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One

’t all came back with the sweet scent of the
pines. The darkness, the small campfire, the
soft bed of leaves. The gentleness of his hands
on her skin, exploring her body as no other man
had ever done. The rugged feel of his chest
against her bare breasts, the smoothness of his
hips beneath her questing fingers. The strength
of his manhood as, coupled with an exquisite
tenderness, he took her, smothering her cry
with a soul-fusing kiss, then carried her with
him, slowly and inexorably, to the height of de-
sire, the crest of passion, to explode into a thou-
sand shimmering bursts, while the fire before
them sent up its own golden sparks, spiraling
heavenward, higher and higher, through the
bough-edged clearing and into the night sky.
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Yes, it all came back, just as she had feared
it would, transcending the hurt, the pain, even
the beauty of the past eight years, to relive that
one night of mindless happiness which had so
totally changed the course of her life.

“Mommy . .." The small voice, its sing-song
whine ample warning of impending complaint,
brought her abruptly back to the present and
the overall-clad child sitting beside her in the
car. “Do I have to go? It's not too late to turn
back. Please, Mommy?" As her daughter’s
round gray eyes bore into her with merciless
pleading, Stephanie Wright was grateful for
the twisting road ahead which, of necessity,
demanded her attention.

Momentarily sharing the child's apprehen-
sion before catching herself, the auburn-
haired young woman sighed. "Sweetheart,”
she began, rolling her window down farther to
let the heady Maine breeze soothe her own
warring senses, “we've been over this before.
You know we're not turning back now. The
house in Cambridge is all closed up, Mrs.
Hampson is expecting us—counting on me
and looking forward to meeting you—and
we're both going to have a great summer!”

Where she found the tone of conviction,
Stephanie would never know. She had re-
peated the same words to herself dozens of
times over the last few weeks and even then
had failed to ease her own qualms.
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“But, Mommy," Missy continued, nervously
twisting the thick brown length of a pigtail
around her forefinger, “I don't want to go!”

“You'll love it!" her mother coaxed gently,
playing out the dialogue now by heart.

“But I don't know anybody,” the child per-
sisted.

“You will very soon!” Stephanie insisted
firmly.

“But I don't want to live with a whole bunch
of kids—"

“How can you be against something you've
never tried?” Stephanie cajoled, understand-
ing the fear which beset her daughter and try-
ing her best to deal with it. “It'll be such fun for
you, Missy. You'll meet a whole new group of
friends, do all sorts of different things, and you
know that I'll never be very far away! You
have the best of both worlds!" As does your
mother, she admitted silently, knowing that
she would never have had the courage to send
her daughter off any substantial distance for
the summer.

“But I don't want—"

“We can't always have what we want,
Missy," Stephanie broke in, her patience fi-
nally beginning to fray at the edges under her
own seesawing emotions. Unconsciously, she
raised a hand beneath her flowing curls to rub
the taut muscles of her neck, inflamed both by
the length of the drive and by the tension that
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flared within her at each repetition of this dis-
cussion. “There are times when you have to
trust me to make the right decision, even if you
don't agree with it at first.”

The little girl crossed her thin arms over her
chest as she scowled ominously. “I'm not going
to like it . . . ever!” she vowed stubbornly.

“We'll see . .." Stephanie's words trailed off
as she contemplated them. Had she made the
right decision? Would this summer be good for
them—for both of them?

In truth, she felt confident that Missy would
do just fine. An athletic child, she was a fine
little swimmer and a promising tennis player,
even at her tender age. Additionally, she had
never had trouble making friends, nor been
bothered by the lack of them, all of her protes-
tations to the contrary notwithstanding. She
was an independent soul, a loner who went
her own way whether in the company of
friends or not. She was a self-motivator, a hard
worker, and a hard player, whose instinct for
superiority was threatened only by an underly-
ing distrust of people, a characteristic which
her mother recognized and for which she ac-
cepted the responsibility.

For it was Stephanie who had erected the
protective wall around herself and her daugh-
ter during those lonely days of her pregnancy,
bolstering it through the bittersweet birth of
the child, then cementing it in their mutually
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sustaining existence. They made their way
alone and, particularly after the deaths of Steph-
anie's parents within a year of each other,
they relied on no one but each other. Oh, there
were good friends and many acquaintances,
but Stephanie always kept that certain dis-
tance, that emotional independence which
would preclude a repeat of the heartrending
anguish that she had once suffered.

Now, for the first time in her life, Melissa
Wright would be separated from her mother.
And, as much as Stephanie quaked at the
thought, she knew how important this would
be for her daughter's development. For, coun-
terbalancing any failings she may have had as
a mother, Stephanie was a realist. She was the
first to admit that she had been overprotective
of Missy, her only child, smothering her with
the boundless love which, by rights, should
have been shared with another. It was in-
evitable; Stephanie had only to look into her
daughter's face to see that of the man whom
she had adored, who had possessed her totally,
body and soul, so long ago.

The narrow, tree-lined road leveled for a
stretch, giving her a chance to cast a sideways
glance at Melissa. Yes, it was all there—the
thick, brown hair, so different from her own
fine auburn curls, the intense gray eyes, alter-
nately veiled then open and ever a far cry from
her own jade-spoked ones, the long limbs
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which, even at her seven years, promised a
height in excess of her mother's five foot five.

Sensing her mother's gaze on her, Missy
launched a final plea for mercy. “Please,
Mommy, if I have to go, why can't I stay with
you? I won't be a pest.”

Stephanie had to smile at her daughter's
proposal. At least, she mused, Missy had ac-
cepted the fact of their going. This last, re-
freshingly novel suggestion would be easy
enough to handle. “You're never a pest,
sweetie. But there is a bunk waiting for you,
with seven other little girls just your age. You
know that I'll be nearby, but you're a big girl
now. You really don't need me with you all
the time. After all"—she glanced sideways
through luxurious brown lashes as she injected
a kidding note into the conversation—"who
wants to have her mother around when she's
getting into Lord knows what kind of mis-
chief?" Reaching over, she tickled her daugh-
ter in just the place she knew to guarantee a
laugh; she was not disappointed.

“Aw, Mom!" Missy exclaimed between gig-
gles.

“And besides,” Stephanie continued quick-
ly, eager to make the most of the child's mo-
mentary good humor, “I won't be much fun. I'll
be working most of the time. Mrs. Hampson
has high expectations, you know."

Melissa gave her a knowing grin. “Yeah, I
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know. My mother, the photographer,” she
snorted playfully, then turned her small nose to
the far window and lent her attention to more
pressing matters.

Stephanie smiled at her daughter's words.
My mother, the photographer. It had been a
long haul, but she finally did feel justified in
calling herself a photographer. She had begun
slowly, during Melissa's preschool years, stick-
ing to free-lancing, planning her schedule
around the child's, doing most of her darkroom
work in the converted kitchen pantry while
Missy was sleeping. It was only when Missy
entered school that Stephanie had allowed
herself to accept more work, though she still
insisted on being home after school and during
vacations. As luck would have it, she offered a
particular talent at a time when it came into
demand. Thus, for the past three years, she
had taught photography part-time at each of
two exclusive private schools, pioneering in
the formation of a photography curriculum for
children. She adored both the challenge of the
work and the nature of the working conditions,
which conformed to Melissa's school schedule,
and her curriculum had been widely recog-
nized and applauded.

In fact, it was this very acclaim that had led
her on the present northward trek. Two
months earlier, she had received a surprise
phone call from Sylvie Hampson, the owner
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and director of the girls’ camp in Maine to
which Stephanie herself had gone as a young-
ster, then worked as a junior counselor, and
finally as a full counselor that last, fateful sum-
mer.

“You've been very busy, I see.” Sylvie, gen-
tly authoritative in her uniquely gravel-toned
voice, had proceeded quickly to matters of
business, after the initial enthusiastic pleas-
antries had been exchanged. "I received the
brochure you did for the Damon School for
Gifted Children. It was superb, Stephie! And
I've seen your curriculum guide . . . very im-
pressive, albeit to my own untrained eye,” she
had complimented. “It seems you've taken
them by storm!”

Stephanie had blushed, even at the other
end of the line, her innate modesty forcing her
to reply, “You're too generous, Sylvie. Actually,
I was in the right place at the right time, as
they say. There was a need and I was able to
fill it."

“No, no, my dear,” the older woman had
firmly protested, “you deserve every bit of
credit for what you've done. And now I have a
further proposal for you. As you well know, at
PineWinds we pride ourselves on keeping our
activities au courant, so to speak, to stimulate
our campers anew each year.” Funny, stimula-
tion had never been lacking in her own years
at the camp, Stephanie had mused wryly as
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Mrs. Hampson barreled on. “For several years
now, Sonny and I have toyed with the idea of
offering photography as a regular activity. This
summer we would like to act on that idea.”

Stephanie had listened intently, subcon-
sciously aware of the dull ache that sparked
into life at the mention and memory of
PineWinds, not the least of which was the sus-
picion of what Mrs. Hampson was leading to.

“Since you left, Stephie, the size of the camp
has remained very much the same. We have
one hundred and twenty girls, ranging in age
from seven to fifteen. I want someone who can
teach photography at each appropriate level in
addition to serving as camp photographer, tak-
ing formal pictures and candids.” She had
paused to catch her breath, or, more likely, to
give her listener a chance to catch hers.
"Would you be interested, my dear?” Her
voice was warm and sincere, a beckoning
hand which Stephanie instantly knew she
would have great difficulty refusing, if only
from the professional standpoint.

“Oh, Sylvie, it sounds exciting!" And it cer-
tainly did—far more exciting than any of the
other prospects which she'd had for the sum-
mer. "But—" she hesitated briefly, doodling
absently on a blank piece of paper as she
sought to organize her thoughts—"are you
sure that I'd fit the bill? I've never applied my
curriculum to the camp setting before.”
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Stephanie smiled in hindsight as she re-
called Sylvie's response, picturing the dismiss-
ing wave of the hand she must have made at
her end of the line. “Not to worry, my dear. Be-
tween what I've read of your program and
what ['ve seen of you—you were with us for
ten summers, after all—I think you can handle
it. But perhaps you have some questions you'd
like to ask me," she had suggested.

Dutifully, Stephanie inquired about facilities
and equipment, knowing how efficiently
Sylvie Hampson ran her camp, sparing no ex-
pense to maximize the experience for campers
and counselors alike. Without a doubt, the
photographic experience would be incompara-
ble. Yet Stephanie was unsure of how to most
tactfully broach the two issues that troubled
her. Eventually, she chose to be straightfor-
ward regarding the first of the two.

“Sylvie,” she began, more timidly than she
might have wished, “I have a child, a daughter.”
Suddenly reminded of her responsibility, she au-
tomatically reached to fold the loose pieces of
clean laundry—her daughter's T-shirts, jeans,
and underthings—which she daily placed on the
kitchen chair to make the greatest use of tele-
phone time. Thus, she found she could accom-
plish this most monotonous custodial chore
during times when her hands would be other-
wise idle. As a working mother, Stephanie had
quickly learned to take precisely such shortcuts.
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“How marvelous!” the voice at the other end
of the connection had burst out, with an en-
thusiasm which was typically Sylvie Hampson.
“And how old is this daughter of yours?”
Again the warmth was genuine, and Steph-
anie couldn't help but respond.

“Melissa is seven. We're very close. Unfortu-
nately, I don't think I can afford her tuition to
PineWinds, and I couldn't possibly leave her
home."

Mrs. Hampson had interrupted immediately.
“Leave her? Nonsense! You'll bring her!”
Then she hesitated, as though searching for
the most diplomatic way to proceed. “What
about the child's father?” She spoke tenta-
tively, well aware of the generation gap re-
garding that particular issue, and the fact that
Stephanie had continued to use her maiden
name.

After more than seven years Stephanie was
no longer thrown by the question. “I have no
ties other than Melissa,” she replied immedi-
ately and confidently.

“Then it's settled! Her tuition will be in-
cluded with your own room and board, all of
which, plus a salary, goes with the job. In fact,
Melissa will fit in perfectly with the youngest
group.”

The sheer simplicity of it all, so unusual in
her own life's experience, gave Stephanie the
courage to face the one remaining barrier. As
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far-fetched as it sounded, there was always the
possibility that he still worked there—and that
was the one thing that the mature and self-
possessed Stephanie doubted she could han-
dle. This time she chose a circuitous route of
gaining the information she wanted.

“Your offer is almost irresistible, Sylvie."”
She laughed over her nervousness. “Tell me,
are any of the same people around? Babs—is
she still on the waterfront?”

“Yes, Babs never changes. She's as ornery as
ever, but good, very good!” the graveled voice
had bubbled.

“How about Suzanna Watts—is she at the
Arts Center? Is Larry still at the boathouse?”

Sylvie laughed aloud. “Yes to the first, no to
the second. Who else do you remember?”

Quickly Stephanie had gone on. "That tall,
dark one, Douglas Weston—is he still a tennis
instructor?”

“No—" Sylvie had responded, to be quickly
interrupted by Stephanie's next question,
rushed out in hopes of erasing the previous
one from Sylvie's mind. Stephanie now had the
information she wanted. All that remained was
for her to cover her tracks.

“One last one—Jane. Is she still the head
counselor?”

“No," the director had responded sadly.
“Jane passed away two years ago. She was
with the camp for more than thirty years, you
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know. And she was only sixty-two when she
had the stroke. We miss her!” The raspy voice
had lowered in emotion; as firm and aggres-
sive as Sylvie was in running her camp, she
considered its players to be part of her very
own family and, as such, the recipients of all
the warmth, compassion, and love that this
matriarch could spread around.

“I'm so sorry, Sylvie. I didn't know—"

“Of course you didn't, my dear. Yes, there's
been quite a turnover.” She purposefully light-
ened up the discussion. “Some have moved
up, some over, some out. But we still have a su-
perb staff!” Stephanie wouldn't have imagined
otherwise. “Will you join us, Stephie?” The
older woman took the lead.

For the first time in eight years, Stephanie
responded with the force of pure instinct, leav-
ing all reasoning for later. “I'd love to, Sylvie!”
she had accepted excitedly, lost for the mo-
ment in all of the best memories, the fun she'd
had at PineWinds, the sense of security she'd
felt there, the skills she'd learned, the friends
she'd made. All of these things would now be
Melissa's—and Stephanie herself would have
a profitable summer, rich in teaching experi-
ence, wide open in terms of photographic op-
portunity, and financially rewarding to boot. It
all seemed ideal . . . and so much better than a
summer of city heat, mildewed shower cur-
tains, and peanut butter and Fluff sandwiches!
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During the next month letters flew freely
back and forth from Cambridge to Baltimore,
where the director lived, with Stephanie listing
in detail the equipment she would need and
Sylvie sending all of the appropriate forms
which would enroll Melissa as a full-fledged
camper. Although the reaction of the latter to
this new and momentous—from the point of
view of a seven-year-old—turn of events was
far from enthusiastic, Stephanie remained firm
in her conviction that the summer was tailor-
made for them both.

It was only as the last few weeks at home ap-
proached that Stephanie began to have second
thoughts. All of the necessary arrangements
had been made, suitable wardrobes had been
put together and name-tagged, school and
work were, respectively, drawing to an end—
and Stephanie's mind turned with increasing
frequency to thoughts of PineWinds, past and
present. The present she could cope with; it
was the past that worried her.

Even in Cambridge, with only her daugh-
ter's gray eyes and thick brown mane to re-
mind her of him, his memory was never far
from her. She couldn't begin to count the many
times she'd lain in bed, her large brass bed,
big enough for two, and imagined him beside
her, his firm, bronzed body intertwined with
her own paler, softer one, giving pleasure and
taking it, abandoning reality to the delights of
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passion, sharing with each other, once again,
that very special something that had existed so
briefly in what had seemed to be another
world.

But now she was headed for that other
world. Would she find the anguish greater
with each renewed acquaintance? Or would
she find, as she had desperately hoped—as
had even been at the very hidden-most re-
cesses of her mind when she had accepted
Sylvie's proposal—that by returning to the
scene of such heartbreak, she could superim-
pose on it more pleasant memories and
thereby forever lay to rest the ghost of a rela-
tionship that haunted her relentlessly?

“Look, Mommy!" Missy's squeal of delight
recalled her mother quickly from her wander-
ings, jolted as much by the suddenness of her
daughter's words as by the spontaneous en-
thusiasm which had bubbled forth, no doubt to
the child's own surprise. But then, Missy had
“seen artistically” for years, each time amaz-
ing her mother anew, time and again drawing
attention to sights which might otherwise have
been missed. Now, following the direction of
the pointing finger, Stephanie saw a sight so
breathtaking that she could not help but gasp.
Through the dark forest green of the trees
which framed the gently curving roadway, a
clearing had broken, a parting of the magnifi-
cent pines wide enough to reveal the secret
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wealth guarded by its evergreen mantle. It
was the jeweled surface of a lake, sparkling
under the midday sun, crystal clear and mirror
smooth, reflecting in all its grandeur the
wooded landscape on the far bank, its treed
hills rising to a gentle slope extending around
the lake in fluted fashion.

“It's beautiful, isn't it!" Stephanie mur-
mured, reveling in the scene, a photographer's
dream. “I'll have to come back to photograph
it another time.” She spoke her thoughts
aloud, temporarily forgetful of the hearing ears
beside her.

“I'll bet you're going to do the best things on
your days off, while I'm stuck at that place,”
the child whimpered, thrusting her lower lip
forward as she suddenly remembered her im-
pending fate.

Stephanie dragged her eyes from the pass-
ing scene and focused back on the road.
“Don't be silly! I'm looking forward to my time
at camp!”

“Yucch!" the seven-year-old spat out in dis-
gust, causing Stephanie to stifle a chuckle.
How typical, she thought, wondering if she
had ever given her own parents as much re-
sistance. In actuality the only resistance she
could remember, at least as far as camp was
concerned, was at the other end, the drawn-
out and tearful parting scene at the end of the
summer, the misery of saying good-bye to
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friends whom she would not see for another
year, if at all. Stephanie had loved her time at
PineWinds, right up until that very last day. . . .

She eased off the accelerator pedal as they
approached a small town, quiet and charming
in its own rural way, and so typical and un-
changed from the local towns as Stephanie re-
membered them. Houses had sprung up on
either side of the road as they had neared,
wood frame houses painted in yellows and
whites and ivories, many sporting picket
fences defining front yards, all boasting the
obligatory chairs on the front porch, two or
three in a cluster for the evening's entertain-
ment.

The center of the town—if that was what the
small gathering of non-residential structures
comprised—was here, then gone, a grocery, a
drugstore, a general establishment, and sev-
eral others, flitting quickly and quietly by, one
looking as peaceful as the next. As many times
as she had passed on this road, it was as
though she were seeing it now through differ-
ent eyes. Again she vowed, though silently this
time, to return to photograph this sleepy hol-
low of a community, if for no other reason than
to see if in fact there was someone to pump gas
at the lone-standing pump at the far end of the
town.

“Are we almost there?” the small voice be-
side her asked, more meekly than impatiently,
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and touching off a sensitive chord within
Stephanie. Mindful of her daughter's qualms,
she reached a reassuring hand over to squeeze
the cool one beside her.

“Almost, sweetie. We have only about an-
other half hour to go,” she offered gently,
smoothing a stray hair from the child's pale
face before she put an arm around the slender
shoulder and drew her near. “Do you know
how much I love you?" she whispered into her
daughter's ear as she hugged the child to her.
At that moment she knew that she would miss
her daughter’s constant company, that the sep-
aration would indeed be as much of a trial for
her as it would be for Melissa.

As though sensing her mother's own emo-
tional need, and once again showing a depth of
understanding far beyond her years, Melissa
snuggled against her mother's side and
wrapped her free arm around her waist. “I love
you too, Mommy!" she exclaimed softly, as they
both savored the quiet closeness of the moment.

And once more Stephanie knew that regard-
less of the pain that long-ago love affair had
reaped and continued to reap, it had brought
her this glorious being, this child who gave
meaning to a life which might otherwise have
wallowed in self-pity and despair.

“Mommy,” Missy began curiously, “tell me
what you liked best about camp when you
were a little girl.”
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Stephanie thought for a moment, negotiat-
ing a sharp curve in the road as she did so.
“The campfires,” she offered conclusively, as
she straightened the steering wheel. "Way off
in the woods, at the end of a long, narrow trail,
is the campfire circle. There is a huge clearing,
with tiers of benches all around, and a beauti-
ful fire right in the middle. There are songs
and stories and . . . well, it's a very meaningful
time. At the start of the summer, when you first
go there, you still feel a little strange with all of
the new people, but somehow the warmth of
the setting draws everyone together. By the
end of camp, when the final campfire is held,
you feel closer to these people than to any oth-
ers. The songs and the fire make it all that
much more beautiful.”

Her voice broke as it trailed off, and the
child looked up at her, gray eyes as open and
warm as they had been in ever so long. “You
really loved it, didn't you, Mommy?" she asked
softly.

“Uh-huh,” her mother agreed, not trusting
herself to say more. For her thoughts were no
longer on that huge campfire, but rather on an-
other, smaller and more intimate one, in a far-
off, more secluded clearing. She had really
loved him too. . . .

It had begun and ended during the summer
of her nineteenth year. She was a waterfront
counselor by day, an overseer of one of the
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older bunks by night. Soon after her arrival she
had become aware of him, as had every female
eye old enough to appreciate the opposite sex.
He was a tennis counselor, one of three male
counselors on the camp staff that summer.
And, as a member of the opposite sex, a dev-
astatingly mature specimen at the age of thirty,
he was a wonder to behold.

Tall and lean, he had a physique to match
that of the most highly treasured model for a
life drawing class. His shoulders were broad
and well-muscled, as befitted a tennis star, his
torso tapering to a narrowness at the waist and
hips, with not an ounce of unwanted flesh. His
legs, as they tirelessly traversed the courts,
were bronzed and sinewy, coordinating with
the rest of his body into a harmony of motion
whose beauty magnetized the eye.

But while Stephanie shared this apprecia-
tion with the many others who cast furtive
glances toward the tennis courts as they
passed from one activity to the other, what had
drawn her even more compellingly had been
his face, the darkness of his brown hair, well-
trimmed about the neck and ears but falling
long and casual across his forehead, the inten-
sity of one-way gray eyes, seeing all, but let-
ting none see within, the confidence in his
squared-off jaw, the strength in his firm lips.
There had indeed been a quality of mystery
about him, the same quality which she would
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later see so very often in his daughter. But that
was a future which she would have least ex-
pected during that summer eight years before.

While many of the worshipful entourage
made obvious plays for his attention, he par-
ried their moves with good-humored regular-
ity. He seemed a private person, enjoying the
more superficial aspects of relationships yet al-
lowing no trespasser into his personal domain.
A superb and diligent tennis instructor during
the day, he earned a reputation as the rogue of
the night, indulging in the passing fling, then
moving on.

Stephanie kept a safe distance away. That
she was attractive she did not doubt; neither
did she doubt that she lacked the more smash-
ing looks of several of her beguiling fellow
counselors. Additionally, she knew that a pass-
ing fling was not for her, as attractive as this
man might be; there were too many emotional
and intellectual needs that cried out for satis-
faction to give in to the pure lust of the night.
She was shy in her own innocent way, and far
less experienced than many of her compan-
ions. Though she was invariably well-liked,
she had never been, nor wished to be, the hit
of the party, the center of attention to which
the others gravitated. She was happier to
watch quietly from the sidelines, then go off in
her own direction when she felt so moved.

Ironically, it may have been this very reti-
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cence, this sense of mystery which so intrigued
her in Douglas Weston, that likewise drew him
to her. With only three weeks remaining in the
camp season, he began, to her great surprise
and the unabashed jealousy of many another,
to actively seek her out, walking her to her
bunk following meetings, sitting with her at
cookouts, inviting her to spend time with him
on their mutual days off. At the start she was
wary, determined to do nothing to compromise
her character, and suspicious of his intentions.
Soon to her amazement, however, she found
that his reputation in no way approached real-
ity. He never pressured her, enjoying her com-
pany as she did his, sensing that she was
different from the others and treating her ac-
cordingly.

She was, in turn, impressed, charmed, en-
thralled, fascinated, and, finally, totally capti-
vated by the man—his gentle camaraderie, his
subtle wit, his innate intelligence, and, unde-
niably, his heart-throbbing good looks. It was
this last, and her own reaction, for which she
had been unprepared. Never before had she
trembled in a man's presence, quivered at his
touch, thrilled within his embrace. When he
kissed her that first time, so deeply yet ten-
derly, she had responded instinctively, awak-
ened by his very masculine appeal and her
own intuitive femininity. For the first time in
her life, a spark was lit deep within her, mak-



Sweet Ember 23

ing her yearn for more, much more, than a kiss
could give.

As the time for parting approached, she re-
alized she had fallen in love with him. She
knew so little of his other life—he had kept
that very much to himself—yet she felt she had
gained, through the hours of talk and togeth-
erness, an insight into his very nature which
was even more meaningful than those other
purely biographical facts. It was a combination
of pride and fear which kept her from prying—
pride in her own strength and that of their re-
lationship yet fear of delving into another life
in which she might never belong.

It was perfectly natural for them to go off to-
gether that last night. The final banquet had
ended, the campers been safely quartered in
their bunks to revel away their final hours, the
counselors similarly becoming ensconced be-
fore the fireplace in the main lodge, beer flow-
ing freely, tongues even more so. It was a
scene that had seemed, at that moment, alien
to them both, so they had left.

Guided by the light of the moon, he had led
her up a narrow trail to their own private
campfire. In the center of the small clearing, he
built a fire, then drew her down beside him on
the cushion of fallen leaves and pine needles
to watch the fire take root, then spread, and fi-
nally burst about the dry logs into tongues of
flame, strewing heat into the cool night air.
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They talked of the summer, its highs and its
lows, each avoiding the turn which the con-
versation seemed destined to take.

It never did take that turn. At least, not ver-
bally. Rather, their bodies spoke as each
reached out for the culminating high of the
summer. He was ever gentle, sensing her fears
and quieting them. She had responded, then
invited, opening herself to his possession. He
had undressed her slowly, worshiping her
every delightful revelation, chasing away her
shyness with each intervening kiss. He had
helped her to undress him, thrilling in her un-
sureness, teaching her the delights of his own
manly form. He had caressed and teased, ex-
plored and coaxed, drawing her to levels of ec-
stasy hitherto unknown yet never since
forgotten. Their union was one of mutual glory,
of shared fulfillment, of breathtaking beauty.
When they lay, long afterward, in each other's
arms, spent and satisfied, content to let the
cool air fan their heated bodies, both knew
that they had shared something very special.
Stephanie gave little thought as she lay with
her head cradled against his strong shoulder
and her legs intertwined with his to the moral
and physical ramifications of her behavior. She
knew but one thing—that she loved him and
had needed, for the most compellingly primi-
tive reasons, to give herself to him, irregard-
less of past or future. It had been, for them
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both, a passion of the here-and-now, and Steph-
anie was content to let tomorrow take care of
itself.

Unfortunately, when tomorrow came, the
bottom fell out of her world. She and Doug had
parted shortly before dawn with promises to
meet the next day, once the campers had been
bundled aboard the appropriate buses to take
them each to their own hometowns and a new
fall season. Stephanie had neither made as-
sumptions as to a future with Doug, nor did she
have demands to make. Rather, she had a sin-
gle hope—that he would profess the love for
her which she felt for him. Specifics were un-
needed, details unimportant. The future would
be beautiful—if only he loved her.

With that all-encompassing hope in mind,
Stephanie headed for Doug’s cottage the next
afternoon. Bounding eagerly up the steps, she
swung open the screen door to stop dead in
her tracks at the sight of a young woman, per-
haps several years older than herself, and
stunning, by all modest estimates, calmly
packing Doug's clothes into the open suitcases
on the bed.

“Who—who are you?” Stephanie had stam-
mered, warning spasms erupting within her.
She knew so little about him . . . so very little.
Then the condemning words broke through
her rapidly muddling consciousness.

“I'm Diana Weston. Who are you?” the
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young woman had retorted, her blond hair
swinging carelessly about her shoulders as she
turned her impeccably garbed form toward the
intruder.

It was as though everything, which mere
moments before had been full of life and hope,
suddenly froze within Stephanie. Wordlessly,
she stared at the exquisite face before her, too
shocked to speak, too stunned to move. For
what seemed an eternity she stood there. His
wife—so that was the private life that Douglas
Weston had kept hidden from everyone at the
camp. And that was what he would have told
her today. He was married, and this was his
wife, with whom he would certainly have a
most joyous reunion on this day.

Stephanie never said a word. Tears blinding
her eyes, she stumbled out of the cabin and
ran to her own, throwing the last of her things
into her trunk, loading up her car, and setting
out for home without a glance behind. It was
only when she had arrived, late that night,
back at the house in Cambridge and had been
duly welcomed by her parents, that she es-
caped to her room and yielded to the deep,
soul-rending sorrow which was to be her clos-
est companion in the coming weeks.

Married. . . . He had been married! All the
while he had held her, kissed her, and then
made love to her, he had been married! He
had known that she was a virgin, had paced
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his lovemaking accordingly, yet all the while
he had known that their dalliance could be
nothing more than a one-night stand. She had
been taken, used, and now was to be dis-
carded. It was almost incomprehensible to her.
He had been so tender and considerate and
giving, allowing her to make a commitment. . .
which he had no intention of matching.

How poorly she had judged his character. It
wasn't bad enough that he had deserted his
wife for the summer—though Stephanie had
known of other such cases in her experience at
PineWinds—but to add to that, he had played
the bachelor to the hilt. Had anyone else
known of his true marital status? If so, why
hadn't she been warned?

In vain, she tried to find a whipping boy, a
person to bear the blame for the debacle. Yet
she could find none. Doug had never lied. He
had never promised her anything. It had, in-
deed, been a total giving of the moment. It had
only been Stephanie's naive romantic notion
that had given her over to thoughts of love.
Neither had ever uttered the word to the other
and, for that at least, she was grateful. The
treachery was bad enough; if he had declared
his love, then spurned her thus, she would
have been doubly crushed. As it was, she had
no one to blame for her predicament but her-
self. She had witlessly allowed herself to fall in
love with a man whose life had always been a



28 Barbara Delinsky

huge question mark. At the time it hadn't mat-
tered . . . or so she thought. If only she had
known he was married, she would never have
gone out with him in the first place.

As the hours of anguish grew into days, the
shock gave way to a dull hurt, which dogged
her every step. Her parents were solicitous and
she confided in them, though there was little
they could say to ease her burden. The anger,
the bitterness, the despair all fed on one per-
vading fact: For the first time in her young life,
Stephanie had opened herself up, had given of
herself freely, had entrusted another with her
love, her very essence—only to find that it had
been utterly meaningless to its taker.

At no point could Stephanie say that she
hated Doug for what he'd done to her. It was
she who had let herself be blinded by love. In
her misery, she made a solemn vow that she
would never, never put herself in a position to
be hurt so again.

Ever mindful of her love for him, there was
neither fear nor remorse when she discovered
she was pregnant. There was never any
thought but that she should give birth to the
child and raise it herself. Given her choice, she
would not have sought to bring a child into the
world without benefit of marriage. But this
child had been conceived in love and Steph-
anie vowed that it would grow and flourish
within that very same aura. Strangely enough,
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it was the very confirmation of her pregnancy
that snapped her out of her depression and
into a practical semblance of action.

“Is anything wrong, Mommy?" It was Missy,
still at her elbow, timidly eyeing the tears that
glistened at her mother's eyes. Rescued thus
from her reminiscences, Stephanie wiped at
her lids with a forefinger.

“No, no, sweetheart, everything is just fine,”
she assured the child, who, hearing those com-
forting words, turned to look out the front win-
dow. Everything is just fine, Stephanie told
herself over and over again as they neared
their destination. Everything would be just
fine, she vowed, just as things had indeed
been fine during the past eight years. And
after this summer, she sensed strongly, any lin-
gering ghosts would indeed be laid to rest,
clearing the way for a happier future for them
both.

One by one, the old familiar landmarks ap-
peared as Stephanie maintained a safe but
steady speed on the country road. There was
the movie house in which she had spent many
an evening, both as an older camper and as a
counselor. There was the fish house, where
they had bought lobsters to boil on the beach.
There was the ancient signpost, a veritable cir-
cus of pointing arrows which, when properly
deciphered, directed the wanderer to this
camp or that. There was the old and stately
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inn, somewhat more weathered but functional
nonetheless, where her parents had stayed,
year after year, on visitor's weekend.

“Look, Missy. There's our lake!” she ex-
claimed, helplessly caught up in the nostalgia
of the moment, the excitement increasing with
their impending arrival. Melissa got up onto
her knees to look out her mother's window for
her first glimpse of Blue Willow Lake, its sur-
face gently dappled by the soft breeze which
ruffled it. Then it was gone, hidden once more
behind the protective barrier of trees. Very
gradually the road sloped upward, the lush
greenery of the roadside giving way to the
amber hues of the wild grasses. They drove
past a small farm, or what had once been a
farm, though even as a camper Stephanie had
seen the dismantled plows and wagon wheels,
now given over to rust and the elements, yet
still suggestive of the once thriving enterprise
that had been reduced to a nearby henhouse
and a small herd of dairy cows.

Just as the car reached the top of the climb,
Stephanie made a sharp left onto a minimally
paved road, part tar, part gravel, as it had al-
ways been. Smiling to herself at how little
things had changed, she slowly headed the car
downward until it was once more surrounded
by the richness of the forest growth that held a
time-honored claim on the land. How many
times Stephanie had passed down this road!
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How many times she had been thrilled as she
was now by the study in contrasts that
stretched before her—the rugged grays and
browns beneath the tires, the soft and graceful
greenery, dark and shaded, of the pines, as-
pens, spruce, and birch, gathered in on either
side to watch the annual parade of humanity,
and finally, the light at the end of it all, sun-
light beaming a path, beckoning onward to the
miniature civilization, carved out of nature's
finest, which would be home for the next two
months.

As the car rounded the final turn, Stephanie
burst into a spontaneous smile as her eyes took
in the sight before them. To the left were rows
of equipment sheds, freshly painted in the fa-
miliar blues and greens of the camp, and the
garage which housed the camp transports, rus-
tic blends of bus and truck, open-windowed
and emblazoned with the interwoven letters of
the camp insignia. Straight ahead were the
fields, originating at the end of the small
stretch of sand bordering the lake, becoming
level and finely mowed where the softball dia-
mond and the volleyball nets stood, then grad-
ing as they moved up and away from the
gray-blue lake.

Stephanie turned the wheel to the right and
slowly accelerated up the main drive toward
the dominant structure at the crest of the hill. It
was, indeed, the ultimate center of activity, the
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place of meals, meetings, administration, of
rainy-day activities, late-night parties, and
leisure-time camaraderie. It was known to the
world as the main lodge, to the camp, fondly
and intimately, in lazy abbreviation, as the
Lodge. A two-storied structure built of un-
peeled logs, its first floor was large and open,
housing the dining room, the lounge, and sev-
eral smaller rooms and offices. The second
floor extended onto a balcony around the
lounge, then closed over the dining room to
provide counselor quarters. It was on this bal-
cony that the director's office stood, open and
inviting for all to visit at will, a small desk lamp
burning almost around the clock, in Steph-
anie's memory, symbolic of the tireless dedica-
tion of Sylvie Hampson.

Following the driveway farther, now curving
behind the main lodge to head for the line of
systematically placed bunks, Stephanie pulled
to a stop before a group of adults, one of whom
she immediately recognized. Eagerly she
climbed out of the car, stretching her long legs
and then straightening her lithe frame at the
same instant that the white-haired package of
enthusiasm spotted her.

“Stephie!” Even in excitement the voice was
as gravel-toned as always—typically Sylvie,
part and parcel of her character. “It's wonder-
ful to see you!” Before she knew what had hit
her, Stephanie was enveloped in the strong
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arms of this slim woman, whose head barely
reached her chin. Perhaps that too was part of
Sylvie Hampson's unique charm—so much in-
sight, compassion, intelligence, and enthusi-
asm wrapped in such a small bundle, one that
showed her every year, but that was, as al-
ways, immaculately clad in the white blouse,
bermuda shorts, and sneakers she had long
since deemed fitting for the director of a highly
respected girls' camp.

“Let me look at you,” the older woman
croaked in command, smiling all the while as
she took a step back and surveyed the work of
eight years' passing time. Blushing seli-
consciously under such straightforward exami-
nation, and marginally aware of the approach
of the others standing nearby, Stephanie was
infinitely grateful that she had changed very
little physically since she had last been at this
spot. She had chosen to wear chic denim pedal
pushers, so practical and comfortable for driv-
ing and working, and a pink cotton shirt with
rolled cuffs and an opened neck, an outfit
which complemented her slim figure even as it
offset her coloring to its greatest advantage. If
anything, the past years had exaggerated her
slimness, while motherhood had lent a gentle
shapeliness, a maturity, to heighten her overall
attractiveness. Though Stephanie would have
soundly denied it, she could hold her own to
any beauty.
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“You look wonderful.” The smile had broad-
ened in approval, and the deep brown eyes,
expressive as they had always been, narrowed
mischievously. “Now, if you can introduce
yourself to that motley crew over there—"
Sylvie tossed her head in the direction of the
three counselors, who smiled as they moved
forward—"I have more important business to
attend to.” None too subtly drawing Stephanie
away from the car and toward the approaching
group, Sylvie proceeded to the looks of
amused puzzlement to nimbly slide her wiry
frame behind the steering wheel of the car,
slamming the door behind her as she turned to
greet Melissa, who, to Stephanie's heart-
stopping notice, bore a look of round-eyed fear
almost comical in its intensity. Instinctively,
Stephanie trusted Sylvie to know how to han-
dle the child, so she turned determinedly to the
three awaiting women and introduced herself.
Moments later, with the last of the preliminar-
ies barely completed, all four turned in sur-
prise as Sylvie opened the car door, sliding out
as easily as she'd entered, though this time
gently drawing Melissa with her. To Steph-
anie's instant relief and subsequent amaze-
ment, the child, who a brief hour before had
been begging to return home, now seemed ac-
cepting of the situation, only her mother rec-
ognizing the velil of caution-tinged resignation
which had befallen her expression. Trust
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Sylvie for her magical powers, Stephanie
mused, and, for the first time in weeks, she
genuinely felt convinced that, if for Missy's
sake alone, she had made the right decision in
returning to PineWinds.

The gravel-edged voice broke into her
thoughts, now in a conspiratorial tone. "If you
all will excuse us, Melissa and I have some ex-
ploring to do. Stephie, why don't you drop her
trunk off at bunk one, then go unpack yourself.
You'll be staying in the Grove, cabin C,” she
instructed, then turned summarily to lead her
young charge off in the opposite direction.
Only at that moment did the child falter.

“Mommy—?" she asked, turning quickly
back to Stephanie in a final, involuntary mo-
ment of insecurity, her gaze momentarily
abandoning its protective curtain and soften-
ing into a heartrending plea.

Immediately, Stephanie bridged the gap be-
tween the two, bending over to give her
daughter a firm hug. “I love you, pumpkin. I'll
see you a little later,” she murmured under-
standingly into the child's ear.

The small voice was barely audible as
Melissa whispered, "I love you too, Mommy."
Then the veil dropped over her gray eyes and
she permitted herself to be led away to the ac-
companying chatter of this wondrous child-
hearted woman.

Her finely tapered fingers brushed moist-
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ness from the corners of her misted eyes as
Stephanie watched the two move off down the
grassy slope. It was, simultaneously, such a
small step, yet a huge one, for mother and
child alike. Swallowing away the sentimental
lump in her throat, she straightened and, pro-
pelled by the force of her own maternal resig-
nation, turned back to the others.

If the three noted the tender moment they
had just witnessed, they made no mention of it.
Such private partings were common on this
day of arrivals, and it was well known that the
best remedy for the momentary sadness was a
large dose of activity.

“I peeked into your studio,” began the red-
headed Cheryl, who had earlier introduced
herself as the ceramics instructor and, as such,
was a next-door neighbor of Stephanie’s in the
basement of the Arts Center by the waterfront.
"It looks super—but there's loads to be done,
unpacking supplies and all!” she warned hu-
morously.

Stephanie smiled, slowly beginning to relax
as she relinquished the role of mother for the
summer and began the transformation into pho-
tographer. She hadn't realized how caught up
she'd been, during the last few weeks, with
the prospect of getting Melissa off to camp.
Now it was a fait accompli, and, with that most
dreaded moment of parting over, she felt her
enthusiasm for her work quickly awaken.
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Pushing an auburn lock behind her ear, she
answered Cheryl warmly. “I can believe it!
Perhaps I ought to get moving if [ want to get
myself settled before I tackle the studio.”

The woman named Janet stepped forward,
younger by several years than the other two,
who seemed to be in their late twenties, and si-
multaneously more petite, almost elfish. “Do
you know where your cabin is?” she asked, a
strange note of envy in her light voice.

Stephanie nodded. “I remember all too
clearly the good fortune of those assigned to
the Grove. This must be a harbinger of good
things to come this summer!” She laughed,
noting the unanimous agreement of the others.

“You can say that again,” chimed in the
third, Donna, the drama coach. “Cheryl and I
are in the Lodge, which isn't all that bad. Poor
Janet, though, has the delight of bunk seven,”
she cracked, casting a sympathetic grin toward
the small one, who, one wondered, might in-
deed be confused with her wards.

Stephanie laughed with the others, remem-
bering vividly the dubious honor of bunk as-
signment, particularly with those older girls
whose main goal seemed to be stretching the
rules. Every bunk had its renegade or two; de-
spite complaints to the contrary, however, they
added spice to each summer.

With these fond memories warming her, she
made the appropriate apologies, then drove



38 Barbara Delinsky

forward to the bunk line, stopping at the very
first cabin to drop off Melissa's trunk. Pausing
to give a cursory once-over to the immaculate
room in which her daughter would live, she
noted with satisfaction that the years had done
nothing to change the delightful primitiveness
of the dormitory-style cabin. Several campers
had already arrived, though, so she quickly
took her leave before Melissa would return
and she would have to go through the good-
byes again.

Moments later she found herself in the
Grove, actually a large clearing at the end of a
short but private road, not far from the bunk
line, with three small cabins forming a cul-de-
sac beneath the crowding pines. It was a truly
heavenly spot, Stephanie reaffirmed as she
climbed out of the car—within an easy walk of
everything yet far enough removed to escape
the sounds with which one would be dealing
throughout the day. The air was clean and
sweet, an exquisite bouquet of pine needles
and natural wood wafting on the light breeze
that whispered through the branches over-
head. Each cabin was insulated from the heat
of the sun by forest parasols hovering above,
beside, and beyond their shingled roofs.

Cabin C was the farthest on the right, a
large, carved letter so indicating, and Steph-
anie approached it enthusiastically, bounding
up the steps and throwing open the door for
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the first glimpse of her own home-away-from-
home. Although she had never spent much
time at the Grove other than to visit a friend,
the charm of the cabin far outdistanced even
her most ambitious recollections. She had a
private cabin, designated for one inhabitant
only, with the lone cot against one wall, a large
double bureau against the other, and built-in
shelves for books, pictures, and other miscella-
neous items stretching above each. There was
a small back room, with storage space and a
closet, and a bathroom just off to the side. As
with all the bunks, the showers were separate,
in this case in a small shower house behind the
middle cabin for the use of all three in the
Grove.

Delighted with her accommodations and, in
particular, with its location and the privacy it
would afford, Stephanie made a mental note
to thank Sylvie for the considerate assign-
ment. Although she would never have com-
plained, she feared that it might have been
tedious for her to share a cabin with one of the
other counselors, considering the most subtle
purpose behind this, her return to the scene of
so many memories, both heartwarming and
potentially devastating. Fortunately, she
mused gratefully, he had been living in Blue
Cottage that year. . . .

Determined not to let this, her thus far pro-
pitious return to PineWinds, be marred so early
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on by thoughts of that long-ago affair, she
gaily swung her auburn head around, set her
delicately chiseled chin at an angle of resolve,
and returned to her car and opened the trunk
to remove her two suitcases and her camera
gear. It was on the fourth trip out, as she dug
into the farthest reach of the car's trunk, strug-
gling to grasp a duffel bag stuffed with sheets,
pillows, blankets, and a quilt, which she knew
would be needed on more than one chilly
night in the unheated cabin, that she heard the
slow drawl of a deep, velvet-smooth voice
close behind her.

“It's been a long time since I've seen a pair
of legs like those . . ."

Never in her life could Stephanie have for-
gotten that voice, so cool and confident, hu-
morous yet seductive. At that instant she froze,
mind and body benumbed as they hadn't been
since that traumatic morning eight years be-
fore when she had interrupted the work of a
blond-haired woman.

