






Mack regarded Beth with fascination as the waiter walked away. “Good to know,” he murmured, his gaze filled with heat.



“What?” Beth asked, her voice surprisingly shaky.

“That your weak spot is chocolate.”

“That’s one of them,” she agreed.

Mack lifted his glass of water. “To discovering the rest,” he said, his tone soft and his gaze serious.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS



Mack Carlton—He knows a lot of moves…on the football field and off. He took the game seriously until an injury forced him to the sidelines. Now he sits in the owner’s box, usually with a gorgeous woman close by, and takes very little seriously. It’s way past time for a reality check.


Beth Browning—As a pediatric oncologist, Beth confronts life-and-death struggles every day. She has no patience with frivolity such as football or the grown men who live for games. Beth is a more than even match for a man like Mack, but when it comes to fate, she’s no match at all.


Destiny Carlton—Mack’s aunt knows as well as anyone that life can take a tragic twist, so she’s an ardent believer in living every moment to its fullest. It’s Destiny’s opinion that her beloved nephew Mack understands all about the rules of the game of football, but nothing about the game of life. Until he loses his heart, she won’t be satisfied that he’s destined for victory.

One fun-loving man, one woman who’s suffered too much loss, and Destiny’s touch. Touchdown!
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Chapter One



Mack Carlton, who’d had more quick moves on a football field than any player in Washington, D.C., history, had been dodging his Aunt Destiny for the better part of a month. Unfortunately, Destiny was faster and sneakier than most of the defensive linemen he’d ever faced. She was also more highly motivated. It was a toss-up as to how long it would be before she caught up with him.

Ever since she’d succeeded in getting his older brother, Richard, married a few weeks back, Destiny had set her sights on Mack. She wasn’t even subtle about it. A steady parade of women had been popping up all over the place. Not that that was an unusual occurrence in Mack’s life—he did have a well-deserved reputation as a playboy, after all—but these women were not his type. They had “serious” and “happily ever after” written all over them. Mack didn’t do serious. He didn’t do permanent. Destiny, of all people, should know that.

Not that he had the same issues with love and loss that had kept his big brother off the emotional roller coaster. Mack preferred to think that his hang-ups had more to do with a desire to know lots and lots of women than any fear of eventual abandonment. Why limit himself to one particular dish when there was an entire buffet to be sampled? Sure, he’d been affected by the deaths of his parents in a small plane crash in the Blue Ridge Mountains when he was barely ten, but the trauma hadn’t followed him into adulthood as it had Richard.

Not that Destiny or Richard believed that. Hell, even his younger brother, Ben, was convinced they were all emotionally messed up because of the crash, but Mack knew otherwise, at least in his own case. He just flat-out liked women. He appreciated their minds, their quick wits.

Okay, that was the politically correct thing to say, he conceded, even though there was nobody around who was privy to his private, all-too-male thoughts. Truthfully, what he really appreciated was the way they felt in his arms, their soft skin and passionate responses. While he enjoyed a lively conversation as much as the next man, he truly loved the intimacy of sex, however fleeting and illusional it might be.

Not that he was any kind of sex addict, but a little wholesome rustling of the sheets made a man feel alive. So maybe that was it, he thought with a sudden rush of insight. Maybe what he loved most about sex was that it made him feel alive after being reminded at a very young age that life was short and death was permanent. Maybe he had some emotional scars from that plane crash, after all.

He was still pondering the magnitude of that discovery when Destiny sashayed into his office at team headquarters, where he was now ensconced as part owner of the team for which he’d once played. He was so thoroughly startled by her unexpected appearance in this male bastion, he brought the legs of his chair crashing to the floor with such force it was a wonder the chair didn’t shatter.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” Destiny said pleasantly, sitting across from him in her pale-blue suit that mirrored the color of her eyes.

As always, Destiny looked as if she’d just walked out of a beauty salon, which was a far cry from some of the pictures around the house taken during her years as a painter in the south of France. In those she always appeared a bit rumpled and wildly exotic. Mack occasionally allowed himself to wonder if his aunt missed those days, if she missed the life she’d given up to come back to Virginia to care for him and his brothers after the plane crash.

As a child he’d never dared to ask because he’d feared that reminding Destiny of what she’d sacrificed might send her scurrying back to Europe to reclaim it. As he’d gotten older, he’d started taking her presence—and her contentment—for granted.

Now he gave his aunt a cool, unblinking look, determined not to let her see that her arrival had shaken him in any way. With Destiny it was best not to show any signs of weakness at all. “You’re imagining things,” he told her flatly.

Destiny chuckled. “I didn’t imagine that it was your behind I saw scurrying out the back door at Richard and Melanie’s the other night, did I? I saw that backside in too many football huddles to mistake it.”

Damn. He thought he’d made a clean escape. Of course, it was possible that his brother had blabbed. Richard thought Mack had taken a little too much pleasure in Destiny’s successful maneuvering of Richard straight into Melanie’s arms. He was more than capable of going for a little payback to see that Mack met the same fate.

“Did you really spot me, or did Richard rat me out?” he asked suspiciously. “I know he wants me to fall into one of your snares the same way he did.”

“Your brother is not a tattler,” she assured him. “And my eyesight’s twenty-twenty.” She gave him a measuring look. “What are you scared of, Mack?”

“I think we both know the answer to that one. I also suspect it’s the same thing that brought you to my office. What sort of devious scheme do you have up your sleeve, Destiny? And before you answer, let’s get one thing straight, my social life is off-limits. I’m handling it very well on my own.”

Destiny rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’ve seen how well you’re handling it in every gossip column in town. It’s unseemly, Mack. You may not be directly affiliated with Carlton Industries, but the family does have a certain social standing in the community. You need to be mindful of that, especially with Richard entering politics any day now.”

The family respectability card was a familiar one. He was surprised she’d tried the tactic again, since it had failed abysmally in the past. “Most people are capable of separating me from my brother. Besides that, I’m an adult,” he recited as he had so often in the past. “So are the women I date. No harm, no foul.”


“And you’re content with that?” Destiny asked, her skepticism plain.

“Absolutely,” he insisted. “Couldn’t be happier.”

She nodded slowly. “Well, that’s that then. Your happiness is all that’s ever mattered to me, you know. Yours and your brothers’.”

Mack studied her with a narrowed gaze. Surely she wasn’t giving up that easily. Destiny was constitutionally incapable of surrendering before she’d even had a first skirmish. If she were so easily put off, Richard wouldn’t be married right now. Mack needed to remember that.

“We appreciate that you love us,” he said carefully. “And I’m glad you’re willing to let me choose my own dates. It’s a real relief, in fact.”

She fought a smile. “Yes, I imagine it is, since the kind of woman I see you with is not the sort of mental and emotional lightweight you tend to choose.”

He ignored the slap at his taste in women. He’d heard it before. “Anything else I can do for you while you’re here?” he asked politely. “Do you need any team souvenirs for one of your charity auctions?”

“Not really. I just wanted to drop by and catch up,” she claimed with a perfectly straight face. “Will you come to dinner soon?”

“Now that I know you’ve given up meddling in my social life, yes,” he told her, deciding to give her the benefit of the doubt for the moment. “Is everyone coming for Sunday dinner?”

“Of course.”

“Then I’ll be there,” he promised. At least there was some safety in numbers, in case Destiny had a change of heart between now and Sunday.

She stood up. “I’ll be on my way, then.”


Mack walked with her down the hall to the elevator, struck anew by how small she was. She barely reached his shoulder. She’d always seemed to be such a giant force to be reckoned with that it gave the illusion she was bigger. Then, again, he was six-two, so Destiny was probably a perfectly average-size woman. Add in her dynamic personality, and she had few equals of any size among Washington’s most powerful women.

She was about to step into the elevator when she gave him her most winning smile, the one reserved for suckering big bucks from an unwitting corporate CEO. Seeing that smile immediately put Mack right back on guard.

“Oh, darling, I almost forgot,” she claimed, reaching into her purse and pulling out a note written on a sheet of her pretty floral stationery. “Could you drop by the hospital this afternoon? A Dr. Browning spoke to me earlier and said one of the young patients in the oncology unit has a very poor outlook. The boy is a huge fan of yours, and the doctor feels certain that a visit from you might boost his morale.”

Despite the clamor of alarm bells ringing in his head, Mack took the note. Whatever Destiny was really up to, it was not the kind of request he could ignore. She knew that, too. She’d instilled a strong sense of responsibility in all of her nephews. His football celebrity had made fulfilling requests of this type a commonplace part of his life.

He glanced at his watch. “I have a business meeting in a couple of hours, but I can swing by there on my way.”

“Thank you, darling. I knew I could count on you. I told Dr. Browning you’d be by, that the other requests must have gotten lost.”


Mack felt his stomach twist into a knot. “There were other requests?”

“Several of them, I believe. I was a last resort.”

He nodded grimly, his initial suspicions about his aunt’s scheming vanishing. “I’ll look into that. The staff around here knows that I do this kind of visit whenever possible, especially if there’s a kid involved.”

“I’m sure it was just some sort of oversight or mix-up,” Destiny said. “The important thing is that you’re going now. I’ll say a prayer for the young boy. You can tell me all about your visit on Sunday. Perhaps there’s more we could be doing for him.”

Mack leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You ought to be the one going over there. A dose of your good cheer could improve anyone’s spirits.”

She regarded him with a surprised sparkle in her eyes. “What a lovely thing to say, Mack. That must explain why you’re such a hit with the ladies.”

Mack could have told her it wasn’t his sweet-talk that won the hearts of the women he dated, but there were some things a man simply didn’t say to his aunt. If she wanted to believe he owed his social life to being a nice guy, he was more than willing to let her. It might keep a few tart-tongued lectures at bay.

 

“It’s a game, for heaven’s sake,” pediatric oncologist Beth Browning declared, earning a thoroughly disgusted look from her male colleagues at Children’s Cancer Hospital. “A game played by grown men, who ought to be using their brains instead of their brawn—assuming of course that their brains haven’t been scrambled.”

“We’re talking about professional football,” radiologist Jason Morgan protested, as if she’d uttered blasphemy. “It’s about winning and losing. It’s a metaphor for good triumphing over evil.”

“I don’t hear the surgeons saying that when they’re patching up some kid’s broken bones after a Saturday game,” Beth said.

“Football injuries are a rite of passage,” Hal Watkins, the orthopedic physician, insisted.

“And a boon to your practice,” she noted.

“Hey,” he protested. “That’s not fair. Nobody wants to see a kid get hurt.”

“Then keep ’em off the field,” Beth suggested.

Jason looked shocked. “Then who’d grow up to play professional sports?”

“Oh, please, why does anyone have to do that?” Beth retorted, warming to the topic. She’d read about Mack Carlton and his rise from star quarterback to team owner. The man had a law degree, for goodness’ sakes. What a waste! Not that she was a huge admirer of lawyers, given the way their greediness had led to hikes in malpractice insurance.

“Because it’s football, for crying out loud,” Hal replied, as if the game were as essential for survival as air.

“Come on, guys. It’s a game. Nothing more, nothing less.” She turned to appeal to Peyton Lang, the hematologist, who’d been silent until now. “What do you think?”

He held up his hands. “You’re not drawing me into this one. I’m ambivalent. I don’t care that much about football, but I don’t have a problem if anyone else happens to find it entertaining.”

“Don’t you think it’s absurd that so much time, money and energy is being wasted in pursuit of some stupid title?” Beth countered.

“The winner of the Super Bowl rules!” Jason insisted.

“Rules what?” Beth asked.

“The world.”

“I wasn’t aware they played football in most of the rest of the world. Let’s face it, in this town it’s about some rich guy who has enough money to buy the best players so he’ll have something to get excited about on Sunday afternoons,” she said scathingly. “If Mack Carlton had a life, if he had a family, if he had anything important to do, he wouldn’t be wasting his money on a football team.”

Rather than the indignant protests she’d expected, Beth was stunned when every man around her in the hospital cafeteria fell silent. Guilty looks were exchanged, the kind that said humiliation was just around the corner.

“You sure you don’t want to reconsider that remark?” Jason asked, giving her an odd, almost pleading look.

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because I’m pretty sure you mentioned when we started this discussion that you’ve been trying to get Mack Carlton in here to visit with Tony Vitale,” Jason said. “The kid’s crazy about him. You thought meeting Mack might lift his spirits, since the chemo hasn’t been going that well.”

Her gaze narrowed. “So? This community-minded paragon of football virtue hasn’t bothered to respond to even one of my calls.”

Jason cleared his throat and gestured behind her.

Oh, hell, she thought as she slowly turned and stared up at the tall, broad-shouldered man in the custom-tailored suit who was regarding her with a solemn, steady gaze. He had a faint scar under one eye, but that did nothing to mar his good looks. In fact, it merely added character to a perfectly sculpted face and drew attention to eyes so dark, so enigmatic, that she trembled under the impact. Everything about his appearance spoke of money, taste and arrogance, except maybe the hairstyle, which had a Harrison Ford kind of spikiness to it.

“Dr. Browning?” he inquired in an incredulous tone that suggested he’d been expecting someone older and definitely someone male.

Despite the unspoken but definitely implied insult, his quiet, smooth voice eased through Beth, then delivered a belated punch. She tried to gather her wits and to form the apology he deserved, but the words wouldn’t come. She’d never have deliberately insulted him to his face, even if she did have an abundance of scorn for men who wasted money on athletic pursuits that could be better spent on saving mankind.

“She’ll be with you as soon as she gets her foot out of her mouth,” Jason said, breaking the tension.

Grateful to the radiologist for helping her out, she managed to stand and offer her hand. “Mr. Carlton, I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Obviously,” he said, his lips curving into a slow smile. “My aunt said you’d had trouble contacting me. My staff shouldn’t have put you off. I apologize for that.”

Beth had read that he was a heartbreaker. Now she knew why. If his gaze could render her speechless, that smile could set her on fire. Add in the unexpected touch of humility and the sincerity of his apology, and her first impression was pretty much smashed to bits. She’d never experienced a reaction to any man quite like this. She wasn’t sure she liked it.

“Would you…?” Exasperated by her inability to gather her thoughts, she swallowed hard, took a deep breath, then tried again. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“Actually I’m on a tight schedule. I found myself near here and wanted to let you know that I haven’t been deliberately blowing off your calls. I thought I’d take a chance that now would be a good time to meet Tony.”

“Of course,” she said at once, knowing what such a visit would mean even if regular visiting hours were later in the day. This was one instance when she didn’t mind breaking the rules. “I’ll take you to his room. He’ll be thrilled.”

Jason cleared his throat. At his pointed look, Beth realized that her colleagues were hoping for an introduction to the local football legend. Amazed that grown men could be as enamored of Mack Carlton as her twelve-year-old patient was, she paused and made the introductions.

When it seemed that the doctors were about to go over every great play the man had ever made on the football field, she cut them off.

“As much as you guys would probably like to discuss football for the rest of the day, Mr. Carlton is here to see Tony,” she reminded them a bit curtly.

Mack Carlton gave her another of those smiles that could melt the polar ice cap. “Besides,” he said, “we’re probably boring Dr. Browning to tears.”

Now there was a loaded statement if ever she’d heard one. She didn’t dare admit to being bored and risk insulting him more than she had when he’d first arrived and overheard her. Nor was she inclined to lie. Instead she forced a smile. “You did say you had a tight schedule.”

His grin spread. “So I did. Lead the way, Doctor.”

Relieved to have something concrete to do, she set off briskly through the corridors to the unit where twelve-year-old Tony had spent far too much of his young life.

“Tell me about Tony,” Mack suggested as they walked.

“He’s twelve and he has leukemia,” Beth told him, fighting to keep any trace of emotion from her voice. It was the kind of story she hated to tell, especially when the battle wasn’t being won. “It’s the third time it’s come back. This time he’s not responding so well to the chemotherapy. We’d hoped to get him ready for a bone marrow transplant, but we don’t have the right donor marrow, and because of his difficulty with the chemo, I’m not so sure it would be feasible for him right now anyway.”

Mack listened intently to everything she was saying. “His prognosis?”

“Not good,” she said tersely.

“And you’re taking it personally,” he said quietly.

Beth promptly shook her head. “I know I can’t win every battle,” she said, as she had to the psychologist who’d expressed his concern about her state of mind earlier in the day. Few people knew just how personally she took a case like Tony’s. She was surprised that Mack Carlton had guessed it so easily.

“But you hate losing,” Mack said.

“When it’s a matter of life and death, of course I do,” she said fiercely. “I went into medicine to save lives.”

“Why?” Before she could reply, he added, “I know it’s a noble profession, but dealing with sick kids has to be an emotional killer. Why you? Why this field?”

She was surprised that he actually seemed interested in her response. “I was drawn to it early on,” she said, aware that she was being evasive by suggesting that it hadn’t been the motivating force in her entire life. With any luck, Mack wouldn’t realize it.

“Because?” he prodded, not accepting the response at face value and proving once more that he was a more insightful man than she’d expected him to be.

“Why does it matter to you?” she asked, still dodging a direct answer to his question.

His eyes studied her intently. “Because it obviously matters to you.”

Once again his insight caught her off guard. It was evident he wasn’t going to let this go until he’d heard at least some version of the truth. “Okay, here it is in a nutshell. I had an older brother who died of leukemia when I was ten,” she told him, revealing more than she had to anyone other than her family. They knew all too well what her motivation had been for choosing medicine, and they didn’t entirely approve of her choice, fearing she was doomed to have repeated heartaches. “I vowed to save other kids like him.”

Mack regarded her with what appeared to be real sympathy. “Like I said, you take it personally.”

She sighed at the assessment. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

“How long do you think you can keep it up, if you take every case to heart?”

“As long as I have to,” she insisted tightly. “I only see a few patients. Most of my time is spent in research. Our treatments are getting better and better all the time.” Sadly, Tony wasn’t responding well to any of them, which was why she’d taken such an intense interest in his case.

“But not with Tony,” Mack said.

Beth fought against the salty sting of unexpected tears. “Not with Tony, at least not yet,” she admitted softly. Then she set her jaw and regarded Mack defiantly, blinking back those tell-tale tears. “But we’re going to win this battle, too.”

He gave her an admiring look. “Yes, I think you will,” he said quietly. “Will my being here actually help Tony?”

“Hopefully it will improve his spirits,” Beth assured him. “He’s been a little down lately, and sometimes boosting a child’s morale is the most important thing we can do. We need to keep him from giving up on himself or on us.”

Mack nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s go in there and talk football.” He gave her an impudent grin. “I assume you won’t be saying much.”

Beth laughed despite herself, liking Mack far more than she’d ever expected to. She could forgive a lot in a person who had a sense of humor, whether about her foibles or his own. “Probably not.”

His expression sobered. “Good. What I do for a living may not be medicine or rocket science, but I’d hate to have you dismiss it in front of a kid who thinks it matters.”

Beth stared at him as his point struck home. Her opinion of football or of Mack Carlton didn’t matter right now. “Touché, Mr. Carlton. I’ll definitely refrain from comment. This is all about Tony.”

He winked. “Call me Mack. My fans do.”


“I’m not one of your fans.”

“Stick around,” he taunted lightly. “You might be, after this.”

Beth bit back a sigh. Yes, she could be, she admitted to herself. Not that Mighty Mack Carlton needed another conquest in his life. The gossip columns were littered with the names of women who thought they had the inside track in his life. She’d noticed that few of them ever got a second mention. She wasn’t the least bit inclined to test her luck in an already crowded field.

“Don’t hold your breath, Mr. Carlton. Besides, the only person whose adoration counts is Tony, and you’ve already got a lock on that.”

“I wouldn’t mind at least a hint of approval from you, too,” he said, his gaze capturing hers and holding it.

Despite the obvious attempt to disconcert her, Beth felt herself falling under his spell. She found it irritating. “Why? Do you have to win over every woman you meet?”

He hesitated then, and an odd look that might have been confusion flickered in his eyes. “How well do you know my aunt?” he asked.

The out-of-the-blue question caught her off guard. “Your aunt?”

“Destiny Carlton, the woman you contacted who made sure I came over here today.”

Beth shook her head. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” she said. “Though I recognize the name. I think she raises a lot of money for the hospital. I never spoke to her, though.”

Mack seemed surprised. “You really don’t know her?”

“No.”


“And you didn’t call her?”

“No. Why?”

He shook his head, obviously more puzzled than ever. “Doesn’t matter.”

Despite his denial, Beth got the distinct impression that it mattered a lot. She simply had no idea why.







Chapter Two



Mack had been in his share of hospital rooms. He’d had enough football injuries to guarantee that—including one final blown-out knee that had ended his career on the field. Granted, his life had never been on the line, but even so, he hated the antiseptic smell, the too-perky nurses, the beeps and whirring of machines, the evasiveness of the doctors who never looked you in the eye when the news was bad. If he’d hated it, how much worse must it be for a kid, especially a kid who had to face the possibility that he might not come out alive?

During his football career, Mack had made it a habit to visit children in this hospital and others. The smiles on their faces, knowing that for a few minutes, at least, he’d taken them away from their problems, made his own discomfort seem like a small thing.

Now that his own playing days were over, he made fewer of these visits. Most kids wanted to meet the current players, and from his position in the team’s front office, he made sure it happened, even if it made some of the biggest, brawniest players in the league cry afterward. Men who took a lot for granted suddenly started counting their blessings after a hospital visit to cheer kids facing the toughest fights of their lives. Nothing he’d ever encountered had given him a better perspective on what mattered in life.

Outside Tony Vitale’s door, he braced himself for what he’d find inside—a pale kid, maybe bald, his eyes haunted. Mack had seen it too many times not to expect the worst. It never failed to make his chest tighten and his throat close up. Forcing himself not to react visibly had been one of the hardest lessons he’d ever had to learn.

“You okay?” Beth asked, regarding him worriedly. “You’re not going to walk in there and pass out on me, are you?”

Mack gave her a disbelieving look. “Hardly.”

“You wouldn’t be the first man who couldn’t take seeing a kid this sick,” she said.

“I’ve been here before.”

She gave him a look filled with understanding and commiseration. “It’s always hardest the first time. After that, it gets easier.”

“I doubt that,” Mack said.

Her gaze stayed on his face. “You ready?” she asked finally, as if she’d seen some minute change in his demeanor that had satisfied her.

“Let’s do it.”

Beth pushed open the door, a seemingly genuine smile on her face. “Hey, Tony,” she called out cheerfully. “Have I got a surprise for you!”

“Ice cream?” a weak voice called back hopefully.


“Better than that,” she said, then stood aside to allow Mack to enter.

Admiring her performance and determined not to let her or the boy down, Mack gave her a thumbs-up and strode into the room.

The boy lying amid a pile of pillows and stuffed animals was wearing a too-large football jersey with Mack’s old number on it. He clutched a football against his scrawny chest. When he spotted Mack, he struggled to sit up, and for just an instant there was a glimmer of childish delight in his dull eyes before he fell back against the pillows, obviously too weak to sit upright.

“Mighty Mack!” he whispered incredulously, his gaze avidly following Mack’s progress across the room. “You really came.”

“Hey, when I get a call from a pretty doctor telling me that my biggest fan is in the hospital, I always show up,” Mack said, swallowing the familiar tide of dismay that washed over him. The men who walked onto a football field every Sunday and allowed equally brawny men to tackle them and pound them into the dirt didn’t know half as much about real bravery as this kid.

Tony nodded enthusiastically. “I’m your biggest fan, all right. I’ve got tapes of every game you ever played.”

“That can’t be that many. I had a short career.”

“But you were awesome, the best ever.”

Mack chuckled. “Better than Johnny Unitas in Baltimore? Better than Denver’s John Elway? Better than Dan Marino in Miami?”

“Way better,” Tony said loyally.

Mack turned to the lady doc. “The kid knows his sports legends.”


She gave him a wry look. “Obviously, the two of you agree you’re in a class by yourself.”

“He is, Dr. Beth,” Tony asserted. “Ask anyone.”

“Why ask anyone else, when I can get it straight from the horse’s—” she deliberately hesitated, her gaze on Mack steady before she finally added “—mouth?”

Mack had the distinct impression she would have preferred to mention the opposite end of the horse. He had definitely not won her over. Not yet, anyway. That was a challenge for another time, though, one he was surprisingly eager to pursue. For now, his focus had to be on Tony.

“How about I sign your football for you?” he suggested to Tony.

The boy’s eyes lit up. “That’d be great! Wait till my mom comes tonight. She’ll be so excited. She’s watched all those tapes with me a million times. I’ll bet she’s the only mom around who knows all your stats.”

Mack read between the lines, but managed to keep his expression neutral at the hint that there was no father in this boy’s life. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a valuable football card from his rookie year that he’d brought along. “Want me to sign this for your mom or for you?”

“Oh, wow! I saw that card on the Internet. It was selling for way more than I could pay,” Tony said, obviously struggling to do the right thing. “Sign it for my mom, I guess. She can show it to all her friends at work. She’ll probably want to put it in a frame on her desk.”

Mack grinned at him. “Good choice. I’ll bring you your own on my next visit. I think I can come up with one from my MVP year that’s even more valuable, especially when it’s signed.”

“You’ll come back?” Tony asked, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Really? And we can talk about all the guys you drafted for this season? We really need that defensive lineman you got.”

“Tell me about it,” Mack said.

“Has he signed yet?”

Mack grinned at his enthusiasm and his up-to-date knowledge. “Not yet. We’re still bargaining.”

