do? I'm taking care of the
place, and feeding her the little shell eat, but | keep wondering if theré's something more she won't ask
meto do."

"Y ou're gaying there?"
"Yeah"

He made an amused sound. "Then consder yoursdlf lucky. She's letting you do alot more than she lets
me do. All sheletsme do isget her groceriesfor her.”

"| thought you lived with her for awhile."

"Y eah, but that was years ago, when she didn't have the fibro under control at al. Once she got onto this
diet and exercise kick and started fedling better, she wanted me out of there. | made her nervous, just
being in the same house - so don't fed funny if you get on her nerves, too.”

She hadn't said anything about it, but hed have to ask. It wouldn't be right for her to have to put up with
that, dong with everything else.

**

These nightly massages were addictive. They didn't redly fix anything, but Nik thought they helped her
deep alittle better. It made sense - alot of times, pain was what woke her up. She'd be deeping and go
toroll over, and it would hurt, and zap - she'd be awake. Bill's massages hel ped her musclesrelax, and
relaxed muscles were more flexible and less painful. The effect only lasted afew hours, but afew hours
of relief wasway better than nothing.

She wasn't getting into that zone of bliss as much as usua tonight, and the reason was incredibly
embarrassing. It wastotdly idiotic, but her body wasn't interpreting Bill touching her as asexud massage.
Her stupid body was getting turned on.

Maybe that was understandable. It had been a couple of weeks since they'd made love, yet they were
living together and deeping together the whole time. And Bill wasa sexy guy - shed thought about that
this morning when she saw him drying off after his shower.

The problem was that she was ill in way too much pain to make love. So she had to forget about this
completely-pointlessfog of desire he was inadvertently creating and work hard at getting better as

quickly aspossble.

She shifted dightly on the bed, bringing her legs closer together and hoping that held interpret that astime
to move on from her upper thighs and buttocks. Once he got to her back, she wouldn't need to worry.
Those muscles were tight enough that even his gentlest touch would hurt, and that would blast the arousal

avay.

He didn't take the hint. In fact, he probed exactly where she didn't want him to, and then he leaned over
and spoke right into her ear. "Doesthat fed good, Nikolia?'

She couldn't lie, so she said, "Y ou shouldn't do that."

He kept on doing it and asked, "Why not? Y ou seemto likeit."



She tensed her muscles and rolled onto her side, facing the edge of the bed. "Because we can't make
love, and dl that'll do isfrustrate both of us." He was so helpful and understanding most of the time - why
did he have to pick now to be clueless?

He was suddenly lying right next to her, hisbody pressing into her back, and hisarm around her waist.
"No need for frugtration, sweetheart. I'll just hold you and touch you, and it'll be amost as good as doing
it the other way."

And with that, he tipped her partway over on her back, so that her weight was resting on his body. He
dipped hisright arm between her and the bed, and started using both hands on her most sengitive aress.
His mouth rested just below her |eft ear, and he somehow managed to transform those few inches of skin
into an unbelievably erogenous zonein their own right.

It till seemed wrong, though. He shouldn't go to dl thistrouble and not get anything out of it. She could
fed hisarousal through his clothes, pressing into her at just the perfect location - and that gave her an
idea. "We could makelovein this position.”

"That's right, sweetheart. That's what we're doing." He continued making her fedl so incredibly good that
she could barely believeit.

"No - not this! Take your clothes off!"

He kissed the outer rim of her earlobe. "Baby, just relax. Thisll be good, and | won't hurt you thisway. |
couldn't stand to hurt you."

"Y ou won't hurt me. This position doesn't put any strain on my musclesat al.” Well, maybe that wasn't
completdly true, but it was close enough. He was supporting her body, and she didn't have to hold her
limbsin awkward pogitions.

"Then maybe well try it next time. For now, just enjoy.”

Suddenly, she dmost hated him. He knew her body so well, and he was using that knowledge to cloud
her mind and her will, driving her farther and farther, assuming he could make her forget what sheredly
wanted.

Shewasn't going to let him win. She shoved his hands away. "Either you get your damn clothes off in the
next five seconds, or I'll rip them off myself." And that would hurt.

"Okay, okay." He sounded annoyed, amused, and a bit pleased. In any case, herolled awvay. He was
back in afew seconds, and the warm hard length of him against her body made her want to purr. He
groaned. "Geez, Nik, you fed so good."

Right after that, he took her breath away, and rationd thought flew out the window.

**

"Ma, | told you before - I'll call you tomorrow to let you know. | have to see how Nik'sdoing first." Bill
hated being short with her, but she just wouldn't et up.

"Whatever you say, Billy," she said in that meek voice that made him fed likeabully. "Goodnight, Billy."

"Night, Ma" He hung up and let out the Sigh that had been building during their whole conversation. He
used to think it was her drinking that drove him wild - but she wasn't drinking now, and it still happened.
It must just be her.



"Does your mom want you to do something this weekend?' Nik's voice came from the next room, her
officelgym. Hed | eft her deegping earlier.

He hurried in there, only to be shocked again by the sight of her wearing her leotard and stretching on her
exercise platform. "Should you be doing that?'

She managed asmall smile as she made wide circles with both arms. "I haveto doit. | come out of down
cyclesfaster and better if | start working back into my exercise program as soon as| possibly can.”

"You'refinaly fedling some better, then." She should be! 1t was nearly three weeks since the down cycle
Started.

"Definitely. And don't worry about my exercising. | know to take it very easy for the next week or so.
So, what was that with your mom?"

He sighed. "Oh, she wants me to take her up to Spokane on Saturday, but | don't redly haveto. | told
her I didn't think | should leave you that long.”

"How long?'

"Wdll, I'd have to go out there Friday after work, and probably get back late Saturday. Theresalady
Mom knows who'd take her, so | figured that would be the way to go."

"Why don't you want to go? Because of me, or because of her?'

"Because of you." He decided to level with her. He hadn't bothered her with any of this before because
she'd been so0 sick. " See, Mas admitted she's an acoholic, and she's going to this place up near Spokane
for some treatment. They'd kind of like meto take her, sncel'm her only family, but we can do dl the
interviews and such over the phone."

Nik stopped exercising abruptly, sat up, and squeezed hishand. "Y ou must berelieved. | know you've
worried about her." Had he been? He guessed he had, but he'd been too embarrassed by her to think
about it like that. "And of course, you should take her up there. She must be scared, and it's important
for you to betherefor her at atimelikethis. I'll befineaone.”

Was Mascared? Was that why sheld been so ingstent tonight? " Are you sure? Y ou're still along way
from your norma sdif."

She smiled and squeezed his hand again. "Of course I'm sure. Y ou're spoiling me rotten, and 1've been
enjoying it, but you need to take care of your mom now."

"l guessyou'reright. It'sjust -"

Sheraised her hand to stop him. "I know. But you need to redize this happens all thetimeto me. I'm
getting better every day now, and asnice asit isto have you here cooking for me and giving me
massages every night, | can get dong without you for one night.”

It was only one night, he redlized, and he certainly wanted to do everything he could to help Ma succeed.
"Okay, I'll go, but I'll get back asearly as| can on Saturday.”

**

Nik stretched her arm asfar asit would go - and success! Shefinaly managed to grab that last
washcloth from where it had wedged in the bottom of the washing machine. Shethrew it into the dryer



and started the load.

How long had it been since she'd done her own laundry? Most of amonth, certainly, and to be honest,
she hadn't done laundry awholelot of times since October. Bill was awfully handy to have around, as
well as enjoyable for more than one reason.

But shewasn't letting hersalf misshim. It was nice to be donein the house for a change. For onething,
shedidn't have to worry tonight about what time she ate dinner. She could take her exercise sesson dow
and cautious, sopping frequently when she got tired, and then rest for alittle while before fixing dinner.
Maybe her dinner wasn't as attractive and tasty as the meals Bill made, but it was nutritious and didn't
take much time or energy to prepare.

And because he was gone, she spent an hour or so reading a book after dinner. She hadn't done that
since before Christmas, and it felt great. Maybe sheld read more tomorrow.

Her bed felt empty without him, but again, that was a matter of habit. Once he moved back to his place,
she'd get the hang of spreading out across the whole bed like she'd done before.

He would be moving back to his place, she reminded herself, and probably pretty soon. He was here
because of her down cycle, and she was close enough to normal that she ought to tell him she was ready
to go back to their old arrangement.

But shewasn't, redlly. It was so nice to have him here.

That didn't matter. That was her weaknesstalking. Of dl the guysin the universe, Bill was one of the least
likely permanent caretakers. He wasin love with her now, and if she wanted him to keep loving her for
aslong as possible, she needed to stand on her own two fest.

She wanted hisloveto last forever. That wasn't in the cards, but she'd settle for however long she could
have.

That meant she needed to get back to being hislover instead of his patient.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The timer went off and Nik opened her eyes, momentarily abit disoriented. That happened sometimes
when she meditated - she thought it was when she'd been particularly successful a clearing her mind of
everyday concerns.

She sat up dowly. Oh, yes. Her neck and shoulder muscles felt much better now. This had definitely
been worth the haf hour she squeezed in after her shower and before getting dressed for dinner. Good
thing she'd aready planned what to wear - she passed Bill in the hall on the way to the bedroom, and he
was ready to go. "I'll bein theliving room, Nikolia," he said and squeezed her hand.

Bill had made reservationsfor dinner tonight in honor of Vaenting's Day, which wasn't until Monday. He
wouldn't say where they were going, only that it was someplace specid and that they were going on
Friday instead of Monday because it would take the whole evening.