In a kaleidoscopic progression of emotion,
the numbness flared into a wave of panic
which, tempered by eight years of studied self-
control, gradually resolved into a more man-
ageable state of shock. Slowly, very slowly, she
sank down against the edge of the open trunk,
only then turning to gaze toward the face that
she had neither seen for eight years nor been
a single day without.
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’f there was to be retribution for this wildly
imagined happening-turned-reality, it was
immediate and brief, capsuled in the look of
astonishment that struck Douglas Weston's
hitherto composed face. As their eyes locked,
gray into green, Stephanie knew that he had
been unaware of her impending presence and
was as disquieted as she with the discovery.
Mildly buoyed by this realization, she forced
herself into a semblance of composure as she
met his puzzled gaze.

“Eight years to be exact.” She spoke softly,
determined to deny, both to him and to herself,
the internal upheaval that had beset her. Her
peripheral awareness took in a blue work shirt,
sleeves rolled and neck more open than neces-
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sary, faded denim cutoffs, and bare arms, legs,
and feet, all evenly tanned and infinitely mas-
culine. The face was that of an eight-years-
older Douglas Weston, more handsome than
ever.

A master of self-possession himself, Doug
quickly recovered from the unexpected con-
frontation. “Then I stand corrected; it's been
eight years since I've seen a pair of legs like
those.” He grinned, his lips parting in a daz-
zling display of straight, white teeth. Had he
been looking at her legs, Stephanie might
have been less affected. But his eyes never left
hers, their keen grayness piercing her, deeply
and painfully. She felt an overwhelming com-
pulsion to run at that very moment, yet
doubted whether the well-touted legs would
carry her far enough. Experience dictated that
she be still, both verbally and physically, let-
ting him take the initiative while she struggled
to corral her emotions.

“How are you, Stephie?” he began politely,
the steadiness of his tone suggesting, to
Stephanie's relief, that this might be an out-
wardly civilized, even impersonal, conversa-
tion.

“Just fine, Doug,” she responded in kind,
cool and cordial.

Then he did venture to rake her length,
head to toe and back, slowly and sensually, in
a not so subtle gesture of appreciation, and her
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sense of relief evaporated. “You've grown
even more beautiful than I remember you
being,” he murmured. Suddenly, she felt a
pang of stirrings within her, unbidden and un-
welcome. In its wake came a strange anger—
anger at his words, despite the compliment
they offered, anger at the look in his eyes, so
open and insolently appealing, anger at her
own reaction, too quick in awakening after a
long sleep.

“Memories can be deceiving,” she clipped
back, of necessity trusting her legs to hold as
she rose and turned to grab for the duffel bag
once again. It helped, breaking his eye con-
tact, though the respite was short-lived.

A roughly haired arm, bronzed and muscu-
lar, reached out past her toward the offending
bag. “Here, let me give you a hand,"” his deep
voice suggested, as he casually pulled the duf-
fel from the far corner.

After long years of doing for herself, Steph-
anie somehow found his offer offensive. Mus-
tering her strength, she pulled the bag until it
was entirely within her own grasp, only then
turning her green eyes defiantly up at him. “I
can manage myself, thank you.”

The unfathomable look that crept into his
suddenly chilled eyes told her that he had per-
ceived her anger and was puzzled by it. But his
puzzlement was nothing, compared to the be-
wilderment that flitted about her own mind.
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Sylvie Hampson had assured her that Doug
would not be here, yet here he stood before
her, larger than life, his long frame propped ar-
rogantly against her car, his arms folded pur-
posefully across his chest. It had been a mere
hour since she had seen that same gesture in
another, so similar. With an imperceptible
shiver she wondered fearfully whether there
were other such surprises in store for her.

“You're working here this summer, I take it,"
she stated, attempting to keep the timidity,
rampant as he towered over her, out of her
voice.

“That's right,” he confirmed laconically, re-
versing the tables now and demanding that
she take the lead in conversation. She sus-
pected that he sensed her continuing discom-
fort and was rather enjoying himself.

“Tennis?”

“Uh-huh.” So, Sylvie had misled her. Why?

“Where are you living?" Her hands clutched
tightly at the canvas handle of the duffel bag
as she awaited his answer. Never one for su-
perstitions, she nonetheless had a premoni-
tion, which was instantly fueled by the wicked
grin that overspread his lips. Jauntily he
cocked his dark head to the side.

“Cabin A."

Stephanie felt her stomach knot, hit by a
sudden blow. Why had she sensed what his
answer was to be? How could Sylvie have
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done this to her? What was her great sin, to be
thus punished?

To her further dismay, she caught the wry
amusement which now molded his features.
“You look pale, Stephie,” he drawled with dis-
tinct mockery. “Are you that disappointed
we're not sharing Cabin B?"

Convinced that he knew all too well the im-
plication of his words, Stephanie was over-
whelmed to the point of fury. Instinctively, she
raised a hand and brought it sharply up toward
his face, only to have her wrist captured in a
viselike grip which burned into her skin even
as it thwarted her action.

“It was just a joke, Stephanie,” he informed
her impatiently, his eyes now steeled, his fea-
tures taut. As he spoke, he lowered her hand
deliberately, releasing it with a thrust, as
though he could bear the contact no longer.

Stunned by both his touch and its uncere-
monious disengagement, she stiffened, flash-
ing jade spokes in her eyes the only outward
evidence of anger. “I guess I'm not in the mood
for joking," she murmured quietly, struggling
for self-control as she dragged her gaze from
his to focus on her sole means of rescue, the
duffel bag which had yet to be lifted from the
trunk. “Now, if you'll excuse me,"” she began,
“I have a lot of unpacking to do.”

If she had expected him to graciously back
away, she had once again miscalculated. Her
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punishment was only beginning. Quick, strong
fingers took her chin, firmly overcoming her
token resistance, and turned her pale face
toward his. Everything about him intimidated
her at that moment, though she was helpless to
move.

“You have grown more beautiful, Stephie,”
he stated arrogantly, his forefinger lifting to
stroke her jawline with a tenderness belied by
his fiercely intent expression. “You are also
more tense and more angry, if those eyes and
this jaw are any indication.” His voice had
softened dangerously as he concluded, "I won-
der what's happened over the last eight years
to make you thus . . ." He trailed off, as his
hand dropped to his side.

“I've grown up, Doug,” Stephanie heard
herself say strongly and with conviction. It was
the truth, and she suddenly felt a resurgence of
strength. “Now, I have to get busy,” she reiter-
ated her original intention as she lifted the duf-
fel bag and balanced it against her thigh and
climbed the steps. She did not look back, but
kept her sights forward as she knew she must
if she was to weather this latest storm.

Once within the privacy of the cabin, she be-
came a veritable whirlwind of activity, opening
suitcases, piling some clothes in drawers,
draping others on hangers, stashing toiletries
on the bathroom shelves, and books and tech-
nical materials on the shelves in the main
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room. She quickly made up the bed, stored the
duffel bag and suitcases in the rafter compart-
ment, then gave her attention to her photo-
graphic equipment, separating what was to go
in the studio from that which she'd keep with
her.

But all too soon she ran out of diversions. At
that moment, as she sank weakly onto the
edge of the bed, a shudder shook her tired
limbs and her mind turned to the one topic she
so desperately wanted to escape. But avoid-
ance, she realized all too painfully, would not
eliminate the problem.

What was she to do, her being cried. Dou-
glas Weston was here . . . here at PineWinds! It
would not only be the raw memories she
would have to battle, but the man, in the flesh.
In the tall, dark, and magnificently handsome
flesh. She had ventured to return to PineWinds
for many reasons, not the least of which was to
finally exorcise the haunting past. But, if the
earlier encounter was any indication, she seri-
ously doubted her chances for success—partic-
ularly with the object of her quandary housed
two doors away, where she was destined to see
him coming and going each and every day.

She lay back on the bed and threw a shaky
arm across her eyes, fighting off a nightmare
which threatened to engulf her and draw her
into its swirling eddy. And Missy . . . what
about Missy? Would Doug know immediately?
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The resemblance was so strong. Would it be
obvious when the two finally came face-to-
face? Missy was thoroughly acclimated to a
single-parent situation. She must not know
yet, not so soon, not until she was old enough
to understand.

As she lay there, Stephanie wondered how,
after eight years in which she'd directed her
life so carefully, she now found herself in this
untenable situation. Sylvie had said he
wouldn't be here. . . .

Sylvie! She must speak to Sylvie! Perhaps
something could be done to ease this situation
in which she floundered helplessly. Perhaps
she could yet turn around, as Missy had
begged, and return home. For, cowardly as
that course would be, she questioned her abil-
ity to cope with the alternative.

Grasping at this feeble thread of hope, she
freshened up, brushing her recalcitrant curls
into relative, though temporary, submission,
then headed for the door. A cursory sweep of
the Grove told her that Doug was no longer
there, having gone no doubt in search of more
friendly company. Reassured thus, she set out
in search of the director, putting the force of
determination into the slam of her car's trunk
as she strode past it.

As luck would have it, the woman she
sought was now in the process of greeting a
clamoring busload of girls, the midwestern
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contingent, which had just arrived from the
airport in Boston. Momentarily swept up in the
excitement, Stephanie found herself glued to
the spot as a memory-laden spectator. She re-
called that same bus trip; her parents had al-
ways driven her the few miles from Cambridge
to the airport, where she would join the newly
landed group for the final leg of their trip. She
had been one of only a handful of campers
from the Boston area, a fact which had ap-
pealed to her parents. They were both educa-
tors and, as such, placed a high value on their
daughter's own learning experiences. To
spend the summer with the same people with
whom she spent the rest of the year would
have defeated one of their primary purposes,
and, over the years, Stephanie had come to
agree with them. She had first gone off to
camp timidly, then had met girls from all over
the country, broadening her exposure and
vaulting her into friendships which were close,
rewarding, and in several cases, long-lasting.
Indeed, even now, she kept up a long-distance
correspondence with Trudy, her closest friend
for six years at camp, who had originally
hailed from Cleveland, had subsequently
moved to Baltimore, where she had married a
doctor, and was now firmly ensconced, with
her husband, two children, and a dog, in Ari-
zona. She had seen Trudy periodically over the
years, and each time the reunion was a joyous
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one, the distance between them evaporating
instantly, the many months apart forgotten.

Now, as she watched the campers alight,
tripping down the steps one after the other,
weighted down by numerous carrying bags
and surrogate security blankets, a nostalgic
smile curled at her pale pink lips. And there
was Sylvie Hampson, hugging each girl in turn,
both those whom she knew well from past sum-
mers and those whom she remembered only
from brief introductions the previous winter.
Stephanie recalled how comforting Sylvie
had always been in her own moments, both
of triumph, as when she had finally passed
her senior lifesaving test, and of sorrow, as
when she had been struck by the inevitable
wave of homesickness that first, momentous
year. But now it was Sylvie whom she must
confront on a totally different level . . . when
she was free and alone. Unfortunately, Sylvie
was neither, and, as urgent as Stephanie felt
her own business to be, she knew it must
take second place to this other, more timely
one.

With a sigh she turned away from the scene,
only to be checked abruptly by the presence of
a tall, dark figure, standing a short distance
away in intent observation of her. With a cool
stare in his direction, she pivoted sharply and
impulsively set out down the grassy slope
toward the waterfront. If she had to postpone
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her talk with Sylvie, she reasoned, she would
do something practical. And the farther away
from those brooding eyes, the better, she de-
cided. If there was one thing she refused to do,
she vowed, it would be to let Douglas Weston
know how disconcerting she found his very
presence.

Resolutely, she strode across the slope to the
pebbled road that bisected the fields and the
tennis courts on its lakeward path. When she
had first been a camper, there had been only
four courts; now there were eight, all clay and
in impeccable condition. How much of the
credit belonged to Doug, she refused to con-
sider. Rather, she drew her gaze to the ap-
proaching waterfront, with its labyrinth of
docks virtually unchanged by the years. Just
beyond and on the shore stood the Arts Center,
with its craft rooms on the main, raised floor
and the ceramics and photography areas
below, on the dark ground level, where once
upon a time Stephanie had hunted for frogs.
Now the area had been completely enclosed
and finished, providing a perfect setting for
her own work.

As she explored this domain, which might or
might not be hers, she mused, she felt herself
relax, only then realizing the full intensity of
her earlier anxiety. She would not let him get
to her, she repeated anew, forcefully slamming
her fist down on the shiny Formica countertop



52 Barbara Delinsky

that skirted the room. Then, having expelled
that bit of pent-up anger, she scanned the
perimeter of the area to take inventory of the
boxes and crates. True to her word, Sylvie had
provided everything Stephanie requested—
film, chemicals, enlarging equipment, printing
paper, and, most importantly, cameras. She
carefully examined the cameras and soon
found herself locked in an internal battle—the
excitement and exhilaration of putting this fine
equipment to the best possible use this sum-
mer versus the agony of knowing that she
would soon be asking Mrs. Hampson to relieve
her of the obligation and allow her to take
Melissa home. Surprisingly, she found herself
disappointed at the thought of all the good
things they would both miss if they left. She
didn't want to leave, she realized mournfully;
despite the painful memories, she didn't want
to leave. But the past was not the present . . .
why did he have to be here?

Restrained only by the uncertainty of her fu-
ture, she ached to tear open the cases and
delve into the thrilling adventure of setting up
the studio. Surely, she mused, there could be
no harm in unpacking one camera. Surely
Sylvie would understand. . . .

Hesitantly, Stephanie reached for one of the
boxes and removed the packing material. Ever
so carefully she removed its treasure, turning
the camera around in her hand, getting the
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feel of it, exploring its dials and knobs, savor-
ing the smell which spoke of a newness that
would soon be gone. Impulsively, she reached
for a roll of film, loaded the camera, mounted it
with one of the zoom lenses which had been
supplied, and headed back to the main area,
intent on capturing the myriad nuances of ar-
rival day.

This time she took the back way to the bunk
line, the pine path, as it was called, a broad
footpath which led directly through the woods,
beneath a continuous canopy of boughs, from
waterfront to cabins. Everything was tranquil,
everything was silent, save the rhythmic
crunch of twigs and dried leaves beneath her
own feet.

Several minutes later she arrived at her des-
tination to find that the first bus had left and
been replaced by another, this one smaller and
carrying the heavily accented, widely adored
group of southerners, who had flown directly
to Portland and been met there. Again, Sylvie
Hampson greeted them warmly and person-
ally as she had done the others.

Lifting the camera to her eye, Stephanie
framed the heartwarming scene, cocked then
tripped the shutter, repeating the steps over
and over again as she moved in and around
the action. Satisfied with herself and thor-
oughly engrossed in her work, she turned and,
noting that there were ample frames left,
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sought to capture the settling-in process, as
campers met counselors, unpacked, and had
their first introductions to, or reunions with, in
many cases, their bunkmates.

Fighting off an urge to look in on Missy,
Stephanie quickly moved past to one of the
senior bunks and began to photograph, first
outside, then inside, until the roll of film was
finished. She thoroughly enjoyed herself,
meeting people as she worked, having several
reunions of her own, as she came across one or
two familiar faces. Her only regret, as was
often the case, was that she hadn't brought
more film with her. But that situation was eas-
ily remedied; eagerly she descended the steps
and headed back toward the waterfront, only
to find herself on a collision course with Dou-
glas Weston.

Involuntarily, she caught her breath, dazzled
against her will by his dashing appearance.
Dressed in tennis whites and carrying two rac-
quets and a can of balls, his destination was
obvious. Similarly obvious to Stephanie was
the magnificence of the man, yes, eight years
older, but even more compelling than he had
been when she had first met him. The years
had treated him well, scattering an odd gray
hair or two through his lustrous brown mane,
etching lines of good humor at the corners of
his eyes, giving his skin, with its weathered
tan, a rich and rugged cast.
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“You're staring, Stephie,” he drawled, a
faint glimmer of mockery breaking through
the otherwise frigid gaze, as he stopped di-
rectly before her. It was true, though at the
time she could have done nothing else. He was
so familiar . . . yet alien. . . .

His eyes narrowed coldly as he offered a fur-
ther observation. “You looked quite happy a
minute ago when you came down those
steps.” He tossed a quick glance in the direc-
tion from which she'd come. “Very much like
the Stephanie I used to know. Now you are
tense once again.” Under his merciless
scrutiny, she felt her emotions laid bare, and
she fought for some thread of dignity.

Raising fine, arched eyebrows, she calmly
protested his claim, feigning a self-confidence
which she was far from feeling. “You're quite
mistaken, Doug. I'm not tense at all,” she
stated, even as she felt the muscles in her
shoulder tighten beneath the strap of her cam-
era.

“Stephie, Stephie,” he chided, his taunt-
ingly condescending tone in odd juxtaposition
with the sternness of his expression. "I told
you before, it's in your jaw—" He reached out
to touch the spot and involuntarily she
flinched, taking a step back by way of warn-
ing for him to keep his hands in check. His
own jaw clenched once, to her satisfaction,
before he continued. “And the knuckles
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around your camera strap are pure white.”
His voice verged on the angry; then he
paused, studying her face intently. Unable to
muster an appropriate response, Stephanie
stood, tongue-tied, only able to remember the
softness and gentleness of that same voice so
long ago.

Then, to her surprise, a strange sadness
brushed his features, as though he, too, were
recalling another time. “Do you hate me that
much, Stephie?” he asked finally, cool and
composed once more.

Did she hate him? Could she hate him? Had
she ever, from that far-reaching day to this,
hated him? Without a doubt, Stephanie knew
the answer. Hate Douglas Weston? As much as
it might simplify things for her, she never
could, never would hate him. But then, she
had known that all along. What she hadn't
known was the effect that seeing him again
would have on her.

Suddenly, his face began to blur and, to her
utter chagrin, she knew herself to be on the
verge of tears. Soundlessly, she made her es-
cape, passing beside him and heading whence
he had just come. She cared neither about last
words nor parting pleasantries as she headed
singlemindedly toward Sylvie's office. By the
time she arrived the tears had dried, leaving
behind only the sentiment—raw, painful, and
completely baffling to her.
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Force of habit took her up the open stairway
toward the spot on the second-floor balcony
where the director sat, deeply engrossed in
some paperwork. At another time Stephanie
would have delighted in examining the floor-
to-ceiling pictures tracing the history of the
camp, from the days of middy blouses and
bloomers to the present; now she was oblivious
to all but the small, white-haired woman
seated at the far end of the floor.

“Sylvie,” she whispered tentatively, as she
approached, her crepe-soled sandals practi-
cally soundless on the scrubbed and varnished
wood floor and thus failing to alert the other to
her presence. Her voice, soft as it was, how-
ever, did the trick. The director's head swiv-
eled quickly, a smile instantly illuminating her
aged features.

“Stephie!” Reaching a thin, veined hand to
draw forward a chair, she gestured for Steph-
anie to sit. "I'm so glad you stopped by!”

Encouraged by the woman's warmth, Steph-
anie opened her mouth to get right to the
point, when, to her amazement, Sylvie forged
on with barely a breath.

“That daughter of yours is a wonder, she is!
Such a beautiful child, so polite and well-
spoken. You should be very proud of her,” she
beamed, with a glow that, by rights, befitted a
grandmother.

Helpless in the face of this charm, Stephanie
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smiled. “I am, very much so, Sylvie!”" Again
she made to go on, again she was cut off.

“She seemed to take immediately to her
counselor, Beth, and I thought I saw her in
deep discussion with one of her little bunk-
mates about a book that the other had. They
both were quite excited at one point there!”
She laughed, a self-satisfied laugh, justly de-
served, upon finding her group assignments so
immediately rewarding.

Again Stephanie smiled in appreciation,
though her expression was rapidly growing
forced as her mind sought a different solace.
“I'm relieved to hear that, Sylvie. And thank
you for taking her off so tactfully. I was wor-
ried—"

“I know you were, my dear.” The older
woman patted her hand reassuringly. “And
you still are, aren't you?”

“Not really—" Stephanie fully intended to
pour out the immediate cause of her worry,
when she was abruptly interrupted once more.

“You know, there's no need to worry about
anything,” the gravel-edged voice surged on.
"Melissa will adjust beautifully, as will you.
Tell me"—her eyes opened wider, as she
changed her tack—"is everything in order at
the photo shed? Did I order everything you
needed? Any mistakes? Omissions?”

Stephanie was aware of the spell which had
now begun to work on her. How could she stay
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tense in this woman's presence? She had the
uncanny knack, Stephanie mused admiringly,
of recognizing a person's strongest points, then
making all other obstacles in life seem in-
significant by comparison. In the face of this
nearly invincible tactic, Stephanie burst into
spontaneous laughter, her eyes lighting up de-
spite herself.

“Yes, Sylvie, everything is wonderful on that
score! The supplies are perfect, the shed ideal,
and as you can see I've already begun to make
use of the equipment. The subject matter here
is inexhaustible! But, Sylvie.” She paused for a
breath, immediately realizing her error as the
white-haired whirlwind struck again.

“What I'd like you to do,” she began, her
face growing more serious, her brows knitting
in emphasis of her expectations, “is to docu-
ment the entire camp season. Start to finish,
high points and low points, everything. We've
never attempted anything like this before, but
it would be good for us and good for you."

Stephanie grew puzzled, sensing that she
was about to hear something new. “You see,”
Sylvie began in response to the questioning
gaze cast her way, "we rarely do any advertis-
ing for PineWinds. Word of mouth alone brings
us many more applications than we can handle
each year. So it's not a matter of attention-
getting. No,"” she murmured, as she looked
down at hands intertwined in her lap. Sud-
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denly, Stephanie saw the image of a woman
whose life was in large part behind her, with
but a few outgoing sparks yet to be fired. Intu-
itively, Stephanie sensed that she was to play a
role, herself, in sending off at least one of those
sparks.

Lifting her eyes to meet Stephanie's, Sylvie
went on with the sense of conviction which
was part of her character. “This camp has been
our life’s work, Sonny's and mine. With your
cooperation, we will have a forum to illustrate
the outcome of our work."

“I'm not sure I understand, Sylvie," Steph-
anie prodded gently, having temporarily
shelved her own problems—just as the older
woman may indeed have intended.

“This winter Sonny and I will be putting to-
gether what we hope to be a definitive book on
the camping experience. We have a publisher
and a very cooperative editor—"

“That's wonderful!” Stephanie exclaimed
enthusiastically, knowing well that such a
book would indeed be definitive, considering
the wealth of experience shared by this
woman and Sonny, whose presence at Pine-
Winds was simultaneously pervasive and in-
visible. At that moment Stephanie sensed the
connection between her own profession and
Sylvie's. “And my photographs?” she ventured
hesitantly, her jade eyes opening wide in an-
ticipation.
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Sylvie took her hand in a touching gesture of
supplication. “With your permission, Stephie,
we'd like to use them to illustrate the book.
Needless to say, you will be given full credit for
your work. It could be invaluable to your ca-
reer.” She eyed the younger woman warmly.
“What do you say?” she asked, a beckoning
tilt of her chin punctuating the question.

Stephanie could only begin to comprehend
the full implication of the opportunity. “I'm flat-
tered that you think so highly of my work," she
spoke softly, warmed to the core by the other's
confidence in her. She knew what her answer
had to be. “I'd love to.” She smiled, and Sylvie
sealed the agreement with a fond squeeze of
her hand as she straightened in her chair.

“Then it's all agreed. And you say you've al-
ready begun?”

Suddenly a dead weight fell on Stephanie's
shoulders as she realized what she'd done,
what she'd committed herself to, contrary to
her original purpose in seeking Sylvie out. A
frown drew her lips into a thin line, and her
eyes suddenly clouded with worry. Sylvie im-
mediately picked up on her distress.

“But that wasn't really what you came to
talk to me about, was it, my dear?” Mutely,
Stephanie shook her head, her auburn curls
bobbing around her face, giving her the look
of a lost child, which, at that moment, she felt
like. "Are you very angry with me?”
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Stephanie’'s brow furrowed. "Angry?” she
questioned, totally unprepared for what was to
follow.

The elder one held her gaze steadily. “For
putting you up there with him?" Whether it
was guilt or sympathy on Sylvie Hampson's
face, Stephanie was too astonished to notice.

“I...ah..." As she stammered helplessly,
Sylvie's face softened in keen understanding.

“One of the things on which I pride myself
most highly is that I know of everything going
on in my camp. You and Doug seemed to be
quite taken with each other when you were
last here. Unfortunately, you left at the end of
the season before I had a chance to talk with
you. Oh"—she waved her hand in dismissal of
an imagined argument—"“some would say that
it's none of my business. I disagree.” Her eyes
flashed in echo of her words. “I make it my
business when it concerns my family.” Sincer-
ity oozed from her words, concern from her
very depths.

“Doug asked about you for quite a while
after, wanting to know if I'd heard from you, if
you'd be coming back here. Finally, he
stopped asking,” she confessed, lowering her
eyelids. "I felt that there had been something
deep there which, for some reason, you chose
to deny. Please”—she looked up quickly, leav-
ing Stephanie's rebuttal to die on opened
lips—"I'm not blaming you for anything. That
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is not my place. Neither did I intend to do any
matchmaking by putting the two of you up in
the Grove; it just worked out that way in terms
of practical assignments. Having been a full-
time mother for seven years, you hardly
needed a roommate, and, for obvious reasons,
Doug needed the other single cabin. The mid-
dle one was already reserved for our marrieds,
Bob and Elaine.”

Stephanie had listened with growing trepi-
dation to the monologue, until there was only
silence. In a pain-wrought whisper, she asked
the question which had nagged at her. “You
told me he was no longer here. Why, Sylvie?”

Sensing the anguish before her, Sylvie kept
her tone low and gentle. “As I recall, you
asked me whether he was still a tennis instruc-
tor. I answered in the negative, and correctly
so. Doug is the head of the tennis department
now, as well as the head counselor. He's taken
quite a jump from mere instructor! I was going
to tell you, but . . .”

“I cut you off.” Stephanie lowered her own
eyes as she reluctantly answered her own
question. Now she recalled her folly; in her
haste to hide that which Sylvie Hampson al-
ready knew, she had defeated her own pur-
pose. But, if she felt uncovered, it was nothing
to what was about to come.

Slowly, Sylvie leaned forward in her seat,
gauging the discomfort already clearly out-
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lined on her young friend's face. “Does he
know about Melissa?”

For the second time that day, Stephanie felt
as though the breath had been violently
knocked from her. She had never before dis-
cussed this with anyone but her parents. How
could Sylvie have guessed so easily? But then,
she caught herself before she had blundered
irreparably—perhaps Sylvie had only intended
the words at their surface value. Stephanie
gambled that this was the case.

“No,” she said softly though evenly, “he
doesn't know that I have a child.” Her green
eyes studied the face before her for trace of
further suspicion, but, to her relief, she saw
none. If Sylvie Hampson had guessed at
Melissa's parentage, she had chosen to keep it
to herself.

“Are you planning to tell him?" the older
woman prodded gently. “He's bound to find
out sooner or later, you know. We do have sev-
eral other Wrights here, but, at some point,
there will be a slip.”

Stephanie had not given much thought to
this particular dilemma, though instinctively
she knew that Sylvie was right. Yet she wa-
vered. “No,"” she finally concluded. "I really
see no reason to volunteer that information. It
seems somehow . . . inappropriate.” Her
thoughts flew back to their past relationship
and its intimacy. Yes, he would eventually
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learn that she had a daughter. But for her to
actively make a point of telling him smacked
of either an accusation or of boastfulness—
both unacceptable.

She brightened slightly, remembering her
purpose at Sylvie's desk. “I doubt I'll have
much discussion with him anyway.” He seemed
to want it that way, she mused, recalling the ice
in his eyes during both of their earlier encoun-
ters. “Actually,” she went on, raising her face
in a gesture of dismissal, "I came to ask you if I
couldn't take one of the rooms here.” She cast
an admiring gaze toward the rooms at the op-
posite end of the balcony. “As beautiful as is
the Grove, well . . ."

The white head bobbed in understanding, as
Sylvie filled in the words which seemed to em-
barrass Stephanie. “You'd rather not be as
close to Doug as that?"” Stephanie nodded, a
faint flush creeping up her cheeks. Why was
she so weak, she asked herself. What differ-
ence would it really make whether she was
housed near him or not? Would this attempted
avoidance really help? He would know exactly
what she'd done and why. If only she were
stronger . . . as it happened, she was neither to
return home nor change accommodations.

“Stephie, do you trust me?" Sylvie asked di-
rectly, wondering whether the years of inspiring
confidence and loyalty in her staff would now
stand her in good stead. Stephanie nodded.
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Taking a deep breath, Sylvie went on. “I want
you to stay at the Grove.” She paused, then,
seeing that no immediate refusal was forthcom-
ing, continued. "Correct me if I'm wrong, my
dear. You are a very bright girl. You knew,
when you accepted this position, that you'd
have to confront some perhaps uncomfortable
memories. But you decided to come. Oh, yes, for
Melissa's sake, but for your own, as well." As
she stopped for a breath, she again looked to
see if Stephanie disagreed with her assessment
of the situation; Stephanie could only concur.

“You can't run away from him, Stephie. If
there's something there, it's there. If it's gone,
it's gone. No, I'd like you to stay at the Grove
and come to terms with whatever it is that's
worrying you.”

At that point Stephanie did show signs of
distress. Sylvie just couldn't understand the
entire situation, she moaned inwardly. It would
be torment enough just to see him, let alone to
be so near him, even share a shower house
with him. Certainly Sylvie would have agreed
had she known the full story. Had she known
how much Stephanie had adored Doug, how
cruelly she had then been used . . .

“Now, now." Sylvie patted her knee. “Don't
look so downhearted. You know, Douglas Wes-
ton is really quite a man!" Don't I just know it,
Stephanie mused bitterly. “How much do you
know of him?"
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“Very little." The auburn curls came up as
Stephanie's gaze, unbeknown to her own con-
sciousness, begged for that information.

Sylvie got the message. "He is a brilliant ad-
ministrator and educator. Tennis is just his
hobby, you know," she offered.

“No, I didn't know," Stephanie replied. She
had known, that summer, that he worked at a
school in Vermont, yet he had never elabo-
rated and she had thus assumed him to be a
tennis pro of sorts. “He didn't seem to want to
talk about the winter season,” she explained
unnecessarily.

Sylvie nodded in comprehension. “That's
typically Doug. He feels very strongly about
his privacy, especially when he's up here each
summer. You see, he holds a very demanding
position during the year. He likes to make the
summer a purely fun time, no responsibility,
and so on."

Now it was Stephanie's turn to nod. That did
sound like Doug, all right, she thought causti-
cally—love 'em and leave 'em! But she did find
herself wondering about what Sylvie had
meant by a very demanding position. “What,
exactly, does he do?" she asked timidly, cu-
riosity getting the best of her.

Sylvie pursed her lips as she arched one
eyebrow. “Now, if I told you that, I'd be violat-
ing his confidence, wouldn't I?" As disap-
pointed as Stephanie was, she respected the
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director all the more for what she had said.
Moreover, she felt confident that whatever
Sylvie knew or surmised about her relation-
ship with Doug would remain within that re-
markably acute mind of hers.

“Suffice it to say,” the older woman con-
cluded, “that I had to do quite a bit of arm
twisting to get him to serve as head counselor,
yet he manages to handle it and the tennis de-
partment with equal ease.” Her voice lowered
slightly then, an odd earnestness in her tone.
“Do try to get to know him this summer, Ste-
phie. He could benefit from someone like
you."

“You sound like a matchmaker after all.”
Stephanie grinned accusingly at Sylvie, her
outward calm masking the mélange of confu-
sion and unsureness into which these so inno-
cently uttered words had thrown her. She
thought, once, that she had gotten to know
him—only to be tragically proved wrong. Oh,
yes, he could benefit—using her for the sum-
mer to assuage his male needs. But that was
certainly not what Sylvie had meant . . . not
Sylvie Hampson!

“Speak of the devil, here he comes now, my
dear,” Sylvie tore into her thoughts. “No, don't
panic,” she whispered, putting a reassuring
hand on Stephanie's arm in response to the ag-
grieved look which had sprung onto Steph-
anie's face. “You'll do just fine. But remember
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what I told you . . . and, you do know, my deatr,
that my own lips are sealed.”

Stephanie had to grin at the words and ac-
companying impish expression on the direc-
tor's face. “Thanks, Sylvie,” she murmured, “I
appreciate that.” What she really would have
appreciated, as she rose self-consciously from
the chair by the director's desk, was a back
way out of this place, a laundry chute, fire es-
cape—anything so that she would not have
had to face Douglas Weston. But, alas, there
was nothing, she mused, as she donned a
cloak of composure and headed down the bal-
cony toward the stairs, at the top of which he
stood, poised and waiting, his slate eyes fol-
lowing her every step.

If she was grateful for anything, it was for
the fact that she did not trip over her own feet,
stub her toe, or even worse, collapse under the
frightful knocking of her knees. Yet she held
his gaze, refusing to be intimidated. When she
drew even with him, she thought for an instant
that she had it made, with only the stairway to
negotiate before she was free of his stare. Her
comfort, however, was premature.

As she passed, a well-muscled arm came out
and took hers, drawing her to him as he pur-
posely put his towering frame between her
form and Sylvie's so far now down the balcony.
Stephanie felt the warmth of his body, so close
did he stand, and, with only his one hand, al-
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beit made at that moment of steel, to restrain
her, she could have fled had she so desired. It
may have been Sylvie's words, still fresh in her
ears, which kept her. More likely, it was the
same magnetism that had always drawn her to
him, moth to flame, iron to magnet. He was so
attractively masculine as he stood inches from
her, the remnants of sweat beading on his fore-
head and neck from the workout he had just
had, the heady scent of man and muscle seep-
ing into her thoughts. But it was his eyes that
held her, so cold and gray and threatening.

His stance became more intimate as he
leaned forward to speak into her ear. She felt
the gentle whisper of his breath against her
hair, even as his words devastated her, their
tone biting and angry. “I asked you a question
before, Stephanie, and I intend to get an an-
swer. You owe me an explanation. But this is
neither the time nor the place. We'll talk later,”
he seethed. With a final frigid scowl he re-
leased her, turning his back instantly and
heading toward Sylvie's desk. As his physical
presence receded, the import of his words
loomed before her with the prospect of a con-
frontation she had neither sought nor would
stand by and endure.

Damn him, she swore, totally out of charac-
ter, but matching her burgeoning anger, as she
hastened down the stairs and out into the fresh
air. What was he angry about? What explana-
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tions did she owe him? What right did he have
to threaten her? Well, she, too, could come out
swinging, if out of necessity alone. Thanks to
Sylvie, she was committed to spending the
summer here and to living in close proximity to
this man. And she'd be damned if she would
let him get the best of her!

Fire flashed turbulently in Stephanie’s deter-
mined eyes. It was as though she had finally
entered an arena which she had carefully
avoided for these eight years. Now she would
get her explanations, the ones he owed her,
before the summer was out! There was no
turning back; she accepted that. There would
be unpleasantries; she accepted that. She
might be tried beyond all previous endurance;
she accepted that. What she did not, would not
accept was that this man could cow her into
submission, could manipulate her as he had
once done. No, this time she knew what she
was up against, and she would fight tooth and
nail to salvage the summer and the future, for
both herself and her daughter. She would not
be the puppet, dangled witlessly and at the
mercy of another. She had been for the last
eight years, and would continue to be, her own
mistress.



Three

e’ll talk later, Doug had informed her.
As she kept a cautious eye on his
whereabouts, Stephanie saw him conversing
only with several of the new, younger coun-
selors, fresh, attractive, and appropriately at-
tentive to his charm. To her dismay, this
behavior infuriated her more. It was not that
she wanted to speak with him herself, but
rather that he should be playing the same old
game over again, that rankled her. With a scoff
she turned away, faintly relieved at having him
thus occupied and away from her. Yet it was
strange solace. . . .
During the next few days she studiously
avoided him, making a point to wait until he
had left his cabin in the morning before she
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did, using the shower only when the coun-
selors’ schedule told her that he'd be occupied
on the courts. Those she avoided at all cost,
using the pine path as a protective screen from
his possible view. Eye contact was frequent
and inevitable during meals, invariably a two-
way frown, scowl, or glower over the heads
that separated them. If any were aware of the
cold war being waged, there was never men-
tion of it.

Mercifully, her work commanded the bulk of
her attention, taking her mind off everything
else but the crates of equipment to be un-
loaded one by one, their contents put in the
proper place in the rapidly shaping-up photo
shed, as it had quickly become known about
camp. In the darkroom area she organized and
set up enlargers, timers, safelights, trays,
chemicals, and printing paper. In the studio
she catalogued film, cameras, lenses, tripods,
and lights. With her classes not beginning until
the following week, she spent any remaining
time familiarizing herself with these materials,
taking pictures and developing and printing
those rolls already exposed.

As she photographed around camp, Steph-
anie frequently caught sight of Missy through
her lens. Repeatedly she had been assured
that the child was making a gradual adjust-
ment to her group, its activities, and the ab-
sence of her mother as an integral force in her
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everyday life. Indeed, by the time several days
had elapsed, Stephanie had managed to cap-
ture on film more than one grin, even a few
broad smiles from her unsuspecting daughter.
Thus satisfied that the youngster was faring
well, she enjoyed her work all the more.

It was, for the most part, when Stephanie was
at work that she managed to push the image of
a Douglas Weston, cold and angry, out of her
mind. Photography had become part of her life
after she had known him, thus her photo-
graphic memories were free of his touch. Occa-
sionally, and to her professed annoyance, his
face intruded into the scope of her lens. At
those times she would zoom in or out to obliter-
ate the image, only once catching the derisive
glint in his eye before he himself turned away.

By the end of the week she had begun to think
that she might have, indeed, come to terms with
the ghost of that long-ago lover. True, there was
an underlying hostility that stood between the
two of them. But his very coldness toward her
would hint that the Douglas Weston she had
once loved no longer existed. In his place was a
man who seemed incapable of showing any
warmth or compassion—let alone anything
deeper—at least where she was concerned.
And, although the ache within her at the loss
was as great as ever, she felt that her mind had
taken the first step; her body would simply
have to follow suit.
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Then came the encounter he had promised,
or, more accurately, threatened. They had both
attended an evening staff meeting. He, as
head counselor, directed a number of ques-
tions toward her, one more impersonally posed
than the next. Actually, Stephanie conceded,
he ran his meetings on this consistently busi-
nesslike level, behaving no more or less polite
to any of the staff. Perhaps it was this equal
treatment which put her off her guard. Perhaps
she had concluded that he would make no
move to seek her out over any of the others, for
whatever the reason. She was grossly mis-
taken.

It was dark that night, the moon only occa-
sionally escaping the heavy clouds that pur-
sued it, such that her walk back to the Grove
at the meeting's conclusion was accomplished
largely by memory and with not the usual
haste that characterized these escapes to her
sanctuary. As she neared the clearing, a sud-
den thunder of footsteps startled her, fast ap-
proaching on the earthen road behind her.
Turning in fright, she confronted a dark form;
its physique and gait were easily discernible,
though its face was visible for but an instant as
the moon made a short-lived appearance. At
this moment of recognition, she whirled to beat
a speedy retreat to her cabin, only to be
grabbed by the elbow and swung around to
face Doug's shaded countenance.
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“You seem to have become expert at run-
ning away from me,"” he exploded, not in the
least winded from a sprint which would have
left other mortals breathless. His fingers dug
into her arm with an intensity that frightened
her no less than his violent tone—both keeping
from her the deeper meaning of his words.
How different he had grown over the course of
eight years, she thought, before her arm was
wrenched again and she winced in pain.

“Let me go!" she ordered meekly, intimi-
dated both by the darkness and his manner.
In answer to her plea he merely grabbed the
other arm in a similarly confining clamp. If he
harbored eight years of anger, she feared it
was now to be vented. Even in the pitch
black of the night she felt the venom of his
gaze, punishing her visually for an as yet un-
known crime. When he showed no sign of re-
lenting, she began to panic. “Let—let go!”
she screamed, kicking out at his shin to fur-
ther her demand.

Cursing under his breath, he released one
arm. “So you've become a fighter, have you?"
he seethed, though his voice was quieter, the
grip on her arm less binding. “You never used
to fight me.” His anger was suddenly laced
with a seductive thread which, under the cir-
cumstances, incensed her all the more.

“You never used to inspire it,” she retorted
angrily, tossing her curls back with an arrogant
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flick of the head. “What do you want, Doug?”
Coolly she glared at him, coolly he responded.

“I want to talk with you."”

“I believe you had your chance at the meet-
ing. There is nothing else to say.” Trite it was,
and wishful thinking. She knew it the mo-
ment the words escaped her lips. It was just
one of many scenarios she'd played out on
her mind's stage over the years. This one
she'd dubbed iced indifference. It was not
one of her favorites, though its goal, to keep
him at a distance, would certainly suit her
present purposes.

Undaunted by her denial, he persisted. “I
think there is. It's about time we cleared the
air. Now will it be my cabin or yours?”

Despite the firmness of his tone, Stephanie
was not ready to capitulate. “Neither! I have no
intention of discussing anything with you . . .
now or ever. You can just stay away from me!”

“Like hell I will," he snarled. Without warn-
ing he seized her other arm again and drew her
flush against the length of his long, hard body,
brutally smashing his lips down upon hers be-
fore she could begin to protest. Shock quickly
yielded to fury, and then she did fight, strug-
gling at first with the meager bits of strength
left in her arms and legs, then twisting her
head from side to side in an attempt to escape
the violence of his kiss. To her dismay, her ef-
forts only angered him more. With a single,
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swift movement, he secured both of her wrists
behind her within the span of his one large
hand, while the other took her neck in its steel
grip, immobilizing her face and lending even
greater power to the lips which punished hers,
bruising them mercilessly against her teeth.

It was a devastating onslaught, knotting her
stomach, outraging her senses. Darkness
melded with darkness as, gasping for breath,
her knees buckled. Only then did he release
her, holding her at arm's length as she strug-
gled to catch her breath, glaring at her menac-
ingly as his own breathing steadied. She half
expected him to resume his torture; but he was
as drained as she, his anger having crested
and careened down to a simmering disgust.

“How dare you . . ." she whispered shakily.
Her impulse was to either hit him or run from
him; neither was possible, however, as the
well-corded hands held her shoulders guard-
edly. After what they had once shared, what
he had just done amounted, in her mind, to
nothing short of rape. What madness pos-
sessed him to attack her so savagely?

Though the darkness shielded his expression
from her, an intangible current of tension em-
anated from his every touchpoint. His voice was
low and frigid when he spoke. “Yes, I dare . . .
and I'd do it again. Now, which cabin, yours or
mine?”

Given the ultimatum, she had no choice. To
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refuse him further would only spark another
attack, and she would avoid that at all cost.

“Mine." No sooner had she spoken than he
propelled her in its direction, wordlessly es-
corting her up the steps and through the door
before finally releasing her arm. He flipped on
the light, a dim wall lamp above the bed that
cast a pale yellow glow in its realm, and
leaned back against the door, crossing his
arms over his chest as he stood, legs apart, in a
stance of mastery which unnerved Stephanie
as much as had the darkness. Quickly she
moved to the opposite side of the room, turn-
ing her back to him as she stared out into the
night.

“Why didn't you answer any of my letters,
Stephanie?” His words jolted her, the last
thing she had expected to hear, a pain tearing
at her insides as he waived the preliminaries
and shot right to the core of his concern. She
trembled as her mind made the dangerous
journey back to those first, oppressive months
following their affair.

The letters had come for several months. At
the time, her nerves were raw and exposed;
she was angry, hurt, and desperately strug-
gling to pick up the pieces of her shattered
hopes. This was before she even knew that she
was pregnant . . . not that it would have altered
the situation. She had wanted to wipe her life
clean of Douglas Weston, and the best way
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had been to deny his existence. When she dis-
covered she was carrying his child, she could
no longer do that. Yet she refused, even then,
to acknowledge him by reading any of the let-
ters that continued to dribble in.

There had been times, over the years, when
she had rued this stubbornness, when she
would have liked to have known what he had
written, if only out of curiosity. But, by then,
there were no more letters and she had pre-
sumably been forgotten. It was better that
way, she had reasoned time and time again.

Now, as her mind flipped into the present
and this renewed agony, Stephanie felt driven
to revenge, desirous of inflicting pain on its ul-
timate source. Turning angrily, her eyes nar-
rowed as she lashed out with a venom of her
own. "I never read your letters, Doug. Not a
one. They were never even opened. I burned
each as it arrived.” A heavy silence fell be-
tween them. Strangely, she felt no satisfaction
from the cruelty which she had inflicted. In-
deed, she had hit her mark. It was as though
he had been struck; visibly he flinched, his lips
thinning to a hard line as he drew himself up
straighten

“Why?" His voice was cold and controlled,
yet demanding.