“He’ll sign,” Tony said confidently. “Who wouldn’t want to play for your team? What I don’t get is why you didn’t go after that punter at Ohio State.”

Mack laughed. “Maybe I’ll explain budgets and salary caps to you the next time I come.”

“I can’t believe you’ll really come back,” Tony said.

“I’ll be back so often you’ll get sick of me,” Mack promised. “Nothing I like more than talking to someone who remembers all my great plays.”

“And I do,” Tony said. “Every one of them. That game against the Eagles, when you threw for a team record was the best ever, but I liked the way you scrambled for a winning touchdown against the Packers, when everybody said you ought to be off the field because of a shoulder injury.”

Mack laughed. “That was a great one,” he agreed. “I still get a twinge in that shoulder every time I think about it. I had to scramble, because I couldn’t have thrown the ball if my life had depended on it.”

“I knew it!” Tony said, obviously delighted to have his impression confirmed. “I told my mom before you ran that there was no way you were going to try a pass. How come the Packers’ defense didn’t get that?”


“Pure, dumb luck,” Mack admitted. “And just so you know, I shouldn’t have stayed on the field. I could have cost us the game.”

“But you didn’t. You won it,” Tony said.

“That doesn’t mean it was the smartest play. It means I was showing off.”

“I don’t care. It was a great play,” Tony insisted.

Mack laughed at the kid’s stubborn defense. “Too bad you weren’t around to talk to the coach. He almost benched me for the next game because of that play.”

Tony’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Really? But that’s so unfair.”

Mack studied the boy’s face and thought he looked even paler than he had when Mack had first arrived, despite his obvious excitement. Mack glanced at Beth and saw the lines of worry creasing her forehead. He was pretty good at reading cues and he definitely got this one. It was time to go.

“Listen, Tony, I’ve got to head to a meeting. You get some rest. Maybe next time we can go down to the cafeteria for some hot chocolate. I hear it’s pretty decent.”

“Really?” Tony asked, his voice fading as if he were falling asleep but struggling to fight it.

“If the doc okays it,” Mack said, giving her a questioning look.

“No problem,” Beth said, but she didn’t seem too enthusiastic.

Mack took Tony’s frail hand and gave it a squeeze. “Take good care of yourself, son.”

By the time he released the boy’s hand, Tony was already asleep.

A few seconds later Mack and Beth Browning were back in the hall. She scowled at him with fire in her eyes.

“Why did you do that?” she demanded.

“Do what?” Mack asked, confused by the sudden return of overt hostility. He’d felt good about the way things had gone during the visit. He was sure he’d lifted Tony’s spirits and gotten his mind off of his illness for a few minutes at least. Wasn’t that the point of his being here?

“Why did you say you’d be back?” she asked.

Mack was annoyed by the implication that he’d made a promise he had no intention of keeping. “Because if I was reading the signals correctly, that boy doesn’t have a dad, and he needs someone around to support him,” he retorted. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“Tony’s not alone. You heard how he talks about his mom. She’s great with him.”

Mack regarded her with a steady look. “And I think that’s fantastic, but now he has me, too.”

Beth’s expression faltered as the sincerity of his intentions finally sank in. “You actually mean that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I know what it’s like to grow up without a dad,” Mack said honestly. “That was bad enough. To grow up sick and terrified without a dad must be a thousand times worse. If I can help by coming to visit, then that’s what I intend to do. Any objections, Dr. Browning?”

She hesitated, her gaze locked with his, then finally she shook her head. “None, as long as you don’t let him down.”


“You concentrate on getting him well, Doc. I’ll concentrate on giving him a few extra reasons to live.”

That said, he turned and walked away, not sure whether he was more upset by Tony’s situation or by the doctor who doubted his own good intentions.

Not until he was on his way to his business meeting did Mack allow himself to consider Beth’s earlier claim that she had never spoken to Destiny. Was she telling him the truth? He couldn’t imagine any reason she’d have to lie.

Destiny, to the contrary, might well be inclined to lie if this was another of her matchmaking plots as he’d initially suspected. The instant he’d met the doctor—pretty, brainy, serious—his suspicions had been aroused all over again. The fact that Destiny had never mentioned Dr. Browning being a woman raised all sorts of red flags, as well.

As he drove across town, he voice activated his cell phone and called Destiny.

“Darling, I didn’t expect to hear from you again so soon,” she said. “How did things go at the hospital? Were you able to meet Tony?”

“Yes. He’s in rough shape.”

“Then I’m sure your visit meant a lot. I’m so proud of you for taking the time to stop by.”

“It’s the least I can do.” He hesitated, debating whether it was wise to ask his aunt any question at all about Beth Browning. She might make way too much of his curiosity. Still, he wanted to know what he was up against. Had she schemed to bring the two of them together? If so, she had to know that it was an unlikely match. The woman didn’t even like football, much less understand it, and the game was an integral part of his life. And she seemed to have formed some very negative opinions about the kind of man he was.

“By the way, your Dr. Browning is not exactly a huge fan of the game,” he said eventually.

“Really?” Destiny said.

He listened for a false note in her voice, but didn’t detect one. “You didn’t know?” he pressed.

“How would I know?”

“You did say you’d talked to her.”

“Did I say that? Actually your secretary passed along all those messages.”

Now she was getting her stories mixed up. Mack knew he was on to something. “Destiny, it’s not like you to forget what tale you’ve told. What’s the real scoop here?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I asked you to do a good deed. You did it. That’s the end of it, isn’t it?” Now she hesitated. “Or did you find Dr. Browning attractive?”

“In a quiet, no-frills sort of way,” he said, considering that to be a bit generous. She had nice, warm eyes, pale blond hair in a chin-length style and lovely skin, but she didn’t do much to accentuate her femininity, not like most of the women he knew. All of that made it much harder for him to understand the little frisson of attraction he’d felt toward her. Maybe it was nothing more than the obvious challenge she represented.

“Mack, didn’t I teach you that the packaging is not what counts with a woman?” Destiny chided.

He laughed at that. “You tried.”

“Perhaps you should reconsider the lesson. It was a good one.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“Well, if that’s all, Mack, I’ve got to run. I have a million things to do before my dinner guest arrives.”

“Anyone I know?” Maybe if his aunt had a social life of her own, she’d stop messing with his.

“No. This is just someone with whom I’ve recently become acquainted.”

“A man?” he pressed.

“If you must know, no.”

“Too bad. I could introduce you to some eligible bachelors anytime you say the word,” he said, warming to the idea.

Destiny laughed. “Most of the men you know are half my age. As flattering as I might find that, I doubt it’s very wise. There’s nothing worse than a foolish old woman trying to be something she’s not.”

“I do know a lot of rich, powerful men who own their own companies,” Mack retorted. “Though, frankly, I think a guy my age might find you more fascinating and challenging than some of the women they’re currently dating.”

“Ah, there’s that silver tongue of yours again,” she said, chuckling. “Thank you, darling. I must run, though.”

Mack said goodbye, then went over the conversation a few more times in his head. Had Destiny actually admitted to knowing Beth or not? He had a hunch it was something he needed to know before he got sucked right smack into the middle of one of her schemes. Forewarned was forearmed with his aunt.

 

Beth studied the older woman seated across the elegant dinner table from her. So, this was Destiny Carlton.

Beth had been caught completely off guard when she’d returned to her office after Mack’s visit to find a message from his aunt inviting her to dinner. Curiosity had compelled her to accept. Maybe tonight she’d learn why Mack had seemed so sure that Beth and his aunt were already acquainted.

So far, though, the evening had been filled with idle chitchat. Beth was growing increasingly impatient. She put down her fork and met Destiny’s penetrating gaze.

“Pardon me for being direct, Ms. Carlton, but why am I here?”

Destiny’s blue eyes sparkled with merriment. “I was wondering when you were going to ask that. I’d heard you were direct.”

Beth wasn’t sure what to make of that. Surely there hadn’t been time for Mack to report back to his aunt. “Oh?”

“No need to look so worried,” Destiny said. “As I’m sure you know, I do a lot of fund-raising for the hospital. I tend to hear about the rising stars on the medical and research staff. Your name has come up rather frequently in recent months. When I heard about your messages for my nephew, I decided it was time we met.”

“I see.” Beth was still a bit confused. “Are you interested in funding some of the research at the hospital?”

“Always, but my interest here has more to do with Mack. What did you think of him?”

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking,” Beth responded cautiously.

“Come, dear,” Destiny said with a hint of amusement in her voice. “From all reports, you’re an exceedingly brilliant doctor. Surely you have some idea of what I’m asking.”


“Not really,” Beth insisted, not sure she wanted to go down the path Destiny seemed determined to explore.

“Women have a tendency to fall all over themselves when they first meet Mack,” Destiny said.

“I don’t doubt that,” Beth said, not that she intended to be one of them. She didn’t have time for a man who took so little seriously. Even as that thought entered her head, she recalled just how seriously Mack had taken Tony’s situation. Maybe he wasn’t as much of a lightweight as she’d assumed, but that still didn’t make him her type.

Not that she had a type, she amended. Not anymore. Not since she’d discovered that the kind of man she’d always been drawn to, men who loved medicine as much as she did, often had an ego that couldn’t stand the competition from a woman in the same field.

That was how she’d lost her fiancé. Her team had inadvertently applied for the same research grant Thomas had applied for, and she’d won it. He had not taken the news well. Not only had she lost him, but a month later the grant had been withdrawn because of a vicious rumor he’d deliberately spun about her research methodology. Beth had been crushed by the betrayal, but she’d learned a valuable lesson about not mixing her professional and personal life.

“But you weren’t impressed by Mack,” Destiny guessed.

Now there was a minefield, Beth thought. Insulting him to his face was bad enough. Insulting him to his doting aunt, who raised millions for the hospital, was something else. Beth wasn’t the most politically savvy creature on earth, but she knew better than to offend a major donor.


“Actually I didn’t spend that much time with him,” Beth said truthfully.

Destiny’s lips twitched as if she were fighting a smile. “Very diplomatic. I like that.”

“Are you trying to set me up with your nephew?” Beth asked bluntly.

Destiny’s eyes widened in a totally phony display of innocence. “How could I do that? You and Mack have already met. Either something clicked or it didn’t. I’m sure you know as much about chemistry as I do, perhaps more.”

Beth chuckled. “Some forms of chemistry, yes. The male-female thing is definitely not my area of expertise.”

“My nephew might make an excellent teacher,” Destiny suggested slyly.

“I don’t think so.” Beth grinned at the determined woman. “Does Mack know you’re sneaking around behind his back trying to fix him up?”

“As I said, how could I fix him up with you since you’ve met? You’re two consenting adults capable of making your own decisions,” Destiny said, as if the thought had never crossed her obviously devious mind.

“But a little nudge from you wouldn’t be out of the question, would it?” Beth suddenly recalled Mack’s earlier suspicion that she and his aunt knew each other. “He’s on to you, isn’t he? He thinks you deliberately got him over to the hospital today to meet me. Seeing Tony was simply a means to an end.”

“You called his office,” Destiny reminded her. “He came over there to meet Tony at your request.”

Beth couldn’t argue with that. “Would you have been as quick to intercede if the request had come from one of my male colleagues?”


“Of course,” Destiny claimed. “We’re talking about a sick child.”

Beth wasn’t entirely sure she believed her. Nor, she suspected, would Mack.

“Look, Ms. Carlton—”

“Please call me Destiny. I insist.”

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Destiny, or at least what I think you’re trying to do, but it’s a bad idea,” Beth said emphatically. “I’m not interested. Mack’s not interested. Let’s just leave it at that.”

Rather than the disappointment Beth had anticipated, Destiny’s expression brightened.

“Perfect,” Destiny said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I said that was the perfect response. You’re going to be a challenge,” Destiny explained. “I love that. More important, it is exactly what my nephew needs in his life. Most women are all too eager to fall right into his bed.”

“I don’t have time to be the challenge your nephew needs,” Beth said, beginning to feel a little frantic. She had a hunch that Destiny Carlton was a force to be reckoned with once her mind was set on something. Besides that, the whole image of falling into Mack’s bed was a little too attractive. She needed to stay away from these two. They had money. They had power. And one of them at least had a plan for the rest of Beth’s life, a plan she wasn’t one bit happy about.

“Of course, you have the time,” Destiny said blithely. “Everyone has time for love.”

Love? Love? Sweet heaven, how had they gone from talking about the prospect of her even having a date with Mack to falling in love with him?

“Not me,” Beth said fiercely. “I definitely do not have time for a relationship. Really, Destiny. I don’t have a second to spare. My days are crammed. There are simply not enough hours for all the work I have to do.”

“You made time to have dinner with me at the last minute,” Destiny reminded her. “You could just as easily make time for Mack. Keep that in mind when he asks you out.”

“He is not going to ask me out,” Beth said confidently. “And if he does, the answer will be no.” A resounding no, she thought to herself. Bad enough to have to fight that little twinge of attraction she’d felt for him. She did not need to waste her time trying to fend off his aunt’s machinations as well.

Destiny’s smile spread.

“Stop that,” Beth said. She could practically read the woman’s mind. She was going back to that challenge thing again. “I am not saying no just to play hard to get. I am saying it because I am not interested. Period. That isn’t going to change. I suspect your nephew has enough women saying yes that he won’t waste too much time mourning my rejection, assuming he even asks me out in the first place. We didn’t exactly get off on the best foot. I was being very insulting about him, and he happened to overhear me.”

Destiny looked vaguely shocked by that. “You insulted him?”

“I never meant for him to hear me,” Beth said in her own defense.

“But all the same,” Destiny said. “He really is a fine man.”

“I’m sure you believe that,” Beth said, trying to extricate herself from the increasingly deep and murky waters of this conversation. “I only pointed out what he’d heard so you would understand why I don’t think he’s likely to ask me on a date.”

“Oh, Mack has a thick enough hide. He has to, after being in the public eye for so long. He’ll ask you out. He won’t let a little unwitting insult stop him,” Destiny said confidently. “All I ask is that you give the invitation some thought.”

“Why me?” Beth asked, completely bemused that a woman she’d barely even met seemed so certain Beth was right for her obviously beloved nephew.

“I think that will become clear in time,” Destiny said enigmatically. “Just promise me you won’t close any doors.”

“I can’t promise that,” Beth said honestly. In fact, at the moment, with panic spreading through her, she was pretty sure that slamming the door on Mack Carlton and his meddling aunt, then bolting it tight, would be the smartest thing she could do.

Then again, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt this little zing of anticipation humming through her veins. Sadly, it wasn’t altogether unpleasant. Just dangerous.







Chapter Three



Mack Carlton was as good as his word. It began to seem as if every time Beth went into Tony’s room in late afternoon, Mack was there. It was evident he’d become a quiet, comforting, dependable presence in Tony’s life, just as he’d promised he would. She began to feel the first faint hint of respect for him, despite her determination to keep her guard up.

Sometimes he sat quietly reading a book while the boy slept. Beth couldn’t help noticing that Mack’s taste ran to thrillers, rather than to the sports books she would have guessed. She even caught him totally absorbed by a recently released presidential biography. He rose another notch in her estimation that day. She tried to smother the reaction by reminding herself that she couldn’t weaken, not with Destiny Carlton scheming in the wings.

Sometimes Beth arrived to find Tony in a spirited argument with Mack over the best football players ever. Mack listened intently to whatever case Tony made, and even when he disagreed, he did it in a respectful way that seemed to make Tony sit a little taller in bed, pride shining in his eyes at being taken so seriously by a man he idolized.

On more than one occasion, they played one of the electronic games that Mack provided. When they were caught up in the competition, they barely spared Beth a glance. That gave her a chance to observe the two of them a bit more closely. To her amusement, it was evident that Mack was having as much fun as Tony and was every bit as determined to win, not giving the boy an inch out of pity.

There was something a little too appealing about Mack with his hair mussed, his collar open, his expression totally focused as he concentrated on that little screen with such intensity.

To Beth’s surprise Mack was also sensitive to Tony’s level of exhaustion and his shifts in mood. Mack seemed to know just when to encourage a nap and just when to initiate some distracting activity. And he always left shortly after Tony’s mother arrived, clearly attuned to Maria Vitale’s need to spend time alone with her son.

The first time Beth saw Mack in the hallway outside Tony’s room consoling an obviously shaken Maria, she caught herself looking for evidence of the kind of chemistry that Destiny Carlton had been talking about over dinner. If her reaction had involved anyone other than Mack, she might have labeled it a ridiculous twinge of jealousy, but with Mack that would be absurd. There was absolutely nothing between her and the ex-football star. Her interest was purely clinical, a chance to study how the male-female-chemistry thing worked.

After all, Mack was a virile man with a reputation for appreciating beautiful women. Maria was a gorgeous woman with a flawless olive complexion, a lush body and flowing waves of black hair. Only the exhaustion that was clearly visible in and around her eyes marred her beauty. For some men, Beth thought, that evidence of vulnerability would make her seem even more attractive. Beth couldn’t help wondering if Mack was one of those men.

But despite her intense curiosity, Beth never saw the slightest sign that Mack was interested in the single mom. Even his attempts to comfort her were verbal, not physical. And rather than any hint of a growing closeness between the two, more often than not, he left mother and son together and sought Beth out when he left Tony’s room.

In little more than a week, Beth had come to count on him dropping by far more than she should. While he’d shown no evidence of being attracted to her, he was giving her more attention than she’d expected from him.

Now, at the rap on her office door near the research lab, Beth glanced at the clock and saw that it was just past six. That was when Mack usually stopped in.

“Yes?” she said, fighting the little flash of heat that licked through her as she anticipated seeing him for a few minutes.

Her office door cracked open and, as expected, Mack peered around the edge. “Busy?”

Just this once she should tell him yes. That would be the smart thing to do. These brief little visits were beginning to feel too right, as if her day would be somehow incomplete without them.

“I have a few minutes,” she said instead, telling herself that there was nothing wrong with indulging herself in the company of a sexy man in the privacy of her office. It didn’t mean a thing. It just proved she was a woman, something she tended to forget when she was caught up in the whirlwind of her job.

“Long enough to go for coffee?” he asked, his expression hopeful. “I could really use a jolt of caffeine. It’s been a long day, and I still have a dinner thing at eight.”

This was something new. Beth wasn’t sure what to make of the invitation. In her office, on her turf, she felt confident and in control of the situation. Even in a setting as thoroughly unromantic as the hospital cafeteria, with Mack buying her coffee she had a feeling that the balance of power between them would somehow shift.

Mack grinned at her hesitation. “I’m asking you to go for coffee, Doc. I swear I won’t try to seduce you behind the vending machines.”

“I was just thinking about everything I have to do before I can get out of here tonight,” she fibbed.

Mack’s grin spread. “If you’re going to make a long night of it, then you need the coffee as much as I do.”

“You’re right,” she said, telling herself that any other reply would make her seem churlish and ungrateful. After all, this man was coming here almost daily to bolster the spirits of one of her patients. The least she could do in return was share a cup of coffee with him. “I’ll buy.”

Her offer seemed to amuse him, but he stood aside as she brushed past him, then he closed her office door behind them.

As they walked through the hospital corridors, Beth noticed the stares of the nurses, which were accompanied by more than a few whispers. This, she realized, was what she’d feared about being seen with Mack. She needed to command respect among the staff, not be the subject of speculative gossip.

“Doesn’t that sort of thing get old?” she asked as they passed another cluster of gaping females.

“What?” Mack asked blankly.

“The women staring at you, speculating about you, looking you over as if you were a piece of meat.”

He shrugged. “I don’t really notice it anymore.”

Beth couldn’t decide if that was ego talking or a weird kind of humility. In fact, she was beginning to think there were a lot of fascinating contradictions in Mack Carlton. Worse, she was beginning to want to unravel them.

He studied her with a penetrating look. “I’m sorry if it bothers you. It didn’t occur to me that you being seen with me around here might stir up talk. Would you rather go somewhere else?”

She shook her head. “No, the cafeteria’s fine. I don’t have time for anything else.”

As they approached the line, he regarded her with concern. “Have you eaten?”

“No, but I’ll grab something later or take a sandwich back to my office.”

He glanced at the board of specials. “Come on. They have meat loaf. How can you pass that up?”

Beth chuckled. “I’ve had it before. Trust me, it is not like anything you ever had at home.”

“Ah, then no to the meat loaf.” He glanced along the display of prepared foods. “The salads look fresh.” Before she could decline, he reached for two and put them on a tray, then added two bowls of soup. “Crackers?”

Giving up the fight, Beth nodded. “Sure, but I thought you were going to dinner at eight.”

“I am. Rubber chicken and a lot of schmoozing. I’ll be lucky to get a couple of bites. Believe me, this is a lot more appetizing, and the company is a thousand percent better.”

Beth tried not to feel flattered by the compliment, but it warmed her just the same. No wonder Mack had women falling at his feet. His charm was instinctive and natural, not the phony kind of lines she would have expected him to utter. He was slipping right past her natural wariness.

When he’d added apple pie and two cups of coffee to the tray as well, he brushed off her offer to buy and paid the cashier himself, then led the way to a table in a far corner of the room where there were fewer people around.

Once they were seated, Beth regarded him with curiosity. “Do you always get your own way?”

He seemed genuinely surprised by the question. “No, why?”

“You just steamrolled right over me back there,” she said.

“I figured you were trying to be a lady.”

She studied him with a narrowed gaze. “Meaning?” she asked, expecting some totally chauvinistic remark that would permit her to dislike him again.

“When it comes to food, my experience is that most women would rather starve than admit to a man that they’re hungry. They seem to think we’ll worry that they’re about to start putting on weight. Personally I like a woman with a healthy appetite and a little meat on her bones.”

Beth bit back her impulse to point out that she had neither. She should have known Mack wouldn’t be so reticent.

He gave her a thorough once-over, then added, “You could use a few more pounds, Doc. People might take you more seriously if you didn’t look as if a strong wind could blow you away.”

“The people who count seem to take me fairly seriously already,” she said.

“But it’s important to get lots of vitamins and minerals from food, right?” he said, placing her food in front of her. “Munching on a couple of vitamin caplets and drinking an energy shake does not constitute a healthy diet.”

Beth almost choked on her first spoonful of soup. How the heck did he know what she usually ate? “What have you been doing? Lurking outside my office door at mealtime?”

“Nope. No need to. The industrial-size vitamin bottle’s in plain view on your desk and the trash is littered with empty shake cans. If you ask me, that’s a sure way to end up sick.”

“What made you an expert on nutrition?” she asked irritably, because he was right and she didn’t want to admit it.

“Destiny pretty much drilled the basics into us, but anything she missed, I got from the team doctors when I was playing football,” he explained. “Food is fuel. Without the right fuel, the body isn’t going to run properly, not for long, anyway.”

She gave him a wry look. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“You should,” Mack said, his expression serious. “Tony and a lot of other kids are counting on you, Doc. You won’t be able to help them if you get sick yourself.”

“Point accepted,” Beth said, deliberately taking a bite of salad to prove she’d gotten the message.

They ate in silence for several minutes, then Mack asked, “How’s Tony doing? Any change?”

“You’ve probably seen for yourself that he’s getting weaker every day. We’re doing everything we can to build him back up so we can try another round of chemo, but nothing’s working,” she admitted, her frustration evident in her voice. “Maybe you could work some of your nutritional magic with him. He’s not eating.”

“I’m on it,” he said at once. “Anything he can’t have?”

“No.”

“And I won’t be breaking any rules by carting in takeout?”

“I’ll save you from the food police around here, if you can just get him to eat,” Beth promised.

“Consider it done. I think I have a pretty good idea what might tempt a twelve-year-old kid to eat. And I can always give him the same spiel I gave you about the body needing fuel.”

“Thanks,” Beth said sincerely. “These days he’s much more likely to listen to you than me.”

“It’s a guy thing.” Mack grinned. “Of course, I might have to insist that you stop by to split a pizza with us or maybe some tacos. Kids learn best by example.”

Beth chuckled despite herself. “Still trying to fatten me up?”


“Just a little.”

“It seems to me the women I usually see on your arm are all model thin.”

Mack’s expression darkened a bit. “Don’t believe everything you see in the paper, Doc.”

“Are you saying the pictures lie? How can that be?”

“Put an ambitious female and a sleazy photographer in the same room and all it takes is the click of a shutter to create a false impression,” he said with an unmistakable touch of bitterness.

Before Beth could comment, he waved off the topic. “Let’s not talk about that. Anything on the search for a bone marrow donor?”

Beth wasn’t sure what to make of the quick change in subject, but she accepted that Mack didn’t intend to say another word about the women in his life. Instead, she tried to answer his question about Tony honestly. “He’s on the list, but we haven’t been pushing because he’s not a good candidate right now.”

“Anything I can do?” Mack asked.

“Just keep coming to see him. It’s the only time I ever hear him laugh,” she said quietly.

Mack studied her intently. “What about you, Doc? How are you doing? This is getting to you, isn’t it? I mean even more than it was before. You’re scared, aren’t you?”

Beth struggled with the emotions she tried to keep tamped down so they wouldn’t overwhelm her. Mack had a way of bringing them right back to the surface, of forcing her to confront them.

“Terrified,” she admitted finally.

Mack reached for her hand. “You know, even doctors are allowed to have feelings.”

“No, we’re not,” she said, jerking her hand away from the comfort it would be far too easy to accept. “We have to stay focused and objective.”

“Why?”