Sheld hurried home from work right on time. Her down cycle wasfinally over, and she wanted to be as
rested, mentally and physically, as possible. The dress she chose was one that made her fed more
feminine than usud - and of course, she wore the necklace Bill had given her for Christmes.

Once she was dressed, she poked her head into the living room and said, "I'm ready.”
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He smiled and said, "Comejoin mefor aminute.” Once she did, he reached into his coat pocket and she
had the momentary crazy ideathat he was pulling out an engagement ring. But the box wastoo largefor a
ring, and she swallowed her ssomach back into place. "I got you a present. | think itll go with your
necklace."

She took the rectangular box and opened it. And gasped. It was a gold bangle-style bracel et, decorated
with anumber of smdl diamonds. "Bill, thisistoo much!"

"You dont likeit?" he asked, but not like he redly thought that.
"Of coursel likeit - it's beautiful! But you shouldn't have spent so much.”
"Why not?1 loveyou and | want to give you beautiful things."

There was no answer to that, so she dipped the bangle over her wrigt, instead. It looked like it belonged
there - of course. Bill had wonderful taste in jewelry. "Thank you," she said past the lump in her throat.

He smiled and gathered her close for aquick hug. "I'm glad you likeit."

On the drive acrosstown, she said, "I'm sorry | didn't get you a present. The only thing | saw for menin
the ads were those silk boxer shortswith lips or hearts all over them, and they were just too silly. Plus
you don't even wear boxers."

Hesad, "I'd have worn them, if you gave them to me." Before she was consumed by guilt, he added,
"I'm glad you didn't, though."

The restaurant was one sheld heard of athousand times, a place where dinner was an event that took
severd hours. It waslocated in agtately old house, and what used to be the living room now contained a
handful of smal tables. All the tables Nik could see werefull, but the lighting was low and the music just
loud enough that it felt like they were done. The menu was limited, with only afew selectionsfor each
course, but the waiter described each choice so completely that ordering took closeto ten minutes. The
food, when it came, did justice to the setting and the presentation.

Strangely, though, shefdt dmost isolated from Bill. He sat within an arm'slength of her, and they talked
frequently during the long medl. It was the conversation of near-strangers, though - comments about the
food, about the décor, about the waiter. Nothing personal, not even any suggestive remarks.

Every time she moved her arm, she felt the bangle shift position, and alittle thrill ran through her bodly. It
was silly, she knew, but wearing the jewe ry held given her made her fed different than her normd self.
Prettier. More feminine. Much more desirable. Bill must think she was those things, or he wouldn't give
her expensive jewdry. So why did he seem so distant now?

Eventualy, toward the end of the meal, she realized that he must be nervous. But what would make a
man like Bill nervous? Certainly not being in aromantic setting with hislover.

Her normal suspicious mind would answer that question with the concern that he was becoming tired of
her. Sheld expected it to happen long before this. He was used to variety, and to amuch more active
socid life than shewas ableto lead - or than she wanted to lead.

But she didn't think that was the answer. HEd seemed perfectly natural earlier, and she serioudy doubted
that he would have spent so much money on aVaentine's present for awoman he no longer wanted to
be with.

There had to be another explanation. But what?



Her answer came amost before she formed the question. In the pause before dessert was served, he
reached acrossthe table for her hand and blurted, "1 want usto live together."

**

Bill had thought the matter through, pros and cons, for the last couple of weeks. Hewas sure living
together would be great for both of them. Too bad he hadn't spent even a couple of minutes putting his
thoughts into words - hed simply assumed the words would come, like they dways had when he wanted
to talk awoman into bed.

Because he hadn't, Nik was staring at him like hedd gone crazy. "I don't think you reslize how tough living
together is.”

"We'redoing it now."

"But that's only temporary, until -" She broke off, looking confused, then continued, "Wdll, it was only
supposed to bewhile | wassick.”

"Have you been wishing I'd go back to my place?' He hoped he knew the answer to that.

Her pause seemed way longer than necessary. "Not really. But | assumed it would happen fairly soon, so

She was making excuses, so he interrupted, "Let's not worry about that. Tell me what your concerns are,
instead. Okay?'

"Okay." She blinked a couple of times before saying, "It makes splitting up alot harder, for onething.”
He nodded. "That'sfine. I'm not planning on us splitting up. Areyou?'

Sheblinked in surprise. "No, but it'll happen.”

"Not necessarily. | love you, Nik, and you say you love me. Why cant it lagt?"

He couldn't pick out what changed about her expression, but something guarded crept into her face. "It
could, | guess"

She wasleery, and he should have expected it. He should have approached the idea differently, not
head-on like this. And if he wanted to convince her, that's how he'd have to go about it.

He gave her asmilethat felt shaky. "I don't expect you to agree right away. Let'stalk about it alittle over
the weekend and see how you fed then. Okay?'

She looked surprised, but relieved. "Okay."

Now dl he had to do wasfind the right arguments and the exact right moment to mention them.

**

Nik kept waiting for the other shoe to drop the rest of the evening. But Bill never mentioned the subject
again, not even after they were back at her place. He didn't seem annoyed or distracted, either, and they
were as much in tune with each other's rhythms as ever. 1t was amost like shedd imagined the whole
discusson.

She knew she hadn't, though. Bill wanted them to live together, and sooner or later they'd have to discuss



theissue. It would have made it much smpler if shewas sureit would never work.

Finaly, after they'd made love the next morning, she said, "I'm sorry if | seemed awfully negative last
night. It'sjust that I've lived with a.couple of guys, and it didn't turn out particularly well.”

He shifted position dightly so he waslooking at her face-to-face. "That's okay. | didn't mean to spring it
onyou likethat, anyway. But | would liketo talk about it, because | redly hate the idea of moving back
to my place."

"I would have thought you'd be relieved to get back to your gpartment, after dl the time you spent taking
careof me"

"Noway - | mean, my gpartment'sfine. The problem'sthat you're not there.”

Wéll, there was an issue, something concrete, to discuss. "Assuming, just for asecond, that we went
ahead with this, where would we live? Here or your place?’

He shrugged. "It wouldn't matter.”

"Have you thought about it?" If he hadn't, she couldn't see how he could be very serious about the whole
idea.

"Wdll, yeah," he admitted. "My place doesn't make any sense, ‘causeit's just rented, plusit's not big
enough for two people. Here would work - or | was thinking we could even buy something together. |
looked some at the adslast Sunday, and it looks like theré'd be alot to choose from, even right around
here"

So held been thinking about this aslong ago aslast weekend. That gave her afunny unsettled fedingin
her sscomach. "Buying redl estate with someoneisapretty big step,” she sad, trying for neutrality - and
very definitely to not Iet him know how thrilled part of her was that he was ready to consider that type of
commitment. "It might be smarter to wait on that for awhile.”

"You'reright," hesad quickly. "And your placeisfine. I thought maybe | could put some of my furniture
in the extra bedroom. Unless you want to keep that as a bedroom?”

She shook her head. "The only person who's ever stayed thereis Neal, and that waswhen | was sick the
first time." Sheredized suddenly that it sounded like sheld dready agreed, and that wasn't the case. "But
let's not get ahead of ourselves. | know | sound like abroken record, but living together'sabig
commitment, and I'm afraid you'd start fedling trapped before long.”

"Why would | fed trapped?’ he asked, gently brushing astrand of hair off her face.

"Because you would," sheingsted. "Because living with someone full-time meansthat you can't just go
home if we get on each other's nerves. Because I'm never going to be healthy enough to go out as often
asyou'd likeusto."

Heamiled. "l used to go out dl the time because | didn't like being alone and was afraid of |etting anyone
get closeto me. That's not an issue anymore - and getting on each other's nerves never has been, asfar
as I'm concerned.”

"Didnt it drive you crazy when you needed to be quiet dl thetime so | could deep?' Sheld hated
admitting to him that even the sound of the TV turned down low in the living room was enough to keep
her awake.



"It drove me crazy, dl right - with worry. Nik, when you'rein pain likethat, al | want to do ismakeit go
away, and when | can't, nothing else matters.” He pressed afinger to her lips. "And before you ask, no, it
wouldn't have helped if 1'd been back at my apartment. It would have been worse, because I'd have
been worried about how you were and not dared to call, in case | woke you.”

"But that's now. Y ou'll get used to my flares and down cycles eventudly, and they won't seem as
important.”

Hisforehead creased and he said, "That's another way of saying what we have now will change, and that
| won't want to be with you as much or at al. And you might beright - I've never been in love before, so
| don't know. But my wholelife, I've seen people move in together and even get married, and | never
understood why they'd do it. All | could compareit to wasthe horror of my parents marriage, and |
knew that was something | had to avoid. But | understand now. Loving someoneisalot more than
making love with them, and theway | fed now, | won't ever stop loving you."

She didn't know how to respond. He hadn't said anything to change her mind, but what good would
persuasive words bein thelong run, anyway? He sghed. "I'm not convincing you. Isit just an issue of
trusting me, or isthere something more?"

"It'snot that | don't trust you," she admitted. "I know you're being honest. And | know that the futureis
impossible to predict, so it makes no senseto promise well love each other forever.”

"Areyou gill concerned about me chegting on you?"

She shook her head. "No. Y ou're different now. If you did, it would be because you wanted out of our
relaionship.”

Hefrowned and looked surprised at that, but didn't challenge her. "Do you ssimply not fedl the same way
| do? Would you rather have us spend most of the week apart?*

She sighed. Shewouldn't lie. "No. | missed you like crazy when you took your mom to the rehab place
last month." She had to try to explain. "Part of it'sfear, | admit. I've been through thisliving-together thing
acouple of timesbefore, and | dways sworel wouldn't do it again.”