As his gaze pierced her very soul, she
clutched the windowsill for support. “There
was no purpose in dragging on something that
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had no future. The summer was over. We each
had our own lives to lead. You should never
have written; there was no point.” Much as
she believed the oft-repeated words, the sad
truth they contained tore at her afresh, diluting
her anger with a dose of pure unhappiness.

Slowly and pantherlike, Doug moved away
from the door. Instinctively, she stiffened at his
approach, knowing that she could no more es-
cape him than its prey the panther. The key
was to salvage her dignity, she told herself
over and over, as each deliberate step brought
him closer. When he was no more than a foot
from her, he stopped, his eyes steellike, his
jaw taut. His every muscle seemed poised for
the kill. Desperately Stephanie fought the
trembling that threatened to betray her fear.
Anything, she could bear anything, she knew,
but a repeat of that earlier violence. It was a
sacrilege, that earlier kiss, when compared
with the reverence with which he had once
treated her. In a fleeting instant of shock, Steph-
anie realized that her body, traitor and wan-
ton, craved that old, remembered touch, that
adoration, that mind-boggling passion which
once he had bestowed on her. A blush colored
her cheeks, mercifully undetected in the dim
light and its shadow, which his tall frame cast
over her.

“No point?" His words brought her back to
her senses, though now it was their oddly
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plaintive sound that assailed her. “How can
you say that . . . after what we shared?”

Suddenly Stephanie came to life, shaking
her head as her voice rose in exasperation. “I
don't believe you! After eight years do you ex-
pect me to come running back to you?” An un-
steady arm pointed in the direction of the
clearing from which they'd come. “Is that what
it was all about out there?” Now she was fight-
ing herself as well as him, and the battle
seemed to heat up by the minute.

“Why did you come back here?” he de-
manded angrily.

“I was offered a very exciting job,” she
replied, guarding her words, careful to be
truthful without revealing her deeper secret.
“Had I known you would be here, I would
never have accepted.” As soon as she uttered
the last, she regretted it. Her words had been
hateful, yet she did not hate. Why had she spo-
ken thus? What was it which he seemed to
bring out in her? It was as though her real self
stood helplessly watching while a new, more
selfish, infinitely less compassionate human be-
ing took command.

Doug's face was hard and strong; even as
she regarded it within the aura of anger which
enveloped them both, she had to admire its
rugged set, its manly cast, the vein throbbing
convulsively at his temple, the only sign of any
distress she could detect. For a long moment
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his slate gaze touched her own face, examin-
ing each feature in turn, stirring a totally dif-
ferent nerve within her. When he spoke, it was
softly and with the same sadness she had
noted before, so strange and unexplained yet
oddly arousing.

“Just for the record, had I known you would
be here, I might have had second thoughts my-
self.” His words stung, poignant and crushing,
just retaliation for her own. That he meant
them, she had no doubt. In a defensive ges-
ture, she wrapped her arms about her churn-
ing stomach, as she continued to regard the
hard, dark face above her. He was so near, yet
unreachable. So angry, yet so full of sorrow. So
forbidding, yet highly magnetic. Lost in a bil-
lowing cloud of confusion, she barely heard his
sigh.

“We're stuck with it, aren't we, Steph?” he
murmured softly. Then with a final searching
probe of gray depths into green, he left.

Standing frozen for long moments after-
ward, Stephanie realized that he had effec-
tively summed up the situation. They were
locked, these two, into a state of affairs which
neither would have sought nor could alter. All
that remained was to determine how best to
cope.

Little by little, warmth crept back into her
body, enabling her to go through the motions
of preparing for bed. Yet sleep would be a long
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time coming on this night, as her mind revved
up for a marathon session of dos and don'ts,
woulds and coulds, whys and why nots.

Of the evening's tumultuous findings, the
easiest for her to identify, though by far a chal-
lenge to comprehend, was the unexpected vi-
olence, the physical attack he had launched,
unwarranted and inexcusable, in her opinion.
He had never behaved thus toward her in the
past. Why had he resorted to such aggression
now? As much as his motive puzzled her, she
felt that the key to preventing any repeat per-
formance would be to avoid him and, in partic-
ular, to avoid giving him any grounds for such
extreme reaction. But what grounds had she
given him earlier?

Her thoughts progressed to the next puzzle-
ment—the incredible anger, even hatred, that
had permeated his mood. As she had asked
herself earlier, so now she wondered anew—
why was he angry? What had she done to en-
gender such dislike? She was the one who had
been wronged, not he. Why, then, did he act as
though she owed him an apology?

But, by far the most awesome aspect of the
predicament for Stephanie was the undertone of
sexuality which had emerged as an omnipresent
force, etched indelibly between each and every
word. It was to this aspect her thoughts gravi-
tated, about this aspect they congealed, and
with this aspect they became obsessed.
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Intermixed with his anger had been that re-
current touch of sadness, and the occasional,
though assumedly unintentional, thread of se-
ductiveness that even now, in hindsight, trig-
gered a tingling in long-forgotten places. It
was an inevitable attraction, which had some-
how survived both the passage of time and the
tangled web of emotional distaste and distrust,
to reappear, unbidden and terrifying.

Yes, Stephanie found herself terrified at the
prospect of having to deal with her own prim-
itive instincts, as well as his. Would she be able
to maintain the iced indifference she had dili-
gently displayed for his benefit? Would she be
able to fight the subtle seductiveness which
was the hallmark of his manner, as inevitable
as the aristocratic nose on his face?

She would never be his mistress—that she
had vowed eight years ago, and to that pledge
she would remain steadfast. Strangely, as she
looked back on his earlier force, she doubted
that his intention had ever been, as she had ac-
cused, to pick up where they had last left off.
There had been too much anger, too much
emotional turbulence in the encounter to at-
tribute it to a purely physical drive. Despite her
other opinions of Doug Weston, she wanted
desperately to credit him with at least a mod-
icum of integrity, a minimally functioning con-
science. Ironically, what disturbed her above
all else was that she wanted to respect him.



86 Barbara Delinsky

Darkness had long since cast its heavy
shroud about the woods when finally sleep
overtook her. Not long after, she awoke to find
a thick fog blanketing the area, tinting the
dawn with its gray-white sheen, muting the
morning sounds almost to a silence. For
Stephanie, on this particular morning, the sud-
den turn of the weather was a welcome sight
and sound—or, more accurately, lack of both.
A dull pain throbbed at her temples, a general
stiffness at her limbs. She could well have
been hung over from the past night's revel-
ries—except that there had been no liquor, no
party. Gulping down several aspirins, she
caught sight of herself in the bathroom mirror,
appalled to see the dark smudges beneath
each eye, the pallor of her cheeks, the hard-
ness of her expression. Her only solace was
that Doug had fared not much better, judging
from the lines of fatigue on his own face, visi-
ble to her across the tables at breakfast. He
had seen her, too. Of that she was sure. Several
times during the meal she looked up to find his
gaze darting from her, as though he did not
wish to meet her gaze. Avoidance was the op-
erative mode, she had decided; presumably,
he had made the same decision.

So it would have appeared over the next few
days. There seemed to be an unspoken truce
in effect; she went out of her way to avoid con-
fronting him, just as he made no further move
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to approach her. In fact, there might have
never been anything at all between them, if it
weren't for the issue of that affair, gray-eyed
and pony-tailed, making her increasingly com-
fortable way through each day.

Photographically, things couldn't have been
better. Classes had begun and, much as she
had expected, the girls were eager and quick
to follow her teachings. For those of them who
had already had some experience, she set
them to work experimenting with the cameras,
all SLRs, which Sylvie had provided. Dark-
room work would come for these students after
they fully understood the basics of the camera.
For the younger campers and those with no
prior picture-taking practice, sungrams and
photograms were the first order of business,
enabling them to understand the positive-
negative concept before they confronted a roll
of film.

Stephanie herself was having a wonderful
time photographing not only the wide range of
camp activities, but also the many natural set-
tings and scenic offerings before her. She cap-
tured the orange-red of the sunset as it tripped
across the rippling lake, she immortalized the
flight of the monarch as it flitted among the tall
grasses of the field. She documented, as she
lay on her back amid the pine needles, the
awesome height of the pines, majestic and tri-
umphant in the late afternoon sun.
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Stephanie rose very early one morning and
hustled into jeans and a heavy sweater to ward
off the lingering chill. She made a beeline for
the shore, determined to snare the sun as it
cast its first pale yellow rays on the hills be-
yond the lake. Standing on the dock, she was
oblivious to a steady motion on the beach until
the dull thud of rubber soles on the wooden
planks behind drew her around.

To her dismay, it was Doug, clad in sweat shirt
and sweat pants, indeed sweating profusely
from the exertion which she had evidently dis-
turbed. Camera still in her hands, she would
have liked to photograph him thus, though she
knew that it would have been a very private pic-
ture and one which would betray her own
needs. For, this morning, she saw not the im-
maculately groomed administrator, cool and im-
personal, but rather a vibrantly disheveled,
sensually grubby jogger. God, she cried, how
could he look so good like that? Yet, he did. His
brown hair had fallen haphazardly across his
forehead, he bore the day's growth of beard
which would soon be shaved, perspiration had
moistened his skin to a healthy shine, painting
dark patterns on the light gray sweat shirt which
spoke of raw virility. The rise and fail of his
broad chest as his panting gave way to deeper
breathing fascinated her. He was, indeed, a
spectacle to behold, much as the sun which had
barely begun its journey across the sky.
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She knew that she was staring again, yet she
could do nothing to stop herself. For that mat-
ter, he was staring too, and the slowly building
physicality which passed between them set
her heart to thudding in a slightly too rapid ac-
companiment for the gently rhythmic lapping
of the water against the dock. It was that un-
dercurrent of sexuality which she had wanted
to evade. Yet in its face she was mesmerized.

“You're intruding on my terrain.” His deep
voice finally broke through the silence, his
tone velvet, edged with steel. Reflexively, Steph-
anie opened her mouth to object, closing it
again as a glint of amusement filtered through
the hard gray of his eyes and betrayed his hu-
morous intent. Trying not to betray her own,
she joined the game.

“I'm sorry,” she insisted firmly but sweetly,
"but this,” she tapped a canvas-covered foot
on the wood planks, “is my terrain. You stay
on the shore, I'll stay here, and we'll both do
fine."”

If indeed she had wanted to appease him,
she had played her hand perfectly. His eyes
grew openly amused, his face more relaxed
than she had yet seen it. With an easy grin and
a faintly perceptible nod of his head, he turned,
retraced his steps to the sandy strip of beach,
and resumed his jog, pacing his steps evenly,
moving with the grace of an animal and the
ease of a seasoned athlete. Again she admired
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him, again she fought the urge to photograph
him. Yet she indulged herself in following his
form as he progressed along the shore, steadily
tracing the water's curve as he put distance be-
tween them. She insisted that her interest was
no greater than it would have been in any other
such magnificent a creature, yet she sensed
that she was only deluding herself further.

Suddenly infuriated with herself, she twirled
and stomped off the dock, heading back to her
cabin to deposit her equipment and leave
again for the main lodge before Doug would
himself return on this, the only path to the
Grove. Unfortunately, her timing was off. She
had barely made it halfway down from her
cabin when he appeared, walking now, head
down, apparently deep in thought.

She watched him warily as he neared, then
raised his head at the sound of her steps. To
her instant relief, though she was later to won-
der why, that same glimmer of amusement
crept back into his expression.

“Did you get the pictures you wanted?" he
inquired smoothly and politely, his eyes falling
for an instant to the chest where her camera
had so recently rested. It took her every ounce
of control to keep from squirming out of his vi-
sual clutch; mercifully, the only sign of her dis-
comfort was the blush that bloomed beneath
the faint dab of artificial color she had applied
moments before.



Sweet Ember 91

To her chagrin, she had not gotten the pic-
tures she wanted. To her even greater distress,
she had not realized it until this very instant,
when he had asked that question. What had
gotten into her, she wondered. Where had that
ofttimes treacherous mind been?

His gaze returned to hers, demanding an an-
swer. Awkwardly she cleared her throat, as she
sought a plausible answer. “Ah .. . no, I. ..
didn't. The light . . . changed too quickly. I
missed the moment."

If there had been faint amusement in his
face before, now there was outright mockery.
“I'm sorry.” His apology was two-sided, as, she
was sure, he had intended. Oh, yes, there was
an expression of sympathy that she had missed
her moment. But there was that other, more
sardonic note, indicating that he fully under-
stood why she had missed her moment, and
that he reveled in his victory. After all, she had
not particularly disturbed his jogging. . . .

Setting her chin firmly, Stephanie sought to
regain some measure of dignity. "It's no prob-
lem,” she pointed out indifferently. “It wasn't
one of the better scenes, anyway.” Hoping that
she had covered herself sufficiently, she
moved on down the road. Well, she rational-
ized, it could have been a beautiful scene, had
not Doug been jogging through it. And, from
the looks of his practiced gait, he probably
covered the same route regularly. Therefore,
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she concluded, there would be no cause for her
to even consider trying for another morning's
sunrise from that spot, for she would not care
to risk a repeat of this morning’'s encounter. It
was too dangerous, in a most disturbing sense.

She was brooding on that very danger,
curled up in a chair by the huge fireplace in
the lounge, a cup of hot coffee removing the
last traces of chill from her fingertips. Doug en-
tered the main lodge a while later, having
shaved and showered in the interim. He was
once more the clean and immaculate Romeo of
the camp set, and numerous heads turned to
greet him as he passed through the room and
headed for the stairs. Though Stephanie kept
her eyes glued to the fireplace, she was keenly
aware of his gaze as it touched her. Involun-
tarily she raised her eyes to the point on the
balcony where he had stopped and stood, in-
deed, staring down at her. Their gazes locked
momentarily before Doug moved on; his ex-
pression was unfathomable from where Steph-
anie sat, yet she felt stirred by that same
intangible force she was coming to know too
well. In a gesture of frustration she downed the
last of the coffee, bolted up, and left the Lodge,
heading for the photo shed, where she knew
she could bury herself quite successfully in her
work until her first class arrived.

From the time of that early morning en-
counter, a very subtle change took place in
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their relationship, or, more accurately, at that
point, their non-relationship. Stephanie saw
that subconscious awareness of each other,
which time and again caused both of them to
look up at the moment of the other's intent re-
gard, as an extension of her torment. For each
such episode sparked the throbbing within her
which disquieted her above all else. Had it
been either anger or indifference, that she
could handle. But it was the inevitable attrac-
tion, the ever-present sensitivity to the other's
presence, that frightened her. Most definitely,
she now fought herself as well as him, subtly
and wordlessly, with self-reproachment and
warning, mindful of the precarious battle be-
ing waged and the stakes involved. They
were no less than her own sanity, her self-
respect, her future. Should she succumb to that
most basic drive which, she was convinced,
was at the root of this new dimension of their
interaction, she would have given up so much
of what she had fought for during the past
eight years.

It was a mere two days after that early morn-
ing meeting that a new and wholly unex-
pected element entered into the picture,
causing Stephanie to temporarily shelve her
own, intimate worries, for a very different yet
equally as disconcerting one.

She had finished up her work at the photo
shed that particular afternoon and was return-
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ing to wash up before supper, when a group of
children, easily recognized as seven or eight of
the youngest campers, emerged from between
the tennis courts to walk along the pebble road
ahead of her. The children were engrossed in
a game, judging from the laughs and shouts
and choruses of their number, such that her
own presence was unseen. His presence, how-
ever, was not; there, in the midst of the peanut-
sized girls, walked Doug, his long strides
shortened to synchronize with theirs, each
hand held by an enthusiastic camper. What
froze Stephanie in her tracks, however, was
the sight of another of the children, this one
looking gallantly down at her friends from the
position of honor, the broad, strong shoulders
of their adored tennis counselor. It was none
other than Missy, sitting so contented, her long
pigtails bobbing with his every step. An invol-
untary shiver coursed through Stephanie's
body as she watched; she finally turned her
back and crumbled onto a large rock by the
side of the road. Coincidence . . . nothing to get
alarmed about . . . next time it will be one of
the others. Next time . . .

A sense of unease had been born which
Stephanie could not shake. Beth had told her
how nicely Melissa was adjusting, how much
she seemed to be enjoying camp. Stephanie
had seen the child frequently, though only for
brief moments, and had not pursued the de-
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tails of her daily activities. It had to have been
coincidence, she repeated to herself, pure co-
incidence.

Coincidence, however, occurred again the
very next day. This time, Stephanie was in the
lounge of the main lodge, when she heard his
laughter, hearty and instantly identifiable
amid the giggles of his companions. Against
her better judgment, but driven by a nagging
curiosity, Stephanie moved to the screen door
of the lounge, from whence she could observe
the merry group. Her pulse skittered alarm-
ingly as she saw, again, the girls grouped in
happy play around Doug, again, Missy at the
center, this time on his lap. His arm was
wrapped protectively about her waist, and one
small hand was clasped tightly around his.

As she watched, Stephanie's eyes filled with
tears, touched by the innocence of the father-
daughter scene she had never thought she
would see, terrified by its implications. For
whatever reason, be it destined or accidental,
the two seemed to have developed a special
relationship. That evening after supper, she
sought out Beth in hopes that she would inad-
vertently shed some light on the situation. She
did indeed.

“What activities does she seem to enjoy
most?” Stephanie probed indirectly, holding
her breath.

Beth responded readily and with a grin.
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“She's really good in the water and on the
courts, so she favors those. But she seems to
take to boating also, and ceramics. Must be
that inherited artistic bent.” She laughed envi-
ously. Stephanie forced a return smile, but her
mind was on those other inherited abilities.

“Has—has she made any close friendships?
Made any really good friends?” She pursued
the issue, trying to remain as subtle as she
could.

This time Beth looked more thoughtful.
“She's grown very close to several of her bunk-
mates, particularly little Sara. And"—she
paused, throwing Stephanie a mischievous
glance—"well, she seems to have remarkable
taste in men. She and Doug Weston have quite
a thing going there. . . ."

How Stephanie managed to graciously wrap
up the discussion, she later couldn't remember.
The worst of her worries had been confirmed.
What was she to do now? Sooner or later he
would know that Missy was her daughter.
What then? Indeed, at that moment, Stephanie
had no way of knowing that her own over-
whelming concern would hasten this very rev-
elation.

Bidden by a morbid obsession which she ra-
tionalized as maternal curiosity, Stephanie
found herself drawn the following day to the
tennis courts at the precise time that Missy's
group was in the middle of a lesson. Actually,
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she had herself come from photographing a
diving demonstration and had chosen to return
to her cabin by the route which she more com-
monly bypassed. As she approached, she
scanned the courts for Missy, whom she easily
spotted on the uppermost of the four pairs of
courts; it was toward this one, therefore, that
she proceeded, feigning a nonchalance which
she was far from feeling. Sure enough, when
she had passed the lower courts and come up
on the upper one, she immediately saw Doug
working with the group of three that included
her daughter. He had concentrated his atten-
tion on one of the others, working on her back-
hand grip, and was involved enough to
initially miss her arrival. An assistant was with
him, and changed places with him as he
moved to Missy for similar instruction. Al-
though her camera hung about her neck just
waiting to be used, Stephanie was oblivious to
it, so riveted was she to the unfolding scene.
Doug had moved behind Missy and was
leaning over her to guide her arms and body
through first the forehand swing, then the
backhand, pointing to her stance and talking
steadily and reassuringly by her ear. To her
chagrin, Stephanie was affected as she had
been the day before, tears springing up invol-
untarily from her very depths. Yesterday,
however, she had been able to escape with-
out being seen. Today she was lost as Doug
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straightened and then caught her eye. Deter-
minedly, she willed the tears into retreat, a
minor victory considering the knotting in her
middle, invisible as it was.

If she had hoped he would continue with the
children and let her watch in her own misery,
she was mistaken. With a word of direction to
the girl assisting him, he headed straight for
the spot where she stood, just outside the wire
fence at mid-court.

“I wondered when you were going to grace
us with your presence,” he challenged causti-
cally, his slate-gray eyes roaming her body in-
solently, no doubt appreciating the pull of her
batik T-shirt over the fullness of her breasts,
the brevity and snugness of her shorts, and the
lengths of newly tanned arms and legs. Had
the wire mesh of the fence been solid lead, it
would not have been dense enough to counter
the force of his gaze, alarming, exciting, and
thoroughly disconcerting.

“As it happens,” he informed her, “you
chose an excellent time to appear.” Now he
was all tennis pro, almost indifferent to her as
he turned sideways to see how the group was
progressing. “This age is usually more fun
than results. These girls are now really capa-
ble only of handling the racquet properly. But
we do have one little star . . . the one over there
with the long pigtails.” The description had
been unnecessary; Stephanie knew to whom
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he referred. “She is a natural, look at her.” His
voice had lowered to a blend of bridled excite-
ment and unbridled admiration; as he paused
to watch Missy skillfully return a backhand
shot, Stephanie glanced up in shock at the
look of pure pride which lit his face. If he only
knew . ..

When he went on, his voice silky smooth
though entirely nonsensual, there was an
added warmth in his tone. “Melissa seems to
have an inborn talent for the sport. She has all
the right moves, the right instincts.” Again he
paused to watch, now mercifully, for Stephanie
desperately needed a moment to recover from
the jolt of hearing the sound of her daughter’s
name on this man's tongue, spoken so inno-
cently yet so profoundly.

Stephanie stood as Doug instructed her to
watch, then rejoined the group on the court
and drew Melissa off to the side to volley with
her. The initial shock of seeing the two to-
gether had begun to abate, enough to allow for
the emergence of the maternal pride which
welled within. The lessons Missy had taken at
home had paid off, though Doug was right; she
was a natural, having inherited this superior
physical coordination from her father.

When he decided she needed a break, he
signaled for Missy to collect and basket the
balls and then to rest for a few minutes. He re-
turned to Stephanie, who had not budged
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throughout the demonstration and asked di-
rectly, “What do you think?"

Contrary to her usual reaction to him,
Stephanie was suddenly overwhelmed by a
desire for mischief. Intuitively, she knew that
this particular secret was about to be revealed,
and she saw no better time than the present to
put him on, though she meant every word she
was to say.

Doug seemed taken aback by the broad
smile that burst forth into an open expression
on Stephanie's usually well-guarded face.
“You're right!" she exclaimed. “She’s great!”
Then she thought to carry the mockery one
step further, taking control of a situation over
which she knew, in the end, she would have
very little control. If he were bound to find out,
why shouldn't she determine when? "She'll
give you a run for your money in another few
years, Doug.” She paused, then made her
move. "Do you mind if I come in to speak to
her?” Mildly puzzled by her sudden change of
manner, Doug shrugged his shoulders.

“Be my guest. They're taking a breather
anyway."

She and Missy had fallen into a subtle pat-
tern of, more or less, paying little heed to each
other as they passed during the day. Despite
her initial resistance to coming to camp, the
child now seemed to want to be just one of the
kids, rather than the photographer's daughter.



Sweet Ember 101

It was a scene which had likewise been played
out at school during the year, so Stephanie had
been well prepared and was, indeed, grateful.
Now, however, as she walked parallel to the
fence and entered through the door onto the
court, Missy looked up and waved excitedly.
She was at a far corner retrieving balls, and
Stephanie was able to retrace her steps, this
time on the inside of the fence, to reach Doug's
side at about the same time that Missy did, her
scampering feet responding to Doug's beckon-
ing wave.

“How'd I do?" the flushed face turned up to
ask her mother, wisps of dark hair strewn
every which way from the activity. Stephanie
beamed a combination of pride and happiness
that, indeed, her daughter seemed so content.
For the instant, Douglas Weston was forgotten.

Stephanie reached out a gentle hand to ease
the wayward strands from her daughter's face,
smoothing them lovingly over the brown
mane. “Just great, Missy! You were super!”
she exclaimed. “You've really improved!”

Missy grinned endearingly, and it was all
Stephanie could do not to hug her on the spot.
"Really?” the child squealed in delight.

“Uh-huh.” Stephanie nodded through her
own grin. “But,” she lowered her voice to a
conspiratorial whisper audible to all three, “if
you don't get back there now, the others will
think you're too big for your britches!” Mother
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and daughter laughed. Then Missy looked up
questioningly at Doug, and Stephanie grew
aware of him once more. The puzzled look on
his face gave way to a rueful smile.

“Yup," he confirmed gently. “Back to work!
How about trying the ball-boy?” he asked,
knowing full well what the response would be.

“Could I?" Missy shrieked, beside herself in
excitement. At his nod of confirmation, she un-
knowingly took the other, more profound mat-
ter, out of Stephanie's hands. “Oh, wow!
Now?" Without waiting for an answer, she im-
pulsively threw her arms about her mother's
waist; instinctively, Stephanie returned the
hug. “I'll see you later, Mommy!" she cried,
and then she was gone, leaving in her wake
the two adults, one smugly satisfied though
laced with growing trepidation, the other
clearly and thoroughly baffled.

As Stephanie turned to make her timely es-
cape, Doug spoke. “Mommy?" Incredulity
marked both his voice and his face. As she re-
garded him, Stephanie had to feel the slightest
bit guilty for having executed such a dramatic
drop shot. Yes, there was a satisfaction at hav-
ing caught him so unawares, yet it seemed
suddenly petty.

“Isn't that what children often call their
mothers?” she retorted softly.

“Their mothers? Melissa . . . is your daugh-
ter?" Stephanie could have been a totally dif-
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ferent person from the one who had moments
before walked down the court from the way in
which he stared at her.

Under the circumstances, she saw no point
in waffling. “Yes, Doug. Melissa is my daugh-
ter.” There was defiance in her voice, as well
as a subtle challenge, both of which he contin-
ued to ignore.

“Your daughter?” For a brief instant, she
thought she detected a note of hurt in the deep
timbre of his voice and the fogged gray of his
eyes, then realized that it was merely an ex-
tension of the shock which had effectively
tongue-tied him.

Determined to make her escape before he
regained his composure, she lowered her voice
and tossed her head in Missy's direction. "I
think she's waiting for you.” His gaze slowly
shifted to the child, back to the mother, then
again to the child in an attempt to assimilate
what he'd been told. The last hint of mischief
wormed its way out as Stephanie murmured
sweetly, “And thank you for letting me watch.
I am very proud of her.” With that, she turned
on her heel and made her way off, through the
door and on up the hill toward the Grove.

With his class standing right there and Missy
waiting expectantly, she knew that he would
have been unable to follow her. In fact, she
doubted she could have chosen a better time,
place, or circumstance to have him learn that
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she had a child. After all, it had only been a
matter of time.

The aura of self-confidence and defiance in
which she had been suspended during the mo-
mentous confrontation evaporated with each
step she took, to be replaced by a return of the
upheaval that had plagued her so often since
her return to PineWinds. What would happen
now? What would he do? What would he say?
At best, there would be no change in the sta-
tus quo, a mere acceptance of the information
with which she and Melissa had just floored
him. At worst, the revelation could trigger a re-
newal of the anger, violent anger, of which he
had already given her a taste.

But was that the worst that could happen?
No. Stephanie knew deep within that the
worst was something else, a logical deduction
which this new information might inspire.
What if he did come to suspect that Melissa
was his child? As she thought about it now,
that too seemed inevitable—just a matter of
time. There were her age, her looks, her abil-
ity . . . all coincidence? Close calls? Would he
believe that?

Wringing her hands nervously as she paced
the floor of her cabin, Stephanie found herself
drenched with sweat, perhaps from the
warmth of the day and the unusually still air,
more likely from her own nerves. On an im-
pulse she changed into her knee-length terry-
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cloth robe, stepped into thongs, gathered to-
gether soap, shampoo, and a towel, and
headed for the shower house in hopes of re-
freshing herself, body and mind.

Located behind the middle of the three cab-
ins, the shower house was a totally functional
unit, offering two separate stalls, each with its
own enclosed dressing room, and a foresec-
tion with a deep double sink and—luxury of
luxuries for the use of the Grove alone—a
washer-dryer combination, recently installed
and immensely handy, as Stephanie had dis-
covered. In fact, she had passed more than
one period, much to her unexpected pleasure,
standing in this very room in deep conversa-
tion with Elaine, the female half of Cabin B.
Only a year or two older than she, Elaine was
both friendly and interesting, a good conver-
sationalist and an equally good listener. And
she had proved to be an unsuspecting buffer
on more than one potentially uncomfortable
occasion.

But Elaine was not on Stephanie's mind at
the moment. Indeed, she endeavored to wipe
her mind clean of all thought, at least all
thought that in any form could cause her dis-
tress. Soft and steady in its descent, the warm
spray gently coaxed her tension-filled body
into a mood of truce, then relaxation, and as
shampoo joined the soapy water rushing
toward the drain, she began to feel revived
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and able to think more clearly. Only then did
she permit a return to thoughts of Doug, of
Melissa, and of her newly complicated pre-
dicament. Of the many differing sentiments
she had experienced of late, only one re-
mained constant. It was the one thought which
had seen her successfully through eight years
of building a new life, coping with its new re-
sponsibilities. It was the one which had even-
tually emerged in the aftermath of each of the
encounters she'd had with Doug. It was the
one which would have to give her direction
now, in this latest trial, with whatever after-
shocks it might bring. It was the vow to never
let herself be hurt as she had once before
been, to never let herself be manipulated as
she had once before been, to never again love
in vain.

Theoretical as she knew this vow to be, she
nevertheless felt mentally renewed for having
made it. It gave her a base on which to stand,
a piece of terra firma to which to retreat when
the outside world began to shake and shatter.
Realistically, she knew that this vow would see
its own shaky moments, that, more than at any
time in the past, it would be tried and tested
repeatedly this summer, if these early days had
been any indication. But she would persevere,
she swore, she would!



Four

Reluctantly she turned off the shower and
set to work briskly toweling the water
from her hair and coaxing her auburn curls
into damp ringlets about her head and neck.
Leisurely she blotted the rest of her body, sa-
voring the lingering memory of the refreshing
pulse a moment longer, then she shrugged into
her robe and thongs, wrapped her soap and
shampoo in the towel, and stepped out into the
foresection of the room.

As she raised her eyes, she cried aloud, a
brief but startled shriek, an involuntary reac-
tion to the sight that confronted her. There he
stood, leaning against the front screen door as
though he'd been there for quite some time,
one hand on his hip, one on the doorknob, his
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feet planted firmly on the wooden floor. He
was still wearing his tennis whites and had ob-
viously, considering the time element as well,
just come from the courts. His body was the
simplest aspect of his appearance to take in; it
was his face that baffled Stephanie. A far cry
from the air of bewilderment and disbelief in
which she had left him earlier, now his expres-
sion bore anger, hurt, frustration, meanness,
and, yes, lust—each fighting for its own posi-
tion of dominance among his rugged features.
The picture was frightening, to say the least,
and Stephanie sensed, above all, the danger
which had quickly obliterated her temporary
peace of mind.

In her fright she had dropped the terry bun-
dle with a dull thud onto the floor. Now she
clutched at the lapels of her robe, drawing
them closer about her, as she kept her eyes
glued to his.

“What do you want?" She inhaled un-
steadily.

His gaze left no doubt of the answer to her
question, his eyes abandoning hers to travel
slowly and menacingly over her, missing noth-
ing but what the robe so simply hid. For a mo-
ment longer his gaze touched the soft swell of
her breasts, rising through the terry-cloth
cover, before the steel gray rested on her face
once more.

“You didn't lose a minute, did you?" he
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stormed suddenly and violently, causing her to
shrink from him defensively. Uncomprehend-
ing, she sent him a dazed glance; he needed
no more invitation than that to rage on. “No
wonder you ran out of here so fast. No wonder
you never bothered to read my letters! What a
blundering fool I was!”" he seethed, self-
disgust now mixed with the rest as he shook
his head in wutter disbelief. Instinctively
Stephanie sensed where he was headed, and
her insides churned in horror.

“What did you do, spend all of your free time
on your back after I took care of the dirty
work? How many men were there, Stephie? Or
was it just one waiting in the sidelines all
along?" His bellowing shook her to the core,
her knees trembling even as she shook her
head from side to side in silent denial of his
vile and totally unjustifiable accusations. "You
little . . . I should have known. You were much
too passionate, much too skillful to have been
anything but a technical virgin. And to think
that I've felt guilty for so long. . . .” There was
a sinister edge to his laugh, which was harsh
and throaty and ended as quickly as it had
begun.

His eyes flashed in anger now and he took a
step forward. “Don't come any closer!” she
screamed in warning, but he took another
step, then another, until she was backed
against the wall and he stood but an arm's
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length from her. “Stay away from me!"” she
whispered frantically, realizing even then that
he had already cornered her. His eyes settled
on her lips, pink and moist and trembling, and
she steeled herself for the onslaught of his, but
it didn't come.

“What's the matter, Stephie?” he taunted.
“You're not afraid, are you? After all, you've
been through this before.” Slowly and delib-
erately, he put both hands against the wall on
either side of her, imprisoning her as he
brought his imposing form that much closer.
Stephanie could only stare ahead at the strong
brown column of his neck and the ever-steady
pulse of the jugular. To further the torment, he
lowered his head, bringing his cheek but an
inch from hers, as he jeered softly in her ear,
“What about your husband, Stephanie? Is
there one? Was there one? Where is he now,
Melissa's father?”

Stephanie was astonished that she could feel
any relief through the maelstrom of emotion
and venomous words which had assailed her,
yet she did. At least he had assumed that he
was not Melissa's father—that was critical!
“What's wrong? No answers for me?” His
breath was warm against her cheek despite
the ice of his tone. Facing the inevitable, she fi-
nally spoke.

“l never married Missy's father,” she an-
nounced quietly, though refusing to make fur-
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ther excuses for herself or her life-style. “And
you're wrong about me, Doug—so very
wrong," she whispered. In a gesture of defi-
ance, she dared to look up at him as he lifted
his face away to study hers.

Drawing his lips back tightly, he spoke
through clenched teeth. “You are a brazen liar,
Stephanie! It's all very clear now. I don't want
to hear any more!”

Stephanie stiffened in panic. His anger had
passed the point of reason, his loathing for her
likewise. She pressed back against the wall,
which had already begun to grate against her.

“Leave me alone, please, leave me alone,”
she begged, her jade-spoked eyes wide in
fear.

“No way, Steph," he growled. "Damn it, I'm
going to help myself to what you so freely
hand out.” The sound of his words were cut
short as his mouth lowered to possess hers,
punishing her lips with the full force of his un-
leashed fury. Angrily he put a hand to her hair,
long strong fingers intertwining then pulling
cruelly to tilt her head back. Her mouth
opened in a cry of pain, only to be smothered
further by the lips which reclaimed hers, the
tongue which launched a vicious invasion of
her mouth's recesses.

Frantically she fought him, pushing against
his chest and kicking at his legs, only to find
that in one crude movement he had thrust a
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solid thigh between her own, pinning her
helplessly against the wall as the weight of
his length overpowered her. With a meager
strength she writhed against him, futilely try-
ing to throw him off balance and make her es-
cape. But his body was an immovable warden,
guarding its prisoner with a minimum of effort.
In evidence of her helplessness he took a thin
wrist in each of his hands and pinned them,
also, against the wall at shoulder height. Only
then did she cease her resistance, unable to
move, breathless and exhausted from her strug-
gles, acutely aware of imminent defeat.

He held her thus while his lips continued
their plunder, his kiss degrading her even as
she stood, suspended limply before him. When
he finally lifted his head, it was to stare down
contemptuously at the tears which had gath-
ered at the rim of her lower lids in anticipation
of what was to come.

“Tears, Stephanie?” he mocked softly.
“Aren't you carrying this a little too far? You
know it won't hurt this time." He savored her
gasp of outrage and the obvious pain his words
had caused before he let her wrists fall.
Stephanie was paralyzed, her eyes following
his, her breathing short and shallow. In horror
she felt his hands touch her shoulders, then
trace the lapels of her robe, ever so slowly and
tortuously, from neck to waist.

Unknowingly Stephanie moaned aloud, then
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heard the far-off whimpering of her own final,
desperate plea. “No . .. no ... Doug, no.” For,
compounding her nightmare in that last move-
ment, as his hands had moved over her, she
knew an even greater fear than that which he
posed, this one working upward and from
deep within—the arousal of stirrings which
only he had ever awakened in her.

If Doug was aware of these internal happen-
ings, it didn't alter his intention. “I want to look
at you, Stephanie,” he stated boldly. “I want to
see what changes motherhood has wrought.”
His words trailed off as his fingers deftly un-
tied the belt that held her privacy intact. Al-
though his body had released her to stand
back, a new captor now held her motionless,
one whose strength was just beginning to
build. At another time perhaps she could have
fought it, this sparking flame; now, weakened
as she was by Doug's onslaught of hate and
hurt and humiliating accusation, she had no
chance at all. She had been battered emotion-
ally before the battle, this different and most
private one, had even begun.

As she watched his face with growing alarm,
his glinting steel eyes left hers to trace a path
down her cheek, her neck, and across her
throat to the point on her chest where the robe
parted. In a deliberately aggressive move-
ment, he thrust a hand under her robe on ei-
ther side, pushing the protective cloth back off
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her shoulders, letting his fingers curl electri-
cally around her collarbone as his eyes plun-
dered the wealth of femininity which had been
thus served up to him.

Humiliated beyond belief by his demeaning
examination, Stephanie's senses came alive,
warring among themselves in a skirmish of
embarrassment, indignation, and raw desire.
Just as she ached to cover her nudity, she
craved the touch of those fingers, firm and
fiery, upon her.

If she had hoped that he would be gruff and
hurtful now, thereby curbing her own unwanted
arousal, she was shockingly disappointed. For,
as suddenly as he had cast eyes on her naked-
ness, his touch had changed, softening in the in-
stant and becoming gentle in a way that
transported her back, over eight years' time, to a
summer night and a bed of pine needles.

Slowly his hands made their way downward
from her shoulders, skimming either side of
her body to her thighs, as though defining all
limits, before moving inward to a more inti-
mate exploration. Stephanie turned her head
to the side, her cheek against the wall, closing
her eyes in an attempt to erase from her con-
sciousness what was happening. But it was to
no avail. His hands persisted, moving upward
now, moving freely, fingers splaying across the
scant span of her abdomen, creeping up over
her waist, palms crossing her midriff, then paus-
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ing beneath the quickened rise and fall of her
breasts.

The flame had burst into a searing fire
within her, the desire which she had buried so
long ago now threatening to engulf her. She
cried out as his hands moved up to cup her
breasts, then bit her lip in self-punishment as
his palms passed seductively over a rosy bud,
taut and raised in excitement.

It was a sound she had never heard, strange
and hoarse, from the back of his throat, an al-
most excruciating groan, which caught her at-
tention, drawing her face frontward, her lids
up, until she looked into eyes which beheld
hers once more. A shudder shook her at the in-
stant of visual contact; it was as though she
saw the ghost of that long-ago night in those
eyes, that expression. What cruel tricks the
mind could play; she was to rue this later! For
now, however, rational thought eluded her. As
she gazed into that once-beloved and loving
face, it lowered, and his lips tasted hers once
more, now warmly, sweetly, full of the tender-
ness and desire which welled within her own.

Mindlessly her body responded, lips parting
to receive his, arms winding upward about his
sturdy shoulders, reveling in the strength of his
neck, the vitality of the thick hair at its nape.
His own arms encircled her, crushing her body
to his with a delightful harshness that could
only heighten her excitement.
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It was a kiss of passion, of a long pent-up de-
sire newly released. It was open and giving,
wild and heady. His hands caressed her in en-
couragement as she arched her body toward
his, and she knew then that his ardor matched
hers. When finally, breathless and trembling,
her lips fell away from his, he clasped her to
him in a fierce gesture of possession. Then,
suddenly, he tensed.

“My God, what am I doing!" he exclaimed
in a husky whisper, an echo of his former
anger sounding briefly and faintly as a re-
minder to them both. Abruptly he released her
and turned away, his dark head lowering, a
tanned hand reaching in exasperation to rub
the muscles at the back of his neck. Then he
walked to the door and left, without a word or
a glance back to where she stood in stunned
silence, the bang of the screen door against its
frame the final jarring note of the episode.

It could have been a gunshot, the slam of
that door, for the traumatic effect it had on
Stephanie, illusion exploding before her wide
eyes into a myriad fragmentary thrusts of real-
ity, one more excruciating than the next. As
the more peripheral fell to the wayside, one by
one, two remained to continue the torture—the
shock of separation from the warming flame of
Doug's sensuous embrace, and the horror that
this separation had indeed been a shock.

Senses reeling about her, she staggered for-
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ward, clutching her robe convulsively about
her, groping for the support of the sink as,
slowly, her breathing steadied and her legs be-
came functional. Only then did she hear her
own voice, aggrieved and horror struck, remi-
niscent of the last words he'd spoken. "My
God, what have I done!”

What she had done was to respond, yield,
even invite the advances of this man whom
she had vowed to shun. Worse, and to her
growing shame, she had reveled in his caress,
indeed had craved more. And, most condemn-
ing of all, she had let him know that he still
had the power to render her mindless before
him. It was an awesome power, if he chose to
use it.

By the time she had pulled herself together
enough to return to her cabin, a benumbed
state had settled over her, a natural defense
mechanism, refusing to allow her to contem-
plate the happening until time had done some
healing of its own.

As luck would have it, Doug did not appear
at dinner that evening, sparing her one painful
reminder of her folly. Neither was he at break-
fast the next morning, though by then Steph-
anie felt she would have been able to endure
his presence without breaking out in a cold
sweat.

Alone long after the others had finished, she
was deep in thought, nursing a final cup of cof-
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fee, when a warm hand grasped her shoulder
and Sylvie Hampson leaned over.

“May I join you, my dear?” she croaked hes-
itantly, aware that she had called Stephanie
back from the far reaches of contemplation.

Relieved at this pleasant rescue, Stephanie
nodded her head eagerly. “Please do, Sylvie!
As a matter of fact, I've been wanting to speak
to you.”

The older woman frowned, her pale lips draw-
ing down amid the host of time-hewn creases.
“Oh?"

“No, nothing like that!” Stephanie smiled at
the other's sudden seriousness. “Actually, it's
good news. I've got contact sheets for you to
see. They're beginning to pile up and I'd like
to do some enlarging. But you'll have to tell me
which frames appeal to you, which you feel
would be most appropriate for your book."

“Ah, I see.” Visibly she relaxed.

Stephanie continued her progress report.
“I'm thrilled with what I've gotten so far. I
think you will be too. But you've got to tell me
if I am inadvertently missing things which
you'd definitely like included.”

“Uh-huh. I get the point,” the older woman
mused thoughtfully. “I'd really like Sonny to
see them too. He should be arriving tomorrow
or the next day. Can it wait until then?"”

“Sure. I have plenty of other stuff to work on
anyway,” Stephanie assured her. Then she
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paused, noting the other's reticence, quite out
of character for the ebullient director. “What is
it? What's wrong, Sylvie?" The woman ap-
peared to be preoccupied, but looked up
quickly at Stephanie’s concern.

After a moment's hesitation, she ventured
forth. "Have you seen Doug?” Her weathered
face carried an almost apologetic expression as
she awaited an answer.

Stephanie's insides jolted involuntarily. “Ah . . .
not since yesterday,” she replied quietly, strug-
gling to instill an evenness in her voice to belie
her inner thoughts. “Why?" Did Sylvie know
something of the goings-on between her and
Doug? A sudden coldness gripped her, quiver-
ing through her veins spasmodically.

But Sylvie's next words put those particular
fears to rest. “"He wasn't at dinner last night,
nor breakfast this morning. No one seems to
have seen him. I'm getting worried." Her face
reflected her sentiment. “It's not like Doug to
vanish like this."”

Stephanie knew that their encounter the
previous afternoon must have had something
to do with his absence. And, as much as she
fought it, she found the worry contagious.
Slowly she shook her head. “I haven't seen
him, Sylvia," she repeated, a frown furrowing
her brow. “I wish I could help you, but . .."”

“How are things going between the two of
you?”
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Again the jolt to her insides. “Oh, all right, I
guess. We have our ups and downs.” She
smiled in an embarrassment which the other
woman regarded closely.

“He hasn't been the same this summer, Ste-
phie.” Sylvie elaborated on her concern.
Within her listener, the warring resumed; on
the one hand, she did not want to hear a word
about Doug, while on the other, she listened
with bated breath. “He has been much more
tense, preoccupied, brooding. I don't think the
others can see it as much as I can.” Here was
the mother, disturbed by the faltering of a fa-
vorite son. Yet, what could Stephanie say?
True, their confrontations may have temporar-
ily disquieted him—and rightly they should
have. But would the cool, composed Doug Wes-
ton have been that bothered by them? She
doubted it. And as to what else might be eat-
ing at that unfathomable soul of his, she would
be the last to know.

Sylvie must have sensed the ftrain of
thought. “I just wondered if you might have
known anything.” she added hesitantly, apolo-
getically.

“I'm sorry, Sylvie. [ really don't. We aren't on
the best of terms, as you may have guessed.
He certainly would never confide in me if he
had a problem.”