“It’s the only way we can do our jobs.”

“Without falling apart, you mean?”

She nodded, her throat tight. Now she was the one who was uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. “Can we talk about something else, please? I can’t do this, not tonight.”

Mack sat back in his chair. “Sure. We can talk about whatever you like.” He grinned. “Want to talk about football?”

She relaxed at the teasing note in his voice. “It would have to be a brief conversation, unless you intend to do all the talking.”

“You know us jocks. We can go on and on about sports at the drop of a hat,” he taunted. “But I’ll spare you. How about politics? Any opinions?”

“I saw in the paper that your brother finally announced he’s running for city council in Alexandria.”

Mack’s expression darkened a bit. “Yep, Richard’s fulfilling the legacy our father left for him.”

Beth heard the edgy note in his voice and studied him curiously. “You don’t seem pleased by that.”

“If it were what my brother really wanted, I’d be all for it, but the truth is Richard has spent his whole life living up to these expectations that were drilled into him when we were boys. Running Carlton Industries is one thing. That’s the family legacy and he loves it. He was clearly destined for it. But politics? I’m not convinced it’s what he wants. He’ll do it, though, out of a sense of duty to a man who’s been gone for more than twenty years, and he’ll do it well.”

“Have you told him how you feel?”


He gave her a rueful look. “Nah. You don’t tell Richard anything. He’s the one who tells the rest of us what to do.”

“Do you resent that?”

“Good grief, no. If he hadn’t taken the pressure off the rest of us years ago, I’d probably be behind some desk at Carlton Industries pushing a pencil. I’d not only be totally miserable, but I’d probably bring down the company.”

“Singlehandedly?” Beth asked skeptically.

“No, I imagine Ben, our younger brother, would be even worse at it than me.”

“I think I read somewhere that he’s an artist. Is that right?”

Mack’s eyes twinkled with knowing amusement. “Checking us out, Doc?”

“No, it’s just hard to avoid the mention of the Carlton name in the local media. Even your reportedly reclusive younger brother’s name pops up from time to time.”

“If you say so.”

“Why would I bother checking you out?” Beth inquired irritably.

“Some women think we’re pretty fascinating men,” Mack responded with a straight face.

“I’m not one of them.”

“So you only tolerate me hanging around for Tony’s sake?”

“Yes,” she said.

His skeptical gaze caught hers and held until she flushed under the intensity. Only when he was apparently satisfied that he’d rattled her and proved his point did he finally glance away.

Relieved to be out from under that disconcerting gaze, Beth drew in a shaky breath. No man had ever unnerved her the way Mack Carlton did. For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why that was. Sure, he had the kind of body that would look great on a beefcake calendar. Sure, he even showed evidence of being kind and sensitive, two traits she admired in a man. He had a killer smile, an agile brain and a charming personality. With all of that added together, the question shouldn’t have been why he unnerved her, but why she hadn’t thrown herself straight into his arms.

That she could answer. Mack Carlton was a rich, ex-jock playboy, who didn’t take anything seriously. His affairs were played out publicly, and she was a very private woman with a reputation to protect. So even if that glimmer of heat she thought she saw in his eyes from time to time was real, even if these brief hospital encounters implied a certain fascination on his part, she couldn’t allow any of it to lead anywhere—assuming he even wanted to pursue it himself beyond the occasional cup of coffee or idle conversation at the end of the day.

Too bad, she thought, barely containing a sigh. Because something told her that Mack had the kind of moves that could make a woman not only forget every last bit of common sense she possessed, but could send her right up into flames.

 

A couple of days after his fascinating cafeteria dinner with Beth, Mack was sitting in the hospital waiting room while the doctors examined Tony when he looked up to see Richard striding toward him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, standing to give his brother a hug. He glanced pointedly around the empty room. “No prospective voters in here to impress.”

“Very funny. Actually I was in the neighborhood, and Destiny told me you might be here,” Richard said. “What’s going on? What are you doing hanging out in a hospital waiting room?”

Mack shrugged. “There’s a sick kid I’ve been coming to see,” he said as if it were no big deal.

Richard studied him intently. “You’re here every day from what I hear. You getting too emotionally involved with this boy?”

“This isn’t about me,” Mack said defensively. “The boy doesn’t have a dad to hang out with. He likes football. The least I can do is come by for an hour or so.”

“I admire you for taking an interest, but is it really all about the kid?”

Mack stared at him, instantly suspicious. “What exactly did Destiny say to you?”

Richard’s serious expression finally cracked. A grin spread across his face. “She mentioned that the boy’s doctor is a very pretty woman with a brilliant scientific mind. Which hooked you, bro? Her body or her mind?”

“I am not hooked on anybody,” Mack retorted defensively. “That’s ridiculous. Next time you talk to her, tell Destiny to mind her own damn business.”

“Ha,” Richard said. “What are the odds of that ever happening?”

Mack scowled at his brother. “So the real reason you dropped by is to gloat. You think I’m about to get reeled smack into the middle of one of Destiny’s schemes.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Richard agreed unrepentantly. “If so, I want to be around to witness every second of your downfall.”

“Destiny claims she doesn’t even know Beth Browning,” Mack said. “Beth said the same thing.”

“Ever heard of the little white lie?” Richard asked. “What kind of manipulator would our aunt be if she didn’t make liberal use of whatever tactic serves her purposes? She wasn’t entirely honest with me or Melanie, either. She sucked us both right in and never suffered a moment’s remorse because of it.”

“Well, there’s nothing like that going on here,” Mack insisted. “I’m not the doc’s type. She’s not my type, either. If Destiny really is behind all of this, she got it wrong this time.”

“We’ll see,” Richard said. “Any chance the doctor will be by anytime soon? I’d like to get a good look at her. Melanie will have questions.”

“Too bad. I’m pretty sure Dr. Browning is at a medical conference on the other side of the universe today,” Mack said just in time to see the very woman in question strolling their way. He sighed heavily. “On the other hand, she could be back.”

Richard’s eyes widened with appreciation and he let out a very soft whistle. “Not your type, huh? Maybe you should get your eyes checked.”

Mack took another look at Beth and tried to see what his brother saw. She was pretty enough in a natural, wholesome way, but compared to the beauties he usually dated, she was fairly unimpressive. Her hair was straight and cut in a severe, simple style that clearly required little fuss. Her simple, tailored clothes did nothing to flatter a figure he’d already assessed as too thin. Her low-heeled shoes, a necessity for a woman on the run all day long, did nothing to enhance her legs. Mack was really, really partial to women in strappy spike heels that made their legs look endless. He simply didn’t get whatever it was Richard obviously saw.

Eventually his gaze made its way to Beth’s eyes, which were regarding him with a perplexed expression. He blinked and looked away guiltily.

“I thought you’d want to know that it’s okay to go back in to see Tony now,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Richard looked from Beth to Mack and back again, then shrugged. “Dr. Browning, I’m Mack’s brother Richard. He seems to have lost his tongue. It happens sometimes. I can understand it in your case. I imagine you render him speechless a lot.”

Beth gave Richard a startled look and a blush tinted her cheeks. “Not that I’ve noticed.”

Richard grinned at Mack. “Then it must be something I said.”

Before Richard could explain that remark and further embarrass him, Mack clapped his brother on the back a little more forcefully than necessary. “Thanks for stopping by to pass on the message,” he said. “I know how busy you are, though, so feel free to take off. Give Melanie a kiss for me. Go win over a few voters or raise a few million for your campaign. You’re going to need it, since I intend to vote for whoever runs against you.”

Richard barely managed to contain a laugh at the brush-off. “If it comes down to one vote costing me the election, I didn’t deserve to win in the first place,” his brother said, unperturbed. “And I’m in no hurry. I can hang here awhile.”


“No you can’t,” Mack said, his voice a little tighter. “I’ll walk you out.”

He spun Richard around and aimed him toward the door. As they were leaving, he called back to Beth. “Let Tony know I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Sure,” she said, staring after them with a puzzled expression.

Not until they were in the elevator did Mack face his brother, staring him down with a look meant to intimidate. “Don’t get any ideas, big brother. None, you hear me?”

Richard returned his glare with a look of pure innocence. “I can’t imagine what you’re talking about. I just wanted to get to know your new friend.”

“You say that as if you’d caught me on the playground with some girl in pigtails,” Mack grumbled.

“Believe me, I am well aware that you’re past being infatuated with a kid. Those are definitely grown-up sparks flying between you and the doc.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I don’t think so,” Richard said. “Maybe I’ll have Melanie give her a call and set up dinner.”

“You do and you’re a dead man,” Mack said fiercely. He didn’t want his brother, his aunt or anyone else messing with Beth’s head—or his, for that matter. “Leave it alone. This is not like that. Beth and I chat from time to time. We have coffee. It’s no big deal, and I don’t want to turn it into one.”

Richard’s gaze narrowed. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“What was your first clue?” Mack retorted.

To his consternation, Richard burst out laughing. “I’ll be damned,” he said. “Destiny’s done it again.”


“Destiny hasn’t done a thing,” Mack shouted after him as Richard strolled off.

Unfortunately, it was evident that his protest hadn’t done a thing to convince his brother. Heck, he wasn’t so sure he was buying it himself anymore.







Chapter Four



After his disconcerting encounter with his brother, Mack realized that he hadn’t been out on anything that qualified as a real date in several weeks. Maybe that was why he was feeling so edgy and out of sorts. Maybe that was why he was spending so much time seeking out Beth for a few minutes of female companionship at the end of the day.

Beth was quiet and undemanding and most definitely female. Seeing her casually at the hospital was a comfortable pattern to have fallen into. In fact, her total lack of personal interest in him was a relief after the pressure of too many feminine expectations and after his own misguided attempts to live up to the public perception that he was some sort of football-celebrity playboy. There had been a time when he hadn’t minded being labeled that way, but it had grown old recently. Very recently. In fact, it had happened when he’d realized it had shaped Beth’s view of him.

Consoled by the notion that his attentions toward Beth had nothing to do with an interest in the doctor herself, he vowed to rectify the situation as quickly as possible before anyone other than Richard started getting ideas. It would be especially bad if Destiny got wind of his nightly chats with the doc.

Rather than going directly back inside the hospital, Mack pulled out his cell phone in the parking lot and called an attractive stockbroker with whom he’d done a little professional business and a whole lot of off-the-clock deal-making of a personal nature.

Ten minutes later he’d scheduled a dinner date for later in the evening at her place. Given their usual pattern, they’d spend most of their time concentrating on dessert.

Satisfied with the proof that Richard was dead wrong about Mack’s interest in Beth, he went back to Tony’s room to play a few quick video games before his date. When he opened the door, though, he caught Beth with the hand-held computer, a little furrow of concentration on her brow as she tried to master the fast-paced game. His heart seemed to do an odd little stutter at the sight. He had no idea why.

“Come on, Dr. Beth,” Tony encouraged. “It’s not that hard.”

“Tell it to someone who’ll buy it,” she grumbled, not taking her eyes off of the small screen. “You hustled me, kid. You told me this was easy.”

Tony laughed. “It is,” he insisted, his gaze moving to Mack, who stood frozen in the doorway still trying to understand his unexpected reaction. “Show her, Mack.”


“I don’t need his help,” Beth retorted.

Tony rolled his eyes. “She keeps getting killed at level one.”

“Uh-oh, that’s not good,” Mack said, shaking off the disconcerting mood and moving across the room to stand behind her.

He leaned down to whisper a few tips in her ear, but the scent of a faintly sexy, musky perfume caught him by surprise. He was pretty sure she usually smelled of antiseptic and something vaguely flowery. This was something new. He wasn’t sure he liked it. It made his thoughts stray directly toward rumpled sheets and pillow talk. He mentally cursed his brother for planting that idea in his head.

“Go away,” Beth said, not even glancing at him. “I can do this.”

Mack chuckled at the display of independence. “If you say so,” he said, moving to sit on the edge of Tony’s bed. He glanced at the boy, who was grinning broadly.

“Women,” Mack said with a hint of exasperation. “You can’t tell them anything. That’s a lesson you need to learn at an early age, Tony.”

Beth did look up then, and the hand-held computer beeped and whistled as she went down in an apparent burst of video flames. She glared at it, then scowled at Mack.

“Tony, do not listen to a thing this man tells you about women,” she lectured primly.

“How come?” Tony asked. “Have you seen the babes he dates?”

At Beth’s sour expression, Mack bit back the chuckle that crept up his throat. He sensed that now was not a good time to reinforce Tony’s enthusiasm for Mack’s well-publicized social life. Nor was a denial that he had a stable of “babes” likely to be believed by either of them.

“I think what the doctor is trying to say is that I might not be the best example for you to follow when it comes to matters of the heart,” Mack said.

Tony stared at him. “Huh?”

Mack tried to control a grin and failed. “Yeah, I don’t get it either, but women are funny about things like this. We’ll have a man-to-man talk on the subject another time.”

“Not on my watch,” Beth said grimly. “Tony, you need to get some rest.”

“But I’m not tired,” Tony protested.

“I think she wants to get me alone,” Mack explained to him. “She probably wants to chew me out for being a bad influence.”

“Oh, give it a rest,” Beth muttered. “This isn’t about you. It’s about Tony not getting overly tired.”

“Hey, Doc, you were the one in here playing video games. I just got here,” Mack reminded her.

Frowning at him, Beth marched to the door and held it open, giving Mack a pointed look until he finally shrugged. He bent down to ruffle Tony’s hair, promised he’d be back tomorrow, then followed her from the room.

“Mind telling me what that was all about?” he inquired, regarding her with amusement. “Are you just a sore loser?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Jealous?” he suggested, surprisingly intrigued by that particular scenario.

She gave him a look that could have melted steel. “I don’t think so.”


“There must be some reason you don’t want me talking to Tony about women.”

“How about the fact that it’s inappropriate? It’s not your place. Besides that, he’s twelve, for goodness’ sakes. He doesn’t need to start thinking about girls in that way for a while.”

“I had a girlfriend when I was twelve,” Mack said, recalling the blue-eyed imp with curly hair rather fondly.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Beth responded irritably.

Mack smothered a laugh. “Something tells me you were not dating at twelve.”

“I wasn’t dating at twenty,” she snapped. “That’s hardly the point.”

“Then what is the point?” He studied her closely. “And why did you wait so long to date? You’re not bad-looking.” He deliberately chose the massive understatement just to see the flags of color brighten her pale-as-cream cheeks.

She opened her mouth to respond, then snapped it shut again.

“Not sure?” he taunted.

The fire in her eyes died slowly. She regarded him with a vaguely chagrined expression. “Not entirely, no.”

“Yeah, that happens to me sometimes, too. I lose track of what point I was trying to make. Of course, it usually only happens when a really sexy woman catches me off guard. Is that what happened here? I got to you in there, the adrenaline started rushing around, and you kinda lost track of things?”

The fire came back with a vengeance then. “In your dreams, bud.”


She whirled around and stalked off, leaving Mack to stare after, oddly aroused by the whole exchange.

“Hey, you didn’t tell me why you were such a late bloomer,” he called after her.

She pointedly ignored him, her spine rigid as she rounded a corner and disappeared from view. Only when she was out of sight did he stop and question exactly which one of them had actually won this latest little skirmish. Since he was standing here all hot and bothered, he had a feeling Beth had triumphed without even realizing the game they were playing.

 

Every positive point Mack had accumulated in recent days flew out the window as Beth walked away from his taunting gaze. The man was maddening. He was an immature, skirt-chasing rogue. Worse, he prided himself on it.

Giving Tony advice on women? Please! What was he thinking? If Maria Vitale heard about that, she’d probably ban Mack from ever seeing her son again.

Then, again, maybe she wouldn’t, Beth concluded with a sigh. Mack was good for Tony, inappropriate remarks and all. He made the boy laugh, and under current circumstances, even Beth could forgive him a lot for accomplishing that miracle.

That didn’t mean she had to like Mack or spend another minute in his company. She’d simply steer clear of him. It shouldn’t be that difficult. It wasn’t as if he was underfoot at the hospital all day long.

He had a job, an important job in the view of some people, even if she wasn’t among them. He had a family, even if at least one member of that family was in part responsible for pushing Mack into Beth’s life. He had a lot of community obligations. And, goodness knows, he had a social life. Given all that, it was astonishing that he spent any time at all at the hospital. Avoiding him should be a breeze.

Satisfied with her plan, Beth had barely made it back to her office when Mack appeared in the doorway.

“You!” she muttered, not sure whether she was more annoyed at him or at herself for not anticipating that he’d be right on her heels.

Mack chuckled. “You didn’t actually think we’d finished talking, did you?”

“I had high hopes that we had,” she told him. “Don’t you have a date or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I do,” he responded. “But I have time for this.”

“For what?” Beth asked warily as he strode across her office.

“This,” he said, lowering his head to touch his lips to hers.

It began as a gentle, exploratory kiss, maybe meant to tease, maybe to shock. Beth reached up to shove him away, but instead found herself clutching his jacket just to hold herself upright. Her knees were suddenly unsteady, her heartbeat frantic. In some distant part of her brain, she heard herself saying that this was crazy, that it was stupid, that it was dangerous. The litany of warnings went on and on, as did the kiss until her brain shut off and her senses took over.

She heard a soft moan of pleasure and realized it came from her as Mack’s mouth plundered hers, making her blood sing and her head reel. This was bad. Really, really bad.

But oh, so good, she thought with a whimper of dismay as he slowly pulled away, one arm still firmly behind her back, one hand gently cupping her chin.


As her eyes fluttered open, she was looking into his steady, turbulent gaze. She couldn’t have looked away if her life depended on it.

“What the hell just happened here?” Mack murmured under his breath.

Beth had a hunch he was asking the question more of himself than of her. Even so, she was tempted to offer Destiny’s explanation of chemistry, which she was pretty sure she totally understood for the first time in her life. She wondered how Mack would react to the idea that she and his aunt had had a little tête-à-tête about sexual attraction. She had a hunch he’d be more stunned and exasperated than he already seemed to be.

“I’m actually asking,” he said, when Beth remained silent. “What just happened here?”

Something in his tone irked her even more than his assumption that he could walk into her office and kiss her senseless. “I would think a man of your worldliness and sophistication would recognize a kiss that got out of hand better than most,” she snapped, jerking away and moving to stand behind her desk. It wasn’t much of a defense, but she’d take anything she could get. “I think you should leave now.”

To her annoyance, Mack seemed vaguely amused by her response, or maybe by her actions.

“Retreating to a neutral corner, Doc?”

“No, trying to get some work done. I’ve already wasted enough time on you for one day.”

“A great kiss is never a waste of time,” he told her, his lips curving into a smile. “Especially for a woman who didn’t start dating till after she turned twenty. You have a lot of time to make up for.”

Great? He thought the kiss was great? Beth had certainly thought so herself, but as he’d just reminded her, she sure as heck didn’t have his level of expertise on the subject. How flattering was that? One of the region’s most eligible, sought-after bachelors thought she was a great kisser. It almost made her exasperation with him fade.

“Go away,” she said, because she was pretty certain that letting him stay another second was a bad idea. She just might be tempted to throw herself at him to see if the kissing could get even better.

Suddenly she recalled what Mack had said when he’d first entered her office. He had a date. The man had a date and he’d been kissing her. Maybe that was par for the course in his life, but not in hers. It seemed a little sleazy, in fact. No, a lot sleazy. She frowned at him.

“Go away,” she repeated more emphatically. “I wouldn’t want you to be late for your date.”

“Date?” he echoed blankly.

“You told me you had a date,” she said tightly.

He muttered an expletive and got out his cell phone.

“You can’t use that in the hospital,” she told him.

He muttered something else, then picked up her phone and dialed, punching in the numbers so hard the phone practically bounced on her desk.

With his gaze locked with Beth’s, he offered some sort of halfhearted excuse to whoever was on the other end of the line, then hung up.

Beth stared at him. “You broke your date?” she asked incredulously.

“I broke the damn date,” he said, not sounding especially happy about it.

“Why?”

“Because I’m taking you to dinner instead.”

She bristled at the assumption. “I don’t think so.”


“Oh, yes,” he said. “I just broke a date for you. The least you can do is have dinner with me. You don’t want me to spend the evening alone, do you?”

Beth couldn’t decide which part of his recitation to react to first. “Okay, let’s get something straight,” she began. “You did not break that date for me. I didn’t ask you to do it.”

“No, but after that kiss we shared, you’d have been furious if I’d gone through with it,” he said.

“Furious? I don’t think so. I might have thought you a little sleazy,” she admitted, “but then I don’t have a very high opinion of you to begin with, so that shouldn’t be too worrisome for you.”

“Cute.”

“I’m not finished,” she said. “Whether or not you spend the evening alone or with a steady stream of willing women has nothing whatsoever to do with me.”

“I didn’t think so, either, at least not until a few minutes ago,” he agreed pleasantly.

“What happened a few minutes ago?” she asked cautiously.

“I kissed you and decided I’d rather take a chance on getting to do that again instead of going out with a sure thing.” He settled down in the chair beside her desk. “If you have things to do, I can wait.”

Beth sorted through his latest outrageous claim and tried to decide whether to be flattered. Since listening to flattery was dangerous around Mack, she concluded it was smarter to ignore it.

“I could be a long while,” she told him to test his determination. “A really long while.”

He picked up a medical journal from the corner of her desk. “Take your time. This doesn’t look like fast reading. It ought to keep me occupied for hours.”

She stared at him, thoroughly bemused. “You’re really not going to leave, are you?”

“Not without you,” he said, already flipping through the journal.

“I don’t understand you,” she said plaintively.

Mack looked up and met her gaze, looking almost as bemused as she felt. “To tell you the honest truth, Doc, I’m not real sure I understand what’s going on here, either.”

Beth’s pulse did a crazy little lurch. “I suppose I can spare an hour for dinner,” she said ungraciously. “Not one second more.”

Mack dropped the journal on her desk, his eyes filled with something that might have been relief. “Let’s go, then.”

He steered her out of her office, a hand possessively placed in the center of her back. Beth liked the touch more than she cared to admit.

When they turned toward the front of the building, rather than toward the cafeteria, she regarded him curiously. “I thought we were going to the cafeteria.”

“Not tonight,” he said tightly.

“We only have an hour,” she reminded him.

“Believe me, you have made the timetable abundantly clear. It may take a little finesse, but I will have you back at your desk in an hour.”

A few minutes later they pulled up in front of one of the hottest new restaurants in Washington. The gossip columns were filled with lists of society bigshots and power brokers who’d been turned away each evening. Mack had barely stopped the car, however, when the valet parkers converged, gave him a ticket and ushered Beth to the curb.

“I’ll need the car back here in front in fifty-five minutes,” Mack told the valet.

The man checked his watch, made a note on the ticket, then said, “No problem, Mr. Carlton. It’ll be here when you’re ready to leave.”

Inside the crowded foyer, Mack spoke to the maître d’ in a hushed tone that Beth couldn’t hear. Two minute later they were seated and practically no time after that two steaming meals were placed in front of them, along with a chilled bottle of sparkling water.

“Since you’re going back to the hospital, I took a chance that you wouldn’t want champagne,” Mack said.

Beth nodded slowly. “The water’s perfect.” She looked at the grilled salmon on her plate, the tiny Red Bliss potatoes with parsley, the perfectly steamed green beans, then lifted her gaze to Mack’s. “So is the meal. How did you manage this in…?” She glanced at her watch. “Less than five minutes.”

Mack shrugged. “No big deal. In a place like this, it’s all about who you know.”

“And you know the maître d’?”

“Among others,” he said.

“The owner?”

“Yes.”

Beth shook her head in amazement. “Given that crush of people out there waiting to get in, I know we took someone else’s reserved table. Are there other diners in here who are still waiting for these particular meals to appear?” she asked, glancing around worriedly.


He grinned. “Don’t feel guilty, sweetheart. They’re probably having wine to tide them over.”

“Probably?” She regarded him incredulously as the reality of the extremes to which he’d gone sank in. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at the absurdity of it. “You really did steal someone else’s dinners? And you bribed them with a bottle of wine?”

“Not me,” he claimed with suitable indignation. “I never left your side.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Eat up, Doc,” he encouraged, clearly unwilling to be drawn into the discussion. “That clock of yours is ticking and I, for one, intend to have the crème brulée for dessert. I’d recommend the chocolate soufflé, but we’re a little short on time for that.”

“Unless, of course, some unwary couple already happens to have their order in,” Beth teased, not sure how she felt about a man who could snap his fingers and make this happen, apparently without offending anyone. In some ways, that was the most astonishing thing of all.

“Good point,” Mack said, and immediately beckoned for their waiter.

“Mack, don’t you dare,” Beth said.

“You’ll settle for the crème brulée?”

“I think that’s best,” she said, even though she was sorely tempted to throw caution to the wind and opt for the chocolate soufflé. “Otherwise we’re liable to start a riot.”

Mack grinned. “I guess it will be the crème brulée for dessert, John. Give us about twenty minutes, though, okay?”

“Sure thing, Mr. Carlton.” He leaned down to whisper conspiratorially. “Of course, if you’re on a tight timetable, there’s a soufflé that should be ready in a half hour. I could put in another order for those diners and put this one in one of our takeout containers. Would that work?”

Mack glanced at Beth. “What do you say? Dessert at your desk?”