"You didn't intend to get involved again, either,” he reminded her gently.

"I know. And our relationship's different than any I've had before, too." Thiswas difficult, knowing which
fears made sense and which didn't. "But one of the reasons| didn't want to live with anyone again was
because of my fibro. | didn't want to inflict my weird lifestyle on another person - and before you say
anything, | redlize that's dready happened with us. But the difference now isthat you can ways go home
if you get sick of tiptoeing around the house, or egting mostly vegetables. If you wereliving here, you
couldnt.”

He amiled. "I thought about that, and it's not an issue. There are plenty of places| could go, if | needed to
get away for awhile - my athletic club's open twenty-four hours, or | could go to amovie, or one of the
pubs. | admit that I've thought | might mind the food long-term, but it hasn't happened so far. To the
contrary, I've found that | appreciate a good steak or lobster tail more, now that | don't have them al the
time"

He seemed to have an answer for everything. Could that possibly mean it was agood idea? Well, here
was something they hadn't discussed. "Another issueisthat you've ended up doing al the work recently.
That's not fair, but I don't know how we could do anything different. Since | got fibro, I've scraped by
with doing the minimum around the house, and you're alot neater than | am.”



"You'renesat," hesad. "I'm alittle obsessive about dust and clutter, | admit, but that comes from growing
up theway | did. I don't mind cleaning - or cooking, for that matter. Doing either of them aways reminds
me how lucky | am now, to be out of that mess." His mouth twitched. "Actudly, being with you's helped
me get over my problem with leftovers. Ma used to serve the same damn thing, night after night, no
matter how bad it had been thefirst time. When | started cooking for mysdlf, | swore I'd never eat
leftovers again - and you can't imagine the amount of perfectly good food I've thrown away, just for that
reason. But last month, you had me make those big pots of soup, and | felt stupid only eating it once. So
| ateit every timeyou did, and | redized that what I'd hated wasn't that it was | eftovers per se, but that
the origind medl had been awful.”

Hiswords made her list of possible problemsfly out the window. He, aman who'd spent hiswholelife
keeping theworld at an arm'slength, felt safe talking about his past with her. He, aman who'd never
dated awoman more than ahandful of times, had been involved with her for four months and now
wanted to prolong that indefinitely.

Shelicked her lipsand swalowed hard. "Give me afew daysto think about it. Okay?"

**

Bill had ahard time concentrating on work on Monday. Nik hadn't said anything more about living
together, and he was doing his best to give her enough time to decide. That alone would have been
enough to keep him on the edge of his seat dl day, but added to that, it was Vaentinegs Day.

Hewas glad he'd aready ordered her flowers before the weekend, or he'd have been tempted to make
them outrageoudy showy, just to demonstrate how much he wanted her answer to be yes. Of course,
sheld probably think they were extravagant, anyway, even though he'd only gone for adozen and a hdf
deep red roses. They were supposed to be delivered here, but he guessed they hadn't come yet. Nik
would have et least caled to thank himif they had - he thought.

Unless sheld decided againgt living together. Then, she might think she should wait until tonight to bresk
the news, and not fed comfortable talking to him before that. No. He wouldn't think negatively like that!

Scott stopped by mid-afternoon, seeming amost amless at firdt, as though they were pals and he was
there to shoot the breeze. After aminute or two, though, he said, " There's something | fed kind of funny
saying to you, but | redly think | need to."

Geez - what alead-in! "What isit?' Had he screwed up somehow?"Y ou want to Sit?"

Scott leaned against one of the guest chairs, but didn't Sit. "Nah, I'm okay. It's - well, | wasjust doing
some calculationson lines of code written and stuff like that, and | realized that your numbers are way out
of linewith everyone dses”

"That's because I've got all these reports and meetings and stuff.” Just like Scott did. What were his
numberslike?

Scott shook his head emphaticaly. "No, no. That'swhat | expected, but your numbers are the opposite -
you're writing tons of code these days. More than Carolyn, and that's frankly amazing."

More than Carolyn? She was a one-woman coding factory. "Maybe your numbers are wrong. | mean,
sure, | write code most nights and some on weekends, but it couldn't add up to that much.”

"It does," Scott inssted. "And that's what | wanted to talk to you about. Seth's given me the speech a
zilliontimes, so | ought to have it down pat by now - basicdly, it's not healthy to work so many hours so



consistently. Y our mind needs a chance to rest other than when you're deeping. It's not good for your
eyesto stare at a computer screen for so many hours, either.”

Bill couldn't hep it. He had to laugh. "So you're tdling meto stop working so much?"

Scott joined the laughter. "1 know. It's pretty unbelievable, isn't it? But yeeh, that'swhat I'm saying.” After
amoment, he sobered. " Seth used to say | should spend more time with Francine. | wish I'd listened to
him more. Maybe things would have worked out better for her." He flicked avery serious|ook &t Bill

and said, "'l did love her, and no matter what you think, not aday goes by that | don't wish shewas il
dive"

Bill fdt the Sincerity in hiswords. "I don't doubt you." He needed to respond in kind, to help strengthen
whatever kind of bond was developing between them. "I'm glad the things | did last summer didn't keep
you and Carolyn from getting together. The two of you are going to be great parentsfor Rachel, and |
really wish | deserved to ask to be part of your wedding.”

Scott's jaw dropped, but no words came out of his mouth - probably a good thing. Just then, Carolyn
appeared in his office doorway, carrying avase of flowers.

Bill welcomed the interruption, and he was reasonably sure Scott did, too. He smiled at Carolyn and
said, "You dready got flowersthis morning. Do you have a secret admirer, or is Scott in the doghouse
and trying to buy hisway out?"

She grinned. "These aren't for me. They're for you." She handed them across the desk to him, and he
nearly dropped them in his surprise. They were gorgeous - amixture of huge red tulips and amazing white
lilies - perhaps a dozen of each. The vase was clear glass, adding to the weight of the arrangement. With
asmirk, Carolyn added, "Nancy saysthese are the best flowers so far. She was getting tired of roses.”

"I wonder who they're from?" Scott's tone made it clear he had a pretty good idea. As Bill reached for
the card, he heard Scott ask Carolyn, "So where are my flowers?”'

Carolyn probably answered, but Bill had no ideawhat she said. He was too busy staring at the card. At
the single word written on the card.

"YES"

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Nik made aligt of things she and Bill should discuss. How could they rearrange the bedroom to provide
enough space for his dresser? Could she free up enough closet space for his clothes? What furniture from
his gpartment would he like to usein the living room? The list went on and on with the practicalities of
living together.

But then, she heard the front door open and she dropped the pad on the table - making a menta note to
add reorganizing the garage to her list, so they could both park inside - and ran to greet him. He grinned
and dipped an arm around her waist. "As | remember from old sit-coms, aren't you supposed to bring
me my pipe and dipperswhen | comein from ahard day a work?"

She - well, she guessed she had to admit she giggled at that, and burrowed in closer to his chest.
"Sorry."

He placed a soft kisson her lipsand said, "Thisisjust fine - perfect, infact." They kissed some more,


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

At some point, she noticed that he was holding her with only one arm, and when she glanced at the other
arm, she saw abottle of champagne. ™Y ou brought champagne?'

"I thought we should celebrate,” he said with aguilty hestancy that melted her heart dl over again. "'l
know you don't drink much, and with it being aweeknight and al, maybe you won't want to."

Shereached for the bottle. "Tonight's a specia occasion.” She giggled again - twice in two minutes? She
was clearly out of her mind. "The champagnell go great with the Chinesefood | ordered for dinner.”" Just
the fact that sheld ordered out was amazing enough, but wait until he got aload of what she'd ordered!
Two wonderful main dishes, super- fancy fried rice, hot-and-sour soup, and - her favorite - adouble
order of egg rolls. To heck with her diet tonight!

They waked into the kitchen hand-in-hand. Her list would have to wait until another time.

**

"Hey, Phillip." Bill was careful to use the preferred version of his co-worker's name, rather than Phil
which hed caled him in the past to annoy him.

Phillip looked up from hisdesk. "Hey, Bill. What's up?'
He hated asking for favors, but sometimesit was necessary. "Uh, you still have that pickup, don't you?'

"It'smy dad's, but he doesn't mind if | borrow it. Why? Do you have something that needs moved?”' It
aways gave Bill agart to hear someone as educated as Phillip use that awkward colloquiaism.

"Yeah." Hisamilefdt wesk. "My stuff. I'm moving in with Nik."

"You are?' Phillip'sfacelit up with that goofy grin of his. "That'sgreat! | hardly know her, but she seems
red nice"

"Sheis." Oh now, that was certainly brilliant conversation!
"How much stuff? Just your clothes and stuff, or your furniture, too?"

Geez. He should have thought about that. A pickup wouldn't hold al hisfurniture. " The whole shebang -
but | guess maybe | should hire somebody to do it. There's an awful lot."

Phillip waved one of hislarger-than-life-sze hands. "That's okay. I've helped abunch of people move
whole gpartments of stuff. If we get acouple of the other guysto help, we can do thewhole job in afew
hours.”

"Redly?’Y ou wouldn't mind?"

Phillip shrugged. "Nah. Theway it usualy worksisyou buy everybody pizzaand beer when wefinish.
It'skind of fun, actualy. | bet Rollie would be glad to help - but | have to warn you, he eats a ton of
pizza. And maybe Jake or Barry - or even one of the support guys. When do you want to do it?"