Sylvie gave her a final probing glance before
she wrinkled up her nose and whisked her



Sweet Ember 121

worry off into the air with a wave of her hand.
“Acch, he's a big boy. I'm probably worrying
about nothing. He'll show up!” She smiled
somewhat dubiously as she patted Stephanie's
hand. "Thank you anyway, my dear. And I want
to see those sheets as soon as my Sonny arrives."”

“Sure thing," the photographer promised as
she watched her friend take her leave and
head out of the dining room. Unbidden,
Sylvie's worries sprang back into Stephanie's
mind. Where was he? Was he all right? The
question stealthily nagged at her as she
checked the counselors’ bulletin board for her
schedule for the day. It hovered in her as she
found her way slowly and circuitously—by
way of the photo shed to mix a fresh batch of
chemicals for the morning's lessons—to the
Grove, where she sat down in the warming sun
on her steps to jot down some notes on her les-
son plan.

F-stops and shutter speeds for bunk seven,
she wrote. Could he have been that angry at
her? Tripods and close-up filters for bunk ten.
Was her presence that disdainful to him? Self-
portraits on Azo for the little ones. No, there
must have been some other emergency. Burn-
ing and dodging for the printers of bunk nine.
Where would he have gone overnight? To see
his wife? A girlfriend? To her subsequent baf-
flement her hackles began to rise at the
thought of either.
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But had he gone overnight? That was the
implication, but was it true? Impulsively
Stephanie decided to find out. Crossing the
Grove, she made her way to Cabin A. She had
never been in it, had avoided it like the plague
until now. Hesitantly she climbed the steps,
her own vague concern—intermixed with guilt
feelings galore—urging her onward. At the
top, she rapped. No answer. Again she knocked.
Still no answer.

Shading her eyes from the bright sun falling
against the door, she leaned forward and put
her nose to the screen, feeling more like a
Peeping Tom than a Sherlock Holmes, yet in-
tent on learning whether he had indeed slept
in or not. Against her better judgment, she let
her eyes scan the room, identical in structure
and furnishings to hers, yet totally different in
decoration, and thus, tone, from the masculine
brown of the geometrically patterned quilt on
the bed to the dignified stacks of books and
journals on the shelves to the intimate slant of
framed pictures atop the bureau to the casual
array of oddly strewn sneakers lying on the
floor.

For a brief moment she squinted back at the
pictures—photographs of women, it seemed,
though she could decipher little else through
the diffusion of the screen. And, she re-
proached herself, her original purpose had
been served: Doug's bed was neatly made.
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Given the fact that he had missed both meals,
there was only one conclusion to be drawn.
She turned and descended the steps, head
down and deep in thought.

His voice, low and harsh, brought her head
up with a jerk. “Were you looking for some-
thing?”

“N-no. No," she gasped, simultaneously re-
lieved and mortified, blushing under his cold
stare. “Ah . . . actually . . . yes. You.” Honesty
seemed the only way, when one's hand was
caught in the cookie jar, she mused. He had
obviously seen her at his cabin as he walked
down the path. Now he stood opposite her at
the bottom of the steps. She couldn't help but
notice that he looked drawn and tired, his hair
tousled, his clothes wrinkled, his face shad-
owed in need of a shave.

“You look terrible!” she exclaimed sponta-
neously, the words having escaped without her
permission. In the instant, as she regarded
him, the events of yesterday flooded back and
she paled in turn.

From his superior height he looked down at
her impatiently, his gray eyes flashing their ill
humor. “Is that what you wanted to tell me?”

His curtness quickly brought her to her
senses. “No. I was . . . Sylvie was worried
when she couldn't find you. She asked me if I
knew where you were. I just wondered if you'd
slept late.”
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“I didn't," he growled. With both hands on
his hips, he was as intimidating as ever. Again
Stephanie recalled the last time she had seen
him, and her only instinct was to run.

“Sylvie will be pleased you're all right,” she
mumbled as she moved away toward her own
steps.

“What about you, Stephanie? Were you wor-
ried?" Through the faint mockery in his tone
there was a strange hoarseness such that, with
her back to him, she couldn't interpret his in-
tent.

She shrugged with feigned indifference. "I
wasn't particularly aware of your absence until
Sylvie brought it up this morning,” she lied,
biting nervously at her lower lip.

Slowly and deliberately Doug walked to
where she had stopped. “You never answered
my question.”

Confused, she spun around. “I just told
you—"

“I'm not referring to this morning,” he inter-
rupted. There was an odd look in his eyes, an
unsureness which was so out of keeping with
his character that she attributed it to his tired
state. His voice was barely audible when he fi-
nally spoke. “That first day I asked you; now I
want an answer. Do you really hate me as
much as you let on?”

Momentarily taken aback by his bluntness,
she lowered her eyes. Then, sighing with res-
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ignation, she looked up at him. “I don't hate
you, Doug. I never have,” she confessed
wearily. Then, when she could take the in-
tensity of his stare no longer, she turned and
continued on her way, shaken inside but oth-
erwise unscathed. It had been one of the least
traumatic of their encounters. Perhaps that
was why her mind kept flitting back to those
pictures on his bureau.

The next day, amid nonexistent fanfare,
Sonny Hampson arrived at Pine Winds. As al-
ways, the camp seemed to take on a subtle
undercurrent of excitement when he was
there, almost as though the real business of
the summer could not get under way until
the Baltimore end had been concluded and
he had come north. Shy, quiet, and retiring,
he was loved by all. Ofttimes he was seen
only at meals, spending the rest of his time at
the private cottage at the edge of the
grounds, yet his inevitable program additions
and the humorous messages passed on by his
devoted wife were the hit of any meeting. A
surrogate grandfather with a kindly face and a
patient way, the campers adored him, particu-
larly looking forward to rainy days when they
would be invited, bunk by bunk, to the cottage
for a tall tale and a sundae. Even the oldest
campers never tired of his understated man-
ner, his wit, and his charm.

Stephanie herself was delighted to see him
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again. The contact sheets she had prepared
were excitedly received by both Hampsons,
the only problem being that of choosing which
pictures of the many they loved to have print-
ed. In the end they begged Stephanie for most
all of them, and she obliged, unconditionally
pleased with her photographic success. De-
spite the inordinate amount of work this un-
dertaking would entail, she relished the idea,
especially for its therapeutic value.

There were no further unexpected absences
on Doug's part, and Sylvie never again men-
tioned the first. To Stephanie’s relief, aside
from that original explosion, there appeared
to be no other fallout from Doug’'s discovery
that Stephanie had a child. As for Stephanie,
she seemed oblivous to any change in her sta-
tus. She noted that the two, Doug and Missy,
were as close as ever. Although she had mixed
feelings about the friendship to begin with,
given its existence she felt relieved that Doug
had chosen not to hurt the child by taking out
on her a grievance he held against her
mother. Parting at the end of the summer was
natural and inevitable in the camping experi-
ence; a mid-season rift would have been
harder to explain, particularly to one as young
and vulnerable as Missy. But as the midpoint
of the summer approached, it was her own
emotional survival about which Stephanie
began to have doubts, as one thing after the
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other conspired to throw her into the company
of Douglas Weston.

“Hey, Steph!"” Elaine's voice rang through
the screen door as Stephanie was gathering
her equipment together. It was a quiet Satur-
day morning, the last before parents’ week-
end. Regularly scheduled classes had given
way to the gaining momentum of color war
competition, leaving her freer to photograph
leisurely than during the class-dominated
weekdays.

“Come on in, Elaine,” she called from the
back room, as she rummaged in her spare case
for a polarizing filter. “What can I do for you?"
she yelled, then grinned as she looked up to
find her friend right beside her.

“You can come with us later.”

“Where are you going?”

“We thought we'd take a ride down to
Ogunquit. First there's the beach. If we can get
tickets, it would be fun to go to the Playhouse.
If not, we'll just take in a movie. Either way,
there are several super restaurants along the
way. How about it?" She grinned mischie-
vously. “We all need a break from the institu-
tion every so often. Come on, Stephie!”

Stephanie hesitated. Yes, she had the after-
noon and evening off, just like Elaine and Bob
did, but she'd toyed with the idea of going
away by herself to photograph. “I don't know,
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Elaine,"” she began, only to have her hesitation
read and dismissed.

“You can bring that thing”"—she pointed
kiddingly at the camera dangling from Steph-
anie's shoulder—"if you insist. We'll even stop
the car at your slightest call. What do you
say?”

Stephanie smiled, pleased at the invitation.
“Sounds very tempting.” It did. She felt totally
at ease with Elaine and her husband, and had
to admit that a thorough change of scenery
and activity could do her good. Elaine stood
expectantly before her as she made her final
decision. "I'd love to!”

As the smile broadened on her friend's face,
Stephanie noted what an attractive woman she
was—tall, slim, and a devout follower of the
natural look—long blond hair pulled back into
a practical ponytail at the nape of the neck,
clothes clean and strictly functional, face
sparkling and ever free of makeup. Her spouse
was as unpretentious and down-to-earth as
she, both in looks and manner. Together they
manned the boat house, and, though they had
been at PineWinds for several summers and
seemed to love working with the girls, Steph-
anie had suspected more than once that they
harbored a secret ambition to sail their own
sloop off into the sunset, just the two of them,
for one whole summer.

“Great,” Elaine exclaimed warmly. “We
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have a regatta this morning, so we can't be
ready to leave until one. How about meeting
us at the garage then?”

Stephanie nodded. “Sounds fine. Er . . . what
should I wear? I mean, it's kind of a mixed bag
you've suggested there.”

Her companion grinned in understanding. "I
thought I'd wear a bathing suit under my
shorts, then bring something fancier in a sepa-
rate tote. There's a bathhouse where we can
change.”

It sounded very simple and a lot of fun. Just
for an instant Stephanie had another thought.
"Elaine, are you sure you wouldn't prefer to be
alone with Bob? I mean, you surely don't get
much time to yourselves here.”

“Stephie, we'd be disappointed if you didn't
come! The more the merrier, for this type of
thing. Believe me, if we wanted total privacy,
we would go hiking up into the mountains.”

Stephanie put up no more resistance. After
spending the morning photographing the on-
going sports events, she escaped up into the
woods herself, to do some close-up work with
ferns and other low-growing flora by the
campfire circle.

Ironically this was one spot which she had
avoided all summer, the emotional stirrings it
triggered being stronger than she wished. She
had even been able to excuse herself from the
two campfires that had already been held,
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though she knew that some photographs of the
timeless camp ceremony would be a must for
Sylvie's book. It was a simple matter of pro-
crastination. Perhaps her decision to come up
here this day was a first step toward breaking
through that psychological barrier.

Pleasantly anticipating the afternoon and
evening, her thoughts were thus insulated
from melancholy reminiscences, as she ex-
posed every last frame of the film she'd car-
ried. Only as she prepared to leave did she
turn for a last overall view of the circle; only
then did she feel the sadness she had shunned.
Hurriedly she returned to camp, depositing
her gear and eating lunch before she changed
and headed for the garage.

Bob and Elaine's turquoise Rabbit had been
pulled out front, and it was toward it that she
proceeded. Elaine immediately withdrew her
attention from the map she'd been studying
and jumped out of the car at her approach,
opening the trunk for Stephanie to deposit her
canvas tote bag among the others. As they
moved back to the side door, Bob appeared at
the garage, engaged in conversation with
George, the warm-hearted handyman of the
camp . . . and Doug Weston. Stephanie swal-
lowed convulsively, a disquieting thought
threatening her convivial mood. Surely Elaine
would have mentioned it!

At that moment, to her growing distress,
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Elaine did mention it. Turning toward her with
cautious regard, she spoke in a half-whispered
explanation. “"Oh, Stephie, Bob invited Doug
to join us. You don't mind, do you?”

Mind? Did she mind? Yes, she minded! She
minded with every inch of her body! She
minded more than she'd ever minded before!
“No, Elaine, I don't mind.”" She heard her
voice softly contradict her thoughts. What else
could she do? Had she known in advance, she
would have refused outright. As it was, the
four were all here now, and her bag had al-
ready been stowed in the trunk. To back out
would have been obvious, embarrassing, and
insulting. If Doug had hoped to further torment
her this way, he would find himself disap-
pointed, she vowed on the spur of the moment.
No, he could change his mind, if he wanted to,
but she would stick it through and perhaps
even enjoy herself despite him, she resolved
defiantly. Anyhow, she reasoned, Bob and
Elaine would be there all the time.

Stephanie caught the passing look that flick-
ered over Doug's face and then was gone, a
kind of stricken horror that must have mirrored
her own. A new thought occurred to her.
“Elaine,” she whispered suspiciously, “did
Doug know I would be along?”

This straightforward person was about as in-
capable of deception as she was of glamor,
Stephanie mused, as she watched the measure
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of apology creep over her friend’'s simple fea-
tures. “Bob just told him, I think."”

“Looks that way."” Stephanie moaned, turn-
ing her back on the two men, who had re-
mained at the garage door and out of earshot.
At least, she rationalized, the slate was even;
neither of them had known in advance of the
other's presence, and both would have to now
cope with their own dislodged sentiments.

Elaine joined Stephanie, leaning against the
car. “What is it with you two?"

“What do you mean?" This was the last awk-
ward discussion she had anticipated having
with Elaine on such a potentially glorious day
off.

“Relax!" her companion whispered. "It's just
that I saw the look that passed between you
two a minute ago. And I've seen it before.”
She took a breath before she barreled on with
the bluntness Stephanie had come to expect,
and, indeed, respect. “To tell you the truth,
Stephie, you'd make a great couple, you and
Doug. We've known him for several years now,
even gotten together during the winter. He
needs someone like you!”

Stephanie felt a chill pass through her at the
repetition of the same thought Sylvie Hamp-
son had once expressed. Surely, if Elaine and
Bob had seen Doug offseason, they would be
aware of his wife. What was it she was sug-
gesting? Why did everyone think that Doug
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needed her? Everyone, that was, except Doug
and herself.

“Are you into matchmaking too?" she
cracked helplessly.

“No, silly! Come on, we're all going to have
fun!”

Much to Stephanie's surprise, they did. Once
the two antagonists accepted the situation—
and Doug seemed to have found himself as
cornered as she—they retired to the back seat
of the VW and managed to conduct them-
selves with an appropriate amount of civility,
even pleasantness. By far the most disturbing
part of the ride was Doug’s physical nearness,
marked at every turn by the brush of his well-
muscled thigh against her slim one, both bare
below the shorts they wore.

It was several hours' ride to the shore, most
of which passed in easy four-way conversation.
"Hey, Stephie,” Elaine called back over her
shoulder from the front seat. "I didn't see your
camera. You didn't leave it in that hot trunk,
did you?" she asked in mock horror.

“No." Stephanie laughed, brushing a film of
perspiration from the side of her nose. Merci-
fully she had pulled the slew of curls back off
her face with large tortoise-shell combs before
she'd left, and was now cooler and neater than
she might have been and infinitely grateful as
she leaned forward to chat with Elaine, know-
ing only too well that Doug’'s keen gray orbs
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would be studying her. “My camera is my
work. Even I need a day off sometimes! Be-
sides, the heat and the sand would be anath-
ema."

“When did you start photographing? [ don't
remember that you used to do it—" It was
Doug's deep voice that joined the conversa-
tion, only to be interrupted by Bob’s tenor.
Stephanie had still not quite grown accus-
tomed to that higher pitch; Bob was a string-
bean, tall and thin, and each time he spoke she
expected a much deeper tone. Now, however,
it was not the pitch of his voice which discon-
certed her.

“Did you two know each other before?” he
asked innocently. Stephanie sat back against
her seat, tossing an uncomfortable glance at
Doug, while Elaine simultaneously cast a sim-
ilar one at her husband. Doug was the only one
of the group who seemed unbothered, and it
was he who parried the inquiry.

“Stephanie was a counselor my first summer
here,” he explained, before he turned back to
her expectantly. It took her a minute to recall
what he had originally asked, so thrown had
she been by Bob's simple question.

“I ... 1 began to take pictures when Missy
was a baby. It somehow blossomed from there."

“That Missy is a swell kid, Stephie! What a
super athlete!” Again it was Bob, sincere and
innocent, again making her squirm in her seat.
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This time it was Elaine who came to the res-
cue. "“"We all know that, Bozo," she kidded her
husband. "But we came here to get away from
talk of camp and kids—no offense intended to
either you or Missy,” she added to Stephanie
before she deftly turned the conversation to
talk of the tennis tournaments which were tak-
ing place in North Conway.

The center of Ogunquit was teeming with
summer visitors when the VW passed through
on its way to the Playhouse. After successfully
securing tickets for the evening performance,
the foursome moved on to the beach. Though
it was already mid-afternoon, the crowd was
large and thoroughly enjoying the brilliant
sunshine. Wending their way through the
labyrinth of lounge chairs, towels, and sand
castles, they finally staked claim to a less con-
gested spot, far from the center of the throng,
where the sand was soft, smooth, warm, and
inviting. For Stephanie, however, the strongest
call was from the ocean, an enticingly cool and
refreshing prospect with the heat of the auto
ride clinging to her skin. Shedding her shorts,
shirt, and sandals, she headed for the water's
edge, its initial coldness yielding to pure invig-
oration as she dived into the waves and swam
from the shore. With the surge of the Atlantic
numbing in its own way, she felt all worry, ten-
sion, responsibility float from her as she swam
steadily toward the few scattered wind surfers,
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whose positions marked her own safe bound-
ary. There was a certain thrill, she mused, to
leaving the others behind and joining these
few more adventurous souls, here in deeper
water.

“Stephanie!” A deep shout not far from her
halted her crawl. Treading water, she turned.
Doug had just about reached her, his stroke
strong and regular. “What in hell do you have
in mind?" he growled through the salt water
which sprang haphazardly around them.

Puzzled, she squinted. “I'm swimming. Any
problem?”

“Not unless you want either to be hit by a
surfboard or drawn out by the undertow.” The
eyes that accused her were suddenly as dark
as the murky ocean depths, and she realized
only then how far she'd come from shore. Re-
versing direction and ignoring Doug's glower,
she swam toward the shallows once again, her
feet sinking into the shifting sand when she fi-
nally stood up, waist high in the waves. She
had been aware, during the return swim, of the
man accompanying her. Now, as she stood
panting deeply from the rigor of the swim and
its gradually pervading chill, he drew himself
to his full height before her, his back to the
shore and any onlooking eyes.

“Are you often suicidal, or do you merely
like being rescued?” The sun, on its steadfast
afternoon descent, was behind him, throwing
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his form into silhouette, his features into
shadow.

Hair dripping down her shoulders, Steph-
anie shaded her eyes with a glistening arm as
she squinted up at him in surprise. He was
really angry, though, for the life of her, she
couldn't understand why. “Come on, Doug,”
she chided. “There was no danger. I'm a good
swimmer, and I do watch my limits, and, be-
lieve me, I was not in any trouble.”

Strangely he persisted, the hands on his hips
a roadblock of sorts to forbid her passage. “Is
that what I should have told Melissa, that her
mother was a good swimmer?"

Her lips thinned in frustration. “Really,
you're making a mountain out of a molehill.”

Water sparkled on his hair, giving him a sa-
tanic air as he chastised her. “That was a really
dumb thing you did out there, Stephanie. You
have a responsibility; don't you think you
ought to accept that?”

It took every last bit of willpower for Steph-
anie not to lash out at him then and there on
the matter of responsibility. Clenching her fists
in anger, she sidestepped him determinedly
and waded the short distance to shore, eyes
downcast in contrived concentration on the
surf swirling about her legs, her ankles, her
feet, then not at all, as she emerged from the
water. The absence of an echoing spatter on
the wet sand told her that she had not been fol-
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lowed out, and she forced herself into a sem-
blance of calmness, jaw and all, as she ap-
proached the blanket on which Elaine and Bob
were sunning.

Bob promptly sat up and, taking a paper cup
and a bottle from the insulated bag which they
had brought, offered her some wine.

“Mmmm . . . just what I need,” she mur-
mured in appreciation, as she plunked herself
upon the large beach towel she'd brought.
Warming and sweet the wine was, and relax-
ing it would be, she hoped—anything to revive
the good spirits which her self-appointed life-
guard had dampened. Her double-edged
thanks did not escape Elaine.

“That bad, eh?"” One hazel eye blinked up at
her from its restful pose.

Stephanie shrugged noncommittally, al-
ready feeling the warming rays that pene-
trated the moisture on her shoulders. “I
sometimes wonder . . ." She heard herself an-
swer quietly, even as her gaze traced the surf
line for sign of a dark-haired swimmer. She
saw neither that bobbing head nor the look of
bewilderment on her friend's face, but rather
downed her wine in one thirst-bidden gulp
and stretched out facedown on the towel.

Between the strength of the sun warming
her back and the power of the wine warming
her insides, she was relaxed and content when
Elaine announced that she and Bob were
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going for a swim. Too comfortable to move, she
merely raised a hand to wave them off, then
fell into a delightfully pleasant state of laziness
from which she had no wish to return.

That choice, however, was taken out of her
hands and, both literally and figuratively, put
into those of another. It was a sudden worm-
like cold slithering on her back that shocked
her out of her drowsiness. With a start she
bolted up, only to be halted midway by Doug'’s
restraining hand on her shoulder.

“My God, what is that?” she shrieked in
alarm as she twisted her head around to see
what sea creature he had deposited so uncere-
moniously onto her back.

At her reflexive recoil, he laughed aloud, a
deep, rich, beautifully resonant laugh. “A very
exotic animal called suntan lotion,” he ribbed
her, though gently and with none of the impa-
tience with which he had regarded her a few
moments earlier.

Buoyed by the wine and struck by the ludi-
crous nature of her alarm, she joined his laugh-
ter, then submitted as his hand pressed her
head back down onto the towel and he worked
the now soothing lotion into the warm skin of
her back. She savored the divine massage, his
strong fingers making short work of both the
cream and any lingering tension which may
have remained in her muscles.

“Mmmm . . . that feels good,"” she murmured
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as the delight continued long past the point
where the lotion had disappeared.

Suddenly his warm breath fanned her ear
with its husky plea. “Truce?”

One lazy lid rose to survey the face that hov-
ered but inches from hers; one auburn brow
arched in a moment of skepticism.

“No strings,” he assured her. “Just a truce—
for today. If not for our own sanity, then for Bob
and Elaine's. Yes?" It was the Douglas Weston
as she remembered him—steel eyes soft, vel-
vet voice smooth, supplicating smile endear-
ing, his entire person oozing with charm.

Slowly she smiled, bewitched by a brew of
wine, sun, and manly appeal. “Why not?"” she
agreed softly, savoring the peace for a mere
moment before a hand came down playfully
on her backside. Twisting around with a ques-
tioning gaze, she was halted by the amuse-
ment skittering about his eyes.

“Now it's my turn,” he informed her, the cor-
ners of his lips twitching mischievously as he
held the tube of suntan lotion out to her.

“I mighta known,"” she drawled in mock res-
ignation as she sat up and began to paint a sur-
realistic picture in white on the middle of his
back. Whether the wine was now working for
or against her, she didn't know. She only knew,
as her hands moved in slow circular motions,
of the skin beneath her fingertips, firm and
smooth, the manly muscles rippling beneath
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her palms, the gentle contours defining each
and every sinew. She only knew that she was
as relaxed now, massaging Doug's back, as she
had been when he had been the masseur. It
was a kind of sweet and heady torture, this
physical contact, and she wasn't at all sure
whether to be relieved when Elaine ran up to
break the spell.

“Brrr! That's really cold!" she exclaimed,
wrapping her thin form in a towel as she col-
lapsed onto the blanket. "All quiet on the
western front?” she inquired playfully, leaning
toward the spot where both Doug and Steph-
anie had now stretched out.

“Uh-huh.” It was a spontaneous response,
given in unison, surprising both who had made
it with not only its harmonious sound but also
its truth. And it was to set a pattern for the day
which Stephanie, for one, would look back on
as near perfection.

For it was as though all past had been oblit-
erated, the only reality being the present, a
kind of heavenly limbo in which no other time
had a place. They spent the rest of the after-
noon at the beach, snacking on treats that
Elaine had thoughtfully packed, lingering long
after the rest of the crowd had dispersed. Hav-
ing decided to eat after the show, they were
able to walk a near-deserted stretch of sand,
admiring the pink and orange hues of early
evening as the dying sun played its swan song
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on the shore amid the dance of the sandpipers,
scuttling to and fro in rapid harmony with their
black-rimmed reflections on the wet sand. It
was a most peaceful time of day, one which re-
placed the long-since quaffed wine as a potent
tranquilizer. For Stephanie, the long, bronzed
arm resting gently about her shoulders was
merely an extension of this natural beauty that
touched her.

So precious seemed the attitude of warmth
and friendship that enveloped them on the
beach that it was with a smattering of reluc-
tance that they changed into the more dressy
wear of the evening and proceeded to the Play-
house. But if reluctance it was which caused
Stephanie to acknowledge how positively dev-
astating had been Doug's scantily clad form on
the beach, it quickly evaporated at the sight of
him in his crisp white shirt, navy tie and blazer,
and gray slacks—as debonair an image as she
could have dreamed. She had never seen him
in anything other than purely casual wear, and
found herself profoundly aware of his maturity
and sophistication, as well as his overwhelm-
ing masculinity. As for herself, she was grate-
ful that she'd brought along the fitted linen
dress which suited her so well, loosely sashed
as it was at the waist, with cap sleeves and a
mandarin collar, its smoky orange hue finely
complementing her own healthily tanned com-
plexion. They were, indeed, a handsome cou-
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ple, she admitted with an abandon of her usual
modesty, sparked by the heads that turned
their way in admiration as they proceeded
down the center aisle to their seats.

The show itself, a revival of one of Steph-
anie's favorite Rodgers and Hammerstein mu-
sicals, Carousel, was well sung and skillfully
choreographed, doubly compensating for the
regretted passing of the memorable afternoon.
When the final curtain call had been taken and
the house lights had come on, the four headed
for a restaurant that had been highly recom-
mended. Stephanie did not flinch when Doug
took her hand in his, helping her out of the car,
placing a strong hand with a feather touch at
her back to guide her. Indeed, she had savored
these gestures all day, feeling every bit the
woman, protected and cared for. Later, she
was to wonder why this stereotypical role-
playing had appealed to her on this day. She
was to chide herself for nurturing the very vul-
nerability which she had long ago forsworn.
This evening, however, there was no room for
practical thought, only for enjoyment.

Unfortunately during dinner, as the four
delved into their Chateaubriands, the sharp
prong of reality began to poke through the ve-
neer of make-believe, jabbing Stephanie gen-
tly with a reminder that, indeed, midnight was
approaching and the coach would soon turn
back into a pumpkin.
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“How is your family, Doug?" Elaine asked,
the innocence of her inquiry not lost on
Stephanie, whose head swiveled curiously to-
ward him.

He sipped of his Chablis before he an-
swered, looking directly at Elaine as he did so.
“They're fine. Mother's doing well, despite her
arthritis. She asks for you often.”

Elaine grinned. “Please send her our
love." Then, sensing the puzzlement in
Stephanie's eyes, she explained softly. “Bob
and I have thrust ourselves on Doug for our
last few winters' vacations,” she began, smil-
ing apologetically at Doug before turning again
to Stephanie. “You know, skiing-in-Vermont
type of thing. His mother is quite a character!”

“You live with your mother?” Stephanie
turned now to Doug, spontaneously posing
questions which she might have vetoed on
other, less amiable occasions.

Doug shook his head, his gray orbs studying
her independently as he answered her. “No.
My mother has her own place, a small cottage
on the edge of my own grounds.”

“Your own grounds? Sounds like you've be-
come a wealthy landowner.” She kidded him.
“AsIrecall . .." Her voice trailed off as she re-
alized that she had nothing to recall. Eight
years ago, she had learned nothing about his
personal life, despite the intimacy which had
capped their relationship. Tonight, on a purely
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platonic level, she was to learn more. Ques-
tioning green eyes lifted to slate ones.

It was as though he had read her mind and
understood her unsureness. Quickly, like the
impeccably mannered escort he had been this
day, he explained, albeit with a touch of reluc-
tance. “Things have changed since then. I
don't know about wealthy, but I have been
able to buy some land. There's my house, then
my mother's cottage.”

Elaine's hazel eyes narrowed as she gazed in
gentle accusation. “Come on, Doug. Why the
modesty? Actually”—she corrected him boldly—
"Doug owns a magnificent piece of land in the
mountains. His house is exquisite and his
mother's is absolutely charming.”

Stephanie's eyebrows arched, her head
tilted in appreciation. “Very impressive,” she
quipped softly, unable to totally squelch the
tiny thread of curiosity at the rest of the “fam-
ily" to which Elaine had referred, the other
inhabitant of this “exquisite” house. Defen-
sively, she downed her own Chablis, barely
catching the look of indecision on Doug's
face before the curtain fell on his own gray
stage.

Bob, however, was oblivious to the entire
shaky undercurrent. “Tell me, Doug, how did
the year end? Much problem with your stu-
dents?” Again Stephanie's ears perked up;
again Doug seemed a shade uncomfortable to
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be at the center of the conversation, though his
gaze held Bob's steadily.

“Not bad. This year's graduating class was a
good one; a large number of them were placed
in jobs, many others are going on for advanced
degrees. No riots, a few demonstrations, a rel-
atively peaceful year overall.”

Now Stephanie was thoroughly puzzled.
This did not sound like a mere tennis pro talk-
ing. What was it Sylvie Hampson had said
about a "very demanding position?" Suddenly,
she began to feel the germ of an internal con-
flict nibbling at her. One side had spurned re-
ality for the day in favor of a warm and
congenial atmosphere, had wanted to hear
everything about the man who was in large
part responsible for the creation of that atmos-
phere. The other side, however, the one which
was mother-counselor-photographer, wanted
to hear nothing, see nothing, feel nothing. For,
she realized with a stark and sober shock, it
was the former which could too easily fall in
love with Doug Weston, the latter which would
not permit it.

It was an entirely private and thoroughly
disturbing thought, the possibility of falling in
love with the same man who had once hurt
her so. Deep in her self-inflicted quagmire,
Stephanie was unaware of the frown that had
drawn down the corners of her soft lips.

Again, either sensing her distress or reluc-



Sweet Ember 147

tant to allow her further insight into his life—
she had no way of knowing which from the pro-
tective mask which had slid from his gray eyes
downward over features suddenly guarded and
impersonal—Doug determinedly changed the
subject to a more neutral one, launching into a
discussion with the experts on the upcoming
Newport races.

Stephanie listened with only half-hearted in-
terest, her own face mercifully camouflaging
the brooding which had besieged her. Or so
she thought.

“Are you all right, Steph?” His warm, low
tone startled her as she gave token concentra-
tion to the interaction now passing between
their married companions. A strong hand had
come to rest on her own browned arm, brand-
ing her flesh with its searing electricity. As she
fought the loud thudding in her chest, her eyes
met his in a wordless interchange that was
both charged and innocent, intimate and im-
personal, questioning and answering. It seemed
an eternity that they sat thus, though it could
have been no more than a moment. Stephanie
felt the force of the conflict pulling unmerci-
fully at her from both ends, its sting bringing
tears to her eyes. Quickly she lowered them,
nodding as she lifted her coffee cup. “I'm
fine," she whispered in contradiction of her
own knowledge. With her gaze glued to the
sugar bowl, she did not see the momentary
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softness in his own, the flicker of warmth, com-
passion, and concern therein, before he turned
to rejoin the other conversation.

Overall it was a delightful day, despite those
moments of distress and unsureness during
dinner. Somehow Stephanie had managed to
compose herself and get through the remain-
der of the evening with no further show of
weakness. For, in her own, albeit subjective,
judgment, that was exactly what she had dis-
played—a sure sign of a weakness which,
should Doug recognize it and decide to play on
it, could lead to her downfall. Indeed, there
were trials enough to overcome, temptations
enough to resist, without the telltale tears to
cloud the issue.

As if to illustrate her tribulation, there was
the long drive back to PineWinds. Becalmed
by pleasant company, good wine, and pure ex-
haustion, she dozed off at one point, awaken-
ing with a start to find her head resting within
the circle of Doug's arm. Instinctively, she
jerked away, regarding the eyes which, even
in the darkness, held a hint of amusement at
her reflexive motion.

“I—I'm sorry,” she stammered in embarrass-
ment.

“Don't be," he chided softly, his words held
inaudible to the couple in front by the steady
chug of the none-too-healthy-sounding en-
gine. "You're tired. Come on,” he coaxed,
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pulling her gently back into the enveloping co-
coon. When she tensed involuntarily, he re-
minded her, “It's just for today. Remember?”
She did, though it was not the thought of that
declared truce which finally bade her curl
against his beckoning form once more. Rather,
it was the more primitive force, the need deep
within herself for warmth, protection, and
comfort. She was unaware of the sigh which
slipped unbidden through her moist lips, as
she settled herself into the haven and felt its
arm close about her, firmly and protectively.

By the time the drive was over, Stephanie
was grateful that all four were returning to the
Grove, precluding any private and prolonged
good night on a secluded doorstep in the glow-
ing moonlight. It had been a day of pleasure,
unreal and not to be repeated, a one-time hap-
pening which had no place in her normal
world. Already she felt a strange emptiness at
the thought of the end of this truce which had
allowed her such contentment. Yet, it had to
be. There was no place for Doug in her life.
She had Melissa. She had her career. He had
his life . . . and his wife. This day had been an
isolated interlude for them both. It was des-
tined to end.



Five

S tephanie allowed herself little time to
brood on the events of that day as the mo-
mentum of camp activity picked up in antici-
pation of parents’ weekend. Not only were
there campers' prints to be mounted and dis-
played along a prominent wall of the main
lodge, but she spent every free minute printing
negatives which Sylvie had specifically chosen
as “musts” for the book.

She saw Doug daily, though he never
stopped for more than a brief greeting. If he
had felt anything special on that mutual day
off, he certainly made no mention of it. Yet, she
mused, following one quick run-in on the
porch after dinner, there seemed to be a rem-
nant of that same truce in effect, such that they
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could be friendly and amenable toward one
another, with none of the simmering anger and
open disdain shown in the past.

For Stephanie, it was a mixed blessing.
While she found herself more relaxed without
the constant worry of a sudden attack, be it
physical or verbal, she felt an equal danger in
the subtle charm which emanated from him, a
too-frequent reminder of that which could have
been long, long ago.

It was on the Sunday of parents’ weekend
that the past finally caught up with the pres-
ent, triggering a chain of events whose fallout
threatened to permanently alter her own fu-
ture.

The weekend was to be a vacation of sorts
for Stephanie, who, on Sylvie Hampson's direct
order, would be a parent, visiting with her
daughter, much like the others who came,
some from great distances, some from small, to
see their own offspring. Although her camera
was to be handy at all times to take the token
photographs, the first order of business was moth-
erhood; both Stephanie and Melissa looked for-
ward to it.

The sun rose warm and bright on Sunday
morning, heralding a day of games, contests,
and shows designed to send the parents back
home in a contented state of exhaustion. All
proceeded well, both for Melissa, whose team
won its volleyball game, who placed second in
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a swimming relay, and easily won her tennis
match, and for Stephanie, who watched it all
with open pride, a luxury which she did not
customarily allow herself.

It was late in the afternoon when the camp
cook-out extravaganza took place that the bot-
tom fell out of Stephanie’s well-laid life plans.
Doug had been in a state of constant occupa-
tion during the day, jockeying between his
roles as head of the tennis department and
head counselor, constantly besieged either by
parents or staff bearing a wide array of ques-
tions, comments, compliments, and, least plea-
santly, complaints. Stephanie had noted his
preoccupation and had welcomed it, as it
eased the one subtle fragment, the one nag-
ging regret of this parents’ weekend. For,
much as she fought it, she could not help
thinking of Melissa's father, who by rights
should be with her now too. Did Melissa mind
that she had only a mother? She never had, or
so Stephanie thought.

Laden with their fair assortment of burgers,
franks, corn-on-the-cob, cole slaw, and drinks,
she and Melissa worked their way through the
crowds at the food tables to a less congested
spot where the two could sit and talk quietly as
they ate. There had been precious few times
for that during the past four weeks, and Steph-
anie had looked forward to just these moments
with her daughter now. However, someone
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else had other ideas, she realized, as she
watched Doug approach them and put his own
plate down beside Melissa. He looked tired,
but ruggedly handsome in spite of it.

“How're you doin’, Melissa?" he asked gen-
tly, pulling one of the child's pigtails as he sat
down Indian-style beside her. Melissa, need-
less to say, was thrilled to see him and, al-
though the private moments Stephanie might
have shared with the youngster were now
thwarted by his arrival, she felt a sudden
quickening of her pulse, a strange wholeness,
at his presence.

The time passed all too quickly as they ate,
Doug's deft handling of the conversation, such
that both Missy and her mother were
charmed, astonishing her anew. Melissa
seemed entirely relaxed and happy, she
noted, the veils which too often shaded her
eyes now totally removed, her manner free
and open with this man. It was something of a
wonder to Stephanie—uncanny, heartwarm-
ing, and frightening all at the same time. Par-
ticularly when, after they'd finished eating,
Melissa threw herself onto Doug’s lap and
lounged contentedly, her head against his
chest, his arms encircling her small body,
Stephanie found a sadness joining the other
sentiments. What a warm unit they would
have made—the perfect family.

Her thought was interrupted by a rather ro-
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tund, bald-headed parent, who approached
Doug to say good-bye. “Don't get up, Doug"—
he waved a hand to keep the other in his obvi-
ously comfortable position—"but I just want to
thank you once again for everything you've
done for our Nancy. Her game has improved
dramatically, as has her attitude.” He lowered
his voice at the last, as he cast a cautious eye
at Missy, who was much too intrigued with the
ludicrous comparison of her small fingers flush
against Doug's large ones to pay him any heed.
“My wife and I are very grateful.”

“Your daughter is a lovely girl, Mr. Lock-
wood,"” Doug replied as he extended a hand
up to meet the other's proffered one.

Suddenly, the expression looking down be-
came one of puzzlement, jumping from Missy
to Doug and back again. Sensing the train of
thought, Stephanie froze.

“l didn't know you had a daughter here
yourself,” he announced with no small amount
of surprise and the tact of an atom bomb. What
followed that most innocently delivered com-
ment was encapsuled forever in Stephanie’s
consciousness.

There passed what seemed to be an eternity
of silence before Doug laughed softly. “Oh,
no, Melissa is the daughter of our photogra-
phy instructor, Stephanie Wright." He ges-
tured in her direction, though his eyes shunned
hers. Maybe he won't think twice about it,
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Stephanie prayed silently, her mouth going dry
and her breath catching in trepidation. And
rightly it should have. For, if he had chosen to
overlook the implication of the original state-
ment, there was no way he could ignore the
follow-up.

“It's uncanny!” The gentleman laughed
heartily at his supposed error. “She looks so
much like you!” At that moment Stephanie
had to be grateful for small favors; had she still
been eating, she surely would have choked!
“Well, thanks again, Doug. And Mrs. Wright"—
she cringed at the misnomer—"your photos
are a huge success! Good-bye.”" He was gone
as abruptly as he had arrived, leaving behind
a brutally shattered serenity.

Not daring to look up, Stephanie pulled at
the grass beneath her knees. All the while
she felt Doug's gaze boring into her, piercing
her, devastating her with its newly awakened
vision.

“Missy, how about getting me a glass of
cider?” Doug asked unevenly, the catch in his
voice unnoticed by the child, who scampered
away after an affectionate pat to her bottom.
Stephanie was barely aware that she had
gone, so stricken was she by what had hap-
pened.

After a long moment, she heard his voice,
deep and low, flecked with an uncertainty that
tore at her. "Steph?” She kept her head down,
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unable to look at him, denying the truth even
as she knew he had finally discovered it. Tears
welled along her eyelids, then escaped in an
ever-slow trickle. What would she do now?
What could she say? Things had been going
along so well . . . her work, Melissa, yes, even
her attempts to exist beside Doug yet without
him. Why did it have to happen now? Why in
this way—from a complete stranger?

“Where did Doug go, Mommy?" the small
voice asked in sudden alarm, Melissa having
returned with a carefully cradled cup of cider.
Stephanie raised shaky hands to her face, then
drew them back across her eyes and cheeks as
though she were merely stretching, yet wiping
away the tears as she did so. So he'd left . . .

“He—had to—take care of something, sweet-
ie,” she calmed her daughter, fighting not to
let her own burgeoning despondency become
apparent. The situation was out of her control
now, but she knew that she would have to
speak to Doug later. Melissa must not know
yet! She must not even suspect a relationship
between Stephanie and Doug!

That the child was totally unaware of her
mother's thoughts was evident in the words
which next flowed freely. “Doug is so great,
isn't he, Mommy? When he was here just now,
it was almost like I had a father too!"” Her eyes
were beaming at the thought, another dagger
thrust into Stephanie's gut.
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Struggling to recover from this latest jolt, she
looked around frantically, brightening as she saw
the movement toward the dessert table. “Come
on, Missy—they're setting up the sundae mak-
ings. Let's get ours.” Indeed, a gooey, hot choco-
late sundae with marshmallow, nuts, sprinkles,
and a cherry was the last thing her stomach
could bear at that moment. But the thoughts
which monopolized her mind would have to wait
until later that evening for their appeasement.

It was an endless few hours before the last of
the parents had left camp and Stephanie had
seen Missy safely returned to her bunk. Only
then was she able to organize the thoughts
which had been ricocheting every which way
off the corners of her mind since that cata-
clysmic moment of truth. She knew basically
what had to be said; it was merely a matter of
finding Doug and saying it. She felt a sudden
urgency, which she somehow didn't under-
stand, knowing only that she'd not be able to
rest until she'd had her say.

Finding Doug turned out to be the major
hurdle. She began at his cabin in the Grove,
but he wasn't there. Neither was he at the
main lodge. In fact, no one, of the few faces
she'd seen and the few subtle inquiries she'd
made, seemed to have had any inkling as to
his whereabouts. Had he taken off again as he
had done that other time? If so, her own peace
of mind would certainly be deferred.



158 Barbara Delinsky

Wrapped in a mantle of desolation, she be-
gan to wander in the darkness, following paths
which she knew practically by feel, so often
had she traversed them of late. The air had
cooled dramatically, so typical of Maine nights,
and she wrapped her arms about her for
warmth as well as psychological comfort. Aim-
less amblings led her, by chance, to the water-
front, where the gleam of the moonlight low on
the horizon caught her eye, tumbling in ripples
from one end of the lake to the other.

Then something else caught her eye, a dark,
silhouetted form, instantly recognizable as it
lounged against one of the two diving boards
at the far end of the dock. Ignoring the fear
that gripped her, she walked forward and
moved onto the dock, her footsteps, quiet as
they were, alerting him to her presence much
as his had done on another occasion.

Now he turned slowly toward her, as though
knowing beyond a doubt that it would be she
coming through the darkness. He didn't say a
word, merely stood and stared, hands thrust
deep into the pockets of his jeans, one ankle
crossed over the other as he half sat against
the board. She could not see his expression, his
face was dark, yet she sensed that there was
no anger in his mien. Several feet from him she
stopped. All was quiet on this midsummer
night, save the gentle slur of the water and the
distant chorus of crickets.
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“You know," she whispered tremulously.

After an uncertain moment, he nodded, dark
hair glistening mysteriously beneath its lunar
halo. “I checked the records. Her birth date.
You must have delivered early.” Stephanie
had been prepared for anger, accusation, bit-
terness. The sadness she now heard took her
off guard, wrenching her torturously.

Instinctively, she knew that she had to talk,
to explain, to say something to ease that sad-
ness which only magnified her own. Slowly,
she walked to the twin diving boards; she
would need support, too, if she was going to
make it through this new spasm.

“She was two weeks premature,” she ac-
knowledged softly, putting both hands down
on the board before her, as she kept her back
to Doug. A long silence followed her words.

“Go on.” His voice was barely audible, its
sentiment indefinable, its order startling. What
was it he wanted to hear? She hesitated uncer-
tainly. Then, quiet direction came. “Tell me
about it. Was it an easy delivery?” Strange that
he should want to hear these details, she
mused, yet how could she deny him this sim-
ple information regarding his own child.

“No, it was long . . . and very difficult,” she
began slowly. “At one point they even consid-
ered doing a C-section. I was in labor for over
sixteen hours when she finally arrived, but it
was worth every minute,” she went on quietly,
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finding the words tripping over her lips with a
momentum of their own. She had never spo-
ken with anyone of this, yet suddenly she felt
a driving need to do so.

Once again, the far-off crickets monopolized
the night air. Turning, Stephanie dared to look
in Doug's direction. Lit by the moon now, hav-
ing shifted to sit on the side of the board di-
rectly opposite her, his pose was one of either
deep thought or equally as deep pain, she
knew not which. One arm was strapped across
his chest, the other bent on it from the elbow,
lending his hand as a support for the forehead
which was bowed before her.