There were a lot of things in life that Beth could resist. Chocolate wasn’t one of them, and a warm chocolate soufflé just out of the oven had the power to smash her resistance to smithereens. There were many things she might not like about Mack, many more things about which she had serious reservations, but if he could get her that dessert, she was willing to forgive a lot.

Giving in to temptation, she said, “The chocolate, definitely.”

Mack regarded her with fascination as the waiter walked away. “Good to know,” he murmured, his gaze on her filled with heat.

“What?” she asked, her voice surprisingly shaky.

“That your weak spot is chocolate.”

“That’s one of them,” Beth agreed, since there seemed little point in denying the obvious, not when she’d just caved and renounced several of her scruples to get a soufflé for dessert.

Mack lifted his glass of water. “To discovering the rest,” he said, his tone soft and his gaze serious.

Beth returned his gaze and tried not to notice that her heart and her stomach were turning cartwheels. Sweet heaven, was there any female on the face of the earth who could remain immune to this man once he set out to be charming? She certainly prayed she’d turn out to be one of the rare ones, but right at this moment she didn’t give herself a chance in hell.







Chapter Five



Mack had absolutely no idea how his evening had taken such an unexpected shift the night before. One minute he’d been looking forward to his date with a woman who undoubtedly would never speak to him again now. The next minute he’d been irresistibly drawn to Beth’s office just for the simple pleasure of stealing a kiss. It didn’t make a lick of sense.

Something about her revelation that she’d hardly dated as a teenager had stirred some kind of purely male reaction in him. If he hadn’t known himself better, he might have thought it was some sort of weird attraction to the virginal nature of the admission, which was ridiculous. Not only had Beth not said anything at all about still being innocent, he definitely preferred women who knew the score.

But that hadn’t stopped him from hightailing it after her like some sort of overheated jerk intent on making a conquest. He was damn lucky she hadn’t guessed all of the undercurrents behind that kiss and leveled him with some sort of sedative, the way a vet took care of an unruly animal.

Okay, he thought as he unintentionally snapped a pencil in two, that explained the kiss. The assessment wasn’t pretty, nor did it speak well of him, but it was honest. It did not, however, give him a clue about what had happened during and after the kiss.

The woman had made his supposedly rehabilitated knees weak. When in hell was the last time that had happened? Maybe never. He never lost control of a situation the way he had last night. From the minute his lips had touched Beth’s, he’d been transported to some other dimension, a place where he wanted to take risks and give pleasure, not in some casual, meaningless way, but something real and lasting.

Which was absurd. Totally and utterly absurd, he decided as another pencil broke in two in his grip. He stared at the little pile of wood and lead and concluded he needed to get out of his office and away from all this unfamiliar introspection before it led him down a dangerous path or at least before he destroyed most of his office supplies. Wasn’t he the one who was always going on and on around here about wasting everything from bandages to paper clips?

Outside and in his car, a recently developed habit made him turn in the direction of the hospital, but he overrode the instinct and headed instead to Virginia. He hadn’t been out to Ben’s farm in a while. Being around his artistic brother was usually soothing. Ben was an accepting guy. He took people as they came. He didn’t ask a lot of probing questions, especially since his own life was such a mess. Nor was he the least bit inclined to meddle. Yep, visiting Ben was definitely a good choice. Mack would be able to chill out for a couple of hours and forget all about that disconcerting encounter with Beth.

As Mack approached the farm, the rolling Virginia countryside slowly began to work its magic. Mack found himself unwinding and understanding for the first time what had drawn Ben out here after the tragedy that had shaken him to his core. It was hard to feel anything here except for an appreciation of nature’s beauty in the distant purple haze of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the soft green of the grass, the canopy of towering oaks and the majestic stature of the horses grazing behind pristine white fences.

Because Ben was always hungry, rarely paused to eat and never stocked his refrigerator with any decent junk food, Mack stopped at a coffee shop in town and picked up sandwiches, sodas and chips to take along as a peace offering for interrupting his brother’s work. He grabbed a few freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies while he was at it. Those would go a long way in diverting Ben’s attention away from the reason for Mack’s unexpected visit.

By the time he finally reached the gate to his brother’s place, Mack had pushed aside all thoughts of his own tumultuous emotions, if not the image of Beth herself.

Mack parked in the shade of an oak tree and headed directly to Ben’s studio in the converted old red barn. No one responded to his knock, but that was fairly common. Ben wouldn’t hear a herd of Black Angus cattle approaching if he was absorbed in one of his paintings.

As he stepped into the barn, Mack noted it was a good ten degrees cooler inside, despite the sun shining through a skylight overhead. As Mack had expected, Ben was staring at a half-finished canvas, his brush poised in midair, a faraway look in his eyes. Something told Mack that look had less to do with the work on his easel than with a sad memory of the tragedy that had sent him scurrying to the country in the first place.

“Hey, bro,” Mack said, startling Ben, who took a long moment to shake off his mood before he finally met Mack’s gaze.

“Has the sky started to fall?” Ben inquired. “Surely that must be the case for you to drive all the way out here on a weekday.”

“Nope. As far as I know, the sky’s still in place. I’m here on an impulse.” He performed a visual search of the studio, then gave an exaggerated sigh of disappointment. “I was hoping you’d have a naked model in your studio.”

His brother grinned, the last shadows finally disappearing from his eyes. “I paint landscapes,” Ben reminded him. “Which you would know if you weren’t such a culturally deprived human being.”

“Hey, I appreciate art,” Mack objected. “Especially yours. I have a sketch you did of me on my refrigerator door.”

“How flattering! I believe I was six when I did that.”

“Yes, but you showed promise even then,” Mack said with total sincerity, then had to ruin it by adding, “And I’m sure when you’re really, really famous that little scrap of paper will be worth a fortune.”

“Not if you get mustard and ketchup all over it,” Ben retorted, then caught sight of the bag in Mack’s hand. “You brought food. I take back every mean thing I said to you, if that’s lunch for me. I had an idea when I woke up this morning and skipped breakfast to come straight out here.”

Mack glanced at the canvas. As Ben had said, he was no expert, but this didn’t look like his brother’s usual style. “How’s the idea working out?” he inquired carefully.

“Not quite the way I envisioned it,” Ben admitted. “Now hand over the food. If one of those sandwiches is roast beef, it’s mine.”

“Which is why I got two roast beef,” Mack said. “I’m tired of you stealing mine.”

Ben chuckled. “Took you long enough to catch on. Did you get orange soda?”

Mack regarded him innocently. “I thought you liked grape.”

“Very funny. Hand it over.”

“Damn, but you’re greedy. What happened to the whole starving artist thing?”

“I was never a starving artist. I can thank our parents for that. I’m famished. There’s a difference.” Ben took a bite out of the thick roast beef, lettuce and tomato sandwich and sighed with obvious pleasure. “Nothing on earth better than a fresh tomato in midsummer.”

“Unless it’s corn on the cob,” Mack countered, falling into the familiar debate. “Dripping with butter.”

“Or summer squash cooked with onion and browned.”

Mack regarded his brother wistfully. “Do you suppose we could plant an idea in Destiny’s head and get her to cook all our favorites this Sunday?”

“You mean, could I plant the idea in her head?” Ben guessed.

“You are the one she loves best,” Mack pointed out, drawing a sour look. Ben refused to admit that their aunt was partial to him, and Destiny would deny it with her dying breath. “Besides, she thinks you don’t eat enough. She’d have pity on you. It would just take one little word.”

Ben regarded him curiously. “Since when has the cat got your tongue? Nothing’s ever stopped you from pleading with our aunt to fix you something special.”

“Truthfully, I’m trying to avoid Destiny these days,” Mack said casually.

“Won’t that make eating all these goodies you want a bit tricky?”

“I was kinda hoping you’d pack up some leftovers and bring ’em to me,” Mack admitted.

Ben chuckled. “Don’t tell me. She’s found a woman for you. What’s wrong with Destiny’s selection? Does she have buckteeth and wear glasses? Or is she simply not up to a ten on the Mack-o-meter for beauty?”

“I am not that shallow,” Mack protested. “And there’s nothing wrong with the woman. Nothing at all.”

Ben studied him quietly. “I see,” he said slowly, fighting a grin. “In other words, Destiny got it just right and you’re running scared.”

“Go suck an egg,” Mack suggested mildly.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Nope.”

“But panic is what brought you flying out here bearing gifts,” Ben surmised.

“Can’t a guy go visit his brother without getting cross-examined about ulterior motives?”

“Sure, but since you haven’t been here in weeks, you’ll have to excuse me for being a little suspicious.”


Mack frowned at him. “We could talk about your social life.”

Ben’s expression immediately shut down. “No, we couldn’t,” he said tightly.

Mack instantly felt guilty for turning the tables on Ben. “I’m sorry. I was only teasing, but I should know better. The wound’s still too raw, isn’t it?”

“Drop it,” Ben said, his tone angry, his eyes dull.

Mack regarded his brother helplessly. “Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it would help if we all made you talk about it.”

“Graciela’s dead, dammit! What’s to talk about?” Ben all but shouted in a fierce tone rarely used by Mack’s soft-spoken brother. “Why the hell doesn’t anyone get that?”

Mack barely resisted the urge to go to his brother, but Ben wouldn’t appreciate any gesture of sympathy. Ben still blamed himself for Graciela’s death and was convinced he wasn’t deserving of sympathy. He only resented anyone’s attempt to assuage his grief or his guilt.

“I’m sorry,” Mack said again quietly. “I didn’t mean to stir up the pain. That was the very last thing I wanted when I came out here.”

Ben gave him a haunted look. “You didn’t stir up anything,” he told him. “It never goes away.”

Telling Ben that Graciela wasn’t worthy of the kind of guilt or misery Ben heaped on himself wouldn’t help. Mack knew that much by now. He wasn’t sure what it would take to finally shake Ben out of the dark, brooding mood which kept him isolated out here at his farm, but he prayed it would happen soon. Ben’s ongoing despondency worried the whole family. Once in a while they caught glimmers of the old, easygoing Ben, but those reminders were all too rare.

Mack studied his brother. “Anything I can do?”

“Nah,” Ben said, obviously fighting to shake off his mood before Mack could make too much more of it. “Just keep coming around despite my general crankiness.”

“That’s a promise,” Mack assured him.

Ben glanced across the table and his expression brightened. “You gonna finish that sandwich?”

Mack chuckled. “I thought the big, hulking football player in the family was supposed to be the one with the insatiable appetite,” he grumbled even as he shoved the other half of his sandwich toward his brother. “Take the chips, too. I have to hit the road.”

“Big date tonight?”

“No.”

“Damn. You know I live vicariously through what I read about you in the papers.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m living life in the slow lane right now.”

“There has to be a story there,” Ben guessed.

“None I intend to share.”

“But it does have to do with that woman Destiny picked out for you, right?” Ben prodded.

“I came out here because you never pry,” Mack grumbled.

“But this news is too good to pass up,” Ben told him.

Mack frowned at him. “Get back to your canvas. Right now it looks a lot like a squashed pumpkin. Is that what you were going for?”

Ben groaned. “Heathen!”

“Hey, I have a good eye.”


“For women, maybe.”

Mack deliberately squinted intently at the half-finished painting. “The very large rear of a woman in an orange two-piece bathing suit?”

Ben laughed. “You were closer with the pumpkin.”

“Well, what the hell is it?”

“Since you’re having so much fun guessing, I think I’ll let you wait till it’s finished. Then you can try again.”

“I’m usually better at this,” Mack said. “Then again, you usually paint recognizable fields and trees and streams.”

“This was an experiment,” Ben reminded him.

Mack regarded him seriously. “A word of advice?”

Ben nodded, his expression wary.

“Stick to what you know,” Mack said, then dodged when Ben tossed his empty soda bottle straight at his head. For an artsy kind of a guy, his brother had dead-accurate aim.

Better yet, for most of an entire hour, Ben had kept Mack’s mind off one very disconcerting lady doctor.

 

“I’m not happy with Tony Vitale’s blood count,” the hematologist sitting across from Beth said. “He’s not responding the way I’d hoped. I think we ought to consider a transfusion before he gets any weaker.”

Beth bit back a sigh. She didn’t have a good argument against that, but she was afraid that scheduling a transfusion would be demoralizing for Tony and for his mom. They would both know that all the other steps being taken weren’t working. Transfusions were commonplace enough with kids in Tony’s situation, but none of them were crazy about the process, even if they felt temporarily better in the end.


“Do you disagree?” Peyton Lang asked.

“Not really, but I know how discouraged Tony and his mother will be. I was really hoping that this last medicine and the food Mack’s been bringing by for him would do the trick and get his blood count back up again, at least for the short term.”

“Believe me, so was I,” Peyton said. “We’re running out of options.”

“We can’t give up on him,” Beth said, unable to keep the frantic note out of her voice.

Peyton gave her a sharp look. “We may not win this one. You know that, Beth. It’s time you started accepting the possibility. Maybe you need to pull back a little, let someone else step in as Tony’s attending physician.”

“Absolutely not. Besides, losing Tony is just a possibility,” Beth said fiercely. “And I refuse to accept it until there are no other options. He’s such a brave kid. He doesn’t deserve this.”

Peyton gave her a sad look. “None of them do.”

“No, they don’t, do they?” she said wearily. “Okay, then. Schedule the transfusion for first thing in the morning. I’ll talk to Tony’s mom tonight.”

The hematologist looked as if he wanted to say more, but he finally shrugged and left without another word. Some things just couldn’t be said aloud, even though they both might be thinking them. And no doctor ever wanted to acknowledge that a fight might be nearing an end.

A once-familiar sense of outrage and anger stirred in Beth’s chest. She needed to get back in the lab and look over the latest test results from her current research one more time. The first batch hadn’t held much promise, but this recent round was looking more hopeful. She needed more time, dammit. More time to get it right, so she could help Tony and some of the other kids who were at the end of the line with current treatments.

She was at the door, about to open it, when Mack appeared. He took one look at her and steered her right back inside her office.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded at once. “Sit down. You look like hell.”

“Just what every woman wants to hear,” she muttered, even as she gratefully sank back onto her chair. The longer she could postpone seeing Maria and Tony, the better.

“I’m not here to flatter you.”

“Obviously not. Why are you here?”

“I just saw Tony. He’s not looking so good.”

Beth nodded. If it was apparent even to a layman, then her decision a few minutes ago was the right one. “He needs a transfusion to buy him a little time,” she admitted bleakly.

Mack looked stunned by the blunt assessment. “A little time?” he echoed warily. “What are we talking here, Beth? Days? Weeks?”

“No more than that.”

“What about the bone marrow transplant?”

“He’s not a candidate right now. It would be too risky.”

“You just said he’s only got a few days or weeks. Isn’t it about time to start taking a few risks?”

“There’s protocol,” she began, only to have him cut her off with a curse. She looked into his eyes and saw the same torment she’d been feeling before his arrival. “I’m sorry, Mack.”

“I won’t accept this.”


“We don’t have a choice.”

“I have a choice,” he all but shouted. “We’ll find another doctor, another treatment. That boy is not dying unless we’ve exhausted everything available.”

Beth tried not to feel hurt that Mack didn’t think she knew what was best, that he didn’t think she was up to the task of saving Tony. She understood the kind of powerless rage he was feeling all too well. If she’d thought for a second that another doctor or another course of treatment might improve Tony’s odds, she would have called for the consultation herself.

“Mack, right here at this hospital, we are his best hope,” she said quietly.

“But you’re giving up,” he protested.

“No,” she said vehemently. “Never. I’m just trying to be realistic.”

“Damn being realistic,” he said heatedly, then sighed and gave her an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t take this out on you. I know how hard you’re working on his behalf. I know how much he matters to you.”

“It’s okay. Believe me, I understand your frustration.”

“And I see now why you looked so beat when I got here.” He met her gaze. “What’s the plan?”

“A transfusion in the morning and then we wait to see if it helps,” Beth explained. “A little prayer wouldn’t be misplaced, either.”

Mack nodded. “Okay, then.” He held out his hand. “Want to go with me to pay Tony a visit?”

“I was on my way when you got here,” she said, taking his hand because right now she desperately needed the contact with someone who shared her dismay. She also needed the little spark that came with it, the reminder that no matter what happened with Tony she was alive, that she would still be here fighting for other kids down the road.

Mack gave her hand a squeeze. “How about we take a little detour to the chapel on the way?”

She met his gaze. “You read my mind.”

It was a habit of his that she was starting to take for granted. Moreover, instead of making her uncomfortable, it was beginning to feel very, very good to have that kind of connection with someone.

 

“Dr. Beth’s really pretty, don’t you think so, Mack?” Tony’s huge eyes were focused intently on Mack’s face.

Mack tried to ignore the question. He wasn’t getting drawn into that discussion with yet another matchmaker. Instead he held up the assortment of comic books he’d brought with him. “Look at these, Tony. I had no idea there were so many cool new superheroes out there.”

Tony’s gaze remained unrelenting. “You didn’t answer my question, Mack. Don’t you think Dr. Beth is really pretty?”

Mack sighed. “Yes, she is.”

“Maybe you should ask her on a date or something. I’ll bet she’d go.”

Mack had enough trouble convincing Beth to slip out of the hospital for an occasional meal on the run. An actual honest-to-goodness date was probably out of the question. He didn’t want to ruin his image with Tony by admitting that, though.

Tony studied him worriedly. “She didn’t turn you down already, did she? Did you say something to make her mad?”


“No, kid, I haven’t bombed out entirely with the doc, but she’s pretty busy, you know. She has a lot of responsibilities around here.”

“I know. That’s why I think she needs a date, to get her mind off things, you know what I mean? Sometimes she seems real sad.”

“I’ve noticed,” Mack said. In fact, some days he wondered how she stood it. Today had to be one of the worst since they’d met. Even he was shaken by the grim outlook for Tony’s future.

Earlier, when they’d been on their way from the chapel to Tony’s room, she’d gotten a beep and had taken off at a run with a terse apology and no explanation. He was dawdling in Tony’s room now, hoping she’d eventually turn up. If that beep meant the kind of emergency he suspected, he thought she might be in need of some company this evening, maybe even another dinner someplace that wouldn’t remind her of the hospital.

He turned his attention back to Tony, whose energy had obviously faded. He was resting against the pillows, which were barely a shade whiter than his pale complexion.

“How are you feeling, pal?”

“Kinda tired,” Tony confessed.

Mack was taken aback by the rare admission. Usually Tony was all bluster when it came to his health. For him to admit that he was feeling tired meant he had to be exhausted. Mack recalled what Beth had said about a transfusion, but he knew the word on that hadn’t gotten to Tony yet.

“Get some sleep. You want to be rested when your mom gets here after work,” Mack told him.


“But you just got here,” Tony protested weakly. “And you brought all those awesome comics.”

“They’ll be here when you wake up, and so will I,” Mack promised. “Now close your eyes and take a nap.”

Tony struggled to keep his eyes open. “Hey, Mack.”

“What, pal?”

“Could you maybe sit here next to me?”

“Sure,” he said, lowering himself carefully to the edge of the bed. He’d noticed that too much movement seemed to make the boy wince. It was yet another sign that his condition was worsening.

Mack was barely seated when he felt Tony’s hand slip into his and hang on tight. Tears immediately stung the backs of his eyes.

“It’s okay,” he said softly. “You can sleep. I’m right here.”

“Can I tell you something?” Tony asked sleepily.

“Anything, pal.”

“You won’t tell my mom or Dr. Beth?”

“No,” Mack promised.

“Sometimes I’m scared to close my eyes,” Tony whispered. “’Cause I’m afraid I won’t wake up.”

Ah, hell, Mack thought, blinking back tears.

“You don’t need to worry about that now,” Mack said, his voice choked. “Nothing’s going to happen while I’m here with you.”

Tony’s eyes blinked open and his expression turned serious. “It could, Mack. So if it does, will you tell my mom I love her?”

Mack struggled to maintain his composure. If this boy could lie here so bravely facing death, then surely he could give Tony the reassurance he needed to hear. “I think your mom already knows that,” he told Tony. “But I’ll tell her.”

Tony sighed then and finally allowed himself to fall asleep, his hand still clinging to Mack’s.

And somewhere deep inside, Mack’s heart broke.







Chapter Six



When Beth finally finished dealing with the emergency that had sent her racing away from Mack, she felt as if she’d been through an emotional wringer. The young patient who’d come in with a severe reaction to her chemotherapy had finally been stabilized and sent to a room. Beth would have given just about anything to go home to her own room, to spend an hour soaking in a hot bath and then to crawl beneath the covers and sleep for a month.

Instead, she drew in a deep breath, steadied her nerves and headed to Tony’s room to break the news about the transfusion scheduled for morning. She was not looking forward to the meeting with Mrs. Vitale. Maria had had just about all the bad news she could handle lately.

As Beth turned the corner toward Tony’s room, she spotted Mack in the hall, shoulders slumped, eyes closed. He was leaning against a wall, looking about as wiped-out as she felt.

“You okay?” she asked.

He blinked as if he’d been a million miles away, then smiled weakly. “How the hell do you do this every day?” he asked, his voice filled with respect.

Beth instinctively glanced at the door to Tony’s room. “A tough night in there?”

Mack nodded, his expression bleak. “You could say that. Tony asked me to tell his mom he loved her if he died during his nap.”

“Oh, no,” Beth whispered, her heart aching for him and for Tony. “I’m so sorry, Mack.”

“Don’t be sorry for me,” he said fiercely. “Be sorry for Tony. No kid should ever have to say something like that. He shouldn’t have that kind of weight on his shoulders. My God, how does he bear it?”

Beth put her hand on his arm, felt the muscle jerk beneath her touch. “I couldn’t agree with you more, but sometimes life simply isn’t fair or just. If you can’t accept that, then you’d better not choose medicine as a career.”

“Then you accept it?” he asked skeptically.

“I have to,” she said. “It’s not easy, but what else can I do? I have to focus on the times we win, not on the times we lose.”

“I don’t envy you. Compared to this, getting pummeled on a football field on Sundays was a piece of cake.”

She managed a weak smile. “Maybe I should give that a try sometime.”

He grinned. “I imagine you have some pretty tricky moves, Doc. How’s your throwing arm?”

“Like a girl’s.”


“Yeah, it figures.” His expression sobered and his gaze sought hers. “You know what else was on Tony’s mind tonight?”

She was almost afraid to ask. “What?”

“He thought I should ask you on a date.” Mack shook his head. “The kid is sick as a dog and he’s matchmaking.”

Beth grinned, despite the sorrow eating at her. “More proof that life goes on. Even a kid like Tony sees that.” She studied Mack’s tense expression and decided he’d gotten a whole lot more than he’d bargained for when he’d befriended Tony. “Tell you what. I’m going to break a vow and ask you on a date.”

Mack regarded her with surprise. “You made a vow never to ask me out?”

“I made a vow never to ask any man out,” she corrected.

“Any particular reason?”

“It tends to give a man the illusion that he has the upper hand,” she explained.

“And you don’t like relinquishing control?”

“Not especially.”

“But you’re willing to make an exception for me?”

“Yes, and don’t make me regret it by reacting predictably and letting your ego get out of hand. It’s dinner, Mack. Nothing more.”

Mack chuckled. “I think I can control my ego.” He gave her a thorough once-over with a devilish twinkle in his eye. “And my hormones, if it comes to that.”

She gave him a stern look. “You’re determined to cross a line, aren’t you? I could take back the invitation.”

“You won’t, though. You’re feeling sorry for me. Besides, I’m not determined to cross any lines, just considering the possibilities,” he replied. “Especially since mentioning them has put some color back in your cheeks.”

Beth frowned at him, and he managed to look suitably chastened. It was probably an act, but she let it pass. “Okay, then. Can you stick around while I speak to Mrs. Vitale? Then I’ll take you someplace for dinner.”

He regarded her with a hopeful expression. “Home?” he inquired. “That’s where I feel like being tonight. Yours. Mine. It doesn’t matter. I just don’t feel like being around a lot of people.”

Beth totally understood what he was saying. Being under a microscope must be hard enough when life was perfect. Being subjected to scrutiny when you’d been through an emotional wringer as Mack had been tonight would be unbearable.

She tried to imagine what in her kitchen might be edible, given the way she tended to ignore things like grocery shopping, then nodded. “There’s bound to be something I can throw together that won’t kill us both.”

“Works for me,” he said.

“I’ll just be a few minutes.”

“Take your time.” He gave her a faint smile. “If you want to make Tony’s day, tell him you’re taking me home with you.”

Beth laughed despite the somber mood and her exhaustion. “I think that might encourage his matchmaking efforts a little too much.”

 

Mack was still a little stunned that Beth had invited him to her place. He must have looked like the emotional wreck he was if she’d felt the need to take pity on him. Despite the obvious reason for the invitation, he couldn’t help looking forward to the opportunity to get a look at where she lived and maybe discover a few more details that would tell him what made her tick. His curiosity about her seemed to deepen with each encounter.

A woman with Beth’s sort of dedication and commitment to her work, with the compassion to treat kids in Tony’s dire straits, was a rarity in his world. His admiration for her grew with every minute he spent around her and the kids to whom she’d devoted her life. He’d done his share of good deeds and small kindnesses in his time, but Beth did Herculean good deeds every day.

When she finally emerged from Tony’s room, she gave him a distracted look and beckoned for him to follow her. “We can get out of here as soon as I get my purse and keys,” she told him. “I’ll jot down my address for you.”

A few minutes later she gave him an address on the fringes of Georgetown. He had a hunch she’d chosen it less for the prestige of the neighborhood than for its proximity to the hospital and the short commute required in an emergency.