"Maybe this next weekend." He'd spent at least an hour aday the last week at hisold place, and Nik had
helped him al weekend. He was pretty sure he'd be ready by Saturday.

"Codl. I'll talk to the guys and seewho | can round up.”

"Great."



Scott appeared in the doorway then. "Just the people | waslooking for."

Phillip laughed. "Let me guess - you need help moving Carolyn's stuff into your place.” When Scott
looked mystified, he continued, "That'swhat Bill and | were talking about. HES moving in to Nik's next
weekend.”

Scott looked at Bill, and his expression was more than moderately surprised. "Hey, that's - greet.” In
answer to Phillip, he said, "Actudly, no. Carolyn doesn't have that much stuff, and she's getting rid of
most of thefurniture.” He stepped back so he could see both Phillip and Bill at the same time and said,
"What | wanted to talk to you two about isthat we've been planning the wedding. Asyou know, it's
going to be a Seth and Annabelle's, on the last Friday in March. We're hoping you guys might like to be
ushers”

"Oh, neat! | wasan usher at my sster'swedding.” Phillip turned to Bill. "It was great - | was paired with
thisfriend of hers1'd had a crush on when | was akid, and we got to Sit at the head table and everything.
We wore tuxes, too - are we going to wear tuxesthistime?”'

Scott grinned, asdid Bill. It was hard to keep astraight face in the light of Phillip's enthusiasm. "If you
don't mind. Seth's my best man, and he and | are planning on it. He has his own, of course," he added
with aroll of hiseyes.

Bill had his own tux, too, but he knew to keep his mouth shut about it. "I'll be glad to. And thanks for
asking me. | appreciateit.”

He and Scott exchanged a private glance and Scott said, "It seemed appropriate.” Including Phillip again
inthe conversation, he said, "I'm glad you're both willing. I'll tell Annabelle, and shélll let you know what's
what. She's running the show, thank heavens."

Phillip grinned. "It'll be agood party, then. She doesagreat job."
And Bill would be part of it!

**

Nik was home aone, waiting for Bill and the other guysto bring over hisfurniture, when the phone rang.
"Hdlo?'

"l need to tak to Billy," hismother'svoice said.

"Oh hdlo, Mrs. Adams. ThisisNik, and I'm sorry, but Bill's not here right now. He should be back ina
couple of hours. Would you like meto have him cal?* Shewas dtill in rehab, though, so maybe she
couldn't receive cdlls. "Or | could take amessage.”

She sighed. "Oh, it don't matter, anyway. I'm gettin’ out of here tomorra. I'll jus get somebody elseto
pick meup."

"Don't do that! I'm sure Bill will want to come - what time should he be there?"

"I woulda thought you'dalearned by now, girlie - my boy don't take kindly to bein' ordered around. Jus
like his old man that way." She sounded somewhat proud of that, athough Nik couldn't imagine why.

Conveniently, she heard the front door open just then. "Say, Bill just waked in. I'll get him for you.” She
put the recelver down and hurried to meet him. Despite herself, she was surprised to see that he was
sweaty and his face was stresked with dirt. She didn't remember ever seeing him messy or dirty before.



"Y our mom's on the phone,” shetold him. " She's getting out tomorrow and wants you to pick her up.”

He groaned softly and rolled his eyes. "I'm not going to be able to move tomorrow - but sure. Find out
what time."

She shook her head. "Sorry. She wantsto talk to you."
He headed toward the phone, muttering, "So dl thistime, it wasn't the booze."

She went out front to intercept Phillip and the other guys. Luckily, she knew where nearly everything
went - into the rooms they'd emptied of Grandma's old furniture by donating it to a couple of loca
shelters. Bill had been surprised that she didn't mind giving so much away.

He still had no idea how much she was gaining in the process - and she didn't mean the expensive
furniture the guys were starting to carry indgde.

**

Bill wasthe main forcein organizing Scott's bachelor party. Thet role traditionally went to the best man,
but Seth was Scott's best man, and any party he organized would be way too lame. Not that Scott was
the typefor agirl jumping out of acake, nor even araucous good time with plenty of booze, but they
needed a place where they could relax and not worry about people at the next table complaining about
their noise.

They ended up in aprivate room at one of the local eateries, with abuffet set up for food and awaitress
who brought them drinks from the bar. Seth came for awhile, but had the grace to leave after eating 0
the rest of the group, all present or past employees, could enjoy themsalves. And enjoy themsalves, they
did. Even Scott, Mr. Responsbility, loosened up enough to get mildly drunk, something Bill waswilling to
bet hadn't happened more than ahandful of timesin hisentirelife.

Still, the party ended early. By ten-thirty, Bill wastaking care of the check and chatting with Larry, a
former co- worker held often cruised the barswith. Larry wanted to know, "What's this | hear about you
moving in with somewoman?'

He shrugged. "It'strue, if that'swhat you're asking.”
"How come?' Larry demanded. " She got an extraboob or something?”
"Y ou're the one with the breast fetish,” he said, wishing the guy would giveit arest.

"Couldafooled me, the way you were all over that blonde, last time | saw you. She had one fine rack on
her."

Y eah, shedid, but thered apparently been no placein that body for abrain. She hadn't been able to
keep two thoughtsin her head at once. "Listen, Larry, people change.”

"Yeah, | know," he said sadly. "What awaste - dthough, | haveto say I'm not going to mind the lack of
competition for babes." He grinned. " Speaking of which, one of your old girlfriendsisout in the bar.”

"Redlly? Who?' Not that he cared.

Larry shrugged. "l don't know her name - you werered jealous of her, wouldn't even introduce us. She
worksin that sexy clothes store a the mall.”

"Tanyas out there? She doesn't usudly cruisethe bars.” Hisinformation was at least sx months out of



date, so he could be way wrong. Neverthel ess, she was one of the few women he'd dated that he'd
enjoy seeing again. "Comeon. I'll introduce you to her tonight.”

Asthey |eft the private room, Larry said, "If it'sal the sameto you, the brunette she's with ismore my
dyle”

"Whatever." Larry could have both of them, asfar as Bill was concerned. Hed just stop by their table,
say hi, and hit the road. Maybe Nik would still be awake.

Tanyaand her friend were definitely the class of the bar, but somewhat surprisingly, they were sitting
alone. Shejumped up as Bill approached their table. "Bill, swestie! I1t's been forever!”

"Hey, Tanya How're you doing?'

"A lot better now," she said, wrapping her arms around him and giving him akiss. Shewas a great kisser.
"l wasjust telling Cdliethat | wished you'd come whisk me away -" Sheturned dightly back to her friend
and dipped ahand into his back pants pocket. "Wasn't |, Cdlie?' Hisarm dipped around her waist of its
own accord.

The brunette whose name was gpparently Callie nodded. "It's nice to meet you. Who's your friend?”

Larry magicaly procured achair from anearby table and squeezed in next to Cdlie. "Hi, Cdlie. I'm
Larry. Can| buy you adrink?'

Shegiggled in thetypical airhead way and said, "I really shouldn't, but maybe just one more. To keep
you company, you know."

Tanyasad, "Comeon, let'sst down and well seeif you can make meforgive you for not caling dl this
time"

He sat down, wanting to give Larry at least acouple of minutesto talk to Cdlie privately. Hed tell Tanya
about Nik, he decided. She might not be pleased personally, but she was basically a nice person and
would be happy for him.

Shelanded on hislap right then, and when his mouth flew open in surprise, her tongue ended up playing
tag with his. Her whole upper body pressed againgt his, and those incredible nipples of herswere hard
aready. Hed dways enjoyed her enthusiasm for sex and the endless crestivity she brought to it, and his
body was quick to respond. He kissed her back and started to wrap his arms around her, wanting to
make sure she stayed right where she belonged - as close as possibleto him.

Except that wasn't where she belonged - that was Nik's spot now. Tanyawas a sexy woman, but that
didn't matter. She didn't belong here on hislap - nor anywhere else near him. When she paused to take a
breath, he'd tell her.

Except when she stopped kissing him, she started up with these rhythmic presses of her leg against a part
of hisbody that didn't need any extra attention from her. Hetried to change positions so she couldn't
continue driving him crazy, but she knew just exactly what she was doing.

"So, Larry,” shesaid casudly. "Did Bill tell you where Cdlie and | work?"

"Yeah," hesad, barely glancing at her. All his attention was needed for Callie, who wastaking alot of
deep breaths and using every opportunity to display her well-filled swegter.

"Callie modds part-time, too - lingerie, like we sdll in the store.” She twisted back around to say to Bill,



"Shethinks| should try it, too. Do you think | have the body for it?"

"Definitey," he said, knowing full well the question hadn't been aquestion. It had been areminder of the
many times he'd gone into the store and had her help him choose asexy item of lingerie. Later that night,
shed modeled theitem for him in the privacy of his apartment. Those modeling sessions had usudly
lasted until the next morning.

Hetuned into Larry's conversation with Cdlie for asecond, only to tune out again right away. She was
telling him how her swester was made from some incredibly-soft wool or some garbage like that, and
inviting him to touch it. Y eah, right, the guy was going to be noticing the damn swester!

Geez, held better get out of here while getting was dtill possible. "Well, I've got to get going,” he said and
gently pushed Tanyaout of hislap. He stood up, telling Larry, "See you around,” and saying, "Niceto
seeyou, ladies’ to Tanyaand Cdlie.

Tanyagrabbed hisarm before he got five feet away from the table. He stopped, ready to be blunt if he
had to be, but she shook her head and said urgently, "L ook, just give me aride home, okay? | rode over
with Cdlie, and they're not going to want athird whed around.”