“How did you manage at the beginning?”
he asked without lifting his head, as though a
burden weighed too heavily on him to permit
that movement.

As she faced him now, it was as if the tables
had been turned, giving her the task of com-
forting him from some pain he had experi-
enced. "My parents helped at first. They loved
the baby,” she explained, recalling the bound-
less love of grandparents who were to have
such a short time with their only grandchild.
Her parents had never questioned her decision
not to tell Doug about Melissa, never ex-
pressed regret or, worse, embarrassment,
about the situation. Now she could only re-
member the look of joy on their faces when she
had brought the baby home from the hospital,
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when Missy took her first steps, when she
began to talk.

“And then?" he prodded further.

“Then . . . they died. Missy was old enough
for me to put her into a pre-school program, so
I went to work.” It all sounded so simple, in
hindsight, she mused. How easy it was to for-
get the lonely nights in that empty house, the
hectic mornings, the guilt-filled afternoons—
always wondering whether she was doing the
right thing for Melissa.

As she studied his moon-gilded features, Steph-
anie saw Doug slowly shake his head from side
to side, then turn his back to her as he straight-
ened his arms and put both hands forward
onto the diving board. He seemed to be grap-
pling with a dilemma, one which confounded
him. When he finally spoke, it was with a sigh
of resignation, as though he had finally ac-
cepted what she'd told him.

“I'm sorry, Steph.”

Bewilderment overtook her as she sought to
understand his reaction. This was not what she
had expected, an apology. “Sorry? What are
you sorry for?"” Lord knew there were plenty of
things for him to rue, but did he recognize and
admit them?

When he turned to look back at her, there
was a fierceness in his manner which spoke of
his own inner pain. Taken aback by this depth
of feeling, she was further astonished by his
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words. “I'm sorry you had to go through it
alone. I'm sorry I wasn't there to help. I'm sorry
I wasn't there to—"

His words were interrupted in the instant
that astonishment turned to indignation. “I
don't want your sympathy, Doug, or your pity,”
she snapped, her voice shattering the quiet of
the night. “I've managed very nicely on my
own all these years. I want nothing from you
now—nothing! Do you understand that?" She
found herself trembling as she stormed off
down the dock. He felt guilty, did he? He felt
sorry for her? Damn him, she seethed. That
wasn't what she had intended when she had
come looking for him. Then she stopped short,
realizing that she hadn't yet said what she had
indeed come to tell him.

Her checked flight had taken her several
yards from where he stood. Now she spoke
without turning, her arms stiffened into balled
fists at her sides. “I do have one thing to ask
you . . ." Her tremulous tone trailed off as she
awaited some sign that he heard her. When
there was none, she pivoted toward where he
was standing, now erect and alert, with a ten-
sion she had not seen earlier. He was listening,
she knew, so she pursued her point.

“I don't want Missy to know. Not now, not
just yet.” It was an announcement, rather than
a question, and seemed perfectly fitting to her
as the sole guardian of the child. As the si-
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lence lingered, though, she began to wonder
whether he'd heard, understood, or accepted
her command. Only then did she rephrase her
request. “Please, Doug, don't say anything to
her?" Unintentionally, her voice had emerged
in a near whisper which underlined the des-
peration of her plea. To this, he finally re-
sponded.

“No, Steph, I won't say anything. Not yet."”

Buoyed by instant relief, she turned to leave
once more.

“Wait!" His curt order jolted her, its sudden
forcefulness sending tremors of fear from one
nerve end to the other. Paralyzed, she stood
still, unable either to turn toward him or move
on. Her pulse quickened as she heard his foot-
steps, slow and steady, approaching, then pass-
ing, then pausing in front. Downcast eyes
detected the form looming above her, though
she fought the pull of his gaze, now riveting
her to the very spot she stood. His voice was
confident, velvet-covered steel, when he fi-
nally spoke.

“I said not yet. But she will know, Steph. We
owe it to her. Some children are not as fortu-
nate; they go through life without parents. No,
Melissa is my daughter too, and I'll be damned
if T'll have her do without something she can
have. She's my daughter too, Steph—don't for-
get that!”

“Don't forget it?" A bitter laugh accompa-
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nied Stephanie's words as the resurrection of
her own outrage gave her the strength to look
at him. The moonlight was now full in his face,
illuminating the line of his jaw, his nose, the
slate-hued orbs that challenged her. “Forget
it? How can I forget it? He was right, that Mr.
Lockwood. She looks just like you . . . the spit-
ting image. ['ve seen it every blessed day since
that very first, in the delivery room, when they
placed her in my hands. I'm only amazed that
you didn't see it yourself sooner.” Faintly
breathless from her tirade, she tried to calm
herself in vain; the anger was already aroused.
“But, no, you were too intent on ignoring the
truth, accusing me of being nothing but a
tramp...a...a..." She could go no further.
With a choked gasp, she swiveled sideways
and put an unsteady hand to her forehead.

After a brief hesitation Doug defended him-
self, his tone softer, almost apologetic again.
“That's unfair, Stephie. We were together for
one night. I heard nothing from you after.
Times have changed; it would have been very
natural for you to—"

“There was no one.” She turned back to him,
her eyes now (glistening with unshed tears.
“No one. ['ve never been with anyone else,
Doug!"” It was a confession she never dreamed
she'd be making to this man, yet it had spilled
forth, unbidden, in the heat of the anguish.

Suddenly the entire gist of the discussion



Sweet Ember 165

had shifted. No longer were they talking of
parenthood or Melissa. Now they were talking
of themselves, Doug and Stephanie, man and
woman. They were talking of an exquisite in-
timacy, once shared, now remembered. They
were talking of desire, need, and fulfillment.

All else fell away into the darkness except
the two of them, visually spellbound, on the
edge of wordless communication. Stephanie's
gaze held his and was held, helplessly, as the
interchange commenced, powerful, awesome,
inspiring. Within her breast, her heart spoke
out in double time, its pulse vibrating danger-
ously through her body. Her mind’'s eye saw
the hand as it lifted, felt it on her face, first ten-
tatively, then more surely, caressing her cheek,
her chin, her jaw, with a near reverence.

She was mesmerized, unable to move, as his
thumb traced the contour of her ear, palm and
fingers curving softly about her neck. The
warmth of his body reached out to her, driving
off the chill of the night air. It was as though
she had been transported back over time, into
the only world which, given the intensity ema-
nating from him and the musky maleness
which assailed her senses, really mattered.
When his thumb edged forward to circle her
cheek, she instinctively turned her lips toward
it, savoring its roughness as it feather-touched
her skin. A sigh of ecstasy parted her lips as
she gave herself up to the heady sensations
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that had taken control. The attraction was too
great, too wonderful to deny.

There was a moment's hesitation when his
hands cupped her head on either side and he
tilted her face up toward his. She opened her
eyes in wonder to behold a sight of gentleness
and adoration which only quickened her need.
Warm gray eyes studied hers, begging forgive-
ness, asking permission, wanting to know that
she knew it was he.

The moonlight had given him his answer.
Reality had fallen far, far away for him too.
Stephanie felt the pace of his own heartbeat
accelerate in rhythm with hers as he drew her
to him, moaning deeply as her body melded
into his, hoarsely whispering her name.

Their kiss was new and electrical, charging
each with a heady current, driving each
toward a pinnacle of desire which seemed lim-
itless. A tremor passed from his body to hers
through their embrace, leaving in its wake a
weakness which could only be bolstered
through renewed touch.

“My God, Stephie,” she heard him moan
as he tore his lips from hers and imprisoned
her fiercely within the bands of his sinewy
arms. For her part she was a willing prisoner,
reveling in his strength as she buried her
face in his neck and inhaled of his intoxicat-
ing scent. Rational thought was nonexistent,
yet her senses knew that she had missed just
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this, so painful had been the void he now
filled.

As she clung to him, entranced by his man-
hood, hypnotized in the moonlight, his hands
caressed her back, exploring curves and trac-
ing contours, then slipping beneath the edge
of her jersey to sear her flesh in a dozen fiery-
sweet strokes. She heard herself gasp with de-
light as his hand moved forward, cupping the
soft fullness of a breast, his thumb seeking out
its pebble-hard peak, then teasing it into fur-
ther torment. From deep within her welled the
volcano of passion, growing, heating, bub-
bling, then threatening to erupt in its over-
whelming need for his possession, a desire
which his manly hardness, bold and heady
against her, fed and mirrored.

“Doug?” she begged in a whispered plea,
driven only by the awesome need to be one
with him again, to be joined with him utterly.

Her feet left the ground as her body was
lifted into strong arms and carried from the
dock, while her own arms snaked about his
neck in immovable coils.

The softness of the sand molded to her as he
lay her down, lowering his hard body over her
as his lips claimed hers once more, tasting
them now in a sensual orgy. Her tongue met
his and explored it until, trembling and breath-
less, she fell back to look at him and drink in
his very manliness.
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The pleasure was pure and explosive as he
drew her jersey over her head to give access to
his lips, light and sensuous, covering every
inch of her, then lowered her bra to lay bare a
host of further delights. Impatient fingers re-
sponded by working at the buttons of his shirt,
then spread over the breadth of his chest, rak-
ing slowly through the finely matted hair
which formed its masculine T.

Rolling onto his side, he drew her against
him, crushing her breasts deliciously against
the roughness of his chest. “Oh, Stephanie,”
he murmured huskily against her ear. "We've
wasted so much time. I want you so much! You
know,"” he went on, drawing back to take in
her face, pale and delicate in the dim moon-
light, willing his words to carry on the rising
thrust of his ardor, “motherhood has made you
more beautiful than ever.” His eyes fell wor-
shipfully from her face to her breasts, tracing
the moonlit outline of the crested curve down
over her middle to her waist. Ever so slowly his
hand slid beneath the waistband of her shorts
to touch her stomach, his fingers splaying over
her soft skin as he murmured, “I would have
wanted to see you when you were round and
heavy, carrying my child.” A mere touch of
sadness had intruded into the sensual velvet of
his tone. It was enough.

In a flash reality was back, stark and shock-
ing, reminding Stephanie of who she was,



Sweet Ember 169

what she'd done then and almost done now.
“Oh, no!” she cried in heartrending anguish,
as she bolted up.

“What is it, honey?" He was beside her, sit-
ting as she was, watching as she crossed her
hands protectively over her breasts, cowering
now from the devastating glow of a moon
which moments before had witnessed their
passion.

“This is all wrong, Doug," she whispered,
hanging her head in misery and shame. “Don't
you see?” She looked up at him in pitiful en-
treaty. “This is merely a repeat—a rerun—It all
happened before. I can't let it happen again.”

“Why not?" His eyes glittered a challenge
inspired by the passionate side of the moon.

“Me. Melissa. You. I should have learned my
lesson last time."” In actuality her mind was on
neither herself, nor her daughter, nor Doug,
but rather on another, whose blond-framed
features were crystal clear in her memory.

A strong hand, large, warm, and comforting,
began a gentle massage of her shoulders, as he
voiced his own concerns. “Stephanie, I only
wish I could understand you,” he began, a
touch of exasperation suggested in his voice.
“You were as aroused just now as I was. You
wanted me to make love to you as much as I
did. What is the problem?”

“The problem is arousal. Lust, desire,
arousal . . . call it what you will; it is a purely
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physical reflex. But it won't work for me this
time. I have my own life. [ have my own sanity.
I have Melissa. And you . . . you have—"

“What do I have? I've spent eight years won-
dering," he interrupted impatiently, an unfath-
omable expression gripping his features. “What
do I have? I don't have you. I don't have my
daughter. What do you think I have?”

Warning notes cried out within her, threads of
confusion which mangled her composure. “You
have your work, your home, your wife . . ." At
the last her voice had faltered, a mere whisper
embodying the dire pain the memory of that
one brought.

Doug looked sharply at her, his bafflement
evident even through the darkness. “I have no
wife. We were divorced long ago.”

The words hit her like a wrecker's ball, dash-
ing her well-built arguments to smithereens.
Not married? Not married? He was divorced?
How could that be? It simply didn't jibe with the
image she'd harbored for so long. Yet it would
explain both Sylvie's and Elaine's comments
that he needed someone. If indeed it was so,
then perhaps he was to be forgiven this sum-
mer's advances. But what about that other sum-
mer? He had been married then. She had seen
his wife—as bold and beautiful as could be.

“I don't know. I don't know.” She repeated
the words in chantlike softness over and over
again; she just didn't know! Confusion over-
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rode anger which diluted hurt and thwarted
desire. In a daze she fumbled with her cloth-
ing, struggling to control fingers that fussed
with the clasp of her bra. In an almost auto-
matic gesture of intimacy, Doug's fingers
brushed hers aside, then fastened the clasp
and drew her shirt back over her head.

Finally, safely dressed once more, she buried
her head in arms crossed upon bent knees. “I
thought I had gotten over all this,” she mur-
mured against her own skin. “In eight years,
I've never even been tempted.”

“That's it, honey,” he began, with all of the
eloquence his own work demanded. “Don't
you see? We have something very special, you
and I. And I'm not talking about Melissa—" as
she knew he wasn't “—though God only
knows how special she is!” He paused to
stroke Stephanie’s hair lightly, then withdrew
his hand as though fearful that his touch would
dilute the import of his words. “What hap-
pened to us eight years ago was a rarity, Steph.
I know. I have not lived the life of a celibate, so
I know. When I took you, you were a virgin, yet
you opened up to me with a passion that had
been hidden within you, just waiting for the
right key to unlock the treasure.” His voice
had taken on a velvety quality, a gentleness
that lulled her even as she fought its arousing
effect. She knew he was telling her the truth,
yet she feared its ramifications.
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“And with your own passion,” he went on
softly, “you stimulated a feeling within me
which I hadn't felt before, nor have felt since.
It was beautiful. So beautiful.” Indeed it had
been; in her heart, she knew it. Yet she strug-
gled to reject it. She had her own life, she had
Melissa, she had her hard-fought self-
sufficiency, she reminded herself once more.
And what about trust? She had trusted him
once, only to be crudely awakened to the real-
ities of infidelity. And what about love?

Love . .. where was it? At that moment she
knew all too dearly where it was, for it welled
within her own heart, yearning to be freed
from the bonds which held it in check. Yes,
she realized in that heart-stopping instant, it
was there. Love . . . it was what she had fought
all summer, no, for the past eight years. Phys-
ical attraction was physical; at least distance
could deny it. But love . . . that was a different
matter.

As the awesome truth penetrated her bat-
tered consciousness, she began to tremble.
She loved Doug still, always had, always
would. That was the ache which gnawed at
her, which drew her to him, begging for re-
lease.

A sob caught in her throat as she stumbled to
her feet, aware only that she had to get away
from him, to think, to breathe, to assimilate all
she'd learned on this far-reaching night. But he
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was on his feet beside her, towering over her as
he held her wrist in restraint. His voice was
deep and commanding, gentle yet determined
when he painted out her future.

“I'll let you go tonight, Stephanie. You're
upset and confused. But mark my words: You
will not run away from me this time. You have
something I want and until you can see that for
yourself, I'll be at your elbow constantly to re-
mind you."” He took a deep, labored breath be-
fore he repeated his promise, his voice now
lowered, though strong and sure. "Yes, Steph,
you have something I want and I'll be damned
if you'll take it away from me again!”

A wave of disbelief shocked through her at
his words. Melissa! My God, he wanted Me-
lissa! From somewhere deep within, a spark of
strength motivated her. Unsteadily she faced
him, her face grave and deathly in the ashen
light.

“You can't have her, Doug. She's mine. I car-
ried her, I gave birth to her, I raised her and I
won't let you have her.” Her own words fuel-
ing her fear, the pitch of her voice drifted to a
higher key. “Yours was no more than a mo-
mentary biological contribution. She's mine.
Only mine!” she cried frantically.

Even in the darkness the puzzlement that
creased his brows was evident. “It's not Me-
lissa I want,” he whispered incredulously. “It's

"

you.



174 Barbara Delinsky

Now it was Stephanie's turn for disbelief.
Gasping aloud, she stared for a moment at the
granite hardness of slate-hued determination,
then could bear no more. She turned and fled,
running on legs which functioned by dint of
sheer panic, speeding her directly to the Grove
and her own cabin. Once within, she crumbled
into a corner, crouching down on the hard-
wood floor with her knees hugged to her chest
and her head buried therein. It was an instinct
for protection which sought fulfillment, the
even planks on either side of her guarding her
from the elements as she fought the awesome
predicament that faced her.

Slowly, as her body's quaking ceased, her
breathing evened, and the beads of nervous
perspiration dried on her forehead, she began
to wade through the sea of confusion that sur-
rounded her.

He wanted her. Not Melissa. Her. Suddenly
it hit her, the cleverness of it all. He knew that
she would never be separated from her daugh-
ter; thus, to have Stephanie would be to have
Melissa. Very clever!

So he wanted her. Not loved. Wanted. Was
that his game? He had been perfectly clear
about his opinion of her as a lover. At least he
had not humiliated her along that line, she
sniped caustically. And now he wanted her.
Wanted her as a lover. Wanted her as the
mother of his daughter. Wanted.
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It was really not much of a surprise to her,
the more she wrestled with the quandary. He
had wanted her eight years ago and had taken
her. She had been naive enough to interpret
his tenderness as something deeper, when all
along it had been an emotional appreciation of
a physical deed well done. A mere act, nothing
more.

But what about his earlier words, his note of
apology that he had not been with her during
Missy's early years? Again there was really no
mystery. The man loved children. He was an
educator of the young. What would be more
natural than for him to want to trace the
growth of his own flesh and blood? That he
adored children was obvious from his interac-
tions with them at PineWinds. That he had
taken to Missy, even before he knew that she
was in any way related to Stephanie, was like-
wise obvious. What was not obvious was what
he intended for Missy's future. Would he ex-
pect to barge in and assume the duties of a
father?

Slowly, as the midnight moments stretched
into the wee hours and their passage found
Stephanie steady but spent, the force of deter-
mination poked its head through the quag-
mire. Back in Cambridge there was a secure
and comfortable life for herself and her daugh-
ter; it would still be there, awaiting them,
when these eight weeks had ended. She
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would not let Doug Weston interfere with that
life, threatening her peace of mind, tearing her
apart emotionally as he had the knack of do-
ing.

For that, she feared, would be precisely the
case. She loved him deeply; that sad fact had
become abundantly clear to her on the silver
sand. But in his heart there was no love. If
there had been, surely she would have
known it. Surely he would have said some-
thing among the many words which had been
spoken.

And he wasn't even married! What a weird
melange of sentiments revolved around that
small tidbit of information. Perhaps she should
be grateful, yet gratitude was the last thing she
felt. Perhaps she should be relieved, yet relief
was nonexistent. Perhaps she should be hap-
py; what a sadly fleeting quality happiness
was! What did she feel then?

Frightened. Unsure. Threatened. Confused.
Tempted. Angry. The list went on and on. How
much easier it would have been to have dealt
with him, had he still been tied to another.
Then she could have based her arguments, as
she had done over so many years, on the facts
of his marriage, his wife, his other commit-
ments, his unforgiveable infidelity. Now that
premise had been swept out from beneath her
feet. On what, then, did she base her resist-
ance to him?
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That she was physically aroused by him she
would no longer deny. It was a fact. It was in-
evitable. It was enduring. Yet there had to be
more, much more to life than sexual play and
its gratification. There was love for one thing.
Of this, he bore none. And there was trust, for
another. Of this, she bore none. For never
could she forget that betrayal eight years ago.
Never could she let herself fall like that again.

Succumbing to exhaustion at the end of that
agonized night's journey, she finally undressed
and climbed beneath the protective weight of
blankets and quilt, intent on seeking an obliv-
ion, temporary as it would prove to be, from
her torment.

As she attempted to clear her mind of all
conscious thought, one persistent thread re-
mained, stubbornly refusing to be cast aside
until it, too, had received due recognition. It
carried her back to the afternoon, to the pre-
cious moment before all hell broke loose. Once
again she felt it, that strange, inexplicably
marvelous sense of wholeness which had
touched her so ephemerally as the three of
them—Doug, Melissa, and herself—had sat to-
gether. It was as though only its presence told
her of something she had missed in the past, of
which she'd never been aware until that very
moment, something with which she would
have to cope . . . tomorrow.



Six

True to his word, and much to Stephanie’s
growing consternation, Doug was indeed
“at her elbow" as the next days passed. Con-
trary to those earlier times when he avoided
her, now he seemed not only aware of her
every move, but present and at the height of
charm during many of them. In fact, had she
not known of Sylvie Hampson's input into
daily schedule planning, she would have sus-
pected that Doug had specifically written him-
self into her activities, rearranging his own to
accommodate them.

Very often she would look up at the start of
a class to see him saunter over with deter-
mined nonchalance to listen to a lesson, ad-
mire some work being done, or merely stand
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and stare at her, a pleasant expression on his
handsome face. From the point of view of the
photographer, his presence was unobjection-
able; from the point of view of the woman, it
was thoroughly disturbing. Ever aware of his
closeness, when he appeared over her shoul-
der, her pulse would quicken alarmingly, her
palms become clammy. She knew not whether
he was cognizant of this effect on her—but
rather suspected that he was. For he seemed to
be enjoying himself enormously, judging from
his relaxed manner and the all too frequent
and devastating grin, broad and white-lined,
which lit his features.

Meal-taking and leisure time were even
more of a challenge for Stephanie. Again Doug
sought out her company; again she was ever
aware of him. Unfortunately, during these
times, she found herself without the diversions
that teaching provided and, thus, more vulner-
able to his attentions. In her favor, mercifully,
were the other counselors seated at the table,
ever present chaperones, ever appreciated for
precisely that reason.

For, as if his mere presence weren't enough,
Doug went out of his way to initiate physical
contacts. Oh, indeed, they were harmless
enough in and of themselves—a hand on the
shoulder here, a squeeze of the fingers there, a
nudging of the knee under the dinner table—
each a simple gesture which never failed to



180 Barbara Delinsky

electrify her by its sheer simplicity. She found
that she could gradually condition herself to
expecting to see his face at some point of every
hour of the day; but these physical overtures,
and the stirrings they invariably caused within
her, appeared to resist such conditioning. In
fact, far from getting used to the feel of his mis-
chievous fingers, she had only to catch sight of
the fiendish glint in his eye, or the suggestive
twist of his lip, to feel the rebirth of a quiver
deep within her.

He had indeed, in the first day or two, drawn
the lines of combat, explicitly declaring his
choice of weapon, brilliantly planning his
strategy, choosing the line of attack which he
knew would hit her at her weakest point.

Even when his direction became apparent,
Stephanie had no intention of waving the white
flag of surrender. On the contrary, she grew
more determined than ever to thwart him, re-
sorting to a few clever countermeasures of her
own. When he first began his assault, she had
taken the defensive, much as he might have
wished, showing him that she was disturbed by
the onslaught yet adopting a measure of passive
acquiescence. Soon, however, bidden initially
by the frustration which had swelled within her,
she discovered that to take the offensive, of
sorts, was healthier. Thus, she put him to work!

The strategy had its definite advantages,
one of which was illustrated dramatically on
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the day of formal picture-taking, a day which
had promised to be, for Stephanie, one of the
more rigorous of the summer. There had to be
formal pictures of the entire camper popula-
tion, as a whole, then by individual bunks and
specialty groups, plus posed pictures of the
camp staff as well.

Off to an early start, she tackled the worst—
the all-camper photo—first, directly after
breakfast, when everyone would be gathered
in one area. Rows of benches had been set up
on the front lawn of the main lodge, and she
set to the task of arranging the girls in long
lines in order of height. True to form, Doug was
at her shoulder, looking, suggesting, just being
there. It was enough to distract her from the
more urgent work of the moment. Suddenly in-
spiration hit her.

“Doug,” she suggested over her shoulder,
where her sixth sense told her he would be,
“why don't you take the taller half of the
group. Start, say, with Judy, over there"—she
pointed to a medium-sized camper—"and put
them in order all the way to the tallest. Maybe
they'll hear you more above their chatter than
they are hearing me!” Whether he was
pleased at her acknowledgment of his useful-
ness, or merely pleased to be put to use, she
cared not. It worked, both removing him from
her elbow and getting the work done in half
the time.
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Subsequently, she set him to work carrying
her equipment, lining up individual bunk
shots, and then sent him back to the photo
shed to return some film which had already
been exposed—and which could have easily
remained in her pocket, but which was just as
well in her cooler darkroom. And, thus, his idle
fingers were kept sufficiently busy and di-
verted from other, more dangerous enterprises.

From that point on, she managed to give him
a chore or two whenever he appeared. Certainly
aware of her tactic, he never objected to it. And
there was some inherent satisfaction for Steph-
anie to have an assistant, even as potentially dis-
tracting a one as Doug. If nothing else, it gave
her a reason for not fighting his presence; as
long as she could tell herself that he was making
himself useful, the annoyance wasn't quite as
bad. There was, unfortunately, one sad side ef-
fect to the turn the war had taken.

Cheryl, the redheaded ceramics instructor,
broached the topic one morning as they sat fin-
ishing their coffee after Doug had been called
away from the table for some important dis-
cussion with Sylvie Hampson.

“Doug seems to be pretty hung up on you,
Stephanie,” she commented innocently as the
two watched his tall, handsome frame disap-
pear into the lounge.

A hair too quickly, Stephanie protested,
“Aw, don't be silly, Cheryl!”
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But the other was dead serious. “No, really!
Are you two going out or something?”

Or something? “Not on your life.” The jade
spokes flashed indignantly at the thought of
someone suspecting it. Yet, it seemed that
more than one person had. Several days after
the first incident, she was approached by her
old friend, Babs, head of the waterfront de-
partment.

“Say, Stephie.” The buxom woman had sud-
denly changed subjects at midstream of a to-
tally different conversational bent. “You and
Doug are the talk of the camp!”

“Me . .. and Doug?" she feigned ignorance,
becoming more uneasy with each such refer-
ence.

“He's been very attentive, hasn't he?” the
other kidded her. Stephanie shrugged, know-
ing all the while how very attentive he'd been
of late. Indeed, had circumstances been differ-
ent, she would have been in seventh heaven
with the same attentiveness that now rankled
her. It was not long after, moreover, that the
topic was raised once more.

“Tell me, Stephie,” Elaine asked one early
evening when the two women were in the
shower house, "are things going as well be-
tween you and Doug as they look?"

Stephanie glanced at her friend in a dismay
that was quickly supplanted by acute frustra-
tion. “There isn't anything going on between
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us,” she snapped peevishly, then softened her
gaze in immediate apology.

Hazel eyes grinned in amusement, un-
daunted by the harsh response. “ '‘Methinks
the lady doth protest too much.” And that's not
the way it looks, Stephie . . ."

Blushing under her tan, Stephanie was curi-
ous. “"Exactly what do you see?”

“Hmm."” The other tapped her lip with a
forefinger in mock contemplation. “He seems
to be with you an awful lot. Is he helping you
with your classes or something?” Or some-
thing. “Then there were those pictures the
other day—the arm-around-the-shoulder type
of thing."”

“Come on, Elaine. You know Doug does that
to all the girls,” she protested, becoming in-
creasingly angry with him, even in his ab-
sence, for having put her in this embarrassing
situation.

The blond ponytail swung from one shoul-
der to the other as Elaine shook her head vig-
orously. “Uh-uh. Not this summer. It seems
he's reformed. Haven't you noticed the differ-
ence yourself?”

Mildly disturbed, though infinitely more
perplexed by the comment, Stephanie feigned
indifference. "I really haven't noticed a thing.
But believe me, there's nothing at all between
us!"” she concluded with a forceful declaration,
in turn met by an equally forceful look of skep-
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ticism on her friend's face, which Stephanie
promptly ignored. She didn't forget it, how-
ever, and the next day she raised the issue ac-
cusingly with the overeager suitor himself.

It was late at night. Stephanie had spent the
evening hours in total leisure, curled comfort-
ably in a chair before the fireplace in the main
lodge, a book opened, though unheeded, in
her lap. The evening had grown chilly; the fire
offered a warming glow, which, although most
of the other counselors had long since de-
parted, she was reluctant to relinquish for the
cold walk back to the Grove. As it was com-
mon knowledge that Doug was at his weekly
meeting with Sylvie and Sonny, going over the
next week's schedules, Stephanie felt rela-
tively safe from his attentions that evening.
Unfortunately she lingered a bit too long; there
was, indeed, a price to be paid for her self-
indulgence.

With a robust slam, the outer door of the
Lodge opened and closed, footsteps announc-
ing a late arrival rather than the more custom-
ary departures at that hour. Reflexively she
turned to identify the newcomer—though the
sound of solid footsteps left little doubt, in this
predominantly female-populated environ, to
whom they belonged—her eyes following his
as he skirted the room and disappeared be-
yond her, through the open arch of the dining
room and thence into the adjoining kitchen.
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Suddenly aware that there was no one else left
in the room, Stephanie told herself to be grate-
ful that he hadn't stopped, though, in truth,
there was a strange feeling of disappointment,
which she promptly rationalized as the loss of
an ideal chance to blast him for the unaccept-
able attention he'd been drawing to them as a
twosome. Gripped by an odd uncertainty, she
gazed at the flames for a few moments longer,
then closed the book and sat forward to rise
from her sheltered perch.

“Don't leave yet.” The deeply smooth voice
halted her, its command as seductive in itself
as had been so many of his directives of late.
Raising her head at his approach, she could
not have moved had she wanted to, mesmer-
ized as she was by the smoky gray sensuous-
ness of his eyes. In an instant he was before
her, a steaming cup in either hand, one of
which he offered her. “Hot chocolate. It's very
cool out; you'll need it to get you back to your
cabin.” His invitation was scrawled between
the lines, his entire carriage and subsequent
stance elaborating on it. He was, indeed, the
image of self-assurance, standing tall and
straight, yet casual and at ease.

Every rational instinct cried out for her to re-
fuse his invitation, to excuse herself and
quickly make her escape. Some other more
powerful instinct, however, forbade it. “Thank
you,” she heard herself say as she reached to
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accept the mug, and in so doing sent the last
remnants of reason cowering in defeat. “I
didn't know you were so handy in the kitch-
en,” some further voice spoke out from within
her, its tone teasing in its own shy way.

One dark eyebrow arched at her unexpected
good humor. “There's a lot you don't know
about me. How else do you expect a bachelor
to eat?”

He had taken a chair beside her, his long
frame easing to its graceful curve. Now, as he
propped his feet up leisurely on the raised
brick of the hearth, he sipped his handiwork
and gazed thoughtfully at the fire. “Actually,”
he began, "I do have someone to do the clean-
ing. You women are always better at that,” he
cracked, baiting her with a challenging glance
her way, then continuing before she could
argue, “but I do my own cooking. I rather
enjoy puttering around.”

“Funny, you don't strike me as the type,” she
retorted with her own bit of sexism surfacing
despite his efforts to gloss over his own,
“though I do agree with you about cleaning.”

The dark head cocked, puzzled. “Is that so?”

“Uh-huh. You're right; women are better at
that. The few men's places I've seen have been
absolute pigsties, and when I once hired a
cleaning service, two men to come in and
clean, as a treat for myself, I actually had to
clean up after them!” Her eyes danced above
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the steaming mug as she regarded him, noting
with satisfaction that her putdown had been
well taken, a satisfaction subtly enhanced in
his next question.

“What men's places have you seen?”

There was a sudden flicker in his eye which
bespoke of something which she could not un-
derstand. Nonetheless, she savored the slight
upper hand she seemed to have been tem-
porarily given. “Oh, friends, colleagues, that
sort of thing.”

The flicker hardened suddenly into a more
defined piece of flint, his voice similarly low-
ered. “I thought you said—"

“T never said that I had become a hermit,”
she interrupted in frustration, correctly per-
ceiving his implication. Tilting her chin a bit
higher, she glared at him. “Although you may
not know it, it is possible to have friends of the
opposite sex without resorting to bedroom an-
tics. Not that it's any of your business in the
first place!”

Doug's voice evened and his gaze relaxed
once more. “Your jaw is clenching again,
Steph. Did I hit a raw nerve?” The satanic
smile that shaped his lips hit a very different
nerve, though only his words alerted her to her
own momentary tension. Taking a deep
breath, she remained still, drinking the cocoa
as she struggled to regain her earlier compo-
sure. In its breach, that tiny voice of reason



Sweet Ember 189

once more urged her to retire from the fray; in
its recovery, she looked him in the eye and de-
fied his accusation.

“No raw nerves, other than the ones you
cause. If [ didn't know better, I'd suspect you of
jealousy.” She turned the tables with this in-
dictment of her own which seemed, in turn, to
shake him before he grinned wickedly at her.
Quickly, she parried this potentially devastat-
ing twitch of the lips and barged on to give at-
tention to one truly raw nerve that had been
gnawing at her. “Which brings me to an even
more important matter.” She eyed him in an-
noyance. “People are beginning to talk.”

This he found, much to Stephanie's chagrin,
to be enormously amusing, an unsuppressed
smile overspreading his strong features.
“Really?” The voice was a smooth drawl, nei-
ther in the least surprised nor disturbed. As
though to underscore his unconcern, he slid
further down in his seat, stretching himself out
lazily as he turned his gaze smugly toward the
fire.

It would have been impossible for her not to
sense his indifference on this particular matter.
But then, why should he be concerned? Hadn't
he created the situation? “Well, you may not
care what rumors fly,” she snapped, careful to
keep her voice from carrying to the rooms up-
stairs, “but I certainly do.”

“And you feel the rumors are false?”
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“They are.”

“Is that so . . ." It was neither a question nor
an exclamation that he had made, but rather
an extension of the pensive gaze he cast to the
flames.

Suddenly impatient, Stephanie sat forward
in her seat. "Doug, I know you think this
whole thing is very funny, but I don't agree
with you. And neither will Melissa, when she
sets her heart on rumors and then finds it
broken!”

Now she had his undivided attention. A
thick swath of dark hair fell across his forehead
as he turned to face her, his gaze piercing her
with its determination. “It won't be.”

“How can you be so sure? She's a very per-
ceptive child. If she doesn't hear it from some-
one else, she's apt to see it herself, with all of
your carryings on. And, if you think I have any
intention of selling myself to you, you're sadly
mistaken!" Unconsciously, in her frustration,
her voice had begun to rise along with the
color in her cheeks.

Before she could repair to the depth of her
chair, Doug sat forward himself and took one
of her hands into his. “Shh, love. They'll think
we're having a spat,” he teased softly through
the maddeningly mischievous smirk on his
face. How beautifully his bright white teeth
contrasted with the dark tan of his cheeks, she
mused helplessly, then remonstrated herself in
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the instant, frowning and dragging her gaze
away from his.

“You're exasperating,” she snorted, pulling
her hand from his and shrinking back into the
furthest corner of the chair. Mercifully he
made no comment, but rather shifted toward
the fireplace, and, taking the nearby poker,
stirred the coals of the fast-shattering logs to
coax a final, fast flame from the wood.

Determined to resolve the issue in some
form or another, Stephanie persisted. “Please,
Doug, will you cool it?"

For a moment he crouched in concentration
before the fire, the silhouette of his handsome
features—forehead, nose, lips, chin—a striking
portrait of devastating masculinity before the
red glow. The only sound in the room was the
occasional crackling from the hearth's core, a
ticking of the seconds of eternity.

Slowly he turned his head toward her, a fiery
gleam, the devil incarnate, in his eyes. “That
depends . . . on how nice you can be to me.”

Stephanie's jaw dropped open. Madness,
absolute madness! He would stop pursuing
her if she came to him on her own! What kind
of sadist was he? Or did he take her for a fool?
What could she say to him? To outwardly
decry his proposal would only serve to invite
further trouble, yet to say nothing would im-
ply a tacit agreement. Fortunately he saved
her the decision.
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“Come on.” He took her hand and drew her
out of her chair, scooping her empty mug up
beside his and leading her toward the kitchen.
“It's late. Let's go to bed.” Had his voice been
louder at the end, intended specifically for any
listening ears, or had it merely been her imag-
ination?

Immediately she stiffened. “You've got to be
crazy.”

“No, honey. Not crazy. Very sane. And very
human.” His eyes slid seductively over her,
touching each curve in turn. “But,” he sighed
wistfully, “alas, very, very tired. I'll walk you to
your cabin, then bid you a reluctant good night.
Can you object to anything as harmless?”

His lead had taken her through the kitchen
to its rear door, the empty cups having been
deposited in the sink along the way. No—she
had recovered slowly from his visual caress—
there was nothing wrong with their walking
back to the Grove together . . . if he could be
trusted. But could he?

The question was put to a grave test when
they emerged from the building into the cool
of the night. Without benefit of either sweater
or jacket, Stephanie wrapped her arms about
herself and shivered reflexively, missing the
warmth of the fire. In the next instant a strong
arm drew her toward a different source of
luxury, this one alive, warm, and moving in
perfect harmony with her gait. Reason never
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had a chance; the heat which his body offered
her was too lovely to resist. As though sensing
the possibility that she might have drawn
away, he crooned down against her hair,
much as he might have to a skittish filly, “Atta
girl.” Barely audible, yet soothing, it en-
tranced her with its low murmur, hypnotized
her with its nearness. At that moment
Stephanie knew indeed that she would have
to trust him not to take advantage of her,
since she doubted she could trust herself not
to succumb, should he try.

They walked in silence—and total comfort,
she was to realize much later, when reason
began to function once more. With the steps of
her cabin lying just beyond, they stopped, he
to turn her toward him, she to be turned. A
strange feeling of contentment had pervaded
her being during that all too short walk, a feel-
ing she was reluctant to relinquish. His hands
took a gentle hold of her shoulders, thumbs
resting tenderly against the sensitive cord of
her neck. She looked up at him, mindful only
of how handsome he was, how charming he
could be, how badly she ached to feel those
firm lips against her own.

“Sweet dreams, Steph,” he whispered
huskily, as those lips touched her forehead;
then he turned and walked off toward his own
cabin, his form etched in silver, animated yet
growing smaller, until she heard his footsteps,
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faint but discernible, on the rise of steps, then
the soft bang of the screen door behind him as
he, too, became a poignant memory.

Sad to say, just as the warmth of the fire had
quickly evaporated, thus did the warmth of
the spell he had cast over her. With her own
door now shut behind her, it seemed that
there was not a drop of heat within. What had
she done? She cried. He had charmed her and
she had been charmed. He had cajoled her
and she had been cajoled. Indeed, in theory,
he had seduced her and she had willingly
submitted, loving every minute of it! What
had possessed her? those rational instincts
urged. Was it need? Desire? Love? Yes, she
admitted readily; it was all of these things.
And it was something more. That feeling of
wholeness which had stuck so in her mind,
which plagued her consciousness relentlessly—
tonight it had manifest itself in a sense of con-
tentment. A magnificently beautiful, eminently
divine sense of contentment such as she'd
never known before.

But how could it be? How could such a feel-
ing of contentment exist in the presence of this
rogue, who had done so much to shatter her
peace of mind, past and present? Small conso-
lation it was that he had proven himself trust-
worthy for this evening alone. She wondered
cryptically how long it would last.

Evidently Sylvie Hampson had no doubts
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whatsoever regarding his trustworthiness. In-
deed, the next day she and Sonny left for several
days back home in Baltimore, entrusting the di-
rectorship of the camp to none other than Doug.
But if Stephanie had suspected that he would be
too busy to bother with her, she was sorely mis-
taken. He seemed to be as adept at juggling the
additional administrative duties as he was at
juggling her all too vulnerable sensibilities.
“You don't seem at all fazed by the added
responsibility, now that Sylvie and Sonny are
gone.” She confronted him at dinner that eve-
ning as he deliberately escorted her to the seat
of honor on his right at the director's table.
“I'm well accustomed to administrative du-
ties. These are minimal by comparison,” he
replied with a shrug of dismissal. Stephanie,
however, was in no mood to be dismissed. All
summer she had wondered, ofttimes against
her own better judgment, about the “very re-
sponsible position” he supposedly held during
the winter months. Now, emboldened by his
own insistence that she sit with him and the
resultant rise of a defensive indignation within
her at this decidedly open claim on her affec-
tions, she yielded to the persistent curiosity.
“What do you do?" Casually she tossed him
the question.
“For Sylvie?" Casually he tossed it back, the
twinkle in his eye betraying his purposeful
avoidance of the issue.
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“You know very well I'm not talking about
for Sylvie,"” she scolded, impatience conveyed
in the set of her jaw. “"What do you do all win-
ter?" There. It was out. Very blunt and straight-
forward. Would he evade a direct answer, as
he had always done her more indirect inquiries
in the past?

“You really want to know?" Still, the twinkle
in the eye.

“Yes."

“Why?"

“Why not?” She could play his game too, she
congratulated herself.

“It's my life.” His dark head tilted, one eye-
brow lifted, and his gray orbs bore into her as
though he had just stated an irrefutable fact.
For a minute she sensed a specter of the un-
fathomable anger that had possessed him at
the start of the summer; then it was gone. For-
tunately, with the reassuring presence of the
rest of the camp eating busily and talking nois-
ily about them, her wits remained finely
honed.

“No, no, my man," she taunted, taking pride
in the almost imperceptible note of surprise
which her own confident manner had been
able to stir in this undauntable lord. "It was
your life," she corrected, enjoying herself too
much to pay full heed to the far-reaching ram-
ifications of her words. “But, as you seem to be
so intent on convincing me, things may have
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changed. It's a two-way street, Doug. Perhaps
I'll begin to make demands on you as the fa-
ther of my child. Perhaps you do owe me
something. So"—she took a breath as she re-
peated her original question—"I'd like to
know what you do all winter.”

If she had hoped to set him back with her
threat, she had underestimated his self-
confidence. Again he answered her question
with a question, and that infernal glint of
humor which now played about the faint laugh
lines at the corners of his eyes. “Do you want
to know as the mother of my child or as my
lover?”

“I am not your lover!" she snapped back
testily.

His voice was husky as he leaned slightly
closer to her, his eyes exploring the soft curve
of her lips as he spoke. “Not yet. But you didn't
answer my question.”

“As Melissa's mother, of course,” she re-
torted, angry more at her own loss of compo-
sure than at his insinuation.

With an almost arrogant movement back in
his chair, he gave her the answer she'd been
seeking. “During the winter, I am the presi-
dent of Northern Vermont College. It's a small
school, fairly experimental in educational
concept. It's north of Montpelier, nestled into
the mountains in a magnificent region of the
state.” He paused, smiling smugly at her.
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“What else do you want to know?" The vic-
tory was sweet as he watched Stephanie grap-
ple wordlessly with the information he had
just sprung on her. President of a college?
Certainly a very responsible position. But presi-
dent?

“How long have you been at the college?”
she asked through her amazement, not quite
able to verbalize his title.

Naturally he saw right through her. “I've
been at N.V.C. since before I met you,"” he in-
formed her with a smirk, “as president for the
last four years.”

Stephanie looked down at her plate, totally
unaware of its contents. Well, she mused
wryly, he certainly was a step above the tennis
pro. It explained many things.

“What? No comment?” The deep drawl
brought her attention back to the source of her
wonder. No, she realized, she had no com-
ment. But should she let him revel in his coup?
Mustering her wits about her, she faced his
penetrating gaze once more, forcing a sly
smile of her own.

“Well, I am pleased to hear that you are
gainfully employed. It does make Missy's fu-
ture seem very secure.” There was no victory
in her words. Immediately, she hated herself
for having spoken in such a snide and merce-
nary manner, thoughts which had no basis in
reality. Even though Doug might well be able
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to offer the child things which Stephanie her-
self could never be able to handle financially,
she knew that she would neither ask for nor
accept his assistance. After all, she had come
this far without him.

There was, for Stephanie, that strange void
that was evident only in comparison to the full-
ness she felt within when she was with him.
Yes, to her growing chagrin, she had to confess
that she enjoyed his company—albeit forced
as it was upon her—even the moments of bat-
tle which sparked so many of their encounters.
It had almost become a challenge—the spar-
ring for oneupmanship. Deep within she was
beginning to suspect that her chances for win-
ning the long-range war were slight, a nag-
ging thread of worry, faint and distant, yet
very, very real it was! But in the meanwhile,
the everyday chores which consumed her time
and attention conspired to keep that possibility
in a distant limbo.

Over the course of the next few days
Stephanie actually found herself enjoying the
meals they ate together, the congenial conver-
sational turns, the little bits here and there that
she learned about Doug. He seemed to have
temporarily shelved the idea of physical se-
duction, and, other than the constant sensual-
ity of his gaze, the electricity in his hand as it
brushed her shoulder, the mesmerizing sight
of a muscle flexing as he moved an arm or a
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leg—all of these causing reactions within
her—there was no further threat.