“See you there in ten minutes,” she told him when they’d reached her car in the hospital parking lot. Mack had insisted on walking her there, though his own car was in the visitor’s lot. She seemed about to say something more, then hesitated, her expression thoughtful.

“What?” Mack prodded.

“Just trying to remember if there’s any wine in the house. Probably not. If you want some, you’ll need to stop and pick up a bottle,” she said as she got behind the wheel of her small SUV.

“I’m too wiped-out for wine,” he told her. “Unless you want some?”

She shook her head. “Not unless you don’t mind me falling sound asleep in whatever pot of food I’m fixing.”

He studied her weary, fragile features. “Look, Beth, I really appreciate the invitation, but we don’t have to do this tonight.”

“We both need to eat,” she said, sounding exactly like the dictatorial doctor he knew her capable of being. “Don’t dawdle along the way or I’ll make you eat spinach.”

Mack laughed. “I happen to love spinach.”

“Oh, my, your aunt really did train you well, didn’t she?”

“Let’s leave Destiny out of this. See you in a few,” he said, dropping a quick kiss on her forehead before closing the door of her car. “Drive safely.”

He loped out of the employee parking lot toward his own car half a block away feeling surprisingly energized all of a sudden, enough to motivate him to make a quick stop by the florist’s so that when he showed up on Beth’s doorstep he was carrying a huge bouquet of flowers.

As he rang the doorbell of her small brick town house, he realized he was anticipating the rest of the evening in a way he hadn’t looked forward to a date in a very long time. The knowledge that this impromptu date had been initiated by a woman to whom he supposedly wasn’t the least bit attracted didn’t seem to matter. Nor did the fact that sex clearly wasn’t on the agenda. He was content with the prospect of food and some intelligent conversation, anything that might delay going home, where he was certain to be plagued by dreams about Tony’s sad situation.

When Beth opened the door, her eyes widening in delight at the sight of the flowers, Mack felt something shift inside him. He had the funniest feeling that few men had ever bestowed such a simple gift on her before, probably because they mistook her cool, professional demeanor to mean that she didn’t appreciate the more feminine pleasures in life.

“Oh, Mack,” she said softly, burying her nose in the flowers. “What on earth made you think to do this?”

“A gentleman caller always brings something for his hostess,” he recited, grinning at her.

“Remind me to thank your aunt for drilling those manners into you,” she said. “I hope I have a vase big enough for all these. Did you buy out the shop?”

Actually he had. The man had been ready to close and had given him a deal on all of the bunches that remained in the cooler. There had been lilies and roses, baby’s breath, snapdragons and some other colorful, fragrant blooms he couldn’t identify. Impulse had made him take them all. If anyone on earth deserved to be pampered a bit, it was Beth after a day like today. He only wished flowers could brighten his mood as easily. Better to concentrate on Beth.

He could think of all sorts of ways she ought to be indulged. Maybe he’d get her one of those spa days he’d heard women talking about, one with a facial, massages, wraps and who knew what else went on behind those discreet doors.

“Mack?”

“Hmm?”


“Where’d you go just then?” she asked.

“I got a little lost envisioning you in a seaweed wrap,” he said just to watch the color in her cheeks deepen.

“What an odd imagination you have,” she said, leading the way into the kitchen.

“Have you ever had one?” he asked.

“My time and my budget don’t really run to seaweed wraps,” she said, clearly amused. “Have you had one?”

He shuddered. “Hell, no, but I hear women talking about that kind of stuff. I thought you might like it.”

“Who knows? Maybe one of these years, if I ever get a whole day off, I’ll try one,” she said. “Seems like a waste of money to me.”

“Being pampered is never a waste of money, especially not with the kind of work you do. You need to take better care of yourself.”

She regarded him curiously. “Is this some new mission you’re on? It’s not enough that you cheer up Tony, now you’re intent on cheering me up, too?”

He thought about it and decided it was. It didn’t have to mean he was falling for her or anything. It was just common decency to worry about someone who spent her life worrying about others. “Yep,” he said. “I’m making you my project.”

“Don’t you have an entire football team to worry about? That’s what? Eleven men?”

He chuckled. “On the field at any given moment. There are a lot more on the bench. Remind me to get you a manual explaining the basics.”

“It would be wasted. Besides, you’re missing my point that you have your own responsibilities. Those should keep you busy enough.”


“Not the same thing,” he told her. “Besides, those guys have trainers who worry about whether they’re eating properly, getting enough exercise and generally staying fit. Who worries about you?”

She shook her head as she poured him a glass of iced tea. “I’m an adult and a doctor. I can pretty much look after myself.”

“But do you?”

“Of course I do.”

“When was the last time you took a day off?”

She hesitated so long, he knew she was having to really think about it. “Ding,” he said as if calling time in a game. “Too long. That must mean it’s been weeks, if not months.”

She frowned. “Actually I was off last Saturday,” she retorted, then sighed. “But I got called in around eleven-thirty and never got away.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’re not invincible. What happens if you get so worn down, you get sick?”

“I don’t get sick.” She gave him an exasperated look. “I appreciate your concern. I really do, but it’s misguided.” She poked her head in the refrigerator. “Your choices are scrambled eggs or…” Her voice became muffled until she withdrew and gave him a chagrined look. “Or poached eggs or an omelet, assuming this cheddar isn’t too hard to grate.” She held up a pitiful-looking block of cheese.

Mack shook his head. “Where’s your phone?”

“Right behind you on the wall,” she said. “Why?”

He was already punching in a familiar number. “Do you have some sort of aversion to meat?” he asked her as the phone rang.


“No,” she said, regarding him curiously. “What are you doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious? How about baked potatoes?”

“Love them.”

Mack nodded. “Hey, William, can you throw together a couple of filet mignons, baked potatoes with sour cream and butter, caesar salads and something decadently chocolate?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Carlton,” the chef at one of the Carlton Industries steak-house restaurants in Georgetown said at once. “Is this for your house?”

“No.” He gave the man Beth’s address. “Will a half hour be too much of a rush?”

“Of course not. I’ll send it right over.”

“Thanks, William. You’re a lifesaver.”

“It’s my pleasure, sir.”

“Oh, and one more thing, William.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Could you at least wait till morning before you call Destiny and tell her about this?”

“Sir, I do not report to your aunt,” the chef said indignantly.

“Not officially, no,” Mack said. “But she does have a way of wheedling information out of you, doesn’t she?”

William chuckled. “Your aunt is a very clever woman,” he admitted. “She does have a way of getting whatever information she wants. Most men find her irresistible.”

“Irresistible or not, try not to let her get hold of this little tidbit to chew on, okay? She’ll make my life a living nightmare.”

“Only because she cares about you and your brothers,” William said. “You’re very lucky to have such a fine woman in your lives. I’m not sure any of you appreciate that.”

“Your scolding is duly noted, William.”

“As it should be, sir. I’ll have your dinner there shortly.”

Mack sighed, almost regretting the can of worms he’d opened by making that particular call. Unfortunately, despite his tendency to blab what he knew to Destiny, William served the best steaks in town.

As he hung up, he saw Beth studying him with a bemused expression. “Was that William of William’s Steak House?”

Mack nodded.

“And he’s going to send over takeout in thirty minutes?”

“Yes.”

“And then, most likely, report back to your aunt?”

Mack nodded again.

“You live in a very fascinating world.”

He grinned. “It has its moments.” He regarded her with interest. “I suppose your family is totally normal.”

An odd look that Mack couldn’t quite interpret passed across Beth’s face. “Not so normal?” he pressed.

“I guess that depends on your view of normal,” she hedged.

“I mostly grew up with an aunt who regards life as one gigantic adventure and who has turned meddling into a fine art,” he said. “Believe me, I have a very loose definition of what constitutes normal. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

A shadow darkened her eyes and he immediately recalled the brother who’d died during a childhood bout with leukemia. “I’m sorry. I forgot about your brother.”

“That’s okay. Sometimes it feels as if it happened several lifetimes ago.”

“Because every time you face losing a patient, it’s like going through it all over again,” Mack guessed.

“In a way, though at the time I was so young, I was only aware that someone I loved very much was really, really sick and then he died. It left this huge void in my life, because Tommy was all I had in some ways.”

“You mean because he was your only sibling?” Mack asked.

Beth shook her head. “Because after he died, my parents retreated even more deeply into their work. They were research scientists, too. They were never very outgoing, demonstrative people, but after Tommy died, it got worse. They were driven to find answers. Most nights they got home long after I’d gone to bed, and they were usually gone when I got up in the morning. I rarely saw them.”

Mack heard the hurt behind the factual recitation, and another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. “So your work isn’t really all about your brother, is it? It’s also a connection to your parents.”

She seemed startled by the comment, then relieved when the doorbell rang to prevent her from having to answer.

Mack looked her in the eye as he stood up to go to the door. “I’m not forgetting about this conversation,” he warned as he left the kitchen.

When he returned a moment later, Beth was busy setting the table. She never even looked up to meet his gaze until after he’d set out the dishes from the restaurant.


“It smells heavenly,” she said a little too brightly, taking her place at the table. “You must order from William a lot to get such incredible service.”

“I do, but it’s also a company restaurant in some division or another.”

She studied him curiously. “You really don’t care about all that, do you?”

“Only when it’s convenient, like tonight,” he admitted. “Thank God I don’t need to think about it. The company is totally and completely Richard’s bailiwick.”

“You never had the slightest inclination to claim your part of the family legacy?”

“Nope,” he said readily. “I made my own money playing football, even though my career was brief. I made some sound investments, then used those to buy a share of the team. I love football. I get it. When I was on the field, I enjoyed the competitiveness, the physical demands of the game. I still like the strategy involved. I don’t care about manufacturing widgets or running restaurants or whatever else Carlton Industries is into.”

He waved a finger under her nose. “And don’t try to get me off track. I haven’t forgotten that we were talking about your family.”

Her expression immediately closed down. “There’s not much more to say.”

“Are you trying to prove something to them? Maybe finally earn the attention they denied you growing up?”

She deliberately put a bite of meat in her mouth and chewed slowly, her expression thoughtful. “Probably,” she said at last, surprising him with the admission.


“But didn’t you learn anything from them?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said at once. “I learned all about dedication and focus.”

Mack regarded her impatiently. “But they hurt you, Beth. Call it benign neglect, if you want to be generous, but it was neglect. Is that how you want to live your life, being oblivious to the people around you, not having any sort of personal life?”

She stared at him in shock. “Is that what you think? Do you think I don’t date much, because I’m trying to emulate my parents?”

“It looks plain as day to me.”

“Well, who died and named you Freud?” she inquired tartly.

“Are you denying it?”

“Of course I’m denying it. I work hard because I love what I do, because it matters.”

“I’m sure your folks thought the same thing. Did that make you cry any less when you went to bed at night without them there to read you a story or tuck you in?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she insisted stubbornly. “I was ten when my brother died, much too old for stories.”

“But not for a kiss before bed,” Mack said, recalling how Destiny had insisted on tucking them all in, even when they protested that they were much too old. He and Ben had loved it. Richard had grumbled loudest of all, but Mack realized now that he’d needed Destiny’s attention most of all, and she had instinctively known that and ignored all their complaints.

“It wasn’t important,” Beth insisted.

Mack shrugged. “If you say so.” He met her gaze and saw the confusion and vulnerability she was trying so hard not to let him see. “You know, Beth, when you look at my life, you see a life of privilege, right?”

She nodded.

“Because my family has money?”

“Of course.”

He shook his head. “The money’s there, no question about it. And it’s made a lot of things easier, there’s no doubt about that, either. But you know what really made our lives rich?”

“What?”

“Having an aunt who was willing to give up a life she loved, even a man she loved, to come back to the States to take care of three little boys she barely knew just because they needed her. After our folks died, Destiny was there every single night to tuck us in and reassure us that we’d be okay. She taught us by example that there was still joy to be had in living life to its fullest. She didn’t retreat into some other place and hide out, leaving us to struggle to figure out how the hell to heal from the hurt.”

Beth carefully put her fork down and met his gaze. “Your aunt sounds remarkable, but my parents did the best they could,” she claimed, though there wasn’t much conviction behind her defense of them.

“Well, if you ask me, it sure as hell wasn’t good enough,” he said angrily, thinking about how terrified and lonely she must have been after her brother died, how she must have feared the same thing could happen to her. Had they reassured her about that much, at least? Probably not. In their self-absorbed world, they’d probably never even noticed she needed the reassurance, or maybe they’d even dismissed it as a weakness in a way that had stopped her from even voicing her fears.

“You don’t have any right to say that,” she said, her lower lip quivering. “None. You weren’t there. You don’t know what it was like for any of us.”

Mack sighed. “No, I don’t suppose I do, but imagining what it must have been like for you kills me.”

“I was okay,” she said, but the tears welling up in the corners of her eyes said otherwise.

“Ah, Beth,” Mack whispered, standing up and pulling her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I may hate what they did to you, but I never meant to make you cry.”

“I’m not crying,” she insisted, sniffing, her face pressed against his chest.

“If you say so,” he said, even though he could feel the dampness of tears through his shirt.

“I never cry,” she said staunchly.

He had a feeling she’d spent a lifetime trying to get the lie to come out so adamantly. “I know,” he said, holding her tight and wondering how someone so emotionally fragile ever managed to get through the kind of days she had to endure. She had more real strength than some of the three-hundred-pound players on his team, certainly more than he had.

When she lifted her gaze to his, the tears were still shimmering in her eyes and clinging to her dark lashes. Mack couldn’t seem to help himself. He leaned down to kiss a streak of dampness on first one cheek and then the other. The salty tears, the petal-soft skin were wildly intoxicating, far more so than any wine might have been. He needed to resist the temptation, needed to release her before the evening took a turn neither of them had anticipated.

But then with the tiniest shift of her head, Beth’s mouth found his, and he was lost.







Chapter Seven



Beth had never been so hungry for a man’s touch. That it was Mack’s touch she craved was a shock, but right now all she could think about was the way his mouth felt on hers, about the way his hands covered her breasts and stroked the sensitive peaks into tight buds of exquisite pleasure.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded when he pulled back, his breath ragged. He looked as stunned as she was feeling, maybe more so.

“Beth, are you sure about this?” he asked with obvious worry. “It’s been a long, stressful day, and I’ve just put you through an emotional wringer. I don’t want to take advantage of you. I don’t want us to do something you’ll be sorry about in the morning. Hell, up until a few minutes ago, I wasn’t even sure you liked me very much.”


“Guess we both know better than that now,” she said wryly.

Thanks to the unmistakable concern she heard in his voice, Beth felt more certain than ever that this was right. What Mack had said was true. He had put her through hell with all his questions about her uneasy relationship with her parents. He’d managed to open up too many old wounds and leave them raw.

But no one else had ever cared deeply enough to dig past the facade she put on for the world. She felt connected to Mack in some weird way that didn’t bear close scrutiny. And tonight, most of all, she needed to go with her senses for once, and not her head. Her senses were practically screaming for more of Mack’s touches.

She looked deep into his eyes. “I want this,” she reassured him, reveling in the sandpapery feel of his cheek beneath her lips. “I need to feel alive, Mack. I know you do, too. Please give that to me, to us.”

She saw by the sudden spark of heat in his eyes that she’d said exactly the right thing. After the turmoil of the day, after listening to Tony’s sad request that Mack relay his love to Maria, Mack understood better than most the need to feel excitement and anticipation, rather than dread and despair, to revel in the here and now and tomorrow be damned.

His answer was in the touch of his lips against hers, tender for an instant and then greedy, his tongue plunging deep in her mouth in a dark, sensual assault that filled her body with heat and made her senses spin.

Beth had known he would be good at this—the media made him out to be some sort of expert, after all—but she hadn’t expected him to know just how to move her. It was as if their bodies knew something their brains did not, as if there was a mystical connection that ran so deep that one touch was all it took to unlock it.

“Bedroom?” he murmured, his breath ragged.

“No, now,” she said, the urgency of her need stunning her as it must be shocking him. She wanted to forget the world and this was the way, the only way. She was already tugging at the buckle of his belt, fumbling for his zipper. She didn’t want time to think, time to reconsider, not so much as a second to wonder if this was an act of desperation she would live to regret.

Mack caught her frenzy. Buttons flew as he pushed aside her blouse, then caught the peak of her breast in his mouth, sucking, using lips, tongue and teeth until she was writhing against him, certain that she would fly apart from that touch alone.

With a clever flick, her bra disappeared and then her skirt was hiked up to her waist, her panties stripped away. His fingers found her moist heat and dove inside, making her cry out with the sheer wonder of it as wave after wave of pulsing pleasure washed over her.

That quick, violent release should have been enough to slake the need, but she wanted more, so much more. She tugged at the zipper she’d forgotten in the swirl of wild sensations he’d stirred in her. There was something wild and totally uninhibited in control of her now, a need so great, so demanding that she couldn’t have turned away from it even if the thought had crossed her mind. Not that it did. Stopping wasn’t an option.

She looked deep into Mack’s eyes and saw the answering hunger, the same desperate need even as he rolled on a condom, then lifted her and drove himself into her, filling her, taking her right here, right now with her back pressed against the kitchen wall, her legs wrapped tightly around him as he thrust into her. Her last conscious thought was that she was just beginning to fully appreciate the advantages of a man with the well-toned body and strength of an athlete.

Sensations ripped through her—the cool hardness of the wall at her back, Mack’s rough breathing in her ear, the slick slip-slide of him inside her, the rigid tension of his muscles where she clung to him, the scent of aftershave and sex. It was all so sweet, so powerful, so amazing…and shocking in its unexpected intensity.

When the hard, throbbing waves of a second release finally crashed over her, Beth felt as weak as if she’d been thrown on shore after a storm at sea. But she was exhilarated, too, as if she’d had one exquisite chance to touch the sky.

Slowly, oh, so slowly, she fought her way back to earth, back to the here and now, back to her own kitchen, which would never, ever feel the same again. There were clothes strewn everywhere, a plate had somehow ended up on the floor, a glass of tea had toppled over leaving melting ice cubes sitting in puddles on the table.

Before she realized his intention, Mack reached for one of the cubes of ice and lightly swirled it across the tip of her breast, then lower, his clever mouth following the same intimate path. The shock of cold, the heat of Mack against her still-sensitive skin sent her off into another totally unexpected whirl of mind-blowing sensation. Shattered, all she could do was cling to him and let the ride take her where it would.

Afterward, she struggled with embarrassment, looking everywhere except at Mack until he touched a finger to her chin and forced her to meet his gaze.


“You know, Doc, if I’d just hit that many highs with anyone else, I’d worry about dying on the spot.”

Relieved by the flash of humor in his eyes, she said, “But not with me?”

“Nope. I figure you know CPR and you’d be highly motivated to save me so we can do this again.”

Her lips curved at the purely male arrogance of the suggestion. “Again?”

“Definitely again.” He grinned sheepishly as he tugged up the briefs and pants pooled at his ankles. “Maybe not in the next ten minutes,” he conceded, “but most definitely again.”

Her own grin spread, along with a heady dose of feminine satisfaction. “In that case, maybe I’d better tell you where the bedroom is, after all.”

 

Lying next to Beth in the middle of the night, Mack was pretty sure he wouldn’t have been more stunned by the way the night had unfolded if Beth had stripped naked and run through the hospital. Under all that starch and propriety, the woman had a wild streak. Since she seemed almost as shocked as he did, he couldn’t help wondering if she’d known about it all along or if this was something he’d managed to unleash in her. He rather liked that scenario, probably more than he should.

Unfortunately, he also knew that what seemed right and inevitable tonight was going to prove worrisome in the morning, most likely for both of them, no matter how many disclaimers each of them had uttered. He wondered if it wouldn’t be smart to slip away before daybreak, but dismissed the idea on several counts. First, it was cowardly. Second, the image of her face when she discovered he’d run out would nag at him. And third, he was pretty sure he couldn’t crawl out of her bed even if he wanted to. He might have just enough energy to make love to her one more time before morning, and that seemed infinitely preferable to wasting it sneaking out of her house as if he—as if they—had committed some unpardonable sin here tonight.

Right now she was plastered across his chest, exactly where she’d collapsed after riding him to another explosive climax once they’d come upstairs to her room. Mack was just as beat as she was, maybe even more so, but he was also energized in a totally unexpected way. He was filled with a whole new sense of curiosity about this woman who’d once expressed disdain for him and everything he stood for. Apparently she’d concluded he wasn’t such a bad guy, after all. Either that or she’d simply been as desperate for human contact tonight as he had been.

Slamming up against the mortality wall had shaken him, especially since the person involved was a twelve-year-old boy he’d grown to love. Usually his life revolved around fun. Even work was something he enjoyed, not something with life-or-death consequences. Since meeting Tony, it had been harder and harder to maintain that devil-may-care attitude. Tonight he’d pretty much snapped.

Beth sighed and snuggled more tightly against him, her head tucked under his chin, her hand distressingly close to a part of him that he was trying hard to ignore so she could get some obviously much-needed sleep.

She shifted again, tormenting him further, but then as if the contact finally sent an electrical charge straight to her brain, her eyes snapped open. She would have scrambled away from him, if he hadn’t kept his arm firmly around her waist.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Mack asked lightly.

“Over…um, to my side of the bed,” she mumbled finally.

“I like sharing the middle,” he teased.

She finally met his gaze. “Really?” she asked, looking surprised. “I’m not bothering you?”

“Oh, you are definitely bothering me,” he said. “I think that’s evident.”

She followed the direction of his gaze, then blushed. “I had no idea.”

“That I wanted you again?”

“That it was even possible for you to want me again,” she said.

Her comment told Mack all he’d wanted to know about the kind of experiences she’d had in the past. Whatever jealous twinges he might have felt about the man who’d hurt her so long ago vanished. “Not to make too big a deal about it, but a guy would have to be made of stone to get his fill of you after just a couple of tastes.”

A spark of amusement lit her eyes as she glanced pointedly downward. “I’m not sure the analogy works,” she said. “You’re obviously rock hard at the moment. And, for the record, it was more than a couple of times.”

He feigned shock at the observation. “Why, so it was and so I am. Since you’re awake and counting, maybe we ought to do something about that.”

“Medically speaking, that’s what I’d prescribe,” she said agreeably, already shifting to accommodate him.

It was no surprise to him that she was as ready and eager as he was. She’d already proved that her sexual appetite was a more than even match for his. What amazed him was her willingness to let him see this neediness in her, this slight hint of vulnerability that came from sharing something so intimate. He would have been less surprised if she’d kicked him to the curb after that first time downstairs.

The heat between them flared again, this time more slowly, more sweetly, as if the discoveries they’d made earlier gave them the leisure to savor each touch. Instead of urgency, Mack felt his body taking an exquisitely lazy ride to the top of yet another cliff. Gazing into Beth’s eyes, he saw every emotion as she made her way to the same peak.

Only when they were there together, their bodies damp with perspiration, their senses razor sharp so that the mere flick of a tongue, the sweep of a caress worked magic, did they fly over the edge.

Only then, still trembling from that incredible release of passion, did Mack close his eyes and give himself over to sleep, with Beth still cradled in his arms. For the first time in months, maybe years, he wasn’t falling asleep after sex, worried that he’d just made a terrible mistake. In fact he felt as if he’d finally done something very right. He was pretty sure that this was the first time that what he’d done could only be described as making love.

 

Beth wasn’t a morning person by nature. Only rigid self-discipline made her reach for the alarm clock to hit the off button and start to roll out of bed in the same fluid movement. When she ran smack into a hard, obviously male body as she was about to make her half-asleep flight from bed, she felt as if she’d suddenly touched a live wire.

Mack! The memory of the night before slammed into her. Every single touch, every single amazing release replayed itself, not only in her mind but in the sudden humming of the blood through her veins. She had to smother a smile. This was better than any alarm clock—bells, buzzers or cheery beeps—she’d ever tried. She was completely, totally, instantly awake. Too bad there wasn’t time to do anything about it.

Filled with regrets, she found a way to extricate herself from Mack’s embrace. To her astonishment he slept on. It was the dead-to-the-world sleep of the truly exhausted. She smothered another grin at the realization that she’d done that to him. Imagine that! She had left a physically fit, professional athlete—a playboy—too wiped out to move. She was still gloating when she climbed into the shower.

The icy water meant to revive her had barely hit her overheated skin when the shower curtain was swept aside and Mack climbed in with her.

Beth stared at him in shock, not sure she was ready for quite this much intimacy, even after the night they’d just shared. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“The bed got lonely without you. Besides, I can’t let you go sneaking off without so much as a morning kiss.”

She gave his body a thorough once-over. “Something tells me you’re after more than a kiss.”

He grinned and backed her against the tile. “I’m open to negotiations.”

“You’re a Carlton. Negotiating is second nature to you. I’m sure you always get the terms you want.” She hooked a leg around his. “Let’s just cut to the chase.”


He laughed. “Works for me.”

Fifteen minutes later Beth’s knees were wobbly and her body still sizzled with so much heat she was amazed the bathroom wasn’t filled with steam despite the icy temperature of the water flowing over them. She gazed into Mack’s eyes. “What have you done to me?” she asked. “I’m used to starting my day with oatmeal.”

“This is healthier,” Mack said.

“I’m not so sure about that. I feel a little faint.”