He sighed and took along hard ook at her. She'd dropped the man-eater act and seemed suddenly
vulnerable. "Okay. A rideitis." Heled theway acrossthe parking lot quickly, not wanting her to get any
ideas about hisintentions.

She settled into the passenger seat with an "'l love these leather seats!” and he had to smile at the memory
of her excitement when sheld seen al the leather furniture in his gpartment. If she ever got tired of the
sexy clothing business, sheld be dynamite at one of the stores that specidized in leather furniture. He got
in hisside of the car, intending to suggest it as apossibility, but the words died halfway to his mouth.

Her blouse was hanging open and the excuse for a bra she had on wasn't much of an excuse. Geez - no
wonder he'd felt her nipples earlier!

He was fedling one of them now, too. Sheld taken his hand and put it right where she knew heliked it to
be, cupping one of those miracles and circling her nipple with histhumb. "Y eah, that'sright,” she said, her

voice dready husky.

Hed forgotten how creamy-soft and delectable her breasts were, how smooth and silken her skin. Hed
loved to bury hisfacein her flesh - the minutes spent that way had been akind of meditation, only a
wholelot sexier. His hand closed greedily around her, needing to possessit all right this second. She
groaned and murmured, "Oh, yes!"

No! Thiswasn't right, and he didn't want any part of this- at least he didn't want to want any part of this.
He ripped his hand away from her body and fastened it around the steering whed!. "I you serioudy want
aride, get dressed. Nothing's going to happen here."

"Oh, slly!" Shedapped hishand lightly. "Of course we're not going to do it right here in the parking lot!
Y our placell do judt fine."

"I'm living with my girlfriend, Tanya" He Stared straight ahead, not sure how much more temptation he
could take.

A littlegiggle. "That'sdl right. Well go to my place, instead - and don't worry, | won't keep you out all
night.”

"I'll drop you at your place, but that'sit. I'm not interested.” He started the car and pulled out of thelot.



She probably hadn't buttoned her blouse, but he didn't want to abandon her in abar parking lot,
half-dressed. The sooner he got her to her place, the sooner held be on the way home.

Her hand snaked through the dark and unerringly landed where he least wanted it. She said, "That
doesn't fed like alack of interest. Not oneteeny tiny bit." She stroked him through his pants while he
struggled not to react, but just about the time he knew he had to do something, her hand disappeared.
"I'm not going to force you, sweetie. If you redly dont want todoit, I'll leave you aone.

"| redly don't." He began to bresthe again.
"Is her body better than mine?' Her voice was half-sultry, haf-pouty.

He answered carefully. "Different, not better.” She might not understand, but held explain anyway. |
never thought | could love someonetheway | love her. My relationship with her is so totdly different, so

deep -"

Sheinterrupted, her voicetotaly changed from afew seconds earlier. "1 thought | wasin lovewith

somebody, too."
"It didn't lat?" he asked.

"Heleft. A couple of weeks ago." She sounded sad and more than alittle ashamed. "He cleaned out my
bank account on the way."

His stomach churned. "Oh, Tanya. I'm so sorry. Look, do you need money? | could loan you some.”

She said softly, "Thanks, but I'm okay. | sold my car - | can take the bus most places, and dl it ever did
was break down, anyway. |'ve been really depressed, and that'swhy Callie took me to the bar tonight,
but I'm not ready to meet anybody new. Y ou seemed like the answer to my prayers.”

No wonder she'd seemed so desperate - and his old salf would have loved every minute of it. "I'm sorry
for getting your hopes up." He pulled into her gpartment complex and found avisitor's space. "I'll walk
you to your door, if you like."

**

Nik stayed at the party for Carolyn alot longer than sheld planned. It was anice party, held in the house
Scott and Carolyn would be sharing after tomorrow. Carolyn's matron of honor, Eileen, was supposedly
the hostess, but sheld just gotten in from Florida yesterday, so someone €l se must have done most of the
work.

They ate ddiciousfinger foods and many of the guests drank champagne like it was water. Nik stuck to
plain water, and only tried afew of the most-irresstible-looking treats. To Nik'srelief, they didn't play
any dlly games, and their only organized activity was Carolyn opening her gifts.

Word of mouth had been passed around work that this was a bedtime shower, meaning gifts were
supposed to have something to do with bedtime. The phrase "the sexier the better” was added lest
anyone get thewrong ideaand give Carolyn anice pillow or aCD of relaxing music.

That made for some pretty explicit gifts, lots of embarrassed and excited titters, and anon-stop blush on
Carolyn'sface. Nik's choice - adip-like nightgown in turquoise - was quite mild, but she suspected
Carolyn was more like to actualy weer it than the French maid's costume someone else gave her.

Eileen's gift was a set of edible body paintsin severa different colors. Each color was adifferent fruit



flavor, and when Carolyn admitted she was mystified by their purpose, Eileen gave agraphic explanation
of exactly how to use them. Carolyn turned flame-red shortly after the explanation began and remained
that way long after shefinished.

Nik didn't get home until ten-thirty, and she went right to bed. She doubted that Bill would be home
anywhere near this early, and hoped she could get an hour or so of deep first. She'd been having aminor
flarethelast day or two and they hadn't made love.

After dl the sex talk tonight, she planned on changing that.

**

Bill had never been to Tanya's apartment before. It was close to his old one, but the complex was
nowhere near as nice.

She wasn't much of ahousekeeper, either. Every surface was full of old newspapers, used glasses,
unopened-looking mail, and the like. He even thought he saw some dirty underwear over in the corner.

It was hard to see anything, though. The overhead light in the living room was burned out, and the light
sheturned on it only one side of the couch. "I haveto seeif | can get that replaced,” shesaidina
besieged voice.

"Do you have abulb to replace that one?" he asked. Hewastall enough to reach up and take down the
globe.

"l guess - you mean, you'd do that for me?' Likeit was an amazing feat that only afew select people
could do, and only with great difficulty.

"Sure." She wandered off and he unfastened the globe, then took it to the tiny kitchen to washit.

She brought back two bulbs and said, "The bedroom light's burned out, too. Would you mind doing both
of them?"

"Not at dl. Hold thisfor mewhilel do thisfirst bulb." Once they got into the bedroom, though, he
wondered how smart an idea it wasto be in there with her. He reached up and took that globe down. It
was full of dead flies and might never have been washed. "Here, go wash thiswhile | change the bulb."
When she got back, he was ready to put the globe up, which he did with no wasted motions.

He tested both lights quickly and headed for the door. "It was nice to see-" The words he'd been about
to say vanished - dong with dl the oxygen in the room.

Geez. There shewas, six feet away, wearing just that lacy braand panties that were - well, even lacier
and skimpier than the bra. She smiled like she was about to devour him and took a step forward. Then
another, and another, and suddenly, she wasn't even six inches away. "'Y ou weren't going to leave
without kissng me, were you?' Her lips reached out to draw himiin.

"We kissed before," he said, his attention riveted on her mouth. He had to get out of here - now.

She shook her head, her tongue peeking out between her lips. "That wasn't ared kiss. Come on, baby,
you can do better than that.”

She closed the remaining distance between them, and when their lips met thistime, his brain started
replaying athousand scenes of them al a once. Her mouth was so swest, yet a the sametime so
incredibly hot. And her body felt so good pressed into hislike this.



Somehow, they moved so that his back ended up against the front door. She plastered hersdlf to his
front, her hands laced through his hair like she thought held run away if shelet him.

He remembered the many times she'd been the one with her back against the door or thewall - and the
times they'd used the dining room table or the coffee table instead of abed - and he waslost. Shewas
just too hot for him to turn down.

Heloved Nik, but she redly couldn't expect him to be completdly faithful, could she? It wasnt like
anything he did with Tanyawould harm their relationship - thiswas sex, not-so- pure and not-so-smple.
What he and Nik had was so much more.

Thiswas maybe even good for their relationship. When she was having aflare like earlier thisweek, they
couldn't make love, and he could see how he might sometimes kind of resent that. But an hour or two
with Tanyawould wipe that resentment away, and he'd be better able to be patient and understanding
with Nik.

Good thing he hadn't gotten around to taking the condom out of hiswalet. Hed assumed he wouldn't
need it ever again, but he'd carried one ever since held been ahopeful sixteen- year-old. Customslike
that were hard to bresk.

Hisarmsfit perfectly around her body. Shewas built just right for modeling lingerie, with lush breasts and
ample other curves, yet with no excess flesh. And the look on her face was lust-crazed enough to drive a
man insane!

He unfastened her bra, but it was caught between them and she wouldn't move back even asingle step
50 he could take it off and have hisfill of those gorgeous breasts. When he began working her panties
down her backside, she made a purring sound deep in her throat and - asimpossible asit seemed -
shifted even closer.

Widl, hewasn't going to let her rush him. He might be half out of his mind with need, but thiswould bea
wholelot better if they took sometimewithit. Doing it pressed up againgt adoor might take the blunt
edges off their frenzy, but time and finesse would turn it into awork of art.

He shifted his hands so they were under her buitt, then lifted her off her feet and took atentative step
forward. She was heavier than Nik - not alot, but she wastaler aswell ascurvier.

The movement caught her attention and shetilted her upper body dightly away from him. She smiled with
catlike satisfaction and said, "See? | knew you wanted me!" Her bra straps did down her arms, and she
dithered out of them and tossed the braaway. She put both hands under one of her breasts and raised it
to hismouth. "Have ataste, baby."