On the day that Sylvie and Sonny were due
back, Stephanie had closeted herself in her
darkroom, determined to catch up on her
backlog of developing and printing. Only here
did she feel safe from Doug's company, pro-
tected by one of the few locks at PineWinds, a
simple device on the door to prevent any un-
expected intrusion at a critical point when
prints might be accidentally exposed by un-
wanted light and thereby ruined.

In truth, however, it was merely his physical
presence that could be kept out of the room,
for, increasingly, Stephanie found herself print-
ing negatives of her daughter . . . and Doug.
They were indeed magnificent, if not from the
photographic standpoint then from the meeting
of minds they captured, the heartfelt rapport
between father and daughter. Most had been
taken with a telephoto lens from a safe enough
distance to preclude her detection by the sub-
jects. Many she had blown up further, selecting
a small part of the frame, perhaps only the
faces or heads and shoulders, perhaps includ-
ing the entire bodies. All had been executed to
perfection, with an added something most pho-
tographers sought but rarely attained.

On this particular day she had made several
such prints before moving on to the more ur-
gent camp pictures. With safelights illuminat-
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ing the way, she had just taken a piece of
printing paper from beneath the enlarger and
was about to submerge it in developer solution
when she heard the outer door of the photo
shed open and close.

“Stephanie?” Doug's deep, sensuous drawl
was immediately recognizable.

“I'm in here, Doug," she called out, “but you
can't come in!"

“Why not?” He was at the door of the dark-
room area now, his voice sliding smoothly
through the light-tight partition.

“Because I'm working! You'll ruin the print
I've just exposed.”

He was not to be deterred. “I'd like to
watch.” The door handle jiggled as he tested
it. “Open up, Steph!” he ordered calmly.

Slipping the paper under the rippling sur-
face of the chemical solution, she firmly re-
peated her refusal. “Uh-uh. You'll have to
wait. I can't let the light in!”

“How long?"” Was that impatience, she won-
dered with a pert grin.

“Oh, a couple of minutes or so,"” she drew
him on, as she nonchalantly rocked the tray of
solution, one eye on the timer and the other on
the gradually forming image. Silence followed
her declaration, during which she pictured him
lounging expectantly against her door. Lei-
surely, she transferred the print to the stop bath,
then the fixer.
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“I'm waiting.” His sing-song tone sounded
through the smooth pine, a kind of good-
humored impatience slight consolation for
the fact that her time was quickly expiring.
She said nothing, merely continued to agitate
the print, turning it over periodically to as-
sure even saturation of the solution. “Steph-
anie . .." Now there did seem to be a warning,
telling her that she could put him off no
longer.

“Almost . . . almost,” she yelled out one last
time, then lifted the print by the tongs and
dropped it into water, before switching on the
overhead light and, finally, opening the door.
With her hands on her slim hips and a look of
exaggerated disgust on her face, she regarded
the smile Doug now showed her. “Must you be
so impatient?” she snapped, even as she felt
any reluctance at seeing him evaporate under
the power of his smile.

“Only when I want something very badly,”
he replied arrogantly. “And right now, I want
to watch you work.” The door slammed em-
phatically behind him, stressing the finality of
his thought. The brief glance he cast her way,
with its devastating gleam of the eye, re-
minded her that she was as caged as she'd felt
on other occasions, when cornered by this tow-
ering man. Most disconcerting, though. This
time she was neither frightened nor sorry that
he was here.
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In a motion of pure self-defense against
these emotional stirrings which threatened to
sidetrack her more rational instincts, she
quickly returned to the enlarger head to re-
move the negative she'd just printed and re-
place it with another.

“Very nice,"” she heard Doug murmur from
where he stood beside the basin of completed
prints. Only then, in a moment of futile panic,
did she remember the prints she had finished
earlier, prints which would be right beneath
the ones at which he was looking. Impulsively
she switched off the overhead light, her only
hope to divert his interest and thus prevent
him from seeing these more personal pictures.

“Sorry," she murmured, "but I need relative
darkness again.” Without further explanation,
she switched on the enlarger and began to
focus the negative at the proper level of en-
largement.

Suddenly the voice was deeper and closer,
no farther than several inches from her ear as
he leaned over to watch from behind. “No
need to apologize; I like the darkness,” he
crooned, deliberately seductive, his breath
warm against her ear as was his body so close
by hers.

“Doug . .." She protested his nearness as the
battle began within her once more. How could
she concentrate with him practically cement-
ing himself to her? How could she hold her
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hand steady enough to function with her nerve
ends beginning to quiver?

“What is it, Stephie?” Again the deliberate
drawl, touched this time with mocking inno-
cence, curled her insides. Oh, he knew pre-
cisely what he was doing. Inhaling deeply, she
searched for some makeshift argument to get
him to leave. Finding none, she heard herself
blurt out the truth.

“I can't concentrate with you at my shoul-
der,” she cried out in frustration, shocked by
how quickly she'd reached that point.

“Then don't concentrate,” he urged softly, as
he turned her around and kissed her, ever so
tenderly, on her moist lips. For an instant she
indulged herself, tasting his manly tang, rel-
ishing in the hardness of his lips as they gently
moved over hers. Then she drew herself back.

“No, Doug. I have to get this work done,”
she protested, as much for her own benefit as
for his.

“Can't it wait for just a minute?” he mur-
mured against her cheek as he nibbled at her
earlobe.

“Just a minute? Is that really your intention?
Just a minute?” she challenged him, as she
struggled to escape the erotic muskiness of his
being.

“Just a minute,” he assured her, standing
back and eyeing her keenly.

Crossing her arms staunchly across her



Sweet Ember 205

chest, she sighed in exasperation, knowing
that her only hope was, indeed, to get him out
of her domain. “All right. You'd better hurry.
Your minute is ticking off."”

Before she had even been able to detect the
smile of victory that appeared in the yellow
glow of the safelight, he took her arms, un-
wrapped them from each other, and put them
around his own waist, drawing her, as he did
so, firmly against the taut line of his body, im-
prisoning her in his own arms as he bent his
head to kiss her again, to her dismay, without
the slightest hint of hurry but rather in one
long, sensuously electrifying, drugging Kkiss,
from which he released her—when his time
was up—reluctantly.

“There,” he teased, his gray eyes probing
hers. “Was that so bad?” So bad? she asked
herself. My God, it was breathtaking, so warm
and giving had it been! Yet, she couldn't tell
him that, though surely he would have sus-
pected from the subtle softening of her own
lips beneath his that she was far from immune
to his embrace. No, she couldn't admit that, or
he might take it as a willingness to surrender
totally, and that she would not do!

Parrying his question, rhetorical as it was,
she forced a frown. “Okay. Your minute is up.
Now, will you leave, please?” She pointed em-
phatically toward the door with one slightly
wavering finger.
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“I never said I'd leave.” He corrected her
smugly. “"But I will stand back while you work
since I seem to distract you so easily!” Steph-
anie glared at him, searching for an appropri-
ately snide rejoinder, when he went on.
“Could it be, my sweet, that you are vulnera-
ble to the cravings of the flesh, just as I am?”

It was a gasp of outrage that erupted invol-
untarily, coinciding precisely with the moment
of acknowledgment that he was correct and
the moment of dismay that he should know it
so surely. “Ooh, you're impossible,” she
growled, as she switched on the room light and
faced him. “You can explain to Sylvie why
these prints aren't completed.” Turning on her
heel, she stormed out of the darkroom, then
the studio, emerging into the bright sunlight in
a state of muddled infuriation.

Damn it, she swore. Leave it to Doug to ruin
her good intentions, not only relating to the
unfinished work but also to her badly needed
composure. Why was she so very vulnerable to
him? Unfortunately, the answer to that ques-
tion was no mystery at all. Love did all kinds of
foolish things to a person; all too vividly she
had learned that lesson. And now she was
about to fall into the same trap, if she wasn't
very careful!

The more she thought of it as she strode an-
grily toward her cabin, the more she realized it
was her own fault, this latest encounter. She
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had softened to him noticeably; he must have
sensed that. She had enjoyed his company of
late; he must have sensed that. What more nat-
ural a conclusion was there for him to reach
than that she might welcome more? It was so
difficult, she fumed, so difficult to remain in-
different to him, so difficult for her not to . . .
love him. But it wouldn't do, she clenched her
fists determinedly; it just wouldn't do!

Anxious to expend some of the nervous en-
ergy that had been building in her, she
changed into her bathing suit and headed,
not for the waterfront, but for a narrow path
by the water which led, after about a ten-
minute walk, to the cove, a thoroughly pri-
vate, delightfully small and intimate stretch of
sand. She dropped her things and promptly
plunged into the cool water, warming rapidly
against her skin as she swam vigorously out
toward the middle of the lake. This was swim-
ming at its best, she gloried. No chlorine, no
threatening waves. Instantly she conjured up
a picture of the ocean, of a similar strenuous
swim, of Doug's sudden appearance from the
shore.

She shifted direction, half expecting to see
his dark form pursuing her as she headed back
toward the sand. But the way was clear, quiet,
peaceful—all the things she wanted. It was
only a faint twang that plucked at her heart-
strings at that summary appraisal, but she de-
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terminedly ignored it in favor of the warming,
healing sun that awaited her on the shore.

The exercise had indeed been invigorating,
and a good deal of her tension dispersed when
she finally stretched out on her back on her
towel, letting the gently rhythmic lapping of
the foam-edged water lull her into a brief
sleep, warmed as she was by the sun's rays,
protected as she was from the rest of the world
by the tall wild grasses that surrounded the
cove.

It could have been no longer than a few min-
utes that she slept, judging from the position of
the sun, relatively constant in its midafternoon
perch. But, as she slowly opened her eyes, she
was immediately aware that something else
had changed, and intuition told her exactly
what that was.

“How long have you been watching me?”
she asked, turning her head and lifting an arm
to shade her eyes as she regarded Doug. Any
annoyance at his intrusion into her private
shelter was immediately swept away by his
appearance. He, too, wore a swimsuit, slim fit-
ting and none too roomy for even his lean hips.
Above and below spread his long, bronzed
frame, manly, roughly haired in all the right
spots, similarly muscled. Oh, she had seen him
thus clothed, or unclothed, as was more accu-
rately the case, but for some reason, perhaps
coming right from the sweet bliss of sleep, his
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devastatingly handsome physique affected her
even more than usual.

“Not long—maybe five or ten minutes,” he
answered, forcing her to recall her original
question. “You must be very tired. Are we work-
ing you too hard?” He cast a winning smile her
way as he teased; struggling to maintain an
even keel, she closed her eyes to both the sun
and his alarmingly endearing expression.

“I'm not complaining,” she murmured dis-
missingly, hoping that he'd take the hint and
let her lie in peace. But he had no intention of
doing so.

“I saw the pictures you printed.” He startled
her with the change of subject. “They were re-
markable.”

Stephanie looked at him askance, recalling
the bunk pictures she had been in the midst of
printing when he had so rudely interrupted
her. Skepticism intermixed with modesty in
her reply. “There's nothing particularly remark-
able about pictures like those; they happen to
be very straightforward group shots, simply
posed, all smiles.”

“Those aren't the pictures I'm talking about,
Steph.” He caught her up short. "I saw the
prints you made of Melissa and myself. You
captured something very special.” His eyes
had taken on an almost distant expression, one
which she had never seen and could not quite
pinpoint.
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However, she knew very well what her own
feelings were regarding the photos and the
depth of feeling that had gone into both the
taking and the printing of them. To her dismay,
a flash of heat brought a rush of color to her
cheeks, and she looked away again in a des-
perate attempt to camouflage her much too ex-
plicit feelings.

“Where do I stand, Stephanie?” His words
brought her head around with a jerk, their di-
rectness cutting through her. Blankly she re-
garded him, fully understanding his meaning—
they seemed to flow along the same wave
length, the two of them—yet totally incapable
of answering him.

“You may not realize it,” he went on softly,
“but there is an awful lot of you in those
prints.” In response to her gently furrowing
brow, he proceeded. "Your love for Melissa
must be very, very strong.”

“It is," she replied without hesitation, shad-
ing her eyes as she squinted up at his back-lit
features. From where she lay, the sun glinted
off the natural sheen of his dark brown hair,
giving it a healthy, vibrant, please-touch-me
feeling that beckoned to her with a cruel temp-
tation. Struggling to keep her attention on the
conversation at hand, she elaborated. “Melissa
is my whole life.”

“What about your work? Don't you love
that?"”
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“Yes. In its own way. And what about you?
Do you? Do you enjoy your work?" It was a
dual inspiration which spurred her into the dis-
cussion, desirous not only of learning more
about him but also of diverting the attention
from her own life. For a short while, he hu-
mored her.

“Sure, I enjoy it.  wouldn't do it if I didn't.”

“What do you like best about it?" She stud-
ied his face, noting the straight lines of his
nose and jaw, faintly moistened under the heat
of the sun.

He thought for a moment before answering,
his slate gaze skimming the surface of the
lake. "Teaching,” he concluded. “That's al-
ways been my favorite part.”

“You teach? I thought that presidents were
too busy with administrative work to bother
with such mundane issues.” Her eyes flick-
ered, first in surprise at the revelation, then in
humor at her tongue-in-cheek accusation.

In turn he smiled understandingly. “Not all
of us. Fortunately N.V.C. is small enough to
permit me the time for other luxuries, such as
the very mundane business of teaching.” He
mocked her gently. “It's the interaction with
the students that I've always found most mean-
ingful.”

“What do you teach?” she asked shyly, en-
thralled by the newly revised image of him.

Suddenly, as though realizing that it was his
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own private life that was now under the micro-
scope, he studied her suspiciously. “Psychol-
ogy. But you're the expert at that; you've very
nicely managed to shift the focus of our dis-
cussion, haven't you?”

Flecks of guilt tinged the color on her cheeks
as she smiled innocently. “It's just that you
don't talk much about yourself. It's always me
doing the talking. Well, I'm curious too!" In-
stantly she regretted the frankness of her ar-
gument.

“What cause could you have for so much cu-
riosity?” he taunted, pleasuring in the crimson
stain which now darkened her features. For
her part, there was the agonizing anticipation
of the ultimate exposure, the heartstopping
fear that he would pinpoint the source of her
curiosity. Yet, for some unfathomable reason,
he spared her that final humiliation. Instead he
merely furthered her milder embarrassment.
“Your face is much like your photos, Steph.”

“W-what do you mean?” she stammered, re-
alizing that the steady flow of his deep voice
had already begun to do its spellbinding num-
ber on her.

“Just as your jaw is sure to clench when you
are tense, or tired, or annoyed—as you were
back in your darkroom with me before—your
cheeks are sure to flush when I begin to hit too
close to home.”" He paused, subtly assessing
the effect of his observations. Stephanie mere-
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ly looked at him, unable to tear her green gaze
from his bold gray one. “Am I hitting too close
to home, Steph?” he asked in a husky whisper
which sent spirals of excitement twisting
through her.

Well under his trance, she was unable to re-
fute his words, unable, indeed, to speak at all.
"Am I?" he repeated, so softly that his words
were a mere humming caress of her whirling
senses. It was only the weakest remnant of a
fleeting resistance which bade her shake her
head, slowly and with an utter lack of convic-
tion that must have been evident immediately
to Doug.

Allowing no hint of protest, his lips replaced
the soothing beauty of his voice, warming her,
teasing her, coaxing a response from her
which she could no more deny than she could
her love for this outrageously perplexing man.
It was a soul-reaching kiss, dredging riches
from the depths of her which she would have
surely withheld, had she been of sound mind.
But the mind had no role in this particular ex-
ploration, as she yielded to the irresistible call
of passion.

“God, you're beautiful,” he whispered
hoarsely into her ear as he leaned over her, his
strongly sinewed arms straddling her body as
she lay on the golden sand. When his head
lowered again, her lips parted to meet his,
driven open by the wildfire which burst, as
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though from the explosive flares about the sun
above, to course through her veins. Moving in-
stinctively, her hands crept up his chest, then
over his shoulders, shyly exploring the rippling
muscles that lay just below the hard surface of
his deeply browned skin.

What heaven was this? she asked herself,
floating in the passion-induced delirium which
he had inspired. Two people, alone, making
love . .. Making love? Oh, my God, what am 1
doing, she screamed within. Even as he
stretched a tanned leg over one of hers and she
felt his manly hardness against her, she stiff-
ened. Stop. He has to stop. It can't happen
again. “No, Doug, please don't,” she pleaded
from the faraway reaches of sanity, a weak
voice which aptly illustrated her own most crit-
ical position.

To her surprise, Doug didn't fight her.
Rather, he made a strangely painful sound as
he pulled himself up off her and sat up, several
feet away and facing the water. His breathing
was as labored as hers, small satisfaction that
he had been as aroused; she watched timidly
as he fought to even it. Only then did he look
at her, his eyes devoid of the anger she had ex-
pected.

“You know my intentions, honey,” he
crooned, both his tone and the endearment
crinkling her token resistance and touching
her much against her will. “But I'll never force
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you. When the time is right, we'll both know it.
And, believe me, that time will come!" There
was a momentary flicker of hardness before
his gray eyes softened once more. It was all
Stephanie could do to hold her hands in check,
to keep them from reaching out to him to draw
him back to her. Mercifully, at that moment, he
bounded up and away from her.

“Where are you going?" she asked in alarm,
only much later to be alarmed that she had
asked.

“I need a cold swim," he called bluntly over
his shoulder, his meaning obvious as he kept
his back to her and waded into the water, soon
to be swallowed up in the gray-blue depths.
When his head finally emerged, he was a good
twenty feet from shore and steadily moving
out, his powerful crawl propelled by the thrust
of his own thwarted energy. Given the need for
a cold shower herself, Stephanie headed for
one, gathering her things together and setting
off for the privacy of her cabin, as far from
Doug as possible.

As her legs took her quickly through the wil-
lowy grass, her mind took up a chant, mourn-
ful and poignant. He knows! He sees! He
understands! Was she, in fact, discovered? Did
he, in fact, recognize her love? Had he, in fact,
understood? Would he, in fact, wait? Wait? For
what? Did he really expect her to come around
to his way of thinking? Did he really expect her
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to become his mistress, knowing that he held
no further feeling for her than that of the
mother of his child? Did she really expect that
she'd be able to resist?

It was a chant comprised of questions, one
following the other, one echoing the other, one
supplanting the other in the maelstrom of emo-
tion that seized her. It all boiled down to that
final question: Would she, in the end, be able
to resist that which he so deliberately offered?



Seven

The moment of decision was to come much
sooner than either of them had expected.
Right on schedule, Sylvie and Sonny returned
from Baltimore, and the final three weeks of
the camp season were off and running,
crammed to the hilt with parties, competi-
tions, shows, special events—all to build to
the climactic final banquet, held on the last
night—the undisputed highlight of the sum-
mer season.

With the return of the directors, Doug eased
up on Stephanie somewhat, though perhaps
the growing momentum of the summer had fi-
nally begun to gain on him too.

Stephanie spent practically every evening in
her darkroom, busily printing the scores of pic-
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tures which each of the campers would carry
home as a cherished momento of the summer.
Remembering very clearly how much she had
treasured the photos from her own camp years,
she stubbornly stuck to the work, intent on fin-
ishing up ahead of time and thereby being
able to relax and enjoy those last few days of
the season. In truth, she was pushing herself
too hard.

“You look exhausted,” Doug commented
one evening at dinner, after he'd spent much
of the meal in studied silence. “Are you feeling
all right?”

Touched by his concern, though ever-
cautious not to look too deeply into his pointed
observations, she shrugged. "I'm feeling fine,
just a little tired. There are so many pictures to
be printed. I'm afraid I may have tackled a lit-
tle too much this time.” She picked at her food,
then finally put her fork down. “I was planning
to do some work tonight. Is there anything else
more urgent on the schedule board?”

Doug shook his head, dark gray eyes not
leaving her face for a minute. “Nothing at all.
But don't you think you'd be better off to get
some rest?”

A deep sigh accompanied her gently shak-
ing head. "I really can't, not until I've done at
least part of this work."”

“The work will wait. You're way ahead of
schedule. Come on. Ease up!”
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He was right, yet she hated to lose her lead.
And, she mused, what an odd experience it
was to feel that someone was concerned. But
then, why shouldn't he be, she scolded hersellf.
After all, she was the mother of his child!

“So you'll leave it for tonight?” he persisted.

Auburn curls bobbed back and forth once
again. “"No. I'd really like to do a little. But I
think I will quit early. After a while one gets
bleary-eyed, anyway."”

Doug eyed her skeptically. “You hide behind
that camera, don't you? You escape into that
darkroom of yours as though it can take the
place of—"

“Excuse me, Doug. I've got a lot to do,” she
broke into his gradually spilling thoughts, re-
fusing to hear more of the accusations which
she knew had much more truth to them than
she'd care to admit. Pushing that truth into the
hidden recesses of her mind, she hastened
toward the photo shed, promptly picking up
where she had left off earlier that afternoon.
Mercifully, the escape worked once again, if
not for as long as she might have hoped.

About two hours later Doug was at the door,
knocking impatiently. “Come on, Steph. That's
enough for tonight,” he yelled through the
locked door. “Open up or I'll break in your
damned door!" Had she not known better, she
would have suspected he'd been drinking; yet,
she did know better. No, he was merely deter-
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mined, for whatever reason, that she get some
rest, and she was too tired to fight him.

He actually helped her put everything away,
store leftover solution, discard what was no
longer usable, wash out trays, wipe down count-
ers, and lay out wet prints on drying screens
for the night.

“They really do look good!” he compli-
mented her, as he paused to examine some of
the prints. “You must be pleased. Have you
ever done anything like this before?”

“Well, I've never done it at a camp,” she
replied, wiping her hands on a towel as she
scanned the room a final time to make sure
everything had been properly disposed of,
“but I have done similar things for schools.”

“Do you always do the work yourself? Don't
you ever use a lab?" he asked, showing a re-
turn of the concern which both touched and
puzzled her, as he shut off the overhead light
and ushered her to the door.

“When it involves color I do. Black and
white is different though. I love the darkroom
work, and the results are always better if I do
it myself. Labs have a way of making things
muddy.” The door closed behind them and
they headed up the pine path toward the bunk
row, walking in peaceful silence for a bit be-
fore Doug spoke.

“How about spending the day with me to-
morrow?"”



Sweet Ember 221

“The day?”

“Sure. You have a full day, just as [ do.” I
wonder just how that happened, she thought
suspiciously. “We can take off and do some-
thing really different. The forecast is good and
I was hoping to cross over into New Hamp-
shire and drive up Mt. Washington. There are
plenty of other things to do in the same area.
The Kancamagus Highway is beautiful; the
Flume is right on the way. Have you ever seen
it? Or the Old Man of the Mountain?”

Momentarily carried away by the memory,
distant but clear, of the spots he'd mentioned,
she responded with pleasure, “I haven't seen
them for years! You're right—that whole area
is beautiful!”

“Great! We can leave right after breakfast!”
he concluded confidently.

“Whoa!" she dented his premature satisfac-
tion. “I haven't said I'd go. I really should stay
here, at least for part of the day, and make up
for the work you just dragged me from." It was
a feeble excuse, she knew, but she wasn't
quite sure if she could parry his advances, or,
even more simply, his alluring masculinity, for
an entire day.

As though sensing her train of thought, his
voice lowered in a seductive mockery. “Just
think of the wealth of subject matter for your
camera around and through the White Moun-
tains.”
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In spite of herself, a smile broke through her
lips. “You certainly know how to twist a girl's
arm, don't you?" In the darkness she could not
see his expression, though his voice betrayed a
definite grin.

“Ten o'clock?”

“I don't know.” She hesitated. “I was actu-
ally going to spend the afternoon retracing
Route 302. Missy and I saw some terrific
scenery the day we drove up; I've been mean-
ing to go back and photograph it all summer.
This may be my last chance.”

As they passed by the bunk row, all quiet
now with its campers long asleep, Doug
mapped things out in his mind. “I tell you
what," he finally suggested softly. “You come
with me in the morning and we'll return via
302 later in the day. Hmm?" Once again she
was cornered. There was now only one logical
reason why she should not go, and that one his
next words summarily disposed of. “What if I
promise not to molest you?” Again there was
the unseen smile, now joined by a similarly un-
seen twinkle, mischievous and telling.

“Is that a promise?” she asked as she eyed
the dark form beside her.

“Promise.”

Without further hesitation, and ignoring the
faint cries of caution from within, she agreed.
“It's a date then.” Only after she'd accepted
his too tempting proposal did she stop to won-
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der whether he would indeed stick to his prom-
ise, whether indeed she wanted him to. But
at least it had been made, and that would be
enough to satisfy the more rational elements
of her own constitution for the time being.

Things did not work out quite the way either
of them had expected. Stephanie was finishing
her breakfast the next morning when Doug
joined her, promptly digging with relish into
his own scrambled eggs and bacon, as she
watched in amusement.

“Are you sure you have enough there?” she
mocked softly, estimating at least four eggs in
the mass heaped on his plate. “Cholesterol is
not the best thing for you, you know,"” she
added.

A dark eyebrow arched high into his fore-
head. "Are you concerned with my health
now?" He teased right back.

“Oh, no," she assured him calmly, and
smiled as she ribbed him. “But you're getting
to that age . . ."

In retaliation he leaned toward her and
spoke deeply by her ear. "Then I guess I'll just
have to help myself to a little more. I'll need a
lot of energy for the demanding day ahead of
me." His eyes studied her long enough to
catch the passing dismay.

“You promised, Doug,"” she warned.

“My, my," he chided. "You seem to have a
one-track mind, my sweet. [ was talking of all
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the sight-seeing we'll be doing.” It was a
playful kick she delivered under the table,
but any further response he might have made
was forgotten as the camp secretary approached
them.

“Stephanie, you have a phone call in the
downstairs office. It's an Alex Gardiner.”

“Alex? Now what would he be wanting?”
She spoke half to herself as she got up to fol-
low the secretary. Brow furrowed in puzzle-
ment, she excused herself and left, unaware of
the suddenly sober expression on Doug's face.

Five minutes later, when she still hadn't re-
turned, he made his own way into the office
after her. She was standing with her back to
him, staring at the receiver she had just cra-
dled.

“Who is Alex Gardiner?” he boomed, caus-
ing her to jump. Then he caught his own
breath when she turned and faced him. Her
cheeks were ashen, her eyes wide in horror.
When she spoke, it was in a weak and tremu-
lous whisper.

“He's . .. he's a neighbor . . . a good friend."

“What did he want?" Had she been in a nor-
mal state of mind, she would have rebelled
against the possessiveness of his tone. As it
was, she barely heard it.

“I asked him to keep an eye on the house
while we were away . . ." She looked out the
window, her mind's eye far away.
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“And?"

Suddenly she looked back at him, an ago-
nized helplessness in her eyes. “The house
had been broken into—ransacked—"

Instantly his voice softened, as did the ex-
pression on his face, all thought of jealousy
vanishing. “When?"

“Last night.”

“Much loss?”

She lifted a shaky hand to the taut muscles
of her neck. “I don't know. He didn't know.
He's not that familiar with my family's things.
But he said that there was an absolute mess
there." A shiver passed involuntarily through
her, and she shook her head in disbelief. “I've
lived all my life in that house. Somehow I
never expected anything like this. You know, it
happens to other people, not to you. I don't
really know what to do first—"

“You go get ready and we'll leave right
away."” It was a firm voice taking over control.
“We can be there by noontime. There will be
the police to see, insurance people to talk with,
cleaning up to do.”

She raised rounded eyes to his. “I can't drag
you down there to that mess on your day off.
I'll just drive down myself—"

“You'll do no such thing," he interrupted, his
slate gray eyes seconding his determination.
“You'll need some help. Besides, I want to get
a look at this Alex fellow.” The corners of his
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mouth curved up in an attempt at lightness.
Again she was too numbed to object to the im-
plication.

In truth her major sentiment was relief that
there would be someone with her to face what-
ever was there—as well as whatever was not.
“Are you sure?”

His answer was the strong arm that draped
over her shoulders, drawing her with him to
the door. “Come on. Let's get ready to go." His
voice was so steady, his touch so reassuring,
that Stephanie never seriously considered the
alternative. And, when they did arrive in Cam-
bridge just before noon, she was doubly grate-
ful for that.

She was unusually quiet during the ride
down, her mind skipping from room to room in
her family's house, picturing each as it had
been before, wondering in each case what she
might find. As she directed Doug through the
local streets, she grew even more worried.

“Just relax, honey.” He comforted her, squeez-
ing her cool hand for just a moment. "Every-
thing will be all right. It's always worse in
anticipation.” A feeble smile was the only re-
ward he would get this time, though, as her
imagination continued to work overtime.

“Alex found the door open this morning. He
said he locked up when he left though,” she
explained as she fumbled with her key at the
lock. Finally Doug brushed aside her trem-
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bling fingers and opened the lock himself. Un-
fortunately her imagination had not been terri-
bly inaccurate. As Doug quickly moved to
open some windows and relieve the stifling air,
she gazed around her in horror. The place had
indeed been ransacked—furniture overturned,
books thrown from shelves, clothes emptied
from drawers, beds pulled apart. There was a
note from Alex by the phone, telling her that
he'd already alerted the police and that she
should call them when she arrived. Doug had
already done so.

Meanwhile, becoming more and more ill as
she walked from room to room, exclaiming
aloud at each new bit of destruction, Stephanie
began, under Doug’'s guidance, to list every-
thing that was missing. All of the usual things
had been taken—television, stereo, radios,
photographic equipment which had been in
her pantry-darkroom, bicycles.

“My mother's good sterling,” she shrieked
as she ran into the dining room to the ar-
moire in which that treasure had been
stored. Gone—every last piece. “Oh, God,"
she moaned softly as she dropped into a
nearby chair. Doug was at her side in an in-
stant and it was to him that she turned de-
feated green eyes. “The set was a wedding
gift from my father to her. She adored it, pol-
ished it every week, used it whenever she
had the slightest excuse . . ." Her voice
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trailed off in a misery eased only by the
warm fingers on her shoulder.

Compounding her grief, similar fates had
befallen her father's coin collection, her moth-
er's jewelry and several priceless etchings that
had been in the family for years. Each tortur-
ous discovery brought a new wave of agony,
the sorrow of memories and momentos now
besmirched, tainted, and, in the last cases,
gone.

The police came and went, declaring that
they would do everything possible to track
down the culprits, though claiming that these
cases were nearly impossible to crack. The in-
surance company was duly contacted and in-
formed, requesting detailed lists of what had
been taken—further prolonging the ordeal for
Stephanie, whose stomach had already cramped
over on itself, stricken as it was by each new re-
alization of another long-cherished item gone.
Alex stopped in briefly at midafternoon, to talk
with them both, and express his regrets; then he
returned to work.

By late afternoon Stephanie was fading
steadily, exhausted to begin with by the sched-
ule she'd set for herself during the past days at
camp, crushed emotionally by the reality of the
havoc surrounding her, overwhelmed by the
hours of work which lay ahead, cleaning and
putting things back in order. Closed up as it
had been all summer, the house was still hot
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and stuffy, the now opened windows introduc-
ing nothing but humidity. She was unaware, as
she worked, of the perspiration dampening her
hair and her clothes, of the darkness beneath
her eyes now contrasting sharply with the pal-
lor of her cheeks. Doug, however, was ever
mindful of her state.

“Let's go get something to eat, Steph,” he
suggested, righting the last of the furniture
which had been overturned. “You need a
break from this"—he cast his own wary eye
about the wreck of the living room—"and we
could both use some nourishment, not to men-
tion a little air-conditioning.” A sturdy forearm
lifted to wipe the line of sweat from his own
brow.

“But I have to get this all cleaned up,” she
objected, “or we'll never get back tonight."

“I've already called Sylvie and told her not
to expect us back until tomorrow.” Stephanie
looked up in surprise. “She agrees with me
that you should get everything in order here
before we return. And,” he went on quickly,
his gray gaze steadying her even as it studied
her unsteadiness, “she will explain to Melissa
if your absence is noticed—covering up appro-
priately, of course. There's no need for the
child to know about this"—his eye once more
scanned the room—"at this point.”

Even if she had had the strength, Stephanie
couldn't argue with his reasoning. It would

U
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take a while to straighten up, but it was better
to get it all done now than have to think of
coming home to it at a later point, or, worse,
having Missy see it.

They ate at a small Greek restaurant just on
the outskirts of Harvard Square, an old favorite
of hers, its consistently good food a needed re-
minder to her that some things, indeed, did re-
main the same. As Doug had promised, she did
feel better, somehow more able to put the en-
tire ordeal into perspective. After all, she told
herself, these were only things. . . .

The gloom set in once more, however, when
they returned and began the arduous task of
putting things back where they belonged.
Doug took the downstairs, dealing primarily
with the hundreds of scattered volumes which
had been part of the family's diverse library.
Stephanie took the upstairs—the clothing and
more personal items. Unfortunately she pro-
gressed much more slowly, trying to cope, as
she folded jerseys, sweaters, nightwear, and
underclothes, with the idea that some un-
known person had been through these most
personal things. Finally, in a fit of disgust, she
crammed her arms with piles of the most per-
sonal of the items, charged downstairs, and
threw the lot into the washing machine.

“Everything feels so—filthy!" she explained,
when she confronted Doug's questioning gaze
in the living room. “It's like . . . like rape!”



Sweet Ember 231

His long frame uncoiled as he stood and
walked to the door where Stephanie was
standing. His voice was quiet and calm, urging
her inside. “Come and sit down while I finish
these last few things. Then we'll tackle the up-
stairs together.” He was so understanding, so
considerate as he gently eased her into a chair,
that she willingly complied. What would she
ever have done without him today, she asked
herself, and a forboding feeling of emptiness
coursed through her as she watched him work.
Within a few minutes' time, he stood, brushed
his hands off on his jeans, and beckoned for
her to come. Obediently she climbed the steps,
by his side all the way, his arm lightly at her
waist. She was only marginally aware of the
climb, so intent was she on drinking in the
comfort which his very nearness delivered.

At the top of the stairs he hesitated, debating
something in his own mind before moving past
her to the doorway of Melissa's room. “Let's
start here,” he stated quietly, as he entered
and surveyed the room. In this instance it was
Stephanie who did most of the work, poi-
gnantly inspired by the random exploratory
wanderings of a father about his daughter's
room. Periodically she would offer some anec-
dote referring to a particular stuffed animal,
doll, or vacation momento resting on the white
dresser; occasionally he would ask a question,
wondering about this photograph or that, ex-
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amining in detail the shelves as each book in
the child's growing collection was replaced
from the haphazard heap on the floor. It was a
touching scene, one which she knew she
would remember always. Never before had
she seen Doug's face looking so utterly vulner-
able.

“You never had any other children?” she
asked impulsively, puzzled by the look of near-
wonderment on his face. For a minute it was as
though she had spoken a foreign language,
the look he cast her was so uncomprehending.
“When you were married . . ." she explained
softly, timidly.

Slowly he shook his head. “No. That was
one of our great differences. I wanted children;
she didn't." Suddenly the pieces fit together,
enabling Stephanie to understand how much
Melissa meant to him. It was a distinct feeling
of guilt that engulfed her for the moment, guilt
at having, for seven years, deprived this man
of the child he'd always wanted. Once again
she found herself wondering what the future
held. And it was no longer a far-off date, the
future. There were little less than three weeks
left of camp; what would Doug want of Melissa
at its conclusion?

Lost in her own quandary once more, a
quandary far removed from the immediate
mess of the ransacked house, she closed the
last of the drawers on Melissa's clothes, stood,
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and wandered off into the hall, leaving Doug
behind to his own private sentimental journey.

What was she going to do? She loved Doug,
she loved Melissa. Also she knew that Doug
loved his daughter, an infinitely greater com-
plication than those she'd already considered.
But Doug didn't love her, and she couldn't trust
him. Oh, how she wanted to trust him! He had
been so wonderful today—she would have
been lost without him. But his dealings with
women were another matter entirely.

Aimless wandering brought Stephanie to the
door of her own room, whose contents were
relatively organized and repaired, save the
load of clothes now in the dryer. There it was—
the bed—her big brass bed—in which she'd
lain and dreamed of Doug so many times. Now
he was here, back in her life, in this very house
which was hers. What was she going to do?

It was—Dbeing here in this familiar room with
this man, the only one she would ever love, so
near—the last straw. Dark as an ominous thun-
dercloud overhead, the psychological burdens
of the day, indeed those of the entire summer,
gathered into one potent mass within her,
crashing suddenly in a blur of tears which
could be withheld no longer. Weighted down
by the crushing emotional turmoil, her weak
legs gave way and she slowly slid down the
oak frame of the door, reduced to a knotted
heap on the floor. Desperate for comfort, she
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hugged her stomach, pressing back against
the doorframe as silent sobs racked her, tears
streaming down her cheeks unchecked in the
wake of her whirling emotions.

Control. She had thought she had every-
thing in control. But she'd lost it all! There was
Melissa and their self-sufficient life-style, now
threatened by a father's concern. There was
the house, ever her haven, now plundered and
violated. There was . . . there was . . . Doug,
whom she loved with all her heart. Oh, how
painfully she loved him! How much she
wanted him! How much she needed him!

All the illusions she'd painted of a life of con-
tentment, just her daughter and herself, had
been shaken, then erased during this summer
of discovery. How empty life seemed, how
meaningless the future promised to be without
Doug to make things whole! But he didn't love
her. He desired her, and perhaps he respected
her work and her accomplishments as a
mother, but he didn't love her. And, in the ab-
sence of love, she would never be able to hold
him when the physical desire was sated and he
no longer craved her offerings.

Could she take the chance? Could she
knowingly introduce her daughter to the de-
lights of a life which was destined only for
eventual pain and separation? Could she ex-
pose Melissa—and herself—to a repeat of the
agony which she had suffered eight years ago?
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Cheeks wet with multiple rivulets, she
raised her tear-filled eyes to the bed in which
she'd slept, alone, for so many years, in which
she'd lain, heavy and swollen in those last
months of pregnancy carrying Doug's ever-
growing child within her womb, in which
she'd dreamed of his holding her, kissing her,
carrying her with him to heights which had
been reached but once before. In a futile ef-
fort to erase the image, she buried her face
against her knees, which she brought up to
clutch defensively, her disheveled tresses fall-
ing on either side, the rebirth of quiet sobs shak-
ing her.

Suddenly from amid the turbulence came a
steadying force, a hand, strong yet gentle,
curving around her neck in a tender massage.
“Don't do this to yourself, honey,” the velvet-
edged voice crooned by her ear, the hand re-
laxing as she raised her face to his. He was
squatting before her, his features close and un-
derstanding, his hand now steadying her
shoulder.

Driven by some incomprehensible need to
explain something—anything—to him as well
as to herself, she heard the broken whisper
which was her own voice, striving to express
her thoughts. “I feel so . . . h-helpless, Doug,”
she began, the tears cascading in fresh tor-
rents, “s-so weak, so c-confused.” But that was
all; there were no more words, no more
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thoughts to be shared as her fluid green eyes
pleaded for the comfort she needed.

Doug's large hands framed her face, tilting it
to his as his lips commenced a slow and thor-
ough clean-up of the tears which had streaked
her cheeks, tears which his mere touch now
succeeded in stemming. His tongue tasted the
salt from her eyes, her cheeks, her jaw, kissing
away her distress even as it threatened to ig-
nite a new current of torment, sweet torment,
within her.

He paused, looking down at her with eyes of
the softest gray flannel. “Let me help you,
Steph. Please let me.” Please—he had never
used that word to her before, though it
wouldn't have made any difference had he
said nothing at all. It was his body which spoke
the volumes, offering her a kind of help which
she was too weak to refuse.

In an instinct for survival, she threw her
arms about his neck, clinging to him as to a
lifeline thrown to rescue her from stormy seas.
“Do help me,” she cried in unsteady breath,
his arms encircling in response to her plea,
crushing her against him as he absorbed the
pain which had so devastated her.

She heard his murmur, soft and low, whis-
pered yet thunderous to her consciousness. “I
will, honey. Trust me."” In that instant, she did
trust him. She had to trust him. She needed
him more than she'd ever needed anyone. She
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loved him, though she couldn't tell him that.
But she could show him, and she would, she
vowed, as very slowly the trickle of strength
seeped from his throbbing pulse to hers, cours-
ing through her bloodstream with electrifying
speed. All else fell away, save the present. Yes,
she would trust him. She loved him too much
not to!

How long he held her there, crouched as
they both were on the threshold of her bed-
room, it mattered not to either. In his embrace
she felt the aching of the day past, the many
days past, begin to fade into oblivion. It was as
though he sensed her need for the transition,
as though he needed it too. There was no rush,
never any rush, when the two of them were to-
gether.

When her breathing eventually forsook the
irregular spasmodic legacy of weeping, he
took her breath away with a long, leisurely
kiss that devoured any lingering shreds of
memory, even as it sealed his pledge. Drawing
his lips from hers, he cast his own pleading
glance into her hazy eyes. "Trust me?" It was
as though he had read her mind and somehow
knew that this, indeed, was her biggest fear.
Yet reality had already receded; she nodded
silently in answer to his plea.

His hands slid beneath her and he lifted her
into his arms, her own tightening around his
neck as he carried her the short distance to the
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big brass bed. When he laid her down, it was
as though she were a china doll, for the near
timidity he showed. Then he kissed her again,
his lips gently coaxing her into a response
which had merely been held in abeyance,
waiting for expression.

Moving of their own volition, her arms
traced the path of his, from wrist to shoulder,
as his steady fingers unfastened, one after the
other, the buttons of her blouse, pushing aside
the cotton fabric at last and sinking down to let
his lips roam exploratively over her creamy
smooth skin. She clutched at the firmness of
his shoulders as he eased her up a bit, only
enough to slide the blouse off her arms and re-
lease the catch of her bra, discarding it along
with the blouse onto the floor.

Her eyes never left his as they caressed her
in the soft light of the lamp on the bedstand.
The rosy peaks of her breasts thrust upward
beneath his very gaze. When his hands joined
in the erotically sweet torture, she moaned in
ecstasy, awed by the delight surging through
her.

But it wasn't enough to be touched, without
touching as well. For so much of love was giv-
ing, and she wanted, more than anything, to
pleasure him too. Her hands skimmed his
rough cheeks on their way down to the buttons
of his shirt, releasing each, then allowing him
to remove the covering completely. It was even
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greater delight, this touching of his body, this
raking of her hands across his tufted chest and
over the smoother skin of his shoulders to cas-
cade languorously down his arms and then
bridge the gap to his rib cage. His own moan
of pleasure was heady music, making her even
more aware of the tightening knot within her,
begging for release.

Suddenly and simultaneously their patience
seemed to exhaust itself, overcome by an ur-
gency which eight long years had conspired to
build. They were in each other's arms, cling-
ing, gasping for breath, struggling to get closer
than the remaining clothes would permit.
Without a word, he released her to unbuckle
his belt and remove his pants. In mirrored
movements, she followed, lying back finally on
the smooth sheets of the bed and reaching her
arms out toward him. It was an invitation
which he had long awaited, and he accepted it
readily, lowering his warm, lean body next to
hers and tracing her unfettered curves from
shoulder to thigh and back, exciting them both
beyond belief. If the tension within her, the
coiled knot of desire tormented her, his state
was no different.

With a frenzied movement, he took her,
smothering her cry with his kiss much as he
had done on another occasion. But rather than
the streak of pain which had prompted the
last, this one was the outcry of ecstasy, a sense
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of fulfillment born by the act of total posses-
sion. Arching toward him, she timed her body
to his thrusts, feeling herself soar upward,
higher and higher, to the apex on which he
stood, sharing the explosive passion of the sum-
mit, before plummeting together slowly back to
earth.

A long arm molded her to his side in firm
embrace as her breathing steadied and she lay,
quivering yet satisfied, against him. Their bod-
ies were bathed in a mingled wetness, silky
beneath fingers that reassuringly stroked, as
spent fragments of desire refused to be dis-
persed.

When he came to her again, it was with a
luxuriant slowness, so very different from the
frantic coupling which they'd demanded ear-
lier. This time each held back, savoring the
touching, the kissing, the exploring, heighten-
ing the peak of desire which catapulted them,
finally, through miles and miles of ecstasy-
driven oblivion, to a state of mutual elation.

Bodies intertwined, they lay, at last, on the
verge of a drugged sleep amid the warm night
air. There was a brief moment of loss when
Doug turned away from her to switch off the
light and thrust them into shadowed darkness,
a moment of separation which foreboded the
future, but which was quickly forgotten upon
his return. Once again Stephanie melted
against him, reveling in the closeness, the
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sense of wholeness and fulfillment which she
craved.

Her impulse was to thank him—to thank him
for being there to help her through the ordeal,
to thank him for the ultimate joy she had just
experienced, to thank him for the blissful
lethargy she now felt, to thank him for all the
good things—and to tell him of her love.
“Doug, I—" she began in a whisper, only to be
silenced by a gentle finger at her lips.