He looked pleased with himself at her admission. “You get dressed. I’ll fix breakfast. Eggs, I think. You obviously need the protein.”

“I don’t have time,” she said as she scrambled from the shower, wrapped herself in a towel and ran into the bedroom. One frantic glance at the clock proved how true that was. She was running well behind schedule.

“Make time. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day,” Mack said, wandering in after her. “You’d think a fine doctor would know that.”

“I do know it. I also know I have a jam-packed day ahead of me and I’m already late.”

“Then ten more minutes won’t make any difference, will it?” he said.

Beth tried not to stare as he pulled on his briefs over his excellent backside, then turned his pants right side out and climbed into those. He didn’t bother to button them at the waist. Since they were the only clothes that had actually made it upstairs, Beth was treated to one more excellent view of his muscles as he left her room without wasting another word arguing with her. She sighed heavily after his exit.

As soon as he was gone, she dived into her closet, dragged out the first skirt and blouse she came to, then dressed in the kind of rush with which she was all too familiar.

A quick flick of her brush through hair that had a surprising hint of curl to it—no time to tame it into submission—a touch of lipstick and she was done. By the time she walked into the kitchen, she’d figuratively drawn her protective professional cloak around her. Other than those wayward curls, there was no hint of the wanton woman she’d been during the night.

True to his word, Mack had juice on the table and a plate of perfectly scrambled eggs in his hand. He’d put on his shirt, but thankfully he hadn’t buttoned it. She liked the sexily rumpled look. In fact, she was fairly certain she could become addicted to it. She’d have to remind herself later how dangerous and ill advised that would be.

“Sit,” he ordered, his expression uncompromising.

The order was a bit less attractive, but the protectiveness behind it had its charm. “Five minutes,” she muttered, because it was easier than arguing with him. Besides, she was starved and her eggs never looked that good.

The toaster popped up, and she stared at it in surprise. “You found bread?”

“In the freezer,” he said, then added wryly, “you should look in there sometime.” He put the buttered toast in front of her, then took his own place opposite her with only a cup of coffee in hand.

“You’re not eating?” she asked.

“Not enough eggs. I’ll grab something at my place when I go home to change.”

“I could share,” she said, shoving the plate in his direction.


“Nope. I fixed those for you with my own secret ingredient.”

She frowned at the eggs. “You didn’t find any poison around, did you?”

His lips twitched at the outrageous suggestion. “Why would I want to kill you?”

“So I can never tell about the night you spent in the arms of a woman who isn’t some glamorous model or sexy actress,” she said, exposing a hint of vulnerability. She’d been attacked by self-doubt almost from the second he’d left her room. It was running rampant now.

Mack regarded her with disbelief. “Are you crazy? Believe me, letting the world know I slept with a brilliant, dedicated doctor would probably do more for my reputation than you can imagine. This is something worth bragging about, not hiding.” He grinned. “Not that I will, of course.”

Beth faltered at his acknowledgment that he wasn’t ashamed of the time they’d spent together. She hadn’t gone looking for any kind of compliment, but she was ridiculously pleased that he’d offered one.

“How?” she asked, unable to resist pursuing it.

“People might finally accept that I have half a brain.”

She’d never considered that one aspect of his football and playboy celebrity might mean that people didn’t take him seriously. She should have, too. Until she’d gotten to know him, wasn’t that how she’d seen him, as a mental lightweight with few scruples? Not even his law degree was that impressive, since he wasn’t using it. On some level she’d wondered if he hadn’t cruised through law school simply because of who he was. Thankfully she’d never said such a thing. Her cheeks still burned when she thought of the comments he’d overheard her making the first time he’d come to the hospital to meet Tony.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I never looked at all the gossip from your point of view.”

He shrugged. “Why would you? It’s not as if I ever shied away from it. The image worked for me.”

“How so?”

“Because if I ever let anyone take me too seriously—any woman, that is—I might have to deal with real emotions,” he said easily.

The comment and his tone were fair warning. Beth couldn’t mistake the message he was sending. “Last night didn’t give me any expectations where you’re concerned,” she reassured him, surprised by just how empty those words made her feel. “It was nothing more than two people who were hurting reaching out for each other.”

Mack’s gaze lingered on hers, his expression wary. “And you don’t have a problem with that?”

She forced herself to shrug. “Why would I?”

“I just thought you might,” he said.

“Hey, it was no big deal, Mack. Nothing you need to worry about.”

He nodded slowly. “Good to know.”

Beth expected to see relief in his eyes, to hear it in his voice, but it wasn’t there. In fact, if her imagination wasn’t playing tricks on her, what she heard instead was disappointment.

Or maybe she was merely projecting, because right this second she felt more of an emotional letdown than she’d ever felt in her life. If she weren’t so late, she’d sit right here and try to figure out why.

Then again, the prospect of spending one more second with Mack right now, when she was feeling totally vulnerable and exposed, was too much to bear.

“Gotta run,” she said, taking one last bite of toast, then standing up. “Lock up when you leave.”

Before Mack could even react, she grabbed her purse and keys and tore out the door. She wanted to be safely in her car and on the road before the first traitorous tear fell.







Chapter Eight



Mack sat at Beth’s kitchen table for a very long time after she’d gone, staring into space, trying to figure out why, after such an incredible night, he felt so damned lousy. Surely it wasn’t because he’d been honest with her, warned her not to make too much of what had happened between them. He’d had the same conversation dozens of times with dozens of women. It was a part of his spiel, as routine as the flirting that came second nature to him. It usually filled him with relief to know that things had been clarified.

But Beth was not in the same sophisticated, blasé league as all those women. They knew the score from the moment Mack met them, understood the rules going in and accepted them. In fact, they had rules of their own about the level of emotional attachment they were interested in pursuing…or not pursuing.

With Beth, despite that brave, nonchalant front she’d put on, he felt as if he’d just kicked a friendly puppy. There had been a brittle edge to her voice, the slightest hint that she might suddenly shatter if pushed. And in those expressive eyes of hers, he’d seen the faint shadow of genuine hurt.

For the first time in a very long time, Mack wasn’t proud of himself and his brand of so-called honesty. He saw it as the cop-out it was, a way to extricate himself from guilt over doing whatever the hell he wanted to do. Something told him if his aunt ever found out about this encounter, she’d tear a strip out of his hide for treating Beth in such a cavalier way. Not that Destiny was likely to berate him any more than he was berating himself at the moment.

Sure, he and Beth were consenting adults. Sure, she’d wanted last night to happen every bit as much as he had. But looking into her eyes this morning, he couldn’t help but conclude that it had really meant something to her. Hell, it had meant something to him, too, but he wasn’t about to acknowledge that to her or to act on it in the future. At the first warning sign that he might become emotionally involved with someone, he generally took off without a backward glance.

In fact, his usual panic was already telling him that if he had half a brain, he’d immediately start making himself scarce around the hospital. He wouldn’t stop seeing Tony, but he was familiar enough with Beth’s routine to avoid running into her. No more casual little drop-ins at her office just to catch a glimpse of her. No more coffee breaks in the cafeteria. No more dinners just to get her away from the hospital for a bit. He was pretty sure she’d gotten the message this morning, but just in case, his actions would reinforce it. That was what he should do, what he always did.


And, he realized with a sinking sensation, if he followed his usual pattern, he would feel like an even worse heel than he felt like right at this moment. He wasn’t sure he had it in him to do the smart thing this time.

When Beth’s phone rang, Mack stared at it. With her running late, it could be the hospital calling. It could be an emergency, and at least he could alert whoever was on the other end that Beth was on her way in. Did that outweigh whatever gossip might arise from having a man answer her phone? How would she see it?

With the phone still ringing insistently, he finally grabbed it. “Hello, Dr. Browning’s residence.”

His greeting was met with silence.

“Hello,” he prompted.

“Who the hell is this and why are you answering Beth’s phone?” a very possessive-sounding male voice demanded with open hostility.

Now there was a question that could lead down a path Mack didn’t want to travel, especially with some stranger who hadn’t even bothered identifying himself.

“I’m a friend of Dr. Browning’s,” he said cautiously. “She just left for the hospital. Can I take a message for her?”

His reply was greeted by another hesitation.

“Well?” Mack prodded.

“No. I’ll speak to her when she gets here,” the man said. “I intend to tell her I spoke to you.”

Mack grinned despite himself at the tattle-tale tenor of the warning. “You do that,” he said, then hung up.

He wasn’t entirely sure whether to be amused or worried by the threat. He’d know soon enough. His intention to avoid Beth had flown right out the window the instant he’d heard that trace of possessiveness in the caller’s voice. If some other man had the right to think of Beth as his, then what the devil had she been doing in Mack’s arms the night before? He wasn’t crazy about the streak of jealousy that had shot through him. He did know that since it was a first in his life, he had no intention of ignoring it.

 

Beth spent her first two hours at the hospital racing from one crisis to another. She was beginning to wonder if she’d ever get another minute to spend in her lab with the research that was so important to her. She was also having trouble staying focused, which wasn’t like her at all. When it came to medicine and her patients, she rarely allowed anything to distract her. Today, though, images of Mack and the way they’d parted this morning kept intruding.

At eleven-thirty she’d finally had enough of fighting the distraction. She needed a break. She needed caffeine. Caffeine and chocolate, she decided en route to the cafeteria. Maybe a lot of chocolate.

After loading up on candy bars and a large takeout coffee, she found a quiet table, spread her loot out on the table and debated about which chocolate to eat first. Snickers had nuts and caramel, but a chunk of plain old Hershey bar melting on her tongue had its own allure. Then there was the Kit Kat or the Peanut M&M’s or maybe the Milky Way.

“Boy, your diet really has taken a turn right off the nutritional charts, hasn’t it?” Jason commented, sliding into the chair opposite her.

Beth glared at the radiologist. “Keep your snide comments to yourself.”


“Tough morning?” he asked, then struggled with a grin as he added, “Or a tough night?”

She stared at him trying to gauge what on earth he knew or thought he knew. “If you have something on your mind, just spit it out. I’m in no mood for games.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Jason said, his grin spreading. “The chocolate’s a dead giveaway, especially before lunch. Usually you don’t have one of these attacks till around four, right after rounds.” He gestured toward the little pile of candy. “Even for you this is a bit over the top.”

Beth was not half as amused by his observations as he clearly was. “Did you come over here to hassle me or is something else on your mind?”

The radiologist regarded her innocently. “Can’t I do both?”

“Not if you expect to live,” Beth said sourly, tearing open the M&M candies and popping several into her mouth.

Unfortunately, Jason didn’t look daunted. If anything, the level of amusement in his eyes increased. “Called your house looking for you earlier,” he said. “You were running late. I got worried. Beth Browning is never late. She never misses an important meeting.”

Her gaze flew to his. “What meeting?”

“Peyton called one to talk about Tony. He wanted to go over a few things with our entire oncology team before Tony’s transfusion this morning. You didn’t know?”

“Oh, hell,” Beth moaned. “Yes, I knew. It completely slipped my mind. Was he furious?”

“Actually, I think he was relieved. It was the first sign any of us have ever had that you’re human and fallible.”


Beth covered her face with her hands. “What is wrong with me? How could I forget a meeting like that?”

“Maybe it had something to do with that man who answered the phone at your house when I called,” Jason suggested mildly. “Could that be?”

Beth had honestly thought it impossible to be any more embarrassed, but with her cheeks burning and her stomach churning, she discovered she’d been wrong. This was a thousand times worse.

“You, um…” She gazed into Jason’s laughing eyes, then sucked in a breath. “You spoke to my houseguest?” There, that was a good, safe, anonymous description of Mack, though she intended to be sure that he was never her guest again.

“That I did,” Jason said gleefully. “Funny thing, too. He wasn’t much more communicative about his identity than you’re being.”

“Maybe because it’s none of your business who he is,” she replied testily.

“My money’s on Mack Carlton,” Jason responded.

Beth fought the panic creeping up the back of her throat. “Why on earth would you think that?”

“Informed guess,” Jason told her. “And the fact that I recognized his voice.”

“From meeting him once?” she asked incredulously.

Jason laughed. “For the moment I’ll ignore the fact that you as much as admitted it was Mack and say that his voice is familiar because he’s interviewed on TV about every ten seconds during football season.” His expression suddenly sobered. “You sure you know what you’re doing, Beth? This guy has a reputation, you know.”


“Tell me about it,” she said glumly.

“Don’t get in over your head.”

Because she desperately needed someone to talk to, because she could use a male point of view and because she trusted Jason to keep his mouth shut, she muttered, “Too late for that, I’m afraid.”

Jason regarded her with shock. “You’re not actually falling for him, are you?”

“No!” she said so fiercely that Jason whistled in disbelief. She scowled at him. “Oh, shove a sock in it.”

“That will severely limit my attempt to give you some well-meaning advice.”

Beth sighed heavily. “Okay, then, talk, but try not to sound smug or disgustingly macho. Remember, I’m your friend and your colleague. Mack’s just some football idol you met once.”

Jason opened his mouth, then clamped it shut again, his expression going blank.

“Jason?” Beth prodded.

“I think the cat’s got Jason’s tongue,” Mack said, pulling up a chair to join them. “Isn’t that right, Jason?”

“Pretty much,” Jason said. “I think I’ll go take some X rays or do some radiation treatments or maybe lock myself in a convenient closet.”

Mack gave him an approving look. “Thanks. Nice talking to you earlier. That was you on the phone, I assume.”

“Yep,” Jason said.

Then he took off like the little weasel he was. Beth had expected better of him. Hadn’t he just warned her about Mack? Then why would Jason turn right around and leave her alone with the man? It must be some tacit, male, nonpoaching, noninterference agreement that women weren’t privy to.

“You answered my phone this morning,” she said accusingly, frowning at Mack. “What possessed you to do that?”

He shrugged. “It was ringing. I thought it might be important.”

He sounded so blasted reasonable, she wanted to strangle him. “And it never occurred to you that it could prove embarrassing for me?”

“I thought it would be more embarrassing if you missed being notified of an emergency.”

“If it had been an emergency, someone would have beeped me,” she said.

“Never thought of that.” He nodded in the direction in which Jason had gone. “He sounded a little miffed to find me there. Something going on between you two that I should know about? Until this morning I had the impression you were just friends.”

She could claim there was and put an end to things with Mack right here and now, but then he’d wonder about what kind of woman she was to sleep with him while she had some sort of relationship with Jason. She might accept that there wasn’t ever going to be anything more between her and Mack, but she didn’t want him to think badly of her. She had too much self-respect to leave him with an impression like that, as convenient as it might be at the moment.

“Jason is a friend,” she confirmed finally. “If he implied it was anything more, it was only because he’s worried that I’m in over my head with you.”

“It wasn’t anything he said,” Mack admitted. “Just something in his tone. He sounded possessive.”

Something in Mack’s tone sounded a wee bit possessive, as well. Beth studied his expression for a minute before it sank in what was going on in his head. He was jealous. At least for one tiny fraction of a second Mighty Mack Carlton, of the date-a-night gossip, was actually jealous that there might be another man in her life. She had to fight to keep from chuckling aloud. This was definitely a twist she hadn’t anticipated.

Unfortunately, the twist felt a little too welcome, especially after she had spent most of the morning warning herself to cut Mack out of her life before she got burned. Heck, she was sitting here downing chocolate before lunch to forget about him.

“Jason and I have known each other since med school. He’s protective, not possessive. There’s a difference.”

“He thinks you need protection from me?”

She grinned at his vaguely incredulous expression. “Don’t you?”

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said sharply.

Beth leveled a look straight into his eyes. “Too late,” she said quietly.

Then, before he could react, she stood up and headed for the nearest exit at a clip that few people could keep up with. Mack, of course, could have caught her in a few long strides had he wanted to. That he didn’t even try told her all she needed to know.

Or at least she thought the message was pretty plain, until she walked into her office an hour later and found a little mound of candy bars in the middle of her desk. She recognized them as the ones she’d left behind in her haste to leave the cafeteria. More disconcerting was the sight of Mack sprawled out on the sofa where she caught catnaps on the nights she couldn’t get away from the hospital. He had an open medical journal on his chest, but his eyes were shut tight. The steady rise and fall of his chest suggested he was sound asleep.

Beth stood there staring at him in consternation. The memory of waking in his arms just a few hours ago was still a little too fresh in her mind. A part of her wanted to crawl onto that sofa with him and recapture that amazing feeling.

Because of that, she deliberately walked behind her desk and sat down, cursing the loud creaking in her old chair. Mack’s eyes promptly snapped open.

“Ah, you’re back,” he said, “I figured you’d turn up here sooner or later.”

“Good guess, since it is my office,” she said tartly. “What are you doing here?”

He gave her an oddly bemused look that made her heart flip over.

“Not sure entirely,” he admitted.

“That must be a first.”

“It is,” he said. He met her gaze. “You confuse me.”

She found his honesty a little too charming. Maybe it was part of some game he played. “I’m a fairly straightforward kind of woman.”

“I get that,” he said.

“You are not a straightforward kind of man,” she added bluntly.

“I’m trying to be, at least with you.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I wish to hell I knew. I sat there after you’d left the house this morning and tried to figure it out, but I still don’t entirely get it.”

Beth lost patience. She was in over her head with Mack and she didn’t like it. That she’d slept with him at all was probably a huge mistake. That she wanted to do it again was pure insanity. Hearing that he was beset with uncertainties was not reassuring. One of them surely needed to know what the hell they were doing.

“Well, since it’s such an obvious struggle for you to figure it out, maybe you should just stop trying,” she said. “We spent one night together, Mack. We didn’t make a commitment. You don’t do commitment. From what I’ve read in the paper, you don’t even go out with the same woman twice. I get that. My time is up.”

He frowned at her. “You’re making this hard.”

“What am I making hard?” she asked, unable to hide her growing exasperation. “I just let you completely off the hook. No harm, no foul. Go forth and do whatever the hell you do without giving me another thought.”

“That would be the sensible thing for me to do,” he agreed.

“Then do it.”

He shook his head. “Can’t.”

“Why not? There’s the door. Walk out and that’s that. No big deal.” She held her breath waiting for him to take her advice and go. Instead, he sat right where he was, his expression glum. Beth sighed. “Mack, what is going on?”

“Have you had lunch yet?”

“I’ve had coffee and candy. In my book that qualifies.”

“Not in mine. Let’s go.”

“I don’t have time.”

“You do for this,” he coaxed, his lips twitching when her stomach growled. “I’ll have you back in an hour, like always.”

“It’s twelve-thirty. There’s not a decent restaurant anywhere that won’t be mobbed at this hour.”

“I’ll have you back in an hour,” he repeated.

Since he’d never before broken that promise, Beth finally gave in. And since the coffee and caffeine definitely hadn’t done what she’d intended—taken her mind off Mack—maybe another hour in his annoying company would do the trick. At least she’d be well fed at the end of it.

“Okay,” she relented. “One hour, and we don’t talk about us.”

“Deal,” he said.

Once again, the instant they reached the very popular crab house on the Potomac River, a table magically appeared. Their food arrived moments later—a dozen steamed and spiced crabs with coleslaw and potato salad.

Mack handed her a wooden mallet with a grin. “Pretend you’re bashing me upside the head, and you’ll get through these in no time.”

Cracking crabs was messy work, but the succulent meat was worth the effort. And thinking of each red shell as Mack’s hard head did give her a certain amount of perverse pleasure as she hammered away. She uttered a little sigh when she’d finished the last one. Only then did she realize that Mack had eaten very little.

“Weren’t you hungry? This is the second time today when you’ve sat there and watched me eat.”

“I’m trying to fatten you up,” he said.

“Planning to have me slaughtered like a pig?”

“Nope. Looking for a little more flesh to hang on to.”


The comment brought an immediate flush to her cheeks. “Mack!”

“Sorry,” he said at once, though he didn’t look especially repentant. “I promised you we wouldn’t talk about us. I suppose that precludes any talk of sex, as well.”

“There is no us,” she said flatly, refusing to get drawn into any discussion of sex.

“Yeah, you would have thought so, wouldn’t you?”

She stared at him, not sure how to take the wry note in his voice. “Meaning?”

“We’re not much alike. You’re serious. I’m not. You’re brilliant—”

“So are you,” she said impatiently, tired of him using his own stereotypical image as some sort of cop-out. “Stop denigrating your intelligence. You have a law degree, which you earned while playing professional football. You can’t juggle all that without being smart. And it must take some intelligence to run a successful football franchise, even if I don’t happen to get why you’d want to.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I think.”

“Since you’re busy laying out all our differences, how about this one? I’m a struggling researcher and physician and you’re very, very rich.”

He grinned. “Too obvious and not that important, unless, of course, you’re trying to decide whether to go after me for my money.”

Beth smiled as she was struck by a brilliant idea to get her research project moving along at a swifter pace. Maybe she should test the waters and see if he was open to the idea. Hopefully he wouldn’t conclude that she really was in this just for the money. “Actually I’m trying to decide whether to get you to fund a new research project,” she retorted cheerfully.

“Just tell me what you need,” he said matter-of-factly.

She stared at him in shock, totally unprepared for his immediate agreement. “I was joking,” she protested. “Or at least half joking.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered, not quite daring to believe he was as serious as he sounded. She had grants, but with just a little more funding she could hire the kind of assistant who would enable her to move her research along much more quickly.

“While it’s always nice to show your appreciation of a Higher Power, in this instance you should really thank football and wise investments,” he teased. “Of course, if you can’t bear the thought of taking any money earned playing such a stupid game…”

“I’ll give it some thought,” she replied oh, so seriously, then added a quick, “Yes. When it comes to saving more kids, I’m not proud. If you’re really serious about this, I’ll get together with my team and put a proposal together by the end of the week.”

Mack nodded. “I’ll be in to pick it up.”

She studied him intently, then shook her head at the unexpected turn the day had taken. It was yet more proof that she had seriously misjudged Mack. If the sex had been predictably incredible, then this gesture was equally mind-boggling in its unpredictability and its generosity.

“You’re not at all what I expected,” she admitted.

“Not so dumb?”

She flushed. “I thought we’d already established that as a lie. More important, you’re amazingly kind to Tony. And this whole playboy thing, I’m beginning to think maybe that’s more an image you’ve created for the media than a fact.”

“You think that after last night?” he asked, regarding her with evident surprise. “And all that fancy footwork I danced through this morning?”

Beth thought about it and finally nodded slowly. “Yes. Now that I look back over the last few weeks, I realize that you never seem to have a date. You’ve been spending every evening at the hospital.”

He gave her long, simmering look that made her pulse race.

“What do you think you and I have been doing?” he asked quietly. “I mean even before last night.”

“Grabbing a quick meal on the run,” she said, confused by the hint of amusement in his eyes.

“You with an eligible man. Me with a beautiful, intelligent woman. In my book, those are dates.” His grin spread. “And just look where they led.”

She sat back, stunned. “Well, I’ll be damned.” Somehow she’d dismissed all that earlier stuff as casual, friendly, inconsequential get-togethers, while he’d seen it as some sort of foreplay.

“I doubt you’ll be damned, unless of course you let me take advantage of you,” he taunted. “Any possibility of that happening again? Not right this second, of course, but sometime when you’re not due back at the hospital in less than five minutes?”

Before last night, Beth would have said there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell of her letting that happen. Even this morning, with his stinging reminder that he wasn’t to be taken seriously, she would have said a flat no.

Now, seeing the faint vulnerability in his eyes as he awaited her reply, guessing that he was stepping far outside of his own relationship comfort zone to even ask such a thing, she was tempted to see where this could lead.

With her heart hammering in her chest, she met his gaze evenly. “You never know.”

Mack laughed, as if he’d never expected a different answer. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Has any woman ever actually said no to you?” she asked curiously.

“More than you might imagine. Then again, I’ve probably asked the question a lot less than you’ve imagined.”

To Beth’s very real regret, she wanted to believe that far more than was wise. She wanted to believe that the media had gotten it all wrong, but even she was savvy enough to accept that where there was smoke, there was usually fire. Or in this case, that if gossip paired Mack with a different woman every night, then more than likely he’d done something to foster that impression.

But maybe, just maybe, he’d done it as a defense mechanism to keep from having to put his heart on the line. That was a scenario Beth very much wanted to believe. In fact, she wanted it so much it should have sent her scurrying right straight out of Mack’s life before she got her own heart well and truly broken.

It should have, but she very much feared she wasn’t going anywhere.







Chapter Nine



When Mack wandered into the Carlton Industries offices after dropping Beth off at the hospital, he headed straight for Destiny’s office. She rarely put in an appearance there, but a few calls had assured him she was in this afternoon. He’d been drawn there because his aunt had a way of clarifying things for him when he was faced with uncertainty. Since meeting Beth, he’d spent a lot of time feeling completely off-kilter.

It had been a most enlightening lunch. He’d discovered that Beth was more of a risk taker than he’d imagined. He’d expected her to turn him down flat when he’d suggested they spend another passionate night together, especially after the way they’d parted just this morning. That she hadn’t said an immediate no had left him turned on and more intrigued than ever.

He wasn’t entirely sure what conclusions Beth had reached about him or about their prospects for the future. Given his confusion on that point, dropping by Destiny’s office to solicit advice probably wasn’t really a wise thing to do, but he was feeling a bit reckless.

He was also feeling somewhat in Destiny’s debt for steering Beth into his life. Not that he intended to tell Destiny that—in fact, he’d probably claim just the opposite, if she pressed him—but he didn’t doubt for a second that she was smart enough to read between the lines of whatever he did say. He doubted his aunt would be the least bit surprised that he was finding himself more than a little conflicted where Beth Browning was concerned.