Oh, geez! Creamy smooth - and her nipple was so perfect for his mouth! He wasn't going to makeit to
the bedroom if he didn't take things alittle dower. And it would definitely be worth making it to the
bedroom. With how hot they both were, it wouldn't be long before he was inside her, making her control
findly shetter -

No. Wait. That wasn't what it was like with Tanya. He was thinking about Nik. About how she wasn't
blatantly sexy like Tanyanormally. About how she reacted with him, not how she reacted with arandom
guy off the Street.

He suddenly saw Tanyain awhole different way, away that made her not quite asirresstible as shed
been aminute ago. A random guy was all he wasto Tanya- he wasn't Bill Adams, aman who'd come
from a horrendous childhood and done some awful things, but who she il thought was worth loving.



That'swho he wasto Nik. To Tanya, he was better than anight donein thisdump.
He st her feet firmly on the floor and reached for the door knob behind him.
Thelugtin her eyeswas dulled by shock. "Baby?" She reached for him again. "Please?’

He suddenly saw something elsein Tanyas eyes - loss, fear, and pain - and he questioned his resolve.
Why, when held gone thisfar, should he deny her what she so obviously needed? The act wouldn't have
anything to do with love - it was smply satisfying anorma human need. A need he had, too.

But that was the point. Having sex with Tanya couldn't possibly be construed as an dtruistic gesture - it
was sdfishashell, and it would be chesting.

The chill of the night air welcomed him back to sanity.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Nik cracked her eyes open in the nearly-black room. It seemed late. Wasn't Bill home yet?

Oh. There was the sound of the garage door opener. He was here now. She struggled to clear the deep
cobwebs from her brain.

She heard him come down the hal, and when he stepped into the room, she said, "Hi there."
He didn't speak for asecond. "Oh, hi. | thought you'd be adeep.”

"l was, earlier. How wasthe party?"

"Pretty good. How about yours?

"Nice. Not as much fun asyours, obvioudy."

It sounded like he gulped. "Oh, it's been over for quite awhile. | spent sometime with Larry after - you
don't know him, but he's a devel oper who worked at A-W for acouple of years." There was something
strange about his voice, probably the effect of the drinks he'd had at the party. "L ook, I'm going to take a
quick shower before bed - | must have smoke and haf a dozen other smells on me.”

She heard his bathroom door close behind him and moments later, the sound of him throwing up.
Poor guy. It was no fun getting sick from too much to drink.

**

Bill lay in bed for hours, not deegping awink. What had possessed him tonight? Was he bound and
determined to sabotage the best thing that had ever happened to him?

At least hed cometo his sensesin time. But that thought wasn't as comforting as he would have liked
because it meant that held lost his sensesin thefirst place. Cheating wasn't something Nik could have
forgiven, and in dl honesty, he didn't think she waswrong.

They werein along-term and hopefully permanent relationship. There was no room for other womenin
hislife, and he didn't want there to be.

**
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Nik had ahard time not laughing the next morning when Bill asked if she wanted him to make her
breskfast. He must be trying to prove he didn't have ahangover. Did he think she hadn't heard him
throwing up last night?"No, thanks. I'll just grab anutrition drink on the way out. Y ou'll need your car
later, won't you?'

"l guess. | promised to go down early and help set up for the wedding. Unless you want to come with
me?'

She shook her head, even though his back wasto her. "No, I'd better come back here and rest for a
while" Shewas used toit, but still she hated dways having to make alowancesfor her fibro. Why
couldn't she be like any other twenty-nine-year-old and have infinite energy?

He patted his pockets and smoothed his hair one final time, then crossed the room to kiss her goodbye.
"Good idea.”

She couldn't put her finger on it, but there was something funny about the way he was acting this
morning.

Probably just abad hangover. She hoped he wouldn't have to suffer al day.

**

Bill tried to get into the wedding spirit. It shouldn't have been hard. Scott was every inch the eager
bridegroom - proud, ecstatic, and nervousin approximately equal proportions - and Seth and Annabelle
seemed asthrilled as though he was marrying Francine. And Rachdl! Shewasflying around the
Worthingtons mansion at approximately the speed of sound.

The mood € uded him, though. He kept busy arranging rows of chairsin the outdoor tent for the
ceremony and placing last- minute decorationsingde for the reception. After he and Phillip changed into
their tuxes, they had some dead time, waiting for thefirst gueststo arrive. Phillip complained, "1 told you
we should have given Scott something at the party last night. Did you hear al the stuff Carolyn got?"

He shook his head. "No. Anything good?"

Phillip's dmost-white skin got blotchy with embarrassment. "I'll say! It wasdl sexy stuff - one of the
things was this goop you spread on somebody, and then - like-" He was too mortified to finish the
sentence.

"Somebody gave Carolyn body paint?' Theimage cheered him up for afew seconds - until he
remembered about Tanya

**

The wedding was beautiful and the reception lovely. No assembly-line fed, no crowded room full of
tables with preassigned seats, no long drawn-out meal that turned out to be tasteless.

Instead of areception, Nik felt like she was a an elegant but very comfortable party with friends, or
people who might become friendsif she got to know them. Both food and drink were plentiful and
delicious, and even though most people stood and mingled, there were plenty of seats availablefor
anyone who wanted one.

Bill's officid duties were over once the wedding and photo session finished, so they spent most of the
reception together. He was as sweet and thoughtful as ever, but something still wasn't quite right with him.
She wondered if the fact that this was awedding was on his mind. He might think that now that they were



living together, sheld expect him to marry her. She didn't, and she'd need to make that clear.

But not right now. That conversation was one they needed to havein private.

**

Bill drove home from the reception dowly, like acoward putting off his execution. How could he act
natural a home with Nik? She was already looking at him funny, and heldd bardly spent any time with her
sncelast night.

Thanksto the stupid wedding, he was feding more guilty than ever. It wasthat damn "forsaking al

others' phrase. Hedd been listening dong, nodding to himsdlf, thinking how much likeamarriageliving
together was. And then the sky fell in. Scott and Carolyn stood there, in front of al those people,
repeating those words like they were no more and no lessimportant than al the other promises they were
making - and he/d suddenly redlized the magnitude of what had happened last night.

Before, hisguilt had al been persond, al about how he felt about Nik and about how important their
relaionship wasto him. But thisforsaking al others stuff wasn't personal. It was how people lived their
livesif they wanted their relationshipsto survive, and he'd blackmailed hisway to a promotion based on
less of alapse on Scott's part than what held done last night.

Hed actudly been proud of himsdlf afew times sincelast night, thinking how easy it would have been to
let Tanya have her way. And redly, Nik would never have found out. Larry might have had his suspicions
about what happened, but he wouldn't have said anything about it, even assuming he met Nik someday.

But easy didn't matter where love was concerned. Doing theright thing - always, no matter if it was
sgnificant or if anyone would ever know about it - that was what was required.

And Bill had blowniit.

His only hopewasfor Nik to never find out.

**

Nik would have been amused by Bill's anxiety tonight if she wasn't so scared by it. Maybe he was having
second thoughts about thiswhole living together thing - or maybe even loving her. The domestic way of
lifewasaradica changefor him, and maybeit didn't suit him.

He jumped up from hisblack lesther recliner for about the millionth time tonight and said, ™Y ou know, |
think I'll go to the club for aquick workout before bed. | haven't been going very regularly and you
wouldn't want meto get fat."

That wasn't going to happen in thislifetime and he hadn't been fretting about getting fat all evening. It was
timeto confront redity. "I think you should stay home and we should talk about what's on your mind."

The horror on hisface madeit clear she wasn't imagining anything. "What do you mean? Thereisn't
anything on my mind." Hisdenia wasludicrous.

She shook her head. "I'm not buying that, Bill. Something's going on and we need to talk about it."
Maybeit would help if she suggested things he might be thinking. "Doesit have anything to do with the
wedding today?"

The question artled him. "Why would you think that?"



"Because you've been weird al day. Our relationship is more serious than what you've had in the past,
and going to awedding might have made you think about that.”

"Y ou mean | might be sorry that were together?' He clearly seemed to think that was crazy - definitely a
good sign, from her point of view.

"WEell, yeah. Or maybe more confused or amazed than sorry. Thething is, if you're feding that way, it's
okay, but we probably ought to talk about it." She hadn't done avery good job of explaining. It was hard
to remember sometimesthat Bill redly didn't have much experience with what sheld consider ared
relationship.

He shook hishead and sighed. "That's not it, but you're right. Something is." He grabbed the footstool of
hischair and straddled it. "Nik, | did something awful last night. Not as bad asit could have been, but

pretty bad."

A rock landed hard in the pit of her ssomach. What had he done? Could she even stand to hear him out?
Maybe she should run away and hide - or tell him she didn't want to know what he'd done. Except the
way hewas acting, they'd never get past thisunless hetold her. "Do you want to tell me about it?!

"No." His eyes were wide and he looked as scared as shefelt. "And | wasn't going to. But | think | have
to."

She made her head move up and down in anod. "Okay then." She dipped her hand between the arm of
her chair and the cushion. She'd hold on to the cushion until she knew how bad it was.

He nodded back at her. "Okay. Well, you know about the party for Scott. And | told you about talking
to Larry for awhile after, but what he redlly wanted was for meto introduce him to a couple of girlsin
the bar because | knew one of them. Tanya. | used to - well, she was one of -"

Shedidn't want to hear this, but she had to. "One of the many women you had sex with."

Heflinched. "Y eah, but she's - well, she's the one who was there when Francine died. It waskind of a
big ded."

Bill and Francine and Tanya had been at his gpartment that day? That wasn't in the story sheéd heard,
and it made the Situation sound even weirder. Y ou were having athree- way?'