“Shh. No words tonight. Tomorrow. We'll
talk then.” An involuntary shudder ran
through her as she recalled the similar phrase
he had spoken years ago. Then the arm about
her tightened, drawing her head against his
chest and repelling those fears, as the steady
beating of his heart beneath her ear lulled her
into a deep, dreamless sleep.



Eight

The warm city air hung heavy about them
during the night, the faint whir of a passing
car or the distant whine of an emergency siren
the only sounds to compete with the slow and
steady breathing of the lovers, spent and satis-
fied, now asleep. But once, Stephanie ven-
tured from the delightful abyss of exhaustion
to surface to a momentary disorientation, in-
stantly remedied by the strong arm that curved
about her slender waist, drawing her back
against the contours of his firm, male body.
When the pale blue light of dawn filtered
through the open window, she stirred, turning
instinctively to regard the figure beside her.
Never before had she spent the night with a
man, never before had she felt so complete as a
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woman. For the first time, she noticed the length
of his thick, brown lashes, lying richly around
the curve of his resting lids. Anew she admired
each feature, at ease as she had never seen
them. She suppressed the impulse to trace each
outline, to skim each contour, to sample each
texture, reluctant to disturb his own deep sleep.

Quietly she slid off the bed and walked to
the window, gazing out at the rising skyline,
clothed as she was from the outside world only
by the gown of bounteous greenery, the lush
summer growth of the maples outside the win-
dow. The morning was pure and still and
peaceful. As its calmness pervaded her soul, so
a clarity of the evening past came to her . . .
and a vision of the future.

She could not live without Doug. Whether
he loved her or not, she knew that she needed
and wanted him. The heights they had shared
the night before, to which she had risen from
the very depths of pain and confusion, had
been incomparably beautiful. They had, in-
deed, shared once more that very special ec-
stasy which had existed before. She could
neither deny its existence nor her own need for
it. In those hours of exquisite lovemaking, her
decision had been made for her. She could not
bear the thought of returning to a life devoid of
this man. And, whether he wanted her as mis-
tress, lover, wife, or mother of his child, she
knew she had no choice but to agree.
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Still as an alabaster statue before the win-
dow, she heard the rustle of movement on the
sheet, then an echoing whisper. “Steph?" he
called to her. Slowly she turned to see the out-
stretched arm of the man she loved, beckon-
ing her back to him. Yes, her decision had
been made. With no uncertainty she covered
the short distance between them until his
arms once more encircled her, holding her a
willing prisoner against the sinewed strength
of him.

“I won't let this night end,” he vowed huskily
against her forehead, then began to kiss and
caress her until she felt the familiar warming
tingle creeping from her loins to envelop her in
a cocoon of exhilaration. In the moments of
play, he taught her with mastered ease how to
fondle and tease, how to touch and knead and
thereby heighten her own near explosive yearn-
ings and his. Long moments later, when the
molten flame of passion had been fanned and
quenched once more, she drifted off amid the
wonderment of a delight which ever-deepened
itself and its delirious fulfillment.

Golden shafts of sunlight poured through
the window when her red-tinged lashes finally
fluttered, then raised to present the new day to
love-dazed eyes. The silence about, most no-
ticeably the absence of the regular breathing
by her ear, told her of Doug's earlier awaken-
ing. Tucking her curls behind her ears, she saw
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that he had not only arisen but that he had
dressed as well, the clothes discarded during
the evening's passion now gone. Walking into
the adjoining bathroom, she smiled, eyeing the
moisture on the shower door and the towel
neatly draped over the rack. He certainly had
a way of making himself at home, she ac-
knowledged admiringly, as she made to follow
his example.

Turning, she happened to catch sight of her-
self in the mirror, the remnants of steam on its
edges framing an image of radiance which she
barely recognized. Her cheeks had a pink
flush amid the tan, her lips a sensuous fullness,
her eyes a dewdropped opalescence. Shyly,
her gaze fell lower, to the rounded swell of
breasts alive and electrified hours before
under Doug's expert caress, their rosy points
thrusting upward in remembrance. Blushing,
she quickly reached for a clean towel, threw it
over the shower door, then stepped inside.

Twenty minutes later, when she descended
the stairs, she heard Doug at work in her dark-
room, doing his best to replace the things
which had been dislocated. He looked fresh,
hair still glistening from his recent shower, un-
believably handsome even in yesterday's wrin-
kled clothes, with yesterday's growth of beard
lightly stubbling his face.

It was that endearing smile that greeted her
as he looked up. "Good morning, sleepyhead!”
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“Hi!" Her voice surprised her, soft and shy.
“You should have woken me!”

His attention returned to the technical books
he was stacking. “You needed the sleep. [ only
hope I'm putting things in the right place.”

Stephanie's green-tinted gaze touched the
shelves of the darkroom, jolting her in re-
minder of their main business. “It's better than
I'd be able to do. I still feel sick when I look
around.” Hesitantly she looked toward the
kitchen. “I'm afraid I can't offer you much food,
since the refrigerator's empty, but,” she bright-
ened, “I can scrounge up some instant coffee.”

When she returned to him, Doug's face had
taken on a preoccupied expression and now, as
he looked up, it was as though he had been
wrenched from some distant quandary. Too
quickly, he smiled. “That'll be fine. We can get
something to eat when we've finished up here.”

Puzzled by his abrupt change of mood,
Stephanie pondered its cause as she boiled
water and then added it to the coffee crystals
she had measured into each of two mugs, fi-
nally handing one to Doug, who had come to
lean against the kitchen sink to watch her.

“We have to talk, Steph,” he burst right out,
gesturing for her to sit at the small round table
in a corner of the room. Silently she complied,
her eyes never leaving his, curiously studying
the hardness of the gray slate.

“Why did you run away?" His question, like
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a bolt out of the blue, seized her confidence in
a choking hold. The look of bewilderment
which gripped her fine features prompted
him to elaborate. "Eight years ago. On that
last day. Why did you leave without waiting
for me?”

Like broken scenes under a flashing strobe,
Stephanie's mind flickered back to that tortur-
ous day and the many others that had suc-
ceeded it. As much as she wanted to tell him
the whole truth, she found herself unable, for
some strange reason, to verbalize the one
thing that still terrified her, she realized, in
spite of her newly made decision. Refusing to
meet his penetrating gaze, she stared down at
the reflection of her own face in her coffee cup.
“I was confused, unsure of things.” Her voice
echoed those sentiments, causing him to con-
front her further.

“And now? Are you still confused?”

She faltered but a moment longer, knowing
that, although there were still many things that
concerned her about a future with him, on the
issue of being with him she had no doubts.
“No."

“I want you, Steph. I told you that once be-
fore.” Not a muscle in his body moved, so in-
tent was he on what he said. “But I want an
answer now. Are you going to run away
again?” Now she did meet his line of vision,
shocked to see its calculating attention to her
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every breath. Why she felt like a recalcitrant
child being scolded, she could not say. Neither
could she muster any anger to defend herself
against his mildly accusatory tone.

“No,” she replied softly but firmly. Facing
him as she was, something seemed suddenly
wrong. He was too dispassionate, too busi-
nesslike for the kind of proposal he seemed
poised to make. She began to perceive of her-
self as the kept woman, the mistress, rather
than the lover she had been last night. It was a
fine distinction, but one which made a world of
difference to her. What had changed since last
night, or, more correctly, since this morning,
when they had made love so breathlessly in
the pale dawn light? Where was the softness in
his eyes, the openness of that gray slate that
had welcomed her then? Had it only been her
imagination? No. Suddenly she realized that
she had repeated the same error she had made
on that night in the woods by the campfire.
Then, as last night, she had interpreted his
feelings as something more than in fact they
were. He wanted her, he desired her, he craved
her—but that was all!

Only when her heart grew noticeably heav-
ier did Stephanie realize what she had hoped.
It had been, and would always be her greatest
hope that he should love her. That was her
own dearest desire. Yet, even as she knew what
he was offering her—and its limitations—she
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knew that she would hold to her decision.
“No, I won't run away this time," she repeated
solemnly.

Dark brown eyebrows jutted down over his
eyes, a look of skepticism marring his usual
fluidity. “What? No fighting?”

“No." Firm and calm. She had come to terms
with herself.

“Why not?" It was a challenge, carried on
the reed of a velvet-toned piper.

“I'm tired of fighting it, Doug,” she an-
swered simply, resting both elbows on the
table as though to illustrate that emotional fa-
tigue of which she spoke. “And, besides,” she
added, a measure of self-protection thrown in,
“I have Melissa to consider.”

Contrary to all of her expectations, he
frowned at the mention of the child, stirring
anew her own perplexities concerning the
man. His pitch was cold-edged steel when he
finally spoke. "I see.”

Did he? she asked herself. If so, what did he
see? And why did she feel guilty? With puz-
zled eyes she watched him put his empty cof-
fee cup into the sink, then walk to the
window where, hands jammed into the rear
pockets of his jeans, he stood and stared.
Taken off the hook of those piercing gray
eyes, Stephanie felt a resurgence of the emo-
tion which would always bind her to him. In a
gesture of frustration, she jumped up and
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strode to the sink, rinsing both cups before
propping them upside down on the drain-
board. So confused was she by his manner
that his next words floored her.

“I want you to marry me."

In all truth, it had entered her mind, along
the twisting road of her emotional wander-
ings, that he might want, for Melissa's sake,
this very course of action. It was something
which, eight years earlier, she might have re-
joiced to hear. Now, however, it was a propo-
sition being made for all the wrong reasons. It
was as a business proposition, a prospective
merger between two entities. Yes, she wanted
it for her own, totally nonbusinesslike reasons.
Yes, she would accept, even knowing of his
limited feelings toward her. She would enter
into this marriage with open eyes and a clear
head.

“Yes. I will marry you.” As he turned his
head toward her, their gazes locked, bound to-
gether momentarily by something unfath-
omable to each. Then, it snapped, bringing
reality back with a force. If she had expected
him to glory in his victory, she was in inexpli-
cable error.

“Then it's settled,” he murmured nearly in-
audibly, as he approached her. Placing a light
hand on either shoulder, he feather-touched
her cheek with his warm lips, much as an older
brother might have done, then moved away
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toward the door. “Let's finish with the upstairs.
Everything down here seems pretty much in
order. We ought to be on the road by early af-
ternoon.” And he was gone, his footsteps re-
verberating through the worn runners leading
up the oak steps to the second floor, in infi-
nitely calmer tempo than Stephanie's racing
pulse.

Then, it was settled. They would be married.
As she mulled the idea over in her mind, she
moved in a trance, retrieving her clean cloth-
ing from the dryer, folding each piece neatly,
then following her fiancé (how strangely inap-
propriate the term sounded to her ears) up-
stairs. But she loved him! Of that she had no
doubt. She knew that she loved him! Why,
then, did she have that gnawing in the pit of
her stomach?

The last bits of straightening were com-
pleted within the hour, the windows closed
and locked up once again, the front door
bolted as they headed out for something to eat,
then retraced vyesterday's route back to
PineWinds. It was a quiet ride, much as the
one down had been, though so much had
passed in the interim that it seemed an infi-
nitely more awkward silence now.

For her part, Stephanie had no regrets about
their fiery passion-sharing the evening before.
It had been a fiery, passionate, and—yes—
sharing experience. She had no remorse what-
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soever for having given of herself to the man
she loved, or for having welcomed the ec-
stasies he offered. A nagging worry at the
back of her mind was the distinct possibility
that another seed could have been planted in
that euphoric lovemaking adventure, that in-
deed she could be pregnant again. It had hap-
pened before; perhaps their union would once
more bear fruit. Much to her own amazement,
this thought held neither worry nor fear. After
all, she had seen how Doug loved Melissa;
surely he would love another child as well.
And they were to be married; what more could
she ask?

Aye, that was, indeed, the rub! There was
more she could ask—his love. For suddenly it
became clear. Only with his love would come
the total commitment that would finally con-
vince her of his devotion and his fidelity to her
and her alone. When and if that day ever came
when he swore his love for her, then would she
know the full meaning of joy.

As they drove now over the highway, there
was intermittent conversation, always of an
impersonal nature and increasingly spaced
from the one previous. By the time they slowed
onto the narrower country road, silence hung
as a thorny barrier between them. The few
furtive glances she sent his way returned the
image of a man at war within himself, eyes
dark and brooding, nostrils tensed, jaw clench-
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ing involuntarily. The look was such an an-
tithesis of that of a man having made a sup-
posedly pleasing decision that Stephanie could
not help but question him.

“Is anything wrong?" She broke the still-
ness, her seat-belted form as stiffly posed as
his.

It was as though he'd forgotten her pres-
ence, for the startled look he gave her. Quickly
regaining his composure, he spoke in the same
coolly indifferent tone that had chilled her so
at the start of the summer. “Of course not.
Should there be?" As the recipient of a sadly
forced smile, Stephanie would have rather
gone without it.

Shaking her head in outward denial and in-
ward confusion, she turned her face to the
window, watching the passing scenery without
seeing anything. What was eating at him? she
wondered. He was so different—so totally dif-
ferent from the warmer, more friendly and at-
tentive person he had been since that pivotal
day when he had learned the truth about
Melissa. Perhaps he was just tired. Perhaps he
was worrying about the work he'd neglected
back at camp. Perhaps he had some other, en-
tirely independent problem on his mind. Or,
she cringed, perhaps he was already having
second thoughts. Perhaps she had not pleased
him as a lover after all. Perhaps he would have
rather she'd refused his proposal. Perhaps . . .
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perhaps . . . perhaps. Sensing the build-up of a
deep-seated tension, she gathered the power
of resolve within her to exorcise these haunt-
ing possibilities, forcing them out of mind and,
thus, out of her present reality.

The exorcism failed miserably. During the
next two weeks each of the disturbing what-ifs
returned again and again, with burgeoning
fury, as Doug's mood went from bad to worse,
spreading not only within the sphere of their
private interaction but extending as well into
his work. When Sylvie approached her, finally,
to ask subtly whether there was something
bothering him, Stephanie could merely blush
and stammer feebly, adding an I-don't-know to
the list of complaints eroding her own self-
confidence.

They saw each other less frequently. Indeed,
it was as though, despite their marriage agree-
ment, they had returned to that earlier summer
pattern of laissez-faire. For Stephanie, consid-
ering the love which gnawed at her from the
inside out, it was sheer hell, the only saving
grace being his evident decision not to an-
nounce their marriage plans publicly. Of that
humiliation, considering the sourness of his
disposition, she was mercifully spared. For,
when they were together, they were more es-
tranged than affianced, their conversation for-
mal and stilted. Nor was there any warmth of a
physical nature, though the rapid approach of
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the end of the camp season left them little op-
portunity for such.

Stephanie was swamped with work, doing
little or no photographing, now, but rather
moving doggedly toward the completion of the
girls' pictures. It was little consolation, as she
found herself wilting noticeably under the
pressure, that Doug suffered similarly. She had
of necessity noted the drawn look gripping his
features, the tension pervading his mood, the
exhaustion which seemed to have completely
overtaken him.

As if things hadn't been bad enough before,
they took a turn for the worse on the night of
Melissa's play, at the start of the final week of
camp. Although the child's role was a small
one, she had nonetheless been ecstatic at her
inclusion as a member of the cast, and, as al-
ways, her excitement was contagious, particu-
larly where her mother was concerned. As it
was to be the evening's entertainment, Steph-
anie had gone directly from dinner to the
photo shed to finish up some work before the
curtain was due to rise. Leaving ample time,
she headed up the pine path to the hall where
the performance was to be held. It was at a
point not far from her destination that she was
confronted by Doug, barreling double-stride
down the path toward her.

“Where the hell have you been?” he thun-
dered angrily, pulling up but inches from her,
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hands struck boldly on his hips, his dark fea-
tures menacing in the fast-waning daylight.
This was the last thing she had expected, only
anticipating eagerly Melissa's thespian debut.

Her voice held that very note of surprise when
she answered. “I've been touching up several
prints in my darkroom. What's the matter?”

“Aren't you aware that your daughter is
going to be in this play and that you should be
there, or is your work too important for that?”

“That's unfair, Doug!" she protested, refus-
ing to be cowed by his fierce visage. “I have
plenty of time to get there. For Pete's sake, the
play doesn't begin for another ten minutes,
and Missy specifically told me there was noth-
ing I could do for her backstage.”

“And how am I to know where you are? Did
it ever occur to you that as Melissa's parents
we should be going to the play together?”

“No, it didn't occur to me, to tell you the
truth,” she snapped back with growing frus-
tration. “Maybe I've gotten in such a habit of
being a single parent that I can't think of
things like that. Maybe,” she spat out before
she could restrain herself, "I thought you
wouldn't want to go to the play with me. I seem
to have become a sudden thorn in your side.”
Her gasp was one of dismay that she had
blurted out this last, most honest sentiment.
Yet, it had been there, on the sidelines of her
thoughts, for too many days now.
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So preoccupied had she been with what she
said that Stephanie did not catch the note of
hurt that had tinted her last words. Doug, how-
ever, had. Softening noticeably, he took her
elbow gently. “Let's go. Missy will be heart-
broken if you miss it.” There was no further
word, no apology, no explanation, neither af-
firmation nor rejection of the premise she had
put forth. And, in light of the event which was
to start momentarily, she did not pursue the
matter. She did, however, note the warmth, the
pride on Doug's face when his daughter re-
cited her part, a warmth which vanished im-
mediately when he caught Stephanie looking
his way. If she had had doubts before, he now
made it obvious. She was, indeed, a thorn in
his side. And, reluctantly, she began to have
second thoughts about the decision that had
been made on a warm, loving, memorable
night seemingly an eon away.

With each passing day the camp season
edged closer and closer to its final climax, the
banquet. Excitement was rampant among the
campers, all of whom seemed ecstatic with
the book of photographs they'd received, all of
whom were intent on having every camper
and counselor autograph it. Not only was
Stephanie thrilled at her success in completing
the job with several days to spare, she was re-
lieved as well to have the greatest pressure of
her work eased. There was no immediate rush
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for Sylvie's prints, and it had already been
agreed that she would finish them up at home
within several weeks of the camp's close.

For the first time, Stephanie did have time to
relax, yet this was somehow the most formida-
ble assignment of the summer. Just as the
tempo of camp had approached a near-fever
pitch, so her relationship with Doug seemed to
be doing—though in a negative, rather than
positive, respect. Following Melissa's play, he
had been brusque and standoffish. He ap-
peared to have caught none of the excitement
which had seized the rest of the camp, or, if he
had, he shared none with her.

Each day her torment increased, until she
sensed that they were headed for a confronta-
tion which would determine things one way or
the other. Mercifully she had no inkling be-
forehand of the situation which was to ignite
the explosion.

It was on the final morning of camp, when
the work of packing trunks and duffel bags oc-
cupied the rest of the camp, that she decided
to grab at her last opportunity to drive through
some of the nearby towns to do the personal
photographing which had so tempted her ear-
lier. With her own packing completed, she
took her camera and several extra rolls of film,
and set out quietly. She knew that this was the
only way she would be able to escape Doug’s
angry presence, which followed her every-
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where at camp, if only in her imagination, and
which had already reduced her to a jingling
mass of raw nerves.

The diversion worked well. Several hours
later, when she pulled up in the parking lot
behind the garage, she felt both pleased with
the frames she'd exposed and refreshed from
the out-of-camp sojourn. Hauling her gear be-
hind her out of the car, her head snapped up
at the sound of her name, called with some ur-
gency in his thick Maine twang by George,
the mechanic.

“Sylvie's lookin' fo-aya,” he yelled from the
rear door of the garage. "Says it is impo-a-
tant.”

Waving in appreciation of the message,
Stephanie set off at a brisk pace for the main
lodge, wondering absently what the matter of
immediate concern could be.

“Stephie, thank goodness you're back!"” the
white-haired woman exclaimed when Steph-
anie bounded up the stairs of the balcony.
“There's been an accident. Melissa tripped
over an open trunk and hurt her foot. Doug
suspects it may be broken.” Stephanie's face
went ashen, her heart stopped beating in fear
for her child's condition, yet the first words out
of her mouth surprised her.

“Doug?”

Sylvie explained, as her warm hand ex-
tended in a comforting gesture to Stephanie’s
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suddenly cold one. “He's taken her to the hos-
pital to have it X-rayed." Whether it was the
director's total acceptance of Doug's role, or
the sympathetic expression which graced her
weathered features, Stephanie realized that,
however she had discovered it, Sylvie was now
fully aware of the father-daughter relationship.
“They've gone down to Portland."

“All the way to Portland? But that's nearly an
hour away!”

“Doug knows a doctor, an excellent orthope-
dic man, who will be waiting to meet them.
Actually”"—she checked her watch quickly—
“they should be arriving there in just a few
minutes. Doug was quite concerned.” Whether
the last was a word of comfort or warning,
Stephanie did not linger to discover. Armed
with the name of the hospital, its address, di-
rections for reaching it, and the name of this
eminent orthopedist, she departed at once.

Driving steadily southward, she was acutely
aware of the worry that tensed her every limb.
Yet, the worry was not as bad as it might have
been in the past; for she knew that the child
was in as capable and loving hands as hers
would have been. It was a new experience, she
realized, to share the burden of parenthood.

The emergency room was quiet at this lazy
summer's noontime. Stephanie had no sooner
sought to make inquiries at the information
desk when a firm hand took her elbow from
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behind. “She's being X-rayed now. You might
as well have a seat and wait. They'll tell us
when she gets back.”

Whirling around, her own gaze of concern
met a dark and impenetrable mask. “Doug!
How is she?”

“I don't know. That's why they're taking X-
rays,” he replied coolly.

“W-what do they think?"

“Broken foot."”

She winced in sympathetic pain. “"Was she
very uncomfortable?”

Doug’s tone softened subtly, perhaps from
the thought of his brave little daughter, per-
haps from the obvious worry on her mother's
face, perhaps from a combination of both.

“She's a good little sport.” A meager smile
shadowed his lips, telling of his own anxiety.
"Yes, it hurt her quite a bit. But she was more
frightened than anything.”

Stephanie sat in the chair he'd offered and
now gazed at the floor, recalling the many
bruised knees, splinters, cuts, and scratches
her daughter had suffered as a matter of grow-
ing up. Never before, though, had it been any-
thing as serious as this.

“How did it happen?” she asked timidly,
raising her jade eyes toward Doug, who had
leaned back in his chair and with one hand
was massaging his forehead in a gesture of fa-
tigue. Without looking at her, he answered.
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“It was a simple accident. Trunks were open
all over the floor. She was trying to jump over
one to get to hers and she fell."”

“Why didn't you wait for me to get back?”
The words were out before she had even real-
ized that the thought had been racing about
the back of her mind during the entire ride
down.

Finally finding an outlet for his own frustra-
tion, Doug lashed out at her in a deep growl.
“We didn't know where the hell you were! Or,
for that matter, when you were planning to re-
turn. Do you always just pick up and take off
like that?”

She was as taken aback by his anger as by
her own urgent need to explain. "I—I just went
to take some pictures. I couldn't have been
gone for more than two hours,” she told him
timidly.

“That was two hours too long,” he barked,
his gray eyes hard, cold, and boring into her.
“It would have been easier had you been five
hundred miles away and we could have at
least gotten you on the telephone. This kind of
injury should be taken care of quickly. If the
bone has to be set, it is best done as soon as
possible.”

Stung by his putdown and increasingly wor-
ried about her daughter, Stephanie shot out of
her chair and moved to the other side of the
waiting room. As much as she resented his in-
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trusion in the issue of her personal behavior,
she sensed that he was right. She should have
left some word of her whereabouts. Why
hadn't she?

“Doug?” It was a strange male voice she
heard as she turned to see the object of the call
quickly cross the room to its source, a middle-
aged man, bespectacled, with thinning blond
hair, and dressed in the white coat that imme-
diately identified him. In response to Doug's
movement, Stephanie joined the two, who,
after proper introductions were made, led her
to her daughter, sitting forlornly atop a white
table in the casting room. The child brightened
at the sight of the adults, particularly her
mother, who immediately hugged her, albeit
gingerly and with due caution.

“How does it feel, sweetie?”

“Oh, okay, I guess. It kind of hurts though.”
Melissa turned beseeching gray circles toward
her. “I'm not going to have to miss the banquet
tonight, am I?" What should have been a tri-
umphant note on the unqualified success of
the summer for the child now became a tremu-
lous plea. Simultaneously mother and daugh-
ter turned to the orthopedist. His answer was
not long in coming.

“I think she may be able to go . . . under cer-
tain conditions. Melissa, you have two little
bones which are broken—a simple break—
right about here”"—he pointed to a spot just
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below her toes on the small bare foot—"so I'm
going to put a cast on. If you're not too uncom-
fortable and you be sure to prop the foot up
high on something, there's no reason why you
can't go. It may take you a little while to learn
to maneuver with crutches, but I think Doug
here, can help you a little with that.”

Thus, while Stephanie and Doug looked on
with a mutual helplessness, a thick plaster cast
was applied, from knee to toe, warm, white,
and weighty, on the youngster's slim leg.

“I'd like to take one last picture of it now,
just to assure that the bone is well aligned,”
the doctor informed them as he wheeled
Melissa off, and the waiting resumed. Ground-
ed by heavy silence, a current of tension stat-
icked through the air.

“Look, Stephanie.” Doug finally broke the
stillness, his face a closed mask of steel con-
fronting her. “I know you're not terribly
pleased that I'm here, or, for that matter, that I
exerted my own authority to have Melissa
treated by my friend, but I have only done
what I believe to be best for my child.”

“She’s mine too, Doug, or are the last seven
years suddenly worth nothing?” Again she
was shocked at the vengeful pitch of her own
words, puzzled as much by it as by Doug's en-
tire manner toward her. Had he tired of her so
quickly after but one night of pleasure? Or did
he simply despise her so very much?
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Thunderous sparks grated against gray flint.
“You'd better make up your mind, Steph. You
can't have it both ways. Either you trust my in-
stincts and accept me as the rightful father of
your child or you stay the hell away!"” Her gasp
of disbelief was met by a fast-receding ex-
panse of back, as Doug returned to the less ex-
plosive atmosphere of the waiting room.

What did he want? her senses screamed.
Was he saying that he didn't want to marry
her? Was he saying that he would live without
Melissa after all? Or—and her stomach lurched
at the sudden thought—was he telling her to
leave Melissa with him and desert them both?
Was that at the crux of his earlier accusation?

She was given little time to ponder these
heartrending possibilities when her daughter
was wheeled back to her, fitted to crutches—
pathetically small—instructed on their use in
the presence of both adults, and finally settled
on the passenger's seat of Stephanie's car, her
foot propped appropriately high on the seat
beside her. Doug followed them in his car, in-
structing Stephanie to wait until he arrived at
camp before attempting to remove the child
from the car.

As much by way of escape as anything else,
Stephanie poured all of her attention into her
concern for Melissa, who seemed to be but
minimally disturbed by the accident, now that
she knew she would not have to miss the
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grand finale of the summer. Doug trailed them
all the way, his presence and eversteady pace
behind her giving Stephanie a headache.
When he pulled up behind them in the parking
lot, he immediately got out of his car, took
Melissa in his strong arms, carrying her, as
though she weighed little more than a bird, up
to the main lodge.

“Don't you think she should try using the
crutches?” Stephanie cast him a skeptical
glance as she tried to keep pace with his long
stride, noting the eagerness with which
Melissa clung to his neck—Ilike mother, like
daughter, she mused wryly—and the firmness
with which he held her.

“On a gravel road?” he snorted back dis-
dainfully. “She'll have plenty of time to learn.
Let's prop her up in the lounge now and she'll
be able to watch the preparations.” He was
right, she saw in hindsight, marveling at how
little Melissa questioned his having taken
over the reins. Suddenly a fearsome thought
seized her.

At the first opportunity out of the child's
earshot, she cornered him. “Did you say any-
thing to Melissa about us?” she asked, suspi-
cion eroding her bare semblance of composure.
“She seems totally acclimated to your pres-
ence in all this.”

The square jaw grew even more rigid. “She
happens to trust me,” he seethed, accusation
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coating his words, before he stalked off angrily
away from her. His words, his tone, his accusa-
tion, his manner all conspired to multiply her
torment as the afternoon progressed. Con-
vinced that Missy was well attended, waited
on eagerly as she was by several of her bunk-
mates and a counselor, not to mention all those
others passing through the lounge who
stopped invariably to greet the child, Steph-
anie completed Melissa's packing, which the
unfortunate accident had interrupted.

What would she and Melissa be doing in a
week's time? Where would they be in a
month's time? What, indeed, did the future
hold? Could she marry Doug? It had seemed so
possible back in Cambridge; but things had
changed since then. Or, rather than changing,
had they merely become more prominent, all
the drawbacks of their relationship? They had
barely exchanged a warm word since. What
basis was that for marriage?

Haunted by these seemingly insurmount-
able uncertainties, she stopped in at the photo
shed for a final time, double checking to make
sure that everything had been well-packed for
storage, wondering when and by whom this
equipment would be used next. In further at-
tempt to fill the hours before the touted ban-
quet, she wandered about the waterfront, the
boathouse, and the Arts Center, chatting with
friends she found at each.
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But inevitably her quandary reasserted itself
as soon as she was alone. What was she to do?
As she reviewed the day's happenings, she re-
alized that she had, indeed, come to depend
on Doug, that even had she been around at the
time of Melissa's fall she would have immedi-
ately sent for him. She did trust him, she knew,
as she had known for quite some time now, as
the father of her child. But as her husband?
That was another matter. Had he not once al-
ready demonstrated to her his flair for infidelity?
In that case, she had been the instrument in
the deed. In another case, in what role would
she find herself?

How she managed to sit through the ban-
quet, Stephanie would never know. The only
face she saw was Doug's, right up there beside
the director's. The only speech she heard was
Doug's, dealing with good sportsmanship and
emphasizing how much he'd seen of it this
summer. The only satisfaction she received
was the glow on his dark features when the
campers gave their own tribute to him, well-
deserved and heartfelt by campers and coun-
selors alike.

It was a bittersweet finale for a bittersweet
camp season. At its end, Stephanie accompa-
nied Doug as he carried Melissa to her bunk,
and only when the child had been tucked safely
into bed did she leave. It was with undisguised
surprise that she found Doug waiting for her on
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a nearby tree stump, rising to meet her as she
carefully descended the dark steps.

“Is she all right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Does Beth know to keep checking to make
sure the pillows are under her leg?”

“Yes."”

“Are you going to the staff party?” His voice
was cool and even, much as it had been
toward her—angry moments excluded—since
the episode in Cambridge.

Stephanie put her head down. Loving him as
she did, the obvious scorn he felt for her was
more than she could bear. Blindly she began
the short trek to the Grove. “No. I'm really not
in a particularly festive mood.” She hadn't
given much thought to the party, so embroiled
had she been in her own dilemma. And, given
the bleakness of her present outlook, she
would have never made it at the celebration.

“Good." The added element which entered
his tone chilled her.

Puzzled, she stopped and faced him. “"Why
do you say that?”

“Because I'm tired and would like a good
night's sleep.”

“And what does that have to do with me?
You don't need me to put you to bed.” An odd
thought flickered in the back of her mind; dis-
turbed, she resumed her pace, with Doug
falling into a matching one.
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“Tonight I do.” The tone was deep, throaty,
and hard as rock.

Nervously she stepped up the pace. “What
are you saying, Doug?" she asked, eyes now
straight ahead on the cabin, her sanctuary,
which had finally come into view.

“You know damn well what I'm saying! And
don't act the outraged virgin—because you're
not."

“You must be crazy,” she muttered under
her breath, pain tearing into her heart at his
implication. At some point his hand had encir-
cled the flesh of her upper arm and now tight-
ened as he directed her toward his cabin,
rather than hers. His retort was no less acid.

“That's the most profound thing you've said
to me in a long time. I am crazy, but, so help
me, there's nothing that can change matters.”
Still puzzled, confused, and growing steadily
more frightened, she tried to pull away.

“Let me go, Doug. I have no intention—"

“lI don't give a damn what intentions you
may or may not have. Right now, I only know
what I want,” he growled angrily. “I've been
wanting it since that last time, only I've curbed
my appetite, as they say. But I'm too hungry to
deny myself any longer.” They had reached
the stairs to his cabin, and he all but dragged
her forcibly up and through the door.

A sick, nauseous feeling seized her stomach,
and she grabbed at it convulsively. "Don't do
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it, Doug. It's . . . disgusting!” She meant ex-
actly that, though it had been a purely emo-
tional reflex speaking.

He had not bothered to light the lamp, and
in the darkness he towered above her as a
menacing form. “Disgusting? Is that what you
think now? That didn't seem to be your reac-
tion last time, if I recall correctly,” he taunted
before bellowing, “And just why is it so dis-
gusting?” The force of his mien quaked
through her.

She wasn't ready for this, she told herself, as
she began to back away. There was only con-
fusion, hurt, anger, and, yes, love, to render
the others even more devastating. “Just forget
it,"” she whispered haltingly.

“No. I can't forget it. Not before. Not now.
What is so disgusting?” His hands clamped
down on her shoulders to effectively prevent
her flight.

Stephanie fought the churnings within her,
certain that she would faint if he didn't release
her. “Not now. I don't feel well. Please, just let
me go. We can talk tomorrow."

“That's what we were going to do last time,”
he screamed, “but you turned and ran before
we had a chance. Why should I trust you this
time?"

She shook her head in disbelief. How did
she suddenly become the villain? “Oh, God,”
she begged in a mere whisper, her dazed eyes
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imploring her captor to free her, “don't do this
to me!”

“I'll do whatever I want with you,” he
snarled harshly, shaking her violently in proof
of his point. Whether the darkness was within
or without, Stephanie no longer knew. She was
amazed that she even heard his next words, so
muddled were her very senses. “Now, tell me
what's so disgusting about my wanting to
make love to the woman [—the woman I'm
going to marry?"”

Her only defense was anger. Where it origi-
nated, she knew not. Neither did she know
from where it derived its strength. It shocked
her as much as it did him, her final infuriated
outburst. “It's disgusting when it's only physi-
cal! It's disgusting when it's filled with anger!
It's disgusting when there is no love—"
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There. She had finally said the word. Cer-
tainly not in the context in which she would
have liked. But she fully believed in what she
had said. As physically attracted as she was to
Doug, his absolute loathing of her poisoned
any joy she might have felt at the union. What
had happened to make him hate her so, partic-
ularly in these last two weeks? It was an un-
fathomable issue for her, and one with which
her distraught being could simply not cope!
All of a sudden, she realized that she was
free, that the hands which had held her pris-
oner had dropped from her shoulders. It
seemed that her words had jolted him as well.
Now he stood, hands dangling limply at his
sides, staring blankly at her. What a travesty it
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was, this scene of pain and suffering! What a
travesty of a love which could have and should
have been so very beautiful!

Whirling around with a spurt born of sheer
panic, Stephanie ran to the door, finding her-
self moments later sprawled in tears on her
own bed. Time lost all meaning as uncontrol-
lable sobs racked her tension-filled body, fi-
nally subsiding and giving way to an utter
desolation she had not known since she had
cried herself to sleep in her home in Cam-
bridge, following the cataclysmic awakening
on that morning eight years ago. Now, how-
ever, sleep eluded her, as she tossed and
turned on the wings of anguish, wondering
what she had done, what she had not done to
render such a potentially loving, charming,
caring man an unfeeling monster. And worse,
what was she going to do now?

Of only one thing she was certain: She could
never marry Doug. Never, knowing how
strong his feelings of hatred were toward her.
Never, knowing how steadfast, despite all, was
her love for him. Never, knowing how posi-
tively masochistic would be the outcome of
such a merger.

As the night wore painfully on, the ache in
her heart grew until the nausea returned with
a vengeance. By dawn, she had lost the con-
tents of her stomach, grateful only that she had
been able to eat so little at the banquet the
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evening before. Exhaustion mercifully granted
her an hour or two of sleep, albeit fitful, but by
seven thirty she was up and whipping around
her cabin, packing the last of her things with
an energy produced from raw nerves. The
irony of her action, unfortunately, did not es-
cape her; hadn't she unpacked these same
things in a very similar state of nervous com-
bustion but eight weeks before, on that very
first day of camp? How long ago that seemed
now. So very, very long ago!

Peeking out her screen door to see that Doug
was nowhere about—also, much as she had
done that first day, she recalled with a shud-
der—she hastened to Missy's cabin. To her
chagrin, Doug had beaten her there and now
sat, waiting, on the front steps.

“They're just getting dressed,” he explained,
greeting her jade orbs with a look of exhaus-
tion. Though he was groomed immaculately as
always, the fatigue etched around his eyes and
mouth suggested that he had gotten as little
sleep as she. Without a word she made to pass
him and go in to assist her daughter. Long,
strong fingers seized her wrist as she passed,
firmly yet gently, and totally devoid of the anger
which had characterized his touch last night.
"Look, Stephanie. We have to talk this out. I've
got to spend most of the morning getting the
right groups on the right buses. How about if
we meet this afternoon? No fighting. No touch-
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ing. Just talking.” It had to be done. She knew
it as did he. Not trusting her voice, she merely
nodded before disappearing into the cabin.

It was a truly agonizing morning. Stephanie
stayed with Melissa throughout, their own
plans calling for them to leave for Cambridge
later in the afternoon, stopping for dinner
along the way. There were tearful partings
from many friends, fond farewells to others.
For Stephanie every minute brought her closer
to one other farewell, the one she would of ne-
cessity be bidding to Doug later. Oh, yes, she
knew that he would expect to see his daughter
from time to time, but those details would be
worked out later. Tonight she would be return-
ing to Cambridge, to the life which she had so
carefully designed for herself.

Lunch was a quiet affair, with only a handful
of campers remaining, and those staff mem-
bers still present in a state of numbed anticli-
max. Doug ate with Stephanie and Melissa,
chatting with his daughter as his intense stare
probed Stephanie's very soul. What he saw, if
indeed his eyes of steel were able to penetrate
the layers of pent-up anxiety which slowly and
torturously consumed her, she had no way of
knowing, as she fought to keep her own eyes
on the chicken sandwich which had been
barely sampled, then rejected on her plate.
When they had eaten as much as any of them
would or could, Doug scooped Melissa up into
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his arms, grabbing her crutches in the process,
glancing at his watch likewise.

“Missy and I are going for a walk. We'll be
back soon. I still have packing to do." His
deeply intoned words had been aimed at no
one at all, yet Stephanie honed in on them.
What did they mean? she asked herself. Was
she to wait here at the main lodge for him? But
this was no place for the type of discussion
theirs was destined to be.

In an effort to waste time—for, had she her
way, she and Melissa would be loading their
own car already—she wandered around the
grounds, trying to recall all the good things
that she had experienced this summer. Yet, it
was hopeless; her frustration only mounted as
she found that the only memories that held any
meaning for her were those that involved
Doug—sitting with him on the soft grass, sun-
ning with him on the warm sand, swimming
with him in the cool, invigorating water. There
was so much that had been good. What had
happened?

Slowly, she headed back toward the Grove.
He would be packing now. Undoubtedly he
would have found a suitable diversion for
Melissa such that they could be alone. And
what better opportunity was there, she asked
herself, a tightness growing steadily in her
throat at the thought, for her to tell him her
final decision?
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The imprint of fresh tire tracks on the dirt
road leading to the Grove brought her head up
from its downcast pose. As her eyes fell on the
red Volvo station wagon backed up to Cabin
A, a corner of her stomach cramped in invol-
untary reminder of a similar scene eight years
ago. Then the car had been blue, and an older
model. Perhaps he had borrowed this car to
carry all of his gear in one trip, she reasoned.
Taking a deep breath and mustering every
ounce of courage which her strangely shaky
body held, she mounted the steps and boldly
entered the cabin.

Eight years evaporated in that heart-
stopping instant as Stephanie found herself
face-to-face with a blond-haired woman she
had seen only once before in her life. The fig-
ure was as slim and elegantly clad as it had
been then, though time had matured the face,
and the hair was now much shorter in a stylish
bob that whirled silkily as the woman's head
came up to meet Stephanie's paralyzed gaze.
Trembling hands gripped the doorknob for
support as Stephanie stood, staring incredu-
lously, at the spectral image.

“Stephanie?” The voice was soft and tenta-
tive, the face holding none of the arrogance
which memory had imagined. Yet Stephanie
knew the face. How could she ever forget it?
What was this woman doing here? He was di-
vorced, supposedly. “You are Stephanie, aren't
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you?" the woman prodded gently, dropping
the clothes she held into the open suitcase as
she sidestepped the bed and approached the
mute arrival. As Stephanie's brow furrowed in
bewilderment, the other's mirrored it. “I—I'm
sorry,” the blond-haired woman finally stam-
mered, “I must have made a mistake. Were
you looking for Doug?”

The mention of his name sent the blood
flowing through her veins once more. "Yes.
Er ... I am Stephanie,” she murmured belat-
edly. “And you are Diana.”

Surprise totally altered the contours of the
other's face. “That's right,” she bubbled, with
a genuinely warm grin. “You have a very
good memory!" How could I ever, ever forget,
Stephanie shrieked inwardly! Yet, incompre-
hensibly, the other seemed thoroughly
pleased to see her. “Doug has told me a lot
about you. He's usually so very secretive
about things, but I guess this time he had to
share his news with someone.” What was
going on? This couldn't be, could it, Steph-
anie cried! Mercifully, Diana appeared satis-
fied to carry the conversation on her own
shoulders, as she chattered on enthusiasti-
cally. “I'm so glad he found you again this
summer. You know, he was really distraught
when he lost you the last time!”

The look of disbelief on Stephanie's face fi-
nally drew the other up short. “Is something
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wrong?" Diana asked. “You look deathly pale.
Are you feeling all right?”

Suddenly aware of her rudeness, Stephanie
managed to speak. “I'm sorry,” she began hes-
itantly. “It's just, well, I didn't expect to find
you here . . ."

Diana quickly picked up the ball, smiling
warmly as though relieved to understand the
dilemma. “Didn't Doug tell you we'd be here?”

“We?" Was there more, she winced?

“Sure. Joel and Mother are with Doug, I be-
lieve.” Her eyes took on a conspiratorial
sparkle. “They're hatching some special
scheme with Melissa right now!”

Melissa? Joel? Mother? What in the devil
was this all about? Here she had trounced into
Doug's cabin to tell him that she wanted no
more part of him and she seemed to have
fallen into some bizarre family gathering. It
was, ironically, Diana who came to the rescue.

“Doug didn't tell you anything, did he?" Her
tone was deep, in an accusatory way. Slowly
she shook her head. “You know, I love him
dearly, but I'm afraid that brother of mine has
a lot to learn!”

Stephanie scrunched up her nose and
frowned. “Brother?” It was a whisper, barely
audible, more mouthed than spoken.

“He really didn't tell you anything about us,
did he?" Diana said apologetically, now totally
serious. The dumbstruck expression which
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greeted her gaze was ample response. Swear-
ing under her breath, she grabbed Stephanie’s
hand, pulled her farther into the cabin and sat
down next to her on the edge of the bed, care-
lessly pushing aside suitcases to make room.

“I'm sorry! You must be totally confused! Let
me explain. I'm Doug’s sister. I always come to
help him pack at the end of the summer. Mind
you, not that he really needs my help.” She
smiled a warmly affectionate glow. “But I
guess I like to indulge him after not seeing him
all season! He calls every week or so, but we
still miss him terribly. He is, after all, the only
brother I have!”

Stephanie listened in a benumbed state.
Brother? “And who is Joel?" she heard herself
ask.

“My husband. We've been married for three
years now.” The friendly eyes studied Steph-
anie's still-ashen visage. "Are you sure you're
feeling okay, Stephanie?”

Stephanie, bewildered, focused on the floor
during this last explanation, and now lifted her
eyes to meet the concern of Melissa's aunt. “I
had no idea,” she murmured, still groping
blindly with the concepts. His sister? This stun-
ning blonde was his sister? "It just didn't occur
to me that you were brother and sister.” A
choked breath cut into her as she realized the
awesome proportion of her error. Her voice
was a bare whisper, faint and tortured. “I've
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made such a mistake, Diana, such a terrible
mistake!” As though to hide from herself, she
covered her face with her hands, shaking her
auburn-tinted head back and forth, muttering
over and over the same words, " . . . a terrible
mistake . . ."

In a futile attempt at comfort, Diana put a
gentle arm around Stephanie's shoulder. “It
can't be all that bad.”

“Oh, it is. It is!”" Beseeching eyes lifted
toward those which were now filled with puz-
zlement. “Thank you, Diana. You've cleared
up something for me, but I have to be alone for
a while,” Stephanie gasped falteringly as she
stood and, finding the door handle through
rapidly misting eyes, ran out.