“I haven’t seen much of you lately, Mack,” Destiny scolded, after he’d dropped a kiss on her smooth cheek. “Where have you been spending your evenings?”

He poured himself a cup of her special-blend coffee, then lounged in a chair opposite her while he contemplated just how much to tell her. She was bound to take a certain amount of gloating satisfaction in whatever he revealed. He decided to take the cagey route and see what she already knew.

“As if you didn’t know,” he said finally, regarding her with amusement. She was damned good at the innocent act, but he wasn’t buying it. Getting her to confess her involvement in this matchmaking plot could be highly entertaining. Matching wits with Destiny and avoiding her romantic snares had been a lifelong challenge for him and his brothers. He was usually quite good at it. Maybe that was another reason he found Beth so fascinating. She was the first woman he’d met who challenged him mentally with the same deft skill as his aunt.

“Would I be asking if I did?” Destiny inquired tartly, sticking to the charade.


“Of course, you would. You want me to reveal all, so you’ll have a reason to gloat.”

Her innocent look was priceless. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mack.”

“Were you or were you not the one who insisted that I go over to the hospital a few weeks ago to see that sick kid?” he coached, watching her carefully for any hint of a reaction. She kept her expression perfectly bland.

“Tony Vitale?” she asked after a thoughtful pause.

He grinned at the well-honed act, knowing full well that the name had been on the tip of her tongue. She probably got daily updates from the hospital. Lord knew she had sources everywhere. “Precisely.”

“Then you have continued to visit him? That’s wonderful,” she said, regarding him with evident approval. “I’m sure that’s helped his morale considerably. Darling, I’m so proud of you for taking an interest in him.”

“He’s having a rough time,” Mack said, momentarily distracted from his mission to exasperate his aunt. “He’s such a tough kid. It breaks my heart to see him so sick.”

“When I first spoke to his doctor, she said things hadn’t been going well. Has there been any change at all?”

“Only for the worse,” Mack said.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Destiny said with genuine sympathy. “His mother must be completely distraught. Surely they’ll be able to turn things around.”

“I hope so.” He met her gaze with an innocent look of his own. “Since you’ve shown such an interest in his case, I imagine you’ll be willing to match the research donation I’m making in his name,” he said.


His aunt’s eyebrows rose, suggesting that he really had caught her by surprise this time.

“You’re funding a research project?” she asked. “Mack, that’s wonderful! What a generous thing for you to do. Of course, I’ll match it. Which doctor is in charge?”

Mack laughed. “I suspect you can pull that name out of thin air in another second or two.”

She looked momentarily perplexed. “I’m sure I have no idea,” she claimed. “There are many fine doctors there.”

“Try,” he pressed.

She appeared to give it some thought. “It wouldn’t be that lovely Beth Browning, would it?”

He lifted his coffee cup in a congratulatory toast. “Bingo.”

“I understand she’s very dedicated,” Destiny said smoothly, not giving away by so much as the blink of an eyelash that she’d all but hand picked the woman for Mack, most likely because of Beth’s dedication and brilliance.

“And very beautiful and very available, but then that never crossed your mind when you sent me scampering over there, did it?” he asked.

Destiny looked for a moment as if she might try to keep up the charade, but eventually she simply shrugged, conceding the game. “It might have crossed my mind,” she conceded.

Mack laughed at her total lack of chagrin. “Oh, give it up, Destiny. You’ve been meddling again, and you’re damned proud of it.”

She leveled a look directly into his eyes. “Do you honestly have a problem with that, Mack? It worked rather well with Richard, didn’t it? He and Melanie are deliriously happy.”

“But I’m not in the market for a wife,” Mack pointed out, though with considerably less vehemence than he might have a few short weeks ago.

“Neither was Richard,” she reminded him.

“Why are you so blasted anxious to marry us all off?” he asked curiously. “Do you have someplace you’d like to be besides here? Are you thinking of going back to France and taking up your Bohemian lifestyle once we’re all settled? Is that what the rush is all about?”

“This isn’t about me,” she said. “It’s about you. Not a one of you has learned the first thing about love. I simply can’t understand how I failed so abysmally at teaching you the most important lesson of all. I decided it was past time I did something about it.”

Mack heard the genuine frustration in her voice and regretted that he couldn’t give her what she wanted. “I know you think we won’t be happy without wives and children, but there are other measures of happiness, Destiny.”

“Name one,” she challenged.

“I can do better than that,” he claimed, then ticked them off for her. “Success, friendships, family.”

“Family is exactly what I’m talking about,” she retorted impatiently.

“We have each other and we have you.” He gave her a penetrating look. “Unless, as I said, you’re anxious to leave after all these years and want to be sure we have someone in our lives to take your place.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “I’m perfectly content with my life just the way it is.”


He gave her a wide-eyed look. “How can that be? There’s no man in your life.”

She frowned at having her own argument tossed back in her face. “There is no need to be snide, Mack.”

“Just pointing out the obvious flaw in your case for marrying us off.”

“If you are so fiercely determined never to marry, why are you still seeing Beth?” she asked.

He honestly didn’t have an answer for that. As they’d discussed at lunch, Beth wasn’t at all like the women he usually dated. She wasn’t wild or carefree. She was serious and thoughtful and took far too many of her patients’ problems to heart.

In recent weeks he’d often felt ashamed at how little he took seriously and how easy his life was. He’d always been conscientious about good deeds—Destiny has raised him and his brothers with a strong sense of their obligation to give back to the community—but he hadn’t taken it to heart the way Beth did. She genuinely cared about people. She had a passion for her work. More important, it was work that truly mattered. What he did was frivolous by comparison. Even his visits to Tony were window dressing. They weren’t the thing that would ultimately save the boy. Only Beth and her team could do that.

Mack cared about his brothers and his aunt. He even cared about Tony Vitale and other kids like him. But in general he’d learned to keep the world at a distance. Losing his parents so young had made him wary about loving anyone too much. It was too hard to tell when fate might snatch them away. He was terrified that the simple act of loving someone might doom them in some weird way. He knew it was a kid’s reaction to loss, but more and more lately he’d come to realize that he’d never entirely gotten past it. Faced with his growing feelings for Beth and his attachment to Tony and the fears they’d stirred in him, he was coming to accept that he was as haunted by it as his other brothers had been.

“Mack,” Destiny coaxed gently. “You don’t go out with a woman like Beth Browning unless you’re serious about her. She’s not one of those clever, worldly women you can toss aside with no harm done.”

Mack nodded, accepting the truth of that despite Beth’s own claims to the contrary. “I know that.”

Acknowledging that meant he ought to give Beth up now. It was the right thing to do, the noble, self-sacrificing thing to do. He’d been telling himself that all day. It hadn’t kept him from making another date with her.

The sad truth was, when he thought about how empty his life would be without her, he couldn’t begin to contemplate doing the right thing.

“Well, then?” Destiny prodded.

He met his aunt’s gaze and made a decision. “I’d like to bring her to dinner one of these days. How would you feel about that?”

Destiny’s eyes glowed with immediate excitement. “I’d be delighted. You know that I love meeting your friends. I’m free tonight. Will that work?”

He concluded he might as well get it over with. Maybe after seeing him and Beth together, Destiny could help him sort out his feelings. “Tonight’s fine for me. I’ll check with Beth and get back to you in an hour or so.”

“Perfect.”

He studied the glint of anticipation in her eyes warily. “You won’t make too much of it?” he asked. “I rarely bring a woman to dinner, because you always get this gleam in your eyes—the one that’s there right now, by the way—and start imagining wedding bells.”

“I will make Beth feel welcome, and I will not bring out a single bridal magazine,” Destiny promised. “I won’t even leave one conspicuously lying around the living room.”

He knew there were a million other sneaky ways to get the same message across. “And you won’t drag out Richard’s wedding pictures?” he asked, naming one of them.

“Heavens, no,” she said with suitable indignation. “I certainly know better than to force someone to look at family photos. That can be so tedious.” She grinned. “Though there is one of you in the bathtub at two that I think is awfully cute. Few women could resist it. In fact, it might plant a few ideas about how absolutely adorable your babies will be.”

Mack gave her a genuinely horrified look. “I just changed my mind. I’m not bringing Beth anywhere near you.”

Destiny laughed merrily. “I was teasing, darling. I won’t embarrass you.”

“You swear?”

Destiny sketched a cross over her heart. “Not one inappropriate word,” she vowed.

Mack frowned. “Why doesn’t that reassure me?”

“Because you have a cynical nature,” she told him. “Anything in particular you’d like me to cook? One of my Provençal specialties perhaps?”

“Anything,” he said, wondering if he was making a huge mistake in exposing Beth to Destiny’s probing gaze and clever questions. “Just keep in mind that I’m lucky to steal her away from the hospital for an hour. This can’t be one of your long, drawn-out, five-course meals.”

“Fine dining can’t be rushed, darling. You know that.”

“I also know that Beth will refuse to come if she thinks this is going to be some sort of formal occasion. It has to be just the three of us, and it can’t be one of your dressed-to-the-nines nights. She’ll probably have to come straight from the hospital and then go right back there.”

His aunt scowled at that. “If you insist. Would you like hot dogs and baked beans? Those are quick and easy,” Destiny said tartly.

Mack knew she wasn’t entirely kidding. She had her standards when it came to the way someone in their position should entertain. “I think you can do better than that,” he told her. “In fact, I’m counting on it.”

She studied him intently, then finally nodded. “Okay then, but may I ask one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Why does this dinner mean so much, Mack, if Beth’s not becoming important to you?”

“Can’t we just have a nice meal together without turning it into a precursor to an engagement?” he asked plaintively.

“I can do that,” Destiny agreed readily, then gave him a far too knowing look. “Can you?”

Because he didn’t have a ready answer to that, Mack merely frowned and headed for the door. “See you tonight.”

“I’m looking forward to it, darling,” Destiny said cheerfully.

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Mack muttered, already regretting the impulse that had caused him to make the arrangements for this little get-together.

He’d told himself that he wanted Destiny’s insights and impressions of the relationship, but maybe the truth was something else entirely. Maybe he was hoping that exposing sensible, down-to-earth Beth to the realities of life with a Carlton would scare her off and he’d never have to break her heart by doing what he always did…walking away.

 

Beth’s day had gone from bad to worse. A patient had swatted away a bottle of bright-orange antiseptic, sending most of it cascading over Beth’s blouse. Though there had been a faint hint of amusement lurking in his eyes, Peyton had soundly scolded her for missing the morning meeting. And Tony had regarded her with a hurt expression for not being there for his transfusion.

“You know it hurts less when you’re the one who has to stick me with a needle,” Tony said accusingly. “I was counting on you.”

“Oh, sweetie, I know and I’m sorry,” she said, although somewhat relieved to hear the feistiness in his voice and to finally see some color in his cheeks.

“Where were you?” Tony asked.

“I’ve had one crisis after another today,” she told him. “But that’s no excuse. I should have been here.”

“Mack wasn’t here, either.”

She regarded Tony with surprise. Since she had seen Mack, she’d assumed Tony would have, too. “Mack hasn’t been by all day?”

“Not once,” Tony confirmed. “He said he’d be here, too.”

That made no sense at all. Mack had been in the hospital most of the morning. She sighed as she realized that he’d spent the better part of that time with her. “If Mack said he’d be here, then he’ll be here,” she reassured Tony. “He’s never once broken his word to you, has he?”

“No.” Tony gave her a curious look. “Do you like Mack?”

“He’s been a wonderful friend to you,” she responded carefully.

“But do you like him?” Tony pressed. Before she could respond, he added, “I think maybe he likes you.”

Beth had to fight a grin at the latest round of matchmaking. She’d been warned about Tony’s interest in her relationship with Mack, but even so, the questions surprised her.

“I was kinda hoping he’d fall for my mom,” Tony admitted. “That would be so awesome, but he hardly gives her a second look. If he can’t be my stepdad, then it would be really great if he was with you, Dr. Beth. You’re way prettier than those flashy babes with him in those pictures in the paper. You’re real, you know what I mean?”

She laughed at the compliment. “Thanks, Tony. I appreciate the loyalty, but I don’t think I can compete with a supermodel.”

“Sure you can,” a much deeper voice chimed in.

Beth whirled around to find Mack in the doorway, a grin on his face. “How long have you been eavesdropping?” she asked testily.

“Long enough to hear my pal Tony here trying to set us up again.” He gave her an impudent look. “So, how about it, Doc? You want to have dinner tonight with my aunt?”


Beth gaped at him. He was inviting her to Destiny’s? “Maybe we should discuss this outside.”

“Just say yes, Dr. Beth,” Tony encouraged. “It’s not every day you get asked out by a guy like Mighty Mack.”

“I’ll say,” she muttered, then forced a smile for Tony’s benefit. “Could I see you in the hallway for a moment, Mack?”

Mack winked at Tony. “I hope she’s not going to turn me down. Rejection really sucks, you know.”

Tony nodded knowingly.

Beth rolled her eyes at the pair of them. In the hallway, she frowned at Mack. “Why did you put me on the spot in front of Tony?”

“Because Destiny invited us for tonight, and I told her I’d have an answer for her in an hour. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to track you down once you got away from Tony’s room. Besides, what’s the big deal? Hearing me ask you out obviously made his day.”

“That’s what worries me. Tony has expectations for us now. And your aunt?” She shook her head. “Are you really sure you want to do this?”

“Truthfully, it was my idea,” he admitted.

She regarded him with surprise. “You’re willingly going to subject yourself and me to your aunt’s matchmaking? I thought you said she was like some sort of grand master manipulator. Why would you want to put ideas into her head?”

“The ideas are already there,” Mack pointed out.

Beth thought back to her private dinner with Destiny and knew he was right. “Then how do you see this helping?”

“It might not. It might be a terrible mistake.”


“Well, that makes me feel all warm and fuzzy about tonight,” she said irritably. “I think I’ll pass.”

“And let Destiny think you’re a coward? Or worse, convince her that you’re already emotionally involved with me and trying to fight it?”

She regarded him blankly. “Huh? That’s too convoluted even for me.”

“Not for Destiny.” Mack insisted. “I’m telling you, if you say no, it will open up a huge can of worms. This way we get the dreaded meeting over with. She might even conclude that we’re a very bad match.”

Suddenly Beth got it. She wasn’t sure she liked it, but she understood exactly what Mack was up to. He was looking for an out, and he was hoping his beloved aunt would provide it by finding fault with Beth after all. If Destiny found Beth to be an unsuitable match for a Carlton, Mack would use that valued opinion to let himself off the hook.

She looked Mack directly in the eye. “Okay, here’s what I’m hearing. You want Destiny to decide I’m wrong for you, so you can give yourself permission to stop seeing me,” she said.

“You’re crazy,” he said just a little too quickly and vehemently.

“Am I?” she asked doubtfully. “Mack, if you’re scared, I understand. If you want to call it quits, the way you’re used to doing about now in a relationship, I understand that, too. Nobody’s forcing you to be with me, certainly not me. I’m not exactly deliriously jumping up and down with joy at what’s going on between us, either.”

Mack frowned at that. “I’m not looking for an easy out,” he claimed again.

“Aren’t you? There’s an attraction going on here, but attractions come and go. They’re not necessarily permanent. Instead of getting all panicky about the future, we both need to go with the flow or just get out now before things get complicated. I’m not going to freak out on you. I have enough self-confidence to weather your rejection. Heck, I won’t even lump myself in with all those other women you dumped when you got scared.”

She was about to go on, doing her best to let him off the hook and avoid the impending disaster, when he leaned down and covered her mouth with his own. Her words immediately died in her throat, and every sensible thought flew from her head.

When he finally pulled away, she stared at him through dazed eyes. “What was that for?”

“It was the only way I could think of to shut you up. You were thinking too much. Stop trying to guess what I’m feeling. If I don’t know, you can’t possibly know. We’re still at the early stages of this thing.”

Beth couldn’t seem to drag herself back from the impact of that kiss to absorb what he was saying. Instead, she told him stiffly, “Kissing me outside of my patient’s room where anyone could be passing by is inappropriate.”

“Sorry.”

She studied his expression for so much as a hint of sincere regret, but there was nothing. If anything, he looked a little smug at having rattled her.

His attitude, the conversation, the whole stupid dinner—it was all too much. She whirled around. “I have to go,” she said, already striding away.

“Pick you up at six-thirty,” he called after her.

“No.”

“Be ready.”


“I am not going to dinner.”

“Sure you are.”

She turned around and marched right back until she was in his face. If necessary, she would shout and make a total scene until he got the message.

“I am not going to dinner at your aunt’s,” she announced very firmly.

He studied her intently, then nodded. “Okay.”

She faltered at his acquiescence. For some reason that irked her even more than his assumption that she would fall in with his plans. “Maybe I will go, after all.”

“Okay.” He looked as if he was struggling to bite back a grin.

“But I’ll meet you there.”

He frowned, but nodded. “Okay. I’ll give you the address.”

“No need,” she said blithely, beaming at him. “I’ve been there.”

He stared at her as if she’d announced a familiarity with the direct route to Mars. “When in the hell did you visit my aunt?”

“Weeks ago,” she said.

“Before she sent me over here to meet Tony?” he asked suspiciously.

“No, after. Well, later that same day, to be precise. Your aunt has impeccable timing. She called me minutes after you left.”

“She never said anything,” he said, half to himself. He stared at Beth. “Neither did you.”

“I’m sure your aunt doesn’t run all of her social engagements past you,” Beth told him. “And just so you know, I have no intention of doing that, either.”

He shook his head. “Good to know.”


“See you at seven,” Beth told him. “Maybe I’ll call Destiny and see if she’d mind if I bring a date.”

“You do and he’s a dead man,” Mack said grimly.

Beth laughed. Once again she had made Mighty Mack Carlton jealous. Damn, but that felt good. She glanced at his fierce expression and concluded it might be wise not to test him too often, though.

She reached up and patted his cheek. “Okay then, it’s just you and me, pal.”

“I am not your pal. You can get over that idea right now.”

“Oh? Then how would you describe yourself?”

“I’m the man you’re currently driving stark raving mad,” he said. Suddenly a grin spread across his face. “Of course, if you play your cards right over dinner, I can be driving you a little crazy by ten.”

She nodded slowly. “A fascinating prospect,” she noted. “I’ll definitely keep it in mind.”

He pressed another hard, sizzling kiss to her mouth, then released her. “Just a little something to tide you over,” he said.

He was whistling when he walked back into Tony’s room. Beth waited until the door was firmly shut behind him before sagging against the wall. The arrogant, impossible man had once again made her knees weak. She could only pray he never figured out just how easily he could accomplish that. Then again, given how well he understood women, he probably already knew.







Chapter Ten



Mack paced around Destiny’s den like a caged tiger. Where the devil was Beth? He’d called the hospital an hour ago and been told that she’d left at five-thirty. He’d assumed she’d gone home to change, especially since her blouse had been stained with some god-awful orange stuff, but how long did it take for a woman to put on a new outfit and drive across the bridge into Alexandria? He was surprisingly inexperienced when it came to knowing such things, which just proved how little he’d ever discovered about the personal habits and idiosyncrasies of the many women he’d dated.

It was nearly seven-thirty now. For a woman as punctual as Beth tried to be, running a half hour late or more was totally out of character.

“Will you sit down, please?” Destiny said, her exasperation evident. “You’re giving me a headache. Beth said she’ll be here, and I’m sure she will be.”


“She was supposed to be here thirty minutes ago.”

“Darling, I’m sure she wouldn’t stand you up.”

Mack took note of the distinction, implying that he was the only one with any cause for worry. Besides, he wasn’t so sure Destiny was right about Beth not ditching him at the last minute. It would be just like her to do something so completely unpredictable to annoy him. He hadn’t guessed about that perverse streak in her until that conversation they’d had in the hallway this afternoon. He was still trying to decide how he felt about it, especially that belated revelation about her prior meeting with Destiny.

“She wasn’t that enthused about coming,” he admitted in what had to be the most massive understatement he’d ever uttered.

Destiny regarded him solemnly. “But she has very lovely manners, Mack. She might not contact you if you’ve somehow offended her, but she would call me if she intended to cancel.”

He scowled at the suggestion that he was somehow at fault. “I didn’t offend her. And how would you know about her manners?” he asked. Then, without waiting for a response he added, “Oh, yes, that would be because of the cozy little dinner you two shared not long ago, the dinner you neglected to mention when we spoke earlier today.”

Destiny regarded him with surprise. “She told you about that?”

“Gloated about it, in fact,” he said, then added sourly, “I thought it was great that someone finally thought to bring me into the loop.”

Destiny’s expression grew thoughtful. “Isn’t that interesting?”

“What’s so blasted interesting about her finally ’fessing up to the fact that the two of you were sneaking around behind my back? For all I know, you’ve been in cahoots with her for months. This little admission could be the tip of the iceberg.”

His aunt frowned at him. “Don’t be melodramatic, darling. It was dinner, nothing more. It’s not as if we hatched some plot to reel you in. You’re obviously a man who makes up his own mind about these things. You don’t believe I would set a trap for you, do you?”

He scowled right back at her. “Oh, please. I learned a long time ago never to underestimate you. You might not be successful at setting me up with a woman I’d walk down the aisle, but you’re not above trying.”

“Do you think Beth is so spineless that she would go along with a scheme of mine?”

He considered that and knew it was unlikely. If there was one thing he was certain of it was that Beth had a very strong sense of herself. Spineless was the last thing she was. Heaven knew, she didn’t hesitate to tell him what was on her mind. He doubted she’d be any less forthcoming with Destiny. If his aunt had approached her about Mack, Beth most likely would have laughed in her face.

“No,” he finally conceded to Destiny.

“You know, Mack, I’m a little surprised you decided to go through with dinner tonight once you found out about my previous meeting with Beth. Since you obviously see a conspiracy around every corner where I’m concerned, is there some particular reason you chose not to back out?”

He had a pretty good idea what she was driving at, but he decided to give her the satisfaction of making her point. “Such as?”


“Are you looking for some evidence that Beth doesn’t fit in here?”

He started to deny it, but Destiny knew him too well. Besides, Beth had had the exact same suspicion. Obviously, these two people, who knew him better than most, could see straight through him.

“It crossed my mind that she might come to that conclusion,” he conceded eventually.

“And then what?” Destiny kept her gaze on his face while she awaited his reply. When he said nothing, she asked, “Surely you weren’t hoping that she’d dump you?” At his continued silence, she regarded him incredulously. “That’s exactly what you were hoping, isn’t it?”

“It’s not like I’m this incredible prize,” he said defensively, “especially for a woman who hopes to marry and have a family.”

“Oh, please, this is no time for false modesty,” his aunt said, dismissing the comment as ridiculous. “Besides, has Beth said anything about getting married?”

“No.”

“Is she ready to start a family?”

“She hasn’t mentioned it, no.”

“Then aren’t you jumping ahead a bit prematurely?” She regarded him intently. “Or is that the point? Are you the one who’s beginning to think about marriage?” Amusement sparkled in her eyes. “Oh my,” she said happily. “No wonder you’re terrified and looking for the fastest exit. Even worse, since you’re not sure you’ll take it, you’re obviously hoping to push Beth through it.”

Mack’s head was spinning from Destiny’s convoluted logic. He couldn’t cope with that and his concern over Beth’s whereabouts at the same time. “Maybe I should call her cell phone. She could be stuck in traffic.”

“Avoiding the question won’t make it go away,” Destiny chided. “And if she were stuck in traffic, don’t you think she’d call?”

“Do you have an answer for everything?” he grumbled.

Destiny smiled happily. “I like to think so,” she said as the doorbell rang. “Why don’t you get that, Mack? And try to wipe that scowl off your face before you get there. You don’t want to scare the woman to death before she even crosses the threshold.” Her smile spread. “Or do you?”

When he reached the front door, his temper was still simmering, though whether his irritation was directed toward his impossible aunt or Beth was hard to say. He flung open the door, took one look at Beth’s disheveled appearance and immediately forgot all about his lousy mood.

“What on earth happened to you?” he demanded, noting that before she’d ruined them, her clothes were very feminine and flattering compared to the tailored look he’d grown accustomed to. She’d really made an effort for tonight’s dinner.

“Flat tire,” she said succinctly.

Judging from the grease all over her, she had changed it herself. “Didn’t it occur to you to call a garage or me?”

She gave him an impatient look. “I know how to change a tire. I figured it would be faster to do it myself than to wait for a tow truck to get there in the middle of rush hour. I should have gone back home to change again, but I was already so late, I decided I’d better come on over.”


Still not reassured, he studied her from head to toe. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”

She rolled her eyes and held out her arms for his inspection. “See, no blood. No bruises. Just grease. Do you suppose I could use a bathroom to clean up?”

“Come with me,” he said, and led the way toward the kitchen instead. “The soap in the bathroom isn’t going to do it. Ben used to have a snazzy little car he worked on in the garage. Believe me, this house is no stranger to grease and oil. There’s bound to be something in the garage we can use to get off the worst of this, though I’m not sure anything will help with the clothes.”

She glanced down at her flowery silk dress and groaned. “This was brand-new.”

Mack shook his head. She could have seriously injured herself wrestling with the damn tire and she was worried about her dress. “I’ll buy you another one,” he said impatiently.