He goggled at her. "No way! She came over to see methat morning - sheld just found the stuff that
proved Scott and Carolyn had been involved before - and Tanyad spent the night. So she was there
when Francine had that alergy attack of hers, and she called 911 and stuff.”

And how was that relevant now? A possible answer occurred to her. " So, that experience made you fed
closer to her, isthat what you're saying?

He nodded. "Exactly. And it had been along time since I'd seen her, so | didn't mind when Larry wanted
anintroduction.”

"Okay. So you went out there and introduced him, and then what?' And then, he obvioudy took her
back to her place and screwed her brains out, but Nik wasn't going to makeit easy for him. Those
words were going to have to come out of his mouth, not hers.

"Shethrew hersdlf at me, which | basically ignored, because | wanted to give Larry achanceto get
friendly with Cdlie before |l left.”



She carefully kept her mouth shuit.

"| |eft after afew minutes, but Tanyacame running after me, wanting aride home. | shouldn't have
agreed, but | figured | could handle her." He undoubtedly could, and had.

He continued after afew seconds, "In the car, she wasincredibly blatant, so much so that | threatened to
make her walk home. But then | thought she got the message, because she started talking instead of
groping. | felt bad for her because aguy had just walked out with alot of her money -"

She couldn't help it. She snorted, and when Bill looked shocked, she asked, "Y ou didn't buy that, did
you?'

"Wadll, yesh. Why would shelie?!

"For sympathy, for onething! And it obvioudy worked." Suddenly, this play-by-play recounting wastoo
much like Chinese water torture. "L ook, could we fast-forward ahead here? | don't need to know every
detall - just tell mewhat you did." She squeezed the cushion to death, praying that he was having an
attack of the guilts over something inconsequentia.

"Wedidn't have sex," he blurted.

Shefdt suddenly dizzy from rdief, and her hand started unclenching. But then she noticed that he wasn't
any calmer - in fact, he seemed to be hyperventilating hims=lf into either passing out or throwing up. "But
you did something.”

Henodded. "I came damn close. | -" He swallowed. "Nik, | was going to. Wewere kissing, and | had
my handsall over her, and -" He shook his head in denid, buried hisfacein his hands, and whispered,
"I'mso sorry.”

Not as sorry as shewas.

**

Bill discovered he was huddled into as smal ashape as possible, asfar from Nik as he could get without
moving the stool. Like she was suddenly going to produce alesather belt and start beeting the crap out of
him. He deserved it, that was for damn sure - unlike most of the beatings Pop had dished out.

"And you stopped?' Shedidn't believe him.

He nodded. "I stopped. | pushed her away and walked out. | -" How could he explain? How could he
say the things he needed her to hear?

"Why did you stop? Did you stop wanting her?' Her questions were like blows. Histraining wasto
cringe and wait for it to be over. Arguing or talking back to Pop only made him get it worse. "Answer
me! And | want the truth!"

"l -" He blinked hard, needing the panic to recede and his brain to cometo life. "She's not you, Nik -
you'rethe one | want!" Maybe she'd cut him some dack now. She had to be glad to hear that.

"But you didn't know that until you were practicdly in bed with her?' No dack yet.
"No - | mean yes, of course | knew that -"

"Then why the hell did you kiss her and put your damn hands on her?' Geez, he sure hoped the dack
would get here soon. Shewas nailing him to thewall.



"Because-" Just looking at her made him cringe and need to babble. "Nik, please - I'm sorry. Don't be
thisway!"

"Then gtart talking to me like arationd adult instead of afive-year-old caught with his hand in the cookie
jar!™ she snapped. Suddenly her mouth dropped open and she asked, "That's what's happening, isn't it?
Y ou're freaking out because I'm yelling & you.”

He managed asmall nod. "I'm trying not to. | know we haveto talk about this, but | can't think straight.”
Hegulpedin someair, but it didn't help. "I didn't need to do anything wrong for Pop to beat me, but the
times| did, it wasworse."

Helicked hislips, hoping for some sdiva. "1 remember thisonetime. | was playing bal with somekids
down the street and | screwed up and hit it through this old grouch's window. The other kids al
scattered, and he came out and made me take him home with meto tell my folks. Just Mawasthere -
and George - and the guy said he wanted the money for the window the next day. After heleft, Masaid
shewas sorry, but I'd have to tell Pop because she didn't have any money. When Pop got home hours
later, he said since the window was going to cost him al that money, he'd get his money's worth by
beating me haf to death. He did." Remembering that beating was enough to make him need to throw up.

All of asudden, Nik was there holding his head against her chest. "Oh, Bill. I'm sorry. | didn't meanto
scareyou likethat.”

Just having her hold him like that made him fed alittle more safe and ableto think. "I know. | know |
deserve your anger, too. Me cheating's kind of the same thing for you as Pop beating me up isfor me."

Her body went till for amoment, then she stepped back, leaving her hands on his shoulders so he didn't
fed abandoned. "Y oureright. And | don't think either of us can berationd about this situation right
now." She bit her lip and thelook on her face was pained. "I'm sorry, but | - you're going to haveto
deep out heretonight.” After another moment, she sighed and turned away.

Hewaited for areprievefor avery long time, but it never came.

**

For once, Nik wished she was acrier. She'd throw hersdlf face-down on the bed, kick her legsand
pound her fistsinto the mattress, and cry her heart out. But it wouldn't help.

Why? He claimed to love her - how could he even want another woman? She didn't want another man.

Sheknew that wasn't afair analogy. She worked differently insde than Bill did. She hadn't ever wanted
anyone else, not even when shewasfirst with Allen. Sheld wanted to want Allen, but even at its best,
sex with him had been an after-thought.

Part of the betraya shefdt must beleft over from last time. Sheld trusted him and, the minute her back
was turned, hed bedded another woman. It was different thistime.

But how different? Different enough to save her from another heartbreak?

**

Bill had never tried to deep on his deek leather couch before, but he suspected that the old overstuffed
one Nik had inherited from her grandmother would have been more comfortable. Not that it wasfair to
judge from last night - he wouldn't have dept, anyway.



He'd gone over the scene with Nik ahundred timesin his head, still shocked at the way her anger had
triggered something irrational deep indgde him. As part of her recovery, he and Maweretaking alot
about the past, and hefinaly understood that it hadn't been so much that she didn't want to leave Pop,
but that his brutaity had creeted at least theillusion of astablelifefor her. Bill hadn't thought they had
much in common that way, but now he wasn't so sure. He certainly would have traded a begting for the
uncertainty of thissituation.

But hed spent most of the night struggling with his conscience, trying to understand why held let Tanya
ruin hisliferight in front of him. Okay, sure, hed been alittle horny, and yes, shewasincredibly sexy. But
not enough to make him lose hismind!

Nik would be angry dl over again when he didn't have answersfor her thismorning. Dreading her
reaction and wishing he could avoid it, he suddenly thought of away to show her how much he loved her
and how committed he was to making their relationship work. So when he heard her shower go on, he
went out to run aquick errand. Nik cameinto the kitchen a couple of minutes after he got back and said,
"| thought | heard you leave just now."

He shook hishead. "'l just got back." He handed her the hot fudge sundae with peppermint ice cream
he'd gone out for and unzipped hisjeans. "I deserveit, Nik. Dump it right in there.”

She st the sundae on the counter. "Don't be silly. That won't solve anything.”

"Sureit will. It'swhat you did before to show me how much | hurt you." He pulled the waistband of his
jeans open, demonstrating that he was wearing no more than he had been last time. He shivered,
remembering just how damn awful thiswas going to fed. "Here, I'll hold this open for you.”

She shook her head. ™Y ou aready know you hurt me. There's no reason for meto do that.”
"Yes, thereis™" heingsted, but he knew she wasn't going to change her mind. "Okay, then.”

Hedidn't dare pause, or hed never be able to go through with it. He kept one hand on hisjeans, holding
them open, and picked up the sundae with the other. In one motion, he overturned the container and
shook it out, right on target.

Damn! That was cold!

CHAPTER THIRTY

Nik hadn't stayed around last time to see Bill's reaction to having a sundae in his pants. She'd been too
busy trying to get back to her room before letting her tears out.

Thistime, hisreaction was dmost stoic. It was clear he was in something close to agony, but hejust
stood there and took it, looking kind of proud of himsdlf.

"Why did you do that?" she demanded.
"Because | hurt you, and | deserveto suffer.” Hisjaw tightened and he shifted miserably in place.

"And having ice cream in your jeansis supposed to make meforgive you, isthat it?' How on earth could
he think something as stupid as that? She needed rationa answers, not a crazy stunt.

"l guess." He made aface and shook his head, suddenly seeming to take in her reaction. "It was adumb
idea, wasn't it?1'd better go shower."
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Before he took astep, she put her hand in the middle of his chest to stop him. "Hold it right there for a
minute. | want you to understand what's going on here. Thisisn't about punishing you for what happened
last night. Y ou suffering or me hurting you or anything likethet is pointless. We dready know you did
wrong and that you're sorry. Thisisabout us figuring out how to salvage our relationship - if we can
svageit."

He nodded urgently, like hewasin dire need of going to the bathroom and would agree to anything to be
alowed to go. She guessed the Situation was pretty similar, but she wasn't going to let him off the hook
that easily. "What | want to know right now, Bill, iswhy | don't need to worry about you meeting up with
Tanyaagain - or any of the others. Tell mewhat you learned.”

He groaned. "Nik, I'm dying here."

"Don't waste time then.” Theice cream wouldn't do any redl harm, and it might help him focus on her
questionsinstead of flashing back to the past. Besides, it had been hisown idea.