It was a flight motivated by pure anguish,
sheer misery, utter heartache. Tears fogging
her vision, she ran blindly through the woods,
unaware of the encroaching growth which
threatened, within several more years, to oblit-
erate the path entirely. It was an inexplicable
instinct that propelled her on, drawing her to
the very spot which she had assiduously
avoided all summer. Struggling over the occa-
sional fallen log, she flew along the path with
the perseverance of a homing pigeon, her
mind a random conglomeration of kaleido-
scopic memories as her feet kept her moving
ever onward, deeper into the woods.

It was just the same, she saw when she ar-
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rived, breathless and heart torn, at the clear-
ing, as intimate a campfire as one could ask, as
private a spot as one might wish, and, for
Stephanie, as emotionally charged a haven as
she would ever find. It was here, eight years
ago, that she had committed herself to Douglas
Weston, in what she now realized was to be an
everlasting pledge of a love which refused to
die.

Knees collapsing beneath her, she sank
down onto the cushion of pine needles. A ter-
rible mistake—she had made a most terrible
mistake. And she had lived with it, unwit-
tingly, for eight long years. Like an idiot she
had jumped to the conclusion that Diana Wes-
ton had been Doug's wife, that he had been
married but had neglected to tell her, that he
had been blatantly unfaithful to his wife and
thereby shown himself to be unworthy of her
own trust. And, all along, there had been no
marriage, no wife, no infidelity. What would
have happened had she known the truth then?
What would their lives have been like? She
had felt so sure, on that beautiful night in this
beautiful spot eight years ago, that Doug had
loved her.

But it was too late! Tears streamed down her
cheeks at that frank realization. No wonder he
had been so angry with her! No wonder he had
felt himself the injured party! No wonder he
hated her so! Yes, he hated her, and he had
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every reason to do so. A hollow feeling filled
her, plunging her into a bleak pit of emptiness.
It had been a terrible, terrible mistake, and she
was going to have to live with its conse-
quences for the rest of her life!

“Stephanie? Stephanie?” Her head flew up
in alarm, tapered fingertips reflexively brush-
ing away the moistness from her cheeks.
“Stephanie?” It was unmistakably Doug's
voice coming nearer with each call. How could
she face him having learned what she had
about herself and her own unforgivable igno-
rance? She searched frantically about for a
route of escape but saw none. Sitting cross-
legged on the pine needles, she pulled her
knees up to her and buried her face in their
makeshift shelter.

“Stephanie!” He emerged into the clearing,
the crunching underfoot halting suddenly as
he regarded her huddled form. “"Here you
are, thank God! What in the hell did you run
off like that for?” he bellowed angrily. “You
did it to me once before, and you were plan-
ning to do it again, weren't you?” Her breath
came in short, uneven gasps as he thundered
above her, yet she had no defense at all.
“What's this about a terrible mistake? Diana
said you kept repeating it. What in the hell do
you mean by that?” He paused for a breath
amid his tirade, but still she remained silent.
“Stephanie,” he growled in warning, "I asked
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you a question. What is this terrible mistake
you've made?”

As tears welled again, her shoulders shook
under quiet sobs, each new spasm cutting
deeper and deeper into her. Words choked in
her throat. She had no idea where to begin,
what to say, how to apologize.

Suddenly his voice was no more than inches
from her and noticeably softer. It could have
been her imagination, that feather-stroke
along the back of her head. "Please don't cry,
Steph. It hurts me too much.” There was a pain
in his voice as he crouched down before her.
“Once and for all we have to talk this all out.
We have all the time in the world now. Melissa
is with her grandmother, and my brother-in-
law is entertaining them both while Diana fin-
ishes the packing.” He took a deep breath,
infused with several uneven gasps of his own.
“You and I have to reach some understanding,
one way or the other.”

Stephanie found his steady, pacifying tone to
be effective and contagious, her own sobs
abating, the flow of tears stopping. “Now," he
began quietly, “what's this about a terrible
mistake?”

The silence seemed eternal before she could
gain the courage to lift her face to his. Pale and
tear-streaked as it was, the sorrow which she
felt was written over it, capitalized in the
misery-laden eyes, the trembling lips, the hol-
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lows beneath her cheekbones, the despair that
pervaded all.

“I've been a fool. I thought—" she paused,
unsure that she had the strength to reveal the
depth of her blunder to this man whom she
worshiped.

“Go on,” he prompted gently. "You
thought . . ."

“I thought—" She stopped again, unable to
face him in this moment of her humiliation.
Shifting away from his gaze, she stood and
moved several feet away, leaving her back to
him, her face protected from his penetrating
examination. “I thought that Diana was your
wife,” she finally blurted out softly, cringing
anew at the magnitude of her error. Standing
as she was with her back to Doug, she could
not see that he had risen also and now stood,
arms crossed over his broad chest, a puzzled
light in his gray eyes.

“What's so terrible about that?" He surprised
her with his response, her head rising in dis-
belief as she sought the threads of reason in
the intertwining evergreen boughs before her
eyes. “She straightened you out, didn't she?
Then there's no harm done.” How could he
brush it off so easily, unless . . . unless he'd not
fully comprehended the extent of her folly.

Suddenly anxious only to enlighten him and
thereby secure her freedom, she turned and
faced him, head on, her green eyes sparkling

n
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clearly through the few lingering tears. “No,
Doug. You don't understand,” she began,
slowly mustering strength as the words began
to flow. "Eight years ago, when I went to see
you that last morning, she was there, in your
cabin, packing your things.” The frown which
gradually appeared, drawing the corners of his
firm mouth down somberly at the corners, was
sign enough that he had, himself, returned in
thought to that day. “When she introduced
herself as Diana Weston, I stupidly assumed
that she was your wife. I don't know why,"” she
went on quickly, thinking aloud now, "but I
jumped to that conclusion and ran. I thought
you had used me to be unfaithful to her. I
thought you'd intended to tell me about her
that morning. I thought . . . I don't know what
I thought.” She hesitated, looking defensively
down at her own sandaled foot, now poking
self-consciously amid the pine needles. What
use was it? she asked herself. He was right. It
was about time they had it all out; she could
not live a deception any longer.

“I loved you, Doug! You have no idea how
much!” she murmured breathily, eyes still
glued to the dark forest floor. “And when I
thought you were married, I knew it was hope-
less. What had been so beautiful to me was
suddenly marred. I was hurt and confused and
heartbroken. That's why I never read your let-
ters. I couldn't bear the thought of loving you
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the way I did and not being able to have you.”
Her trembling hand sought her forehead in a
gesture of incredulousness, at what had hap-
pened then as well as what was happening
now. "No wonder you hate me. I can't blame
you for that. . . ." Her voice trailed off, as a pair
of tasseled brown loafers entered the range of
view by her feet.

“How could I ever hate you, Steph?" His
voice was low and sweet and soulful. “I've
never wanted any other woman as I've wanted
you . .. to be with, to talk with, to share with, to
do with—all of those things which our love-
making, magnificent as it was, could only com-
plement.” While Stephanie was still groping
with the meaning of his words and their tone of
truth and sincerity, a firm hand cupped her chin
and drew her face up to meet his. What she saw
in those open, gray eyes was echoed in his next
words. “Stephanie Wright, I love you. I love
you as I have for the last eight years.”

Her ears could not believe what they heard,
her mind could not assimilate it, yet her eyes
saw it and her heart felt it. In the instant of
discovery, she was in his embrace, her arms
clinging to his strong neck as she cried uncon-
trollably, tears falling against the warmth of his
throat.

“Shh, honey. Don't cry. It hurts me to see you
cry,” he murmured against her hair, his breath
a warm whisper to her ears.
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“Just t-tell me that y-you love me again,”
she sobbed, her knuckles white from the
fierceness of her hold.

“I love you, my sweet. I love you. I'll tell you
again and again, every night and every day, as
long as we're together.” His vow was sealed
with a kiss, punctuated by the last of her sobs,
lingering a moment longer before slipping into
oblivion.

“Oh, Doug,"” she finally murmured through
the delirium of happiness which had uncondi-
tionally conquered all of those other emotions
in the psychological battle. “I never thought
I'd hear you say those words. I was sure you
despised me!”

A deep chuckle greeted her. “Oh, I tried.
Don't think I didn't! I was as hurt and confused
as you on that day you disappeared. I thought
we had really created something special.” An-
other chuckle followed, this one lighter and
more mischievous, as he hugged her even
closer to his long, muscular frame. "I guess we
did just that—we have living proof.” His eyes
darkened in a moment of sorrow. “I only wish
I'd known. Then we might have cleared all this
up so much sooner!”

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, releasing one
hand to stroke the frown lines from beneath
the swathe of dark hair on his forehead. “I'm
so very sorry. We've all missed so much!”

“Don't I know it," he agreed huskily, as his
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lips claimed hers briefly before he held his
dark head back once more to study her. “I
didn't know what to do when I saw you here
this summer. It was as though you'd deliber-
ately come back to torture me. I tried to ignore
you, to hate you, to annoy you myself, but I
only succeeded in loving you more! When I
learned that you had a child, you can't imagine
my jealousy, the hurt that it wasn't by me." He
smiled warmly. “Then, when I discovered that
she was, | knew that I could never be without
the two of you again. I tried to convince myself
that my feelings toward you were solely as the
mother of my child, but it didn't work. When
we spent that day together in Ogunquit, I saw
that I would adore you all the same, had you
never had a child. It was just you and I then,
just you and I in Cambridge, and I loved you to
distraction.”

“But you became so cool to me after that,”
she interrupted, “so indifferent, even angry.”

The gleam of love was brilliant as he looked
down at her upturned features. “I was shat-
tered to think that you had agreed to marry me
only because of Melissa. You said—"

“T know. I was hurt and worried,"” she broke
in again, determined as never before to tell
him everything. “I knew I had to marry you. I
loved you too much not to. But I was defensive,
and I didn't want you to know how I felt. In my
own warped mind,"” she remonstrated herself
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wryly, “I had been badly hurt once. I swore it
would never happen again. You can imagine
how I felt when I saw history repeating itself!”

“Oh, God, how I love you.” Doug's deep
growl was enchanting music to her ears.

“And I, you,"” she whispered, opening her
lips for a kiss which was to ignite a series of
fireworks at her every nerve end. Snaking her
hands through the thick brown hair above the
nape of his neck, she held his head closer
against her, reluctant to let the kiss end. When
at last they surfaced for a gasping breath, he
gazed lovingly at her starry features.

“I want you to know something, Stephanie,”
he began soberly, the urgency of his expres-
sion conveying his need for her to know. "I
think you are absolutely beautiful. When I
make love to you, I feel complete. You excite
me and satisfy me in unimaginable ways.
Yet"—he stroked the side of her cheek with a
long finger—"if there were no such thing as
physical attraction and lovemaking, I would
still adore you. Your beauty is inside—your
personality, your determination, your re-
sourcefulness, your warmth. I will always love
you."

It was this verbal caress that put Stephanie
on an emotional high she had never known ex-
isted. And she knew that there was only one
acceptable way of sealing their vow of love;
her insides quivered at its thought, the knot in
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her belly cried out for release. Only a total one-
ness would satisfy her now.

“Let's make love, Doug,"” she whispered by
his ear, the flush inspired by her forwardness
only adding to her glow.

“Mmm, I thought you'd never ask,” he
growled thickly against her lips in the instant
before he covered them in a drugging kiss, an
opiate to drive away all hurts of the past, leav-
ing only bliss and ecstasy ahead.

It was a long time before either spoke again,
other than the whispered words of love and
desire which heightened their passion-winged
flight. The late afternoon sun filtered its deep
yellow gleam through the dense pine fronds,
throwing a myriad of shadowed patterns on
the naked skin which was a tangle of arms and
legs, fronts and backs, shoulder, hips, and tor-
SOS.

Stephanie exhaled a long sigh of utter con-
tentment. "I love you, Douglas,"” she repeated,
never tiring of the words.

A long brown forefinger traced the line of
skin from the hollow of her throat to the cleav-
age between her love-swelled breasts, circling
them in gloried possession as she gasped ec-
statically. “If you say that once more, we'll
never get back to camp.”

“I'm not sure I want to. This place, this little
clearing is so very special, even though there
was no campfire this time."
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Impulsively she drew her fingers from the
top of his muscled shoulders down to his rib
cage. In retaliation, he kissed her, hard and de-
manding, leaving no doubt as to the effect of
her wayward touch. It was the low croon at her
ear which thrilled her most.

“We don't need one. The fire's right in
here,” he touched her low on the abdomen,
then took her hand to guide it to the matching
spot on his own manly body. “It's been burning
here, all this time, all these years. The ember—
that sweet ember which has refused to die—it
just keeps glowing and glowing, sometimes
bursting into flame, other times fading to a
faint red memory, but ever alive. I love you,
Stephanie.”

Mischievously she growled back in echo of
his own words, “If you say that once more,
we'll never get back to camp.”

It was a gasp of reluctant disengagement
that slipped from his lips as he lithely bounded
up from their pine bed, pulling her up with him
and pressing her nude body to his one last
time. “I'll never let you go, Steph. You know
that, don't you?”

She smiled, a soft and loving curve gracing
her lips. "I'll never forgive you if you do!” She
raised her face and kissed him once, sweetly,
on the tip of his chin, before suffering to be re-
leased from the masculine contours which fit
her own exquisitely.
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“Until tonight, my love,” he exclaimed, as
he playfully bent his head to nip at a pebbled
peak, before it was once more hidden by
clothing.

“What do we do from here, Doug," she asked,
pulling on her own shorts as she watched the
jeans which he donned, slowly removing the
long, tanned, sinewed legs which she so ad-
mired from view. The zip of his pants, loud and
final, echoed through the woods before he an-
swered, searching now for the wide leather
belt which had fallen beneath her cotton shirt.

“Now, we go back to check on the family
and to finish packing,” he suggested, as, the
belt uncovered, he threaded it through its
loops. “Then, we send Melissa home with
Mother. They'll both love it—they hit it off
right away, kindred spirits, almost.” He
paused, gazing intently at Stephanie's face. “I
know the joy your parents must have felt,
Steph. You spoke of it earlier this summer. I
saw it today on my mother's face.”

Stephanie stiffened. “Does your mother
know that Melissa is yours?”

“Correction, my sweet. Ours.” He put his
hands comfortingly on her shoulders. “I didn't
tell her. But she saw it immediately; Melissa
looks exactly as I did at that age.”

“Did she . .. mind?"

“Mind?" he roared good-naturedly. “It was
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the dearest thing I could have ever given her.
She was thrilled, although I explained the sit-
uation, so she won't spill the beans before we
see fit to tell Missy. Diana and Joel know noth-
ing other than that I intend to marry you.” He
paused, measuring his words in light of the
slight discomfiture which flitted over Steph-
anie's features. “Will it bother you to leave
Melissa with my family? Do you trust me
enough to trust them?”

Mesmerized by the warm gray orbs as she
was, Stephanie knew that she would never
again have cause to question him. Putting a
hand on either side of his face, she drew his
head down until their lips met. "I trust you
with my life, my love, my everything.”

“If you don't button your damned blouse,
you may change your mind,” he rasped, his
hands having already crept in the open sides
to caress the smooth skin of her back. With her
body drawn as it was in intimate closeness to
his, she felt his own state of arousal and imme-
diately stepped back to button the blouse.

Moments later, as they walked hand in hand
down the verdant path, Doug spoke his
thoughts aloud. "There is a justice of the peace
near the college who'll marry us. I want you
mine, legally and every other way, before the
weekend.”

Questioning eyes locked into his. "Why the
weekend?”
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There was a twinkle of mischief in the gaze
that he returned. “Because the only airline
reservations available, should we decide to
take them, are for Saturday night.”

“Reservations?”

“Our honeymoon,” he explained, savoring
the element of surprise to its fullest. “A week
in Paris.”

Stephanie's eyes widened in amazement.
“Paris? Oh, my God, I'd love to photograph
Paris!”

With mock anger, Doug turned to imprison
her in the iron band of his arms. “To hell with
photography. You may not see the light of day
for a week,” he threatened playfully, as he
kissed her hard.

She, too, was in a playful mood, though she
spoke in all earnestness. “For that matter,
Doug, why don't we just go to some quiet little
Vermont inn? I'd rather be with you for a week,
alone and quiet, without the distractions a city
like Paris would offer. We can go there another
time. I want to get to know you, to really get to
know you, and to have you get to know me.
Would you mind?”

It was a long moment before he answered,
the wealth of tenderness in his gaze multiply-
ing by the second. “You're a remarkable
woman, Stephanie Wright! And you're on. A
week in an inn—alone!" He hugged her boldly
before she found herself abruptly released. “I
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can't believe how you manage to muddle my
mind so! [ nearly forgot. I've only been waiting
eight years to give this to you."” Digging into
the rear pocket of his jeans, he drew out a
small, tissue-wrapped object and carefully
peeled back the translucent white layers to re-
veal a brilliantly sparkling pear-shaped dia-
mond, exquisite in quality, set on a thin band
of gold.

Stephanie gasped aloud as she looked from
the ring to her lover and back. “It's magnifi-
cent,” she whispered, afraid as yet to touch it.

“Will you marry me, my dearest, dearest
love?” The voice was deep and resonant, a
breathtaking melody to her ears. The jewel
was forgotten as she looked at his face, framed
as it was, halo-fashion, by the sheen of sunlit
hair.

“Yes, I will marry you, my dearest, dearest
love,” she promised, adding a soft and gentle
kiss of adoration into the bargain.

She was startled when he reached for her
finger, tearing her gaze back down from his
face to the hand which now bore the sign of
their betrothal. “Thank you. It's so beautiful.”

“As is its wearer,” he told her softly. “I
bought this eight years ago. Actually I had
gone to pick it up when you so unceremoni-
ously popped in on my sister.” Stephanie
raised her eyes in renewed apology for her
blunder, only to find a gentle understanding in
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his. "I've held it for you ever since, even long
after I thought you were gone forever. I had my
sister bring it up with her today.”

Her arms crept over his shoulders. “Will you
ever forgive me, Doug? I was so wrong not to
trust you.”

Long, strong hands stroked the curls about her
face. "There's nothing to forgive, honey. It was
as much my fault as yours. I should have told
you how I felt before I'd presumed to take your
virginity. I should have told you more about my-
self and my family and that first marriage which
lasted for all of two years, so many years ago. I
was wrong . . . and I'm sorry for that!”

Giddy with love, Stephanie pinched him
playfully in the ribs. “Just make sure it doesn't
happen again,” she growled in mock fury.

“It won't,” he pledged, as he kissed the tip
of her nose. “Now, let's get going. I want to get
this family thing over, so I can have you all to
myself again.”

Suddenly Stephanie stopped short in her
tracks. “Oh, Doug, I must look a mess. Crying
and all . . . my hair . . . these wrinkled things."

“Shh. You look absolutely radiant.” In the
love-drenched reflection of his eyes, she be-
lieved him. “In fact,” he went on, "“if I didn't
know better, I'd wonder if you weren't preg-
nant.” He regarded her suspiciously, as the
thought popped into her mind for the first time
since that morning after.
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“Do you know better?" she teased, as she
mentally calculated her dates.

He gasped excitedly. "Are you? We do have
a pretty good record for one-night stands, you
know."

“With your virility, there's a good chance.
And I was violently sick last night,” she re-
torted playfully. “But, I don't think so. Only
time will tell for sure.”

“Would you be happy, Steph?” he asked
hesitantly.

A broad smile spread over her features.
"You bet! I'd love to have more of your babies.
But . . ." she paused apologetically, “I'd really
like you to myself for a while. I mean, we al-
ready have Melissa."

Doug put a protective arm around her as
they resumed their homeward journey. “This
time around, we'll go through it all together,
though you have to understand that we'll
have a few certain people knocking down our
doors to babysit. And I happen to know that
there is a small prep school not far from N.V.C.
which has no photography program to speak
of ..."

Stephanie giggled happily. “You have it all
planned, don't you?”

“I'm proud of you, Steph. What you've done,
what you've become, what you've made of
your life alone. I just wonder if you'll ever
really need me."” There was a thread of doubt



300 Barbara Delinsky

in his tone which underscored his words and
touched her profoundly.

“I've always needed you, Doug, only I never
realized it. There was a void, a big blank that I
managed to cram full with my work and
Melissa, so that I could pretend it wasn't there.
But then I'd wake up sometimes in the middle
of the night, frightened and lonely and missing
you. I'll always need you, Doug. I could never
love anyone else!”

“That's my girl!” he crooned huskily, hug-
ging her to him, side to side, hip to hip, a
strong arm about her shoulder, secure in the
knowledge that she was, finally and forever,
his.



A Note from the Author

I wrote Sweet Ember in 1980. It was the third book
of a total now of sixty-five and was written for pub-
lication in the romance genre. It is therefore quite
different from my more recent books in both style
and content.

Sweet Ember is a love story from start to finish. It
has none of the secondary characters and side plots
that my full length novels have. Like many books in
the romance genre, its plot hinges on a misunder-
standing regarding the "“other woman." This mis-
understanding keeps my heroine, Stephanie, and
her hero, Doug, apart for eight long years. Given
that a major change has taken place in Stephie's
life during that time, their reunion is . . . hot!

My books are like my children—I love them all
dearly for their differences. Sweet Ember has a spe-
cial place in my heart, in that the model I used for
PineWinds was the summer camp that I attended
for seven years as a child. Those seven summers
were the happiest and most carefree of my child-
hood. Writing Sweet Ember took me back there,
just as rereading it does now.

Those of you who read Sweet Ember when it was
first published will know that it was written under
the Bonnie Drake pseudonym. That name is gone,
as is the original cover of the book. All else remains
the same.

Barbara Delinsky
May 1997
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rom the plush comfort of the velvet love seat
Fthat had been brought into the library for
the occasion, Chelsea Kane studied the blond-
haired, blue-eyed, beak-nosed members of her
mother's family and decided that wherever she
was from herself, it had to be better stock than
this. She detested the arrogance and greed she
saw before her. With Abby barely cold in her
grave, they had been fighting over who would
get what.

As for Chelsea, all she wanted was Abby.
But Abby was gone.

Bowing her head, she listened to the whis-
per of the January wind, the hiss of a Mahler
murmur, the snap of her father's pocket watch,
the rustle of papers on the desk. In time she fo-
cused on the carpet. It was an Aubusson, ele-
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gantly subtle in pale blues and browns. “This
carpet is your father,” Abby had always de-
clared in her inimitably buoyant British way,
and indeed Kevin was elegantly subtle.
Whether he loved the carpet as Abby had re-
mained to be seen. Things like that were hard
to tell with him. He wasn't an outwardly
demonstrative man. Even now, when Chelsea
raised her eyes to his face in search of comfort,
she found none. His expression was as
heartrendingly somber as the dark suit he
wore. Though he shared the love seat with her,
he was distanced by his own grief. It had been
that way since Abby's death five days before.

Chelsea wanted to slide closer and take his
hand; but she didn't dare. She was a trespasser
on the landscape of his grief. He might wel-
come her, or he might not. Empty as she was
feeling, she couldn't risk the rejection.

Finally ready, Graham Fritts, Abby's attor-
ney and the executor of her estate, raised the
first of his papers. “The following are the last
wishes of Abigail Mahler Kane . . ."

Chelsea let the words pass her by. They were
a grim reminder of what was all too raw, an ex-
tension of the elegantly carved coffin, the min-
ister's well-meaning words, and the dozens of
yellow roses that should have been poignantly
beautiful but were simply and dreadfully sad.
Chelsea hadn't wanted the will read so soon,
but Graham had succumbed to the pressure of
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the Mahlers, who had come to Baltimore from
great distances for the funeral and didn't want
to have to come again. Kevin hadn't argued.
He rarely took on the clan. It wasn't that he was
weak; he was an eminently capable person.
But where he championed select causes at
work, there his store of fire ended, rendering
him nonconfrontational at home.

Abby had understood that. She had been as
compassionate as compassionate ever was,
Chelsea realized, and let her thoughts drift.
She remembered Abby bathing her in Epsom
salts when she had chicken pox, ordering gal-
lons of Chelsea's favorite black cherry ice
cream when the braces went on her teeth, ex-
citedly sending copies to all their friends when
a drawing of Chelsea's won first prize in a local
art show, scolding her when she double-
pierced her ears.

More recently, when Abby's system had
started to deteriorate, as was typical of long-
term polio victims, the tables had been turned,
with Chelsea doing the bathing, doting, prais-
ing, and scolding, and she had been grateful
for the opportunity. Abby had given her so
much. To be able to give something back was
a gift, particularly knowing, as increasingly
they both had, that Abby's time was short.

“. .. this house and the one in Newport I be-
queath to my husband, Kevin Kane, along
with . . ."
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Houses, cars, stocks, and bonds, Kevin
didn't need any of those things. He was a suc-
cessful neurosurgeon, drawing a top salary
from the hospital and augmenting it with a lu-
crative private practice. He had been the one
to provide for Chelsea's everyday needs, and
he had insisted that it be that way. Abby had
taken care of the extras.

Often over the years, Chelsea had wished
she hadn't, for it had only fostered resentment
among the clan. Abby's brothers and sisters
had felt it wrong that a Mahler trust should be
established for Chelsea, who had no Mahler
blood. But Abby had been insistent that
Chelsea, as her daughter, was to be treated
like every other Mahler grandchild. So she had
been, technically at least. She had a trust in
her name that provided her with sufficient in-
terest to live quite nicely even if she chose
never to work.

“, . to my daughter, Chelsea Kane, I
leave . .."

Chelsea was an architect. At thirty-six she
was one of three partners in a firm that was
landing plum jobs up and down the East
Coast. Moreover, she had personally invested
in a well-chosen few of those projects, which
meant that her profits were compounded. She
lived quite nicely on what she earned.

For that reason, perhaps, the accumulation
of assets had never been of great interest to
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her, which was why she barely listened to
what Graham read. She didn't want to inherit
anything from her mother, didn't want to ac-
knowledge that the woman was dead. Her
aunts and uncles didn't seem to have that
problem. Trying to look blasé, they sat with
their blond heads straight and their hands
folded with artful nonchalance in their laps.
Only the tension around those pointy noses
and their ever-alert blue eyes betrayed them.

" . to my brother Malcolm Mabhler, I
leave . .."”

Malcolm got the yacht, Michael the Packard,
Elizabeth the two Thoroughbreds, Anne the
Aspen condo. Still they waited while Graham
read on.

“As for the rubies . . ."

The rubies. Only then did it occur to Chelsea
that that was what her aunts and uncles had
been waiting for, not that any of them lacked
for jewels—or yachts, or cars, or horses—but
the rubies were special. Even Chelsea, who
would never dream of wearing anything as
showy, could appreciate their value. They had
been in the Mahler family for six generations,
traditionally passed from the oldest daughter
to her oldest daughter.

Abby had been the oldest daughter, and
Chelsea was her only child. But Chelsea was
adopted.

“lI have given more thought to this matter
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than to any other,” Graham read, “and have
decided to bequeath the rubies as follows—my
sister Elizabeth is to receive the earrings, my
sister Anne the bracelet, and my daughter,
Chelsea, the ring.”

Elizabeth came out of her chair. “No, that's
wrong. If the oldest daughter doesn't have a
daughter, the entire set goes to the second old-
est daughter. I'm the second oldest daughter.”

Similarly appalled, Anne uncrossed her legs.
“The pieces can't be divided. They were
meant to be kept together. Whatever did Abby
have in mind?”

“She must have been confused,” Malcolm
decided by way of polite invalidation.

“Or she was influenced by someone else,”
Michael suggested by way of benign accusation.

“A Mahler would never divide up that set,”
Elizabeth insisted. “The whole thing should be
coming to me.”

Kevin stirred then, not much more than a
shifting on his seat, but, given his prior immo-
bility, enough to draw attention. In a voice that
was gritty with grief but surprisingly firm, he
said, “"The whole set should have gone to
Chelsea. She is the oldest daughter of the old-
est daughter.”

“She isn't Abby's daughter,” Elizabeth ar-
gued, “not in the real sense, not in the sense of
having our genes and being able to pass them
on. Besides, look at her. She's a career woman,
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She won't have a child. Even if she was of our
blood . .."

Chelsea rose quietly and slipped out the
door. She had no stomach for Elizabeth's words.
More than any of them, she was haunted by the
fact that she had no Mahler blood. For years
she'd been trying to find out whose she did
have, but Kevin had refused to discuss it, and
Abby had been too frail to be pestered. So the
issue had floated. Abby had been her mother in
every sense that mattered. With her death
Chelsea felt a sense of loss, a sense of coming
unhinged, of losing one's anchor.

Abby had loved her. Physical limitations
notwithstanding, she had doted on her to the
point of near suffocation. Many a time Chelsea
had wanted to tell her to buzz off. But Abby was
too kind for that, and Chelsea wouldn't have hurt
her for the world. She had fallen into a good
thing when she'd been adopted. The Kane house
was a haven. Love made it a secure, happy place.

Nonetheless she had been curious. She had
wanted to know why she had been adopted,
why Abby couldn't have babies of her own,
how she had been picked. She wanted to
know where she had been born, who her birth
parents were, and why they had given her up.

Abby had explained, with a gentle care that
Chelsea remembered even so many years after
the fact, that her paralysis had made having
children impossible for her, but that she and
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Kevin had badly wanted a child at the same
time that a baby girl badly needed a home.
The adoption had been private and closed.
Abby claimed to know nothing, and Kevin
agreed. “You're a Kane," he insisted even
when Chelsea was at her most outlandish. "It
doesn't matter where you come from, as long
as you know who you are now.”

Chelsea drew herself up before the gilt-
edged mirror that hung over the console in the
hall. She was as tall and slender as any of the
Mahlers and as finely dressed, but that was
where the similarities ended. She had green
eyes to their blue, and her long hair was
auburn, with the natural wave that the Mahler
women envied only when waves were in style.
Thanks to a motorcycle accident when she was
seventeen that had resulted in a broken nose
and subsequent surgery, Chelsea's previously
turned-up nose was small and straight. Like-
wise, thanks to a dental appliance that she had
worn as a preteen, the chin that would have
otherwise receded had been coaxed into per-
fect alignment with the rest of her features.

She was an attractive woman. To deny it
would have been an exercise in false modesty,
and Chelsea was too forthright for that. She had
come a long way from the unruly waist-length
hair, kohl-lined eyes, and ragtag flower child
look she had espoused as a teenager. Abby had
been proud of the woman she'd become.
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Now Abby was gone, and her family was in
the library bickering over a set of jewels.
Chelsea was sickened. Had it not been for
Kevin, she would have walked out of the
house. But she didn't want to leave him alone.
He was crushed. After anticipating Abby's
death for so many years, he was finding the ac-
tuality of it hard to accept. Chelsea could fault
him for thick headedness on the matter of her
adoption, but not for his absolute and unquali-
fied love for Abby.

The library door opened to Elizabeth and
Anne. "We'll fight, you know,” Elizabeth
warned Chelsea as she strode past.

Anne pulled their furs from the closet. “The
ring should remain in the family.”

Without another word—not the slightest
gesture of consolation, encouragement, or
farewell—they left.

The front door had barely shut when Mal-
colm and Michael emerged from the library.

Chelsea handed them their coats.

Silently they put them on. Malcolm was fit-
ting his hat to his head when he said, "You
made out quite well, Chelsea.”

She stood away with her hands by her sides.
“I'm afraid I wasn't paying attention to the de-
tails.” They didn't interest her now any more
than they had then.

“You should have. Abigail has made you a
wealthy woman."”
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“I was a wealthy woman before she died.”

“Thanks to the Mahlers.” This came from
Michael, who pursed his lips at the black driv-
ing gloves he was pushing on finger by finger.
“Elizabeth and Anne are upset, and frankly I
don't blame them. They have a point. That
ring is worth a lot of money. You don't need the
money, and you don't need the ring. It can't
have anywhere near the sentimental value for
you that it has for us.” He raised his Mahler-
blue eyes to hers. “If you're half the woman
Abby always claimed you were, you'll give us
the ring. It's the right thing to do.”

Chelsea was thrown back in time to the par-
ties her mother had given that the Mahlers had
attended. Chelsea's friends had been im-
pressed. They saw the Mahlers as jet-setters
who hobnobbed with princes and dukes in the
glitter capitals of the world and who spoke the
Queen's English with flair. But Chelsea had
never been charmed, then or now, by civilized
speech expressing uncivilized thoughts.

She wanted to feel resentment or defiance
but didn't have the strength. As with her in-
heritance, she had little taste for adversity in
the shadow of Abby's death. “I can't think
about this, I really can't,” she said.

“If it's a matter of having the ring ap-
praised,” Malcolm suggested, “that's already
been done. Graham has the papers.”

“It's a matter of mourning. I need time."”
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“Don't take too much. The girls will likely go to
court if you don't give up the ring on your own.”

With an upraised hand, Chelsea murmured,
“Not now," and took off for the kitchen. She
was leaning against the center island beneath
a tiara of copper pans when Graham burst
through the door.

“Ahh, Chelsea,” he breathed, "I was wor-
ried you'd left.”

Chelsea liked Graham. A contemporary of
her parents, he had taken over as Abby's at-
torney after his father died. Over the years he
had been a quiet constant in her life.

Tucking her hands under her arms, she sent
him a pleading look. “Don't you start in on me,
too, Graham. It was bad enough reading the
will while Mother's still warm in her grave, but
to bicker over it is disgusting. They wanted it
read, now it's been read, but I have no inten-
tion of looking at it, thinking about it, or acting
on it until I've had time to mourn her.” She
tossed a hand toward the front of the house.
“They're off to jet home and return to their
lives as though nothing has changed, and
maybe for them it hasn't, but it has for me, and
it has nothing to do with inheriting whatever I
inherited and being worth such-and-such
more than I was before. I refuse to define my
mother’s life in terms of dollars and cents, so if
that's what you're here to do, forget it.”

“It's not,” Graham said, and drew an enve-
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lope from the inner pocket of his suit jacket.
“This is for you.”

Warily she stared at the envelope. It was old
and worn. "If that's an ancient stock certificate,
I don't want it," she said, though the envelope
didn't look official by any measure. It was
small in size, nondescript, and even from
where she stood Chelsea could see that there
was no return address.

“Go on,” Graham coaxed, nudging it closer.
“Abby wanted you to have it."”

“Was this listed in her will?”

“No. It was a private matter, something be-
tween her and me, and now you.”

Curious, Chelsea took the envelope and im-
mediately noted its weight. There was some-
thing inside. She shifted it in her hand, then
studied the address.

The ink had smeared what was an awkward
scrawl to begin with, yet she made out her
mother's name. She had more trouble deci-
phering the name beneath that.

Graham helped out. "It was sent care of my
father. That's his office address. He was the
lawyer who represented your parents in the
adoption.”

Chelsea had known that, but Graham's men-
tioning it out of the blue was startling. Her
heart skipped a beat, then made up for it by
starting to race. Her eyes flew to the postmark.
It too had faded with age, but its print was
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more legible than the scrawl beneath it. The
date was November 8, 1959, the place “Nor-
wich Notch, New Hampshire?” she read.

“Nor'ich," Graham corrected.

“I was born there?”

“Yes."”

She was stunned. Wondering where she'd
been born was as much a part of her as cele-
brating her birthday each March. To have an
end suddenly put to the wondering—to ask a
question and receive a yes—was overwhelm-
ing. Norwich Notch. She held the envelope in
her hand as though it were something fragile,
afraid to move it, lift it, open it.

From across the room came Kevin Kane's
somber voice. “What's that, Graham?"

Graham's eyes went from Chelsea's face to
the envelope in silent urging. She swallowed,
then turned it over, lifted the flap, and drew out
a piece of tissue paper that was as worn as the
envelope itself. It looked to have been unfolded
and refolded many times. Setting it carefully on
the counter, she unfolded it but again. Inside,
attached to a threadbare ribbon that had once
been red but had long since lost its sheen, was
a heavily tarnished silver key. At least, she
thought it was a key. Its bow was a miniature
French horn with coils ripe for the gripping, but
its blade was unserrated, nothing more than a
thin tube half the length of her thumb.

An image flashed through her mind of the
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metronome that stood on the grand piano in
her parents’ living room. That metronome had
been her nemesis through years of laborious
piano lessons. It was wound by a key with a
similarly smooth blade.

Bewildered, she raised her eyes to Gra-
ham's. “Who sent it?"

He shrugged and shook his head.

“Is it a key?"

“Abby thought so, but she never knew for
sure. It arrived when you were five." For
Kevin's benefit, he added an apologetic,
"Since it was addressed to Abby, my father
had no choice but to pass it on.”

Chelsea followed his gaze. “There was no
reason why he shouldn't have,” she said to her
father. His frame filled the doorway, stately in
spite of his tired eyes and the weight that lay
heavy on his shoulders.

“Oh, yes, there was,” Kevin contended. His
feelings on the subject hadn't changed over
the years, not with Chelsea's reaching adult-
hood, not now with Abby's death. “You were
ours from the time you were eight hours old.
We raised you and loved you. Your mother
didn't want to know where you'd come from.
She didn't have to know it. That information
was irrelevant. It still is. Everything that you
are today came from us."

Chelsea knew what wasn't true. She had
neither the purebred Mahler look nor Kevin
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Kane's grooved chin, thin lips, and ruddy com-
plexion, and whereas both the Mahlers and
the Kanes were musically inclined, she was
tone-deaf.

But she wasn't about to argue with Kevin on
that score. In the best of times he was threat-
ened by the thought of her going after her
birth parents, and these were far from the best
of times. He was in pain. So was she, and his
distance didn't help. She couldn't bear the
thought of driving him farther away.

Nor, though, could she ignore the key. Lay-
ing it in the palm of her hand, she ran her
thumb over it front and back. “Who sent it?2"
she asked again.

“Abby never knew,” Graham said. “She re-
ceived it exactly as you have it now."”

Setting down the key, Chelsea flattened out
the tissue paper and studied one side, then the
other. Likewise she turned the envelope over
and back. There was no writing other than
what was on the front, no sign of a message.
“There had to have been a note.”

“She said there wasn't.”

“She also said she didn't know where I was
born,” Chelsea blurted out, because the realiza-
tion that Abby had lied to her stung. Even worse
was the thought that Kevin knew more. Her
eyes found his. “Did you know she had this?”

Slowly he shook his head. The measured-
ness of the gesture expressed his anger. “I'd
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have prevented it if I could have. She had
enough to worry about without agonizing over
a key."”

Feeling an overwhelming sadness, Chelsea
said, “There wouldn't have been any agoniz-
ing if she'd simply given it to me.”

“If she'd done that, you'd have run off."”

“Because of a key? I don't even know what
it's supposed to unlock!”

“You'd have found out,” he said gruffly.
“That's your way. When you're curious about
something, you follow it through.” His tone
mellowed. "It was one of the things your
mother most admired in you. You had the
courage that she didn't."”

Chelsea was astonished. “She had more
courage than any one of us.”

Kevin remained mellow in memory's grip.
“She didn't see it that way. She was bound by
her family nearly as much as she was by her
leg braces, while you broke free. You did the
things she might have liked to have done. You
looked for challenges and met every one. She
loved the flower child you were, just as much
as she loved the club swimming champ.” His
mouth went flat, his tone hard. “Anyway, that's
why she must have agonized over that key.
She knew that you'd have taken that curiosity
of yours and run off in search of elusive par-
ents who didn't want you in the first place.”

“Unfair,” Chelsea whispered, feeling a knot



The Passions of Chelsea Kane 321

in her throat. She ached for Kevin, who was
afraid that two others would usurp his and
Abby's places in her heart. But she ached for
herself, too, because the last thing she wanted
to believe was that she was alive simply be-
cause abortion had been illegal at the time of
her conception.

Turning the key in her hand, she said softly,
“I wouldn't have run anywhere. I certainly
wouldn't have hurt you and Mom. You're my
parents. That'll never change.” She so wanted
him to understand. “It's just that I've always
wanted to know about the other.” It was a
deeply emotional subject for her. She doubted
anyone but another adoptee would understand
the sense of rejection that came with having
been given away at birth, the isolation she felt
at family gatherings, the incompletion that
nagged and nagged.

But this wasn't the time to piggyback one
emotional subject on another. With care, she
set the key in the middle of the tissue and
folded the paper as Abby had apparently done
so many times. She returned the small pack-
age to its envelope and slipped the envelope
into the pocket of her silk dress.

Raising her head, she said to Kevin, “You're
right. It's not important now.” As though to
show him that Abby did indeed live on
through her, she turned to Graham with much
the same poise that her mother would have
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shown in equally trying times and said, “Cook
makes an incredible potted chicken. You'll join
us for dinner, won't you?"

Kevin knew Chelsea well. She was indeed a
doer. When her college grade point-average
had been lacking, she'd won acceptance as a
graduate student at Princeton by literally
planting herself and an impressive portfolio in
the offices of the Department of Architecture.
When she'd decided that she wanted her first
apartment to be something loftlike in ways that
nothing in Baltimore was at that time, she had
presented a schematic design to one of the city's
hot real estate developers, with promise of free
working drawings to follow if he would buy the
building she had in mind and take on the proj-
ect. When she'd found herself with two partners
in a brand-new architectural firm, she'd de-
signed a striking logo and sent handwritten let-
ters to every prospective client she could find in
her personal address book. Given that she'd
grow up with frequent exposure to her mother's
family contacts and her father's professional
ones, that address book was expansive.

Her challenge now was the tarnished silver
key. She ftried to ignore it at first. It was a
wedge between Kevin and her at a time when
she could least afford one. But the key
wouldn't be ignored, seeming to blare its silent
presence from wherever she chose to hide it.
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Likewise, the name Norwich Notch came to
have a familiar ring. She wondered whether
some mystical force inside her was connecting
her with birthplace or whether she had simply
said the name so many times now that it rolled
easily through her thoughts. An atlas at the li-
brary told her that the town was in the south-
western corner of New Hampshire and had a
population of eleven hundred. But she found
no mention of it in other books through which
she browsed.

She did find reference to it in the phone
book for the Keen-Peterborough area. Among
other listings were the Norwich Notch Town
Clerk, the Norwich Notch Congregational
Church, and the Norwich Notch Community
Hospital, any of which might have information
on her birth. So her reading told her, and she
had read almost every major article on adop-
tion, published in recent years. She knew
about searches. They were done all the time in
the enlightened nineties. Social workers
leaned increasingly toward shared information
between birth parents and adoptees. Open
adoptions were in vogue.

She could pick up the phone and make a
call. She could fly to Boston and drive north or
fly to Manchester and drive west. She could
drive all the way from Baltimore if she wanted
it, but she didn't. She wasn't ready to do any of
those things. Not so soon after Abby's death.
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Not with Kevin so sensitive. Not with the real-
ity of Norwich Notch so new. She needed time
to adjust to its existence.

The key, though, fast became an old friend.
After holding it, turning it in her hand, study-
ing it night after night for a week, she took out
a jar of silver polish and, taking care not to wet
the frayed ribbon, worked the cream between
each of the miniature slides. With every bit as
much care, she rinsed it and dried it.

Free of tarnish, the key was a beautifully in-
tricate thing. It looped lyrically, with detailing
that Chelsea guessed was exact. Though the
slim blade extending from the mouthpiece was
nicked at spots, the horn itself was in perfect
condition. As she buffed its slides with the pad
of her thumb, she fancied that a genie might
appear in a puff of smoke and tell her every-
thing she wanted to know. But the night was
quiet, and she remained alone.

She had so many questions, so many ques-
tions—the major one being who had sent it
and why. Thirty-two years was a long time.
People died. Situations changed. Then again,
she wondered whether the key wasn't as cru-
cial to her search as the postmark. Norwich
Notch. So familiar. It sounded rural and charm-
ing; it could well be dirt poor and depressed.
She wasn't sure she wanted to find out which;
she wasn't sure she could resist finding out.

Meanwhile, the lure of the key grew. The
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more she studied it, the more intrigued she
was not by the perfection of is crafting, but by
the irregularity of the nicks on its blade. They
were signs of use—use by people somehow re-
lated to her.

She imagined many different scenarios, all
variations of those she'd dreamed up as a child.
Her biological parents were always poor but in
love. In once instance they were teenagers, too
young and frightened to keep her. In another
instance her father was married to someone
else but desperately in love with her mother. In
a third instance her parents were married to
each other, with seven children already and no
possible way to support an eighth.

Chelsea dwelt on that last possibility for a
long time, because the thought of having one
sibling, let alone seven, excited her. She had
always wanted a brother or sister. She had
begged Abby for one. In time she'd accepted
that one child was as much as a woman with
two useless legs and dubious health could
handle, but she didn't stop wanting a sibling.
As she saw it, a sibling was tied to a person in
a way that friends weren't. She had grown up
with hordes of friends, but she missed that
other, special relationship. There were times
when she felt a distinct sense of loss.

During those times, more often than not she
turned to Carl.
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