"Okay, okay." He raised both handsin surrender. "What | learned isthat being turned on isn't what's
important. Tanyas sexy ashell, but it'sal fake - none of it has anything to do with her and me. With you,
even when you're pissed and yelling at me, you're ill you and you il care about who | redly am. And
I'd rather be right here with you, with hot fudge and peppermint ice cream in my pants, than anywherein
the universe with her or anyone ese I've ever been with." A tremor went through his body, and she
wasn't sureif it was emotion or achill.

Shelooked him straight in the eye and asked, "Do you swear that's the truth?' He nodded and she saw
tears pooling in hiseyes. "Y ou know | couldn't forgive you if you cheated again.”

He nodded and swallowed some of thetears. "I know. | couldn't forgive mysdlf, either. | loveyou,
Nikolia. Pleaseforgive me."

It was hard to catch her breath enough to say, "I love you, too, Bill. And | forgive you."

Hewrapped her in hisarmsfor agood long time, then suddenly tensed. "God, that ice cream's cold." He
caught his breath, then asked, "Would it be okay -"

"Of course. Go take a shower."

He paused on the way out of the kitchen. "I don't suppose you'd be interested in helping me get rid of all
thisice cream and fudge sauce, would you?'

"Y ou might be able to persuade me," she said with achuckle.

He did, and then she did, and together, they created quite amess of melted ice cream and sticky fudge
sauce.

It wasworth it.

EPILOGUE
Valentine's Day Weekend, The Following Year

Nik saw the sign by the front door while they waited for it to be answered. "Martha's Madness' - okay,
now she knew where they were. Thiswasthe B& B that friends of Scott and Carolyn'sran. Sheld seen
email about it, and heard how nice it was from a couple of people who'd been here. ™Y ou didn't need to
be so mysterious about where we were going,” she said to Bill, but it wasn't redlly acomplaint. He
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seemed to enjoy planning these little surprises, and every one of them gave her that warm glow inside
reminding her that he il cared.

The door siwung open and a petite blonde invited them in. "Welcome to Martha's Madness
Bed-and-Breskfast. I'm Brittany Fiore, your hostess.”

"I'm Bill Adamsand thisisNik Harding," Bill said, offering hishand. "We spoke on the phone.”

Her smile broadened. "Oh, yes! Everything'sall ready for you. Let me show you around.” She gave them
aquick tour of the public areas on the main leve, including the dining room where bregkfast would be
served in the morning. Nik was sorry it was aready dark because both the living and dining rooms had
huge walls of windows looking out at the beach.

Then, Brittany led the way upstairsto their room - or asit turned out, asuite consisting of abedroom, a
full bath, and asitting room. Both the bedroom and the sitting room looked out toward the ocean, too.
"Sometimes, couples like to have breakfast herein front of the window. If you'd like to do that, well be
glad to help you carry it upstairs.”

Nik said, "Thisisalovely place. Am | right that you're friends with Scott and Carolyn Richards?'

Brittany laughed. "Oh, definitely. 1've only known Scott since they got married, but Carolyn and | have
been best friends ever since we were roommeates freshman year in college. We met my husband Tony
that year, too. Asit happens, she and Scott are spending the weekend at the Worthingtons house aways
up the coast, and they're going to stop by for awhile tomorrow. I'll tell them you're here." She glanced
around the room, as though checking that everything wasin place. "Be sure to go up the airsto the
lookout tower sometime during your stay - the view is definitely worth it. Now, do you have any
questions before | leave you to get settled?’

"Just one,” Bill said. "Any recommendations about where to eat around here? | have reservationsupin
Manzanitafor dinner tomorrow, and al we need is something fairly smple tonight.”

Brittany replied, "There's anotebook in the living room with anumber of menusin it, but for smpleand
local, you might try the seafood place right on the beach in the middle of town. Their fish and chipsis
good, and they have anumber of other dternatives, too."

"That sounds good to me. Nik?"

Sheamiled. "Fine" In fact, shed been so hedthy recently, she might take a chance and have something
deep-fried for once.

**

Bill juggled the tray he was carrying and finaly managed to turn the doorknob without spilling anything.
After arranging breakfast on the smal glasstable in the Sitting room, he tiptoed into the bedroom and
kissed Nik. "Ready for some breskfast?"

She yawned. "Y ou go ahead. It'll take me forever to get dressed. | dept likealog last night.”
"No need to get dressed, just come into the next room. It'sal ready for you."

"How sweet!" She gave him ahug and padded into the bathroom. "I'll just wash my face and comb my
hair firs."

He thought of telling her not to bother, but knew she'd be happier if she did. When she got to the table,



she said, "Those cinnamon rollslook fantastic! And isthat quiche?"

"Tony said it's Strata, but that's smilar. HE's doing the cooking this morning, by theway - it turns out
Brittany's pregnant and can't face food in the morning.”

Nik laughed. "That's got to be pretty inconvenient, when you run aplace like this"" Shetook abite of her
cinnamon roll and groaned. "Thisis greet. It'sagood thing were only here for the weekend."

Bill enjoyed watching Nik clean her plate, but didn't eat much himsdf. He couldn't help being nervous,
even though hetold himsdlf it was slly. "Areyou glad you let me movein with you last year 7!

She grinned at him and teased, " Sure. | couldn't afford to hire afull-time housekeeper and cook, not to
mention a persona masseur.”

"How about your very own sex machine?" he teased back.
"Isthat what you are? | thought you were just my lover."

"Just your lover?' He had to smile. Sheld given him the perfect opening, completely innocently. "Maybe
itstimeto take care of that, Nikolia."

"Take care of what?' she asked, alittle nervoudy.

"Thisbit about me being just your lover. Didn't you wonder when you were getting your diamond jewery
for Vaentineés Day? Hereit is- but therés alittle catch. To get it, you need to agreeto marry me." He
pulled the box out of his pocket and showed it to her.

Her eyes and mouth went round. She stared for afew seconds, then said, "It's gorgeous, Bill. But
marriage? Redly?'

"Marriage, redly, Nikolia. I've loved you for nine years now, and I'll love you for nine hundred more.
Y ou help me be the person | never knew | could be, and | like to think | make your life better in some
amdl way."

"Y ou make it so much better in so many ways!" she assured him. "But I'll dways have this disease, and
eventualy you'l get tired of catering to medl thetime.”

He shook hishead. "I won'. | love you too much." He swallowed. "It's taken me along timeto be able
to say that, but | know now it's been true all dong. | also know that you've thought marriage and kids
wasn't something you'd ever be able to manage, but together, it's not out of reach.”

Her eyes shining, shesaid, "l can see where marriage might be possible. It's not that different from living
together, after dl. But kids are something else, and -"

He cut her off with asmile. "I've figured out how we can make that work. If we stay in your house, we
could afford for you to stay home, and to hire someone to hel p with the kids and the house. That way,
you could do as much or aslittle as you were able to, and the kids would still be okay.”

She bit her lower lip, and afew tears dipped down her cheeks. ™Y ou'd be willing to do that, even though
you've never wanted kids?'

He blinked away tears of hisown. "It's not so much that | don't want kids. It's more that I've aways been
afraid of turning out like Pop. But | don't have to be scared of that anymore, not with you around. And |
really want you to have the kind of life you've aways dreamed of, and | know that kids are part of that



dream."

She reached for his hand and squeezed it. "Oh, Bill, that's so sweet. But my dream of marriage and kids
wasjust how | imagined life was supposed to be - and asymbol of what | thought 1'd lost when | got
sck. | know now that | don't need children to be satisfied with my life. Having children would take away
from the time and energy 1'd have for you, and you're the most important personin my life."

He clasped her other hand in his, looked deep into her eyes, and saw only truth. Truth and love. "Does
this mean you're accepting my proposa ?'

Mischief lit her eyes. "I don't recall being proposed to. Yet."

Hewasn't afool, so he quickly kndlt at her feet and asked, "Nikolia, will you please do me the honor of
becoming my bride?"

"I will," shesad, her grinrivaing the brilliance of the sun.

**

Nik kept her hand firmly in Bill's asthey walked down the stairs around noon. Shefelt like she might lose
her grip on the floor and float up to the celling if helet go of her hand for even a second.

Scott and Carolyn werein the living room, dong with Brittany and Tony, when they got there. Brittany
looked questioningly at Bill and he grinned. Y es, get out the champagne. We have an announcement!”

Brittany and Carolyn jumped up and came over to her - to see her ring, shefindly redized. Tony
disappeared toward the kitchen, and Scott said, " Congratulations, you two." When Tony returned with a
bottle of champagne and atray of glasses, it dawned on her that they had al known about Bill's proposal
before she did.

Tony did the honors opening and pouring the champagne, glancing &t Brittany before giving her only
enough for atoast. When he began to pour Carolyn's, she cleared her throat and said, " Just what you
gave Britt." His mouth dropped halfway open and she turned the beet-red color that people at work
were dwaysteasing her about. "We, um, have an announcement, too."

Brittany squealed and ran to hug her old friend. "When are you due?"
"Early October," Scott answered with aproud smile.

Bill said, "Well, | guesswed better drink to that news, too," and they al raised their glasses and toasted
each other.

A few minutes later, Nik happened to glance a Carolyn and Tony, standing afoot or two off to the side.
She heard Tony say, "I'm happy for you, babe."

Carolyn replied, "Thanks, Tony. I'm so glad that thingsworked out for both of us. | was afraid they never
would."

He nodded. "I know. It's good there's such athing as second chances. We sure needed them.”
Nik dipped her arm alittle tighter around Bill'swaist and murmured, "Wedid, too.”

TheEnd
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