She regarded him with a withering glance. “I can buy another dress myself.”

“But that doesn’t solve the immediate problem.” He handed her some rags and a can of cleanser. “You get started on the grease and oil and I’ll speak to Destiny. I’m sure she has something you can put on. You’re about the same size. I’ll be right back to show you where the downstairs powder room is.”

Once he’d explained the problem to his aunt, Destiny immediately hurried off to find something suitable in her closet. When she returned, Mack started to take the clothes from her, but she brushed him off. “You don’t get to help her undress in my house.”

He chuckled at the unexpected display of propriety. “I would have thought you’d be inclined to encourage me to do just that.”

She frowned at him. “You can check the oven and make sure dinner isn’t burning. Turn it down to low.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And Mack…”

“Yes?”

She gave him a warm, reassuring smile. “I told you she wouldn’t stand you up.”

He sighed, not even attempting to hide how relieved he’d been to realize that for himself.

 

Beth kept touching the fine fabric of the cardigan Destiny had given her to slip on over a sleeveless silk top. She was amazed at what a difference there was in the quality from her usual wardrobe. She’d always believed it was ridiculous to spend a fortune on clothes, but now she understood why people who had the money did just that. She was fairly certain she never wanted to take this off.

“I think you should keep the sweater,” Destiny said, regarding her with amusement. “That soft pink color is very becoming on you. Don’t you agree, Mack?”

Mack nodded distractedly. He’d been in an odd mood ever since Beth’s arrival. She couldn’t quite pin down what was wrong. He’d been so anxious for her to come tonight and he’d looked so relieved when he’d opened the door. He’d looked even more relieved when he’d assured himself that she wasn’t hurt. It had been some time, though, since he’d entered into the dinner conversation.

Not that it had made things awkward. Destiny was perfectly capable of keeping the talk lively. She had a million and one questions about Tony and about Beth’s work.

“Mack tells me he’s going to fund a research project,” Destiny said eventually. “I hope you’ll accept a donation from me, as well.”

Beth stared at her, overcome with gratitude. “That’s very generous of you,” she said when she’d gathered her composure. “I know you already give quite a bit to the hospital. Are you sure you want to do more?”

“Absolutely. As soon as you have your proposal put together, Mack and I will sit down and discuss the details with our attorneys. Carlton Industries will participate, as well. Your research should be quite adequately funded.”

“Did I hear some mention of the family company in connection with giving away money?” Richard asked, walking into the dining room with his wife just as it was time for dessert.

“Yes,” Destiny said. “And no penny-pinching, either. Beth’s work is important.”

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to buy her for Mack?” he teased.

The comment drew an immediate rebuke from the petite woman accompanying him.

“What?” Richard asked. “It’s not as if Destiny is above such a thing.”

“I don’t need anyone buying a woman for me,” Mack countered indignantly. “If anything I usually have more than I can handle.”

“None of them appropriate,” Destiny retorted.

Richard’s wife gave Beth a commiserating look. “Don’t mind them. I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you,” Melanie said.


Surprised that Melanie Carlton even knew about her, Beth merely said, “Oh?”

“I wanted to express my heartfelt sympathy.”

“Sympathy?” Beth asked, puzzled.

Melanie directed an impudent look toward Destiny. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re the latest target of the Carlton steamroller. If it gets to be too much for you, give me a call. I’ll be sure to give you my number. I may not be able to save you, but we can discuss a few evasive maneuvers.”

Beth regarded Richard’s wife with an immediate sense of camaraderie. “Been there, done that?” she inquired.

“In spades,” Melanie said, casting another pointed look toward Destiny.

“I really don’t see that you have a thing to complain about,” Destiny said, a glint of amusement in her eyes proving that Melanie’s teasing hadn’t offended her.

“Not now,” Melanie agreed, linking her arm through Richard’s. “It all turned out rather well in the end, once we caved in and did what Destiny had wanted all along.”

Mack had remained silent, his expression gloomy, during most of this exchange, but he finally frowned at his brother. “So, what brings you by tonight? Did you just have a sudden impulse while driving by?”

Richard grinned. “Actually we were invited for dessert.”

“Really?” Mack said, frowning at his aunt. “Which part of just the three of us did you not understand, Destiny?”

“It’s my home,” she chided. “I’m entitled to include your brother and his wife, if I so choose. I thought it was time they had a chance to meet Beth.”


Mack gave her a wry look. “Then Richard didn’t mention that he’d taken the bait you tossed out weeks ago? He came scurrying right over to the hospital to meet her. I would have thought he’d give you a full report long before now.”

Destiny looked genuinely surprised. “Really? What brought that on? Surely not some casual remark I might have made.”

“He came to gloat,” Mack said before his brother could speak. “Seems he’d figured out you were up to your eyeballs in planning my life and wanted to see for himself how it was working out.”

Beth turned to Melanie. “Was it this bad with you?”

“Worse,” Melanie said with heartfelt sincerity. “Richard was the first part of Destiny’s grand scheme. She really had something to prove with us.”

Beth buried her face in her hands. She’d had no idea things were going to spin this far out of control so quickly. She finally drew in a deep breath and looked up. “I think it’s time for me to get back to the hospital.”

“I agree,” Mack said at once, practically knocking over his chair in his eagerness.

“You don’t need to come,” she told him. “I have my own car, remember?”

“It’s got a spare tire on, probably one of those little doughnut things. At the very least, you need to let me follow you to make sure you don’t have another problem.”

Beth’s chin set stubbornly. “It’s not necessary.”

Mack’s set just as firmly. “Yes, it is.”

She realized he wasn’t going to bend on this, either out of a real sense of protectiveness toward her or out of desperation to make his own escape. She might as well give in gracefully.

“Fine, then,” she relented. She faced Destiny. “Thanks so much for a lovely dinner. And I apologize again for being so late. I’ll get your clothes back to you.”

“I still think you should keep them,” Destiny said. “They’re very becoming.”

Beth shook her head. She wasn’t about to owe this clever woman for another thing. “I couldn’t.”

“Your decision, of course,” Destiny said, giving in. “I do wish you wouldn’t run off, though. I made something chocolate for dessert. I understand you’re partial to it.”

“So am I,” Melanie said, then added eagerly, “I’ll eat her share.”

“And probably Mack’s as well,” Richard said, regarding her indulgently. “Before you two leave, you should know that Melanie and I have an announcement to make.”

Everyone turned to stare at them expectantly.

Eyes shining, Melanie said, “We’re going to have a baby.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Mack said, grabbing his brother and enthusiastically slapping him on the back. “Congratulations!”

Tears spilled down Destiny’s cheeks as she embraced first Melanie and then her nephew.

Melanie winked at Beth. “There, that should take the heat off you for a bit. Run now, while you have the chance.”

“Not until we drink a toast,” Destiny insisted. “Let me get some sparkling cider for Melanie and the rest of us can have champagne.”


Not willing to spoil Melanie and Richard’s moment, Beth nodded. “We can wait just a minute, but make mine sparkling cider as well, since I’m heading back to work.”

“What the heck,” Mack told his aunt. “Make it sparkling cider all around. I’m getting behind the wheel, so it’s best if I don’t have anything more to drink.”

“Richard, darling, why don’t you come into the kitchen with me?” Destiny suggested. “You can help me carry the glasses. And, Mack, you can clear the table and bring in dessert.” She glanced toward Beth. “You might as well have that chocolate mousse now, too, don’t you think?”

The temptation was too great to resist. Beth nodded. “Sure.”

Destiny beamed. “I knew you could be tempted.”

After they’d all disappeared into the kitchen, Melanie turned to Beth. “So, tell me, just how pressured are you feeling?”

Beth thought about it. She’d really only experienced one panicky moment earlier. “Actually it’s not so bad. Mack and I are in the same place, I think. He’s no more interested in marriage than I am.”

Melanie chuckled. “Is that what you think?”

“It’s the truth,” Beth insisted.

“I’m sure he thinks it is,” Melanie said agreeably. “And I know it’s what you want to believe, but I just caught a glimpse of the way he looks at you. The man is head-over-heels in love with you.”

“Mack? Don’t be ridiculous.” Beth retorted. “In lust, maybe.”

“With the Carlton men, it’s sometimes the same thing. I’m not talking about the casual kind of lust-at-first-sight business. I’m talking about the can’t-keep-his-hands-off-you lust that doesn’t quit and gets more intense with every day that passes.”

Beth was embarrassed by Melanie’s frankness and by her ability to see the desire that Beth had been trying very hard to conceal all night. Even when Mack had been at his most exasperating, all she’d been able to think about was his earlier promise to take her home tonight and drive her a little crazy. When she’d announced her intention to return to work, she’d half expected never to make it there.

“Are you denying that that’s what is going on with you two?” Melanie asked.

“I really don’t think we should be discussing this,” Beth said, uncomfortable not only with the topic, but with Melanie’s accurate assessment of the situation.

“I’ve embarrassed you, haven’t I? I’m sorry,” Melanie apologized. “It’s just that I’ve been down this road, and I can see all the signs. When the Carlton men finally fall, they fall hard. If you ever decide you do want to talk about it, give me a call.” She pulled a Carlton Industries business card from her purse and jotted a number on the back. “There. Now you have my number at the office and at home. I mean it, Beth. The only way for us to hold our own when the Carlton steamroller gets into high gear is to stick together. I know I’d have been happy to have the moral support when I was in the same place you’re in now.”

Beth laughed. “Yes, I can see how that might help,” she said, tucking the card into her pocket. She could also imagine being friends with this open, energetic woman who saw the Carltons so clearly. It had been years and years since she’d had a woman friend to confide in, years since she’d had anything to confide, for that matter.

Before either of them could say more, Destiny, Richard and Mack came back with the drinks and dessert.

During the toast, Mack’s gaze caught Beth’s, and she felt herself responding to the barely banked heat in his eyes. Okay, she admitted, her hand trembling slightly, she was a little bit past being in lust herself.

But in love with the region’s consummate playboy? No way. She simply couldn’t allow it to happen.

 

Mack rolled over and stared down into Beth’s face. She looked so peaceful, so beautiful with her cheeks still flushed from sex, her skin still glowing with a soft sheen of perspiration. He wondered if he’d ever get his fill of moments like this.

“Do you intend to spend the night watching me sleep?” she murmured.

“I didn’t think you’d catch me. I thought you were actually asleep, rather than playing possum,” Mack said, daring to reach out and tuck a curl behind her ear now that he knew he wouldn’t be waking her. He let his fingers linger against her petal-soft skin.

“Faking it,” she teased. “You wore me out. I needed a breather.”

Mack laughed. “If anyone needs a breather, it should be me. I thought I was going to follow you back to work and leave you there, then go home and spend a quiet night all alone in my own bed. I still have a lot of recovering to do from the last night we spent together. It’s a good thing I’m not in training any more. The coaches would have a lot to say about me being this wiped out.”

“Ha!” she muttered. “You knew exactly where we were heading the instant we left your aunt’s. In fact, you were leading the way.”

He grinned. “Well, I was hopeful,” he admitted. “I kept watching in my rearview mirror to see if you were going to turn off and head straight for the hospital, after all.”

“I thought about it,” Beth said. “Then I thought about this. It was no contest.”

“Glad to know you find me more fascinating than your paperwork,” he groused.

She regarded him with an impish expression. “Definitely better than paperwork, though my research might give you a run for your money.”

“Want to tell me about what you’re working on?” he asked, realizing that he truly did want to understand every single thing that was important to her. He couldn’t recall another time when he’d cared about anything more than the moment, when it came to a woman who was in his bed.

“It’ll be in the grant proposal,” she said. “Do you really want to hear me go on and on about it now?”

“I could listen to you go on and on about most anything,” he said honestly, no less surprised than she was by that. “You’re so passionate about what you do.”

“And you’re not?”

“You said it yourself,” he reminded her. “Football is just a game.”

She winced. “That was a really lousy thing for me to say. The important thing for anyone is to do work that they love. You’re doing that. Who knows, maybe one of these days I’ll even let you take me to a game and try to explain why all those huge, hulking men are running up and down the field.”

Mack stared at her, certain he couldn’t be understanding her correctly. “You’ve never been to a football game?”

“Never.”

“Watched one on TV?”

“Not if I could help it.”

“So all that dismissive talk was based on absolutely no firsthand experience whatsoever?” he asked incredulously.

“Afraid so.”

He shook his head. “If there’s a football-for-complete-novices book, I’m buying it and giving it to you. Once you’ve learned a few things and been to a few games, we’ll discuss this gap in your education again.”

Beth chuckled. “Will there be a test? I’m very good at tests.”

He heard the low, taunting note in her voice and his body immediately responded to the unspoken challenge. He reached for her.

“How about this test?” he murmured. “Are you ready for this?”

“Oh, yes,” she said fervently,

And for the rest of the night, football, his meddling aunt and the future were the very last things on Mack’s mind.







Chapter Eleven



When Beth walked into the hospital cafeteria at lunchtime the next day, she was greeted by an unexpected sea of guilty expressions. Jason immediately tried his best to slide a newspaper out of sight under the table. Three people rose, nodded a greeting and suddenly took off, leaving her with Jason and Peyton.

Since their odd reactions seemed to have something to do with that newspaper, Beth walked right up to Jason and plucked it out of his hand before he could safely stash it somewhere. “Something interesting in here?” she asked, holding it aloft and attempting to skim the headlines, a task made more difficult by Jason’s urgent attempts to snatch it back. She gave him a withering look that finally caused him to retreat, albeit with obvious reluctance.

“It’s no big deal,” he muttered defensively. “It’s just some silly item. Nothing important.”


Unfortunately, he had the kind of open face that told Beth he was lying.

“Then why don’t you want me to see it?” she asked reasonably. “Or is it some girlie club ad or an ad to end sexual dysfunction that you think will embarrass me?”

“Come on, Beth,” Jason protested, his cheeks now flaming. “You know we wouldn’t be looking at anything like that.”

“What then?”

When he tried once again to make a grab for the newspaper, she held it out of his reach and glanced more thoroughly at the page that her colleagues had been so absorbed in reading. All she spotted was the daily gossip column by that sleazy tabloid-style reporter Pete Forsythe.

“You guys were reading the local gossip?” she asked incredulously. “I thought you were above such things. Don’t you have all sorts of lofty medical journals you could be reading instead?”

“But this is lots more interesting and hits closer to home,” Peyton said, a definite twinkle in his eyes.

It was so rare to see the serious-minded hematologist with a smile tugging at his lips, that Beth almost didn’t care what was in the paper as long as it was responsible for that smile. Unfortunately, she had a hunch she couldn’t dismiss it so lightly. She took a second look at the headline: Man-About-Town Missing In Action. She still didn’t get the fascination. She gave the men a curious look. “So?”

“Did you read the first paragraph?” Jason finally asked, his expression resigned.

Beth scanned the beginning of the article, her jaw dropping as she read on.


Playboy jock Mack Carlton, who can normally be spotted in every hot spot in town, always with a glamorous beauty by his side, has vanished from view lately. The lonely women are starting to ask questions. Has some secret gal-pal snagged his attention and taken him out of the social whirl?

Well, we can answer that. Mighty Mack has been spending a lot of time at a local hospital lately, and the word is that he’s not there for medical tests. A brilliant doc has caught his eye, and he’s been wooing her far from the prying eyes of the local media.

Stay tuned, Mack watchers. We’ll be the first to report when the ex-quarterback and current team owner scores his first marital touchdown. Based on what we’ve heard, we’ll give you odds that it’s going to happen before the football season starts.


Beth reread the entire item again, her cheeks burning. Even though her name wasn’t mentioned, the men gathered around this table—including those who had taken off at her arrival—all knew the article referred to her. Otherwise they wouldn’t have reacted so guiltily or tried to keep it from her.

“Sorry,” Jason said. “I was hoping you wouldn’t see it. It’s just a silly little item, Beth. Not anything to get upset about.”

“Hardly anybody reads that junk,” Peyton chimed in.

“Oh, please. If you guys—who are oblivious to most of this so-called junk—read it, then obviously the entire metropolitan Washington region has seen it by now,” Beth said grimly. “Actually, I’m glad you brought it to my attention, albeit reluctantly. Now I have time to do a little damage control.”

Jason regarded her with alarm. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m not going to kill Pete Forsythe, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said.

“And you’re not going to break up with Mack, are you?” Jason asked with evident dismay. “I’ve been counting on this lasting at least through football season, so maybe you can snag a pair of tickets for me.”

“How thoughtful of you to put my reputation first,” Beth said.

“Your reputation is just fine,” Peyton pointed out. “Your name was never mentioned. Only a few people know you’re the doctor in question.”

“Sure. Just you guys, Mack’s entire family, anyone who’s seen us together around here and a half-dozen maître d’s around town. How long do you think it will be before one of them fills in the blanks for Forsythe? People love to share inside information.”

“What difference does it make?” Peyton persisted. “It’s not as if either of you is married. You’re dating. So what?”

Beth knew what he was saying was perfectly reasonable, but she wasn’t feeling especially reasonable. She wanted to string up whoever had planted this item with the gossip columnist. She wanted to strangle Mack for ever giving her a second glance. And, come to think of it, she wasn’t all that happy with herself at the moment.

She’d known this was one of the risks of getting involved with a high-profile playboy. But once she’d drifted into a real relationship with Mack, her concerns and good sense had flown right out the window. All she’d thought about lately was how alive she felt in his arms. She hadn’t given a moment’s consideration to how their relationship might blow up in her face. If she’d found the stares disconcerting before, they were going to be even more humiliating now, just as they had been after her ex-fiancé had spread his lies about her.

“I have to do something,” she insisted. “I have to put an end to this before things get any worse.”

“What can you do that won’t make it worse?” Peyton asked.

“He’s right,” Jason said. “If you call Forsythe, you’ll be giving him exactly the information he needs to print another item.”

Because even she could see that there wasn’t much she could do about any of it, Beth finally sighed heavily and sat down. Jason regarded her warily, then stood.

“Chocolate?” he asked, his expression filled with concern.

“As much as the vending machine has,” she said, feeling defeated. Even if the vending machine had been filled just that morning, it probably wouldn’t be enough. She reached for her purse.

“No, I’ll buy,” Jason said. “I feel responsible for setting off this chocolate attack.”

“I’ll chip in, too,” Peyton said, tossing a few dollar bills to Jason.

“I’m depressed, not suicidal,” Beth said, a faint flicker of amusement sneaking in at their sudden show of protectiveness. “Besides, maybe we should use some of that money to buy up all the newspapers in the machines around the hospital.”

“Too late for that,” Peyton said. “The way the rumor mill fires up in this place, it takes only one person with the inside scoop to have the news spread far and wide by lunchtime.”

Beth scowled at his bleak outlook, but she knew he was right. The only news medium faster than the hospital grapevine was CNN.

Jason was already loping off toward the vending machine when she called after him. “Bring me chips, too.”

Peyton regarded her worriedly. “Chips? You never eat chips.”

“I’m feeling reckless.”

“Junk food is not the answer,” he scolded, looking more like his somber self.

“Any idea what might be?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“Whether you’re in love with Mack Carlton.”

Shocked that a man so totally absorbed in his work might have taken note of the attraction, she felt compelled to deny it. “Of course I’m not in love with Mack,” she said, though her protest wasn’t nearly as fierce as it had been the night before.

Peyton shook his head. “Not convincing, Beth. For it to be believable, you must sound certain, not miserable.”

“Why do I have to convince you?”

His lips twitched. “Not me. Yourself.”

Ah, Beth thought. He had a point. She wasn’t buying her own protests anymore, either.

 

Mack was seething when he saw the gossip column that someone on the team’s administrative staff had thoughtfully left on his desk first thing this morning. Beth was going to be fit to be tied. He could sympathize, but at least he was used to seeing his name in the paper. He’d become accustomed to the half-truths and innuendoes that made up a column like Pete Forsythe’s. He’d learned to shrug it off as a cost of celebrity. Beth wouldn’t have any such defense mechanisms.

It didn’t matter that her name hadn’t been mentioned. It was only a matter of time before it would be. Too many people could fill in that particular blank. He hadn’t realized how much he valued the lack of media attention vis-à-vis this relationship until now, when his peace and quiet were being threatened.

He picked up the phone and tried Beth’s office. He left a voice mail on her machine, then beeped her. It was ten minutes before she finally returned his call, ten of the longest minutes of his life that left him wondering if she was too furious to ever speak to him again.

“I’m sorry,” he said the instant he heard her voice and the edginess in it. “I should have warned you something like this could happen.”

She sighed. “I should have known,” she said. “After all, isn’t that the column where I spotted your name all the time? That’s how I formed my rather jaundiced view of you.”

“Maybe so, but I’d thought we were being discreet. I never wanted to drag you into the spotlight.”

“Not your fault,” she said.

To his relief, she sounded sincere. She wasn’t blaming him. “Thank you,” he said.

“For?”

“Letting me off the hook. I probably don’t deserve it.”

“Look, Mack, I know we’ve been discreet, but it’s not as if we’ve never been anywhere at all together. We’ve just avoided your usual haunts in prime time, so to speak. We should have expected something like this to happen sooner or later.”

“I can’t get over the fact that you’re not more upset.”

“At you? No. I’m not crazy about this, believe me. Jason and Peyton had to buy all the chocolate in the vending machine to calm me down, but they’ve finally convinced me it could have been much worse.”

“It could still get worse,” Mack warned her. “Once Forsythe’s on the scent of a scoop, he can be relentless. Ask Melanie to fill you in on the role he played in her relationship with Richard.”

“Actually, now that you mention it, I remember that. I wonder who put Forsythe onto this particular scent,” Beth asked. “I’m a boring doctor, not your usual high-profile date.”

“Which is exactly why he probably finds it so intriguing,” Mack told her, then was suddenly struck by something that was so obvious, he should have suspected it right off. “Damn!”

“What?”

“Look, I’ll see you later, okay? There’s something I need to do right now.”

“What’s so important that you don’t want to finish this conversation?” she asked, her voice filled with suspicion.

“I’m going to have a chat with Forsythe’s informed source,” he said grimly.

“You know who spilled the beans?” Beth demanded

“Not with absolutely certainty,” he said. “But I’d give you Vegas odds I can name the culprit in one guess.”

“Who?”


“Destiny, of course.”

“She wouldn’t,” Beth said, sounding genuinely shocked.

“Darling, this is vintage Destiny. She’s been stirring our particular pot for weeks now. After last night’s dinner, she’s obviously decided it needs a little something to spice it up a notch. Pete Forsythe has been her chosen messenger before. Hell, she probably has his private fax number memorized after spilling all those juicy little tidbits about Richard and Melanie to him.”

“Are you serious? She was behind those?”

“Oh, yes, and proud of it,” Mack said. “You know the expression ‘All’s fair in love and war’? Well, Destiny thinks she’s fighting a war for romance. Believe me, Forsythe’s column is just one of her weapons of choice.”

“Are you going over there?”

“The instant we hang up.”

“Pick me up on your way,” she said. “I want a piece of this. I have more at stake than you do.”

Mack laughed at her out-for-blood tone. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“I’ll be out front,” she said, then hung up.

“Oh, Destiny,” Mack murmured, not even bothering to hide his anticipation. “You have really gone and stepped in it this time.”

For once, he wasn’t going to have to say a single word to his aunt about her meddling. He could sit back and let Beth do all the dirty work. Damn, this was going to be more fun than watching a couple of sexy women get down and dirty in the mud.

 

Unfortunately, Destiny Carlton was nowhere to be found. Beth’s frustration grew with every call Mack made on his cell phone only to be told that he’d just missed his aunt.

“She’s lying low,” he finally concluded.

“Smart woman,” Beth said with a trace of admiration. Destiny was clearly a worthy adversary. No doubt that was why her nephews hadn’t succeeded in foiling her meddling yet.

“Want to have lunch?” Mack asked.

“In public?” she responded, not even attempting to hide her horror at the prospect.

He chuckled. “Oh, I think I can pull it off so that we don’t get caught by the paparazzi.”

“How?”

“Watch a master at work,” he said, making a few calls, then heading through Washington’s crowded roads at a pace few race-car drivers would have attempted. He turned into a back alley, pulled up beside an unmarked door and told her to sit tight. “I’ll be right back.”

Beth looked around warily. “Are you sure it’s safe here?”

“From everything except rats, most likely,” he said,

She shuddered. “Hurry.”

“Five minutes,” he promised.

The entire time he was gone—which seemed like an eternity—Beth’s gaze darted in every direction, on the lookout for lurking dangers. To her relief he was back before she’d spotted so much as a rodent of any kind. The aromas drifting from the cooler he was carrying were worth all the moments of anxiety she’d suffered.

“Garlic,” she whispered happily. “Tomatoes. Oh, my God, what did you get? There was no sign over that door you slipped through.”


“The best pasta you will ever put in your mouth,” he told her. “Your place?”

She sniffed greedily even as she nodded. “And step on it,” she told him. “My mouth is watering.”

Mack gave her a sideways glance. “I gather Italian food ranks right up there with chocolate on your personal aphrodisiac scale.”

“Oh, yes.”

“Does this mean I’m going to get lucky this afternoon?” he inquired, his expression hopeful.

Beth considered the proposition for about fifteen seconds. “If there’s time,” she said conscientiously. “I do have to get back to work, you know. Peyton and Jason are covering for me now, but at some point people might start to wonder why I’m not on duty.”

Mack took the corner on two wheels and was parked behind her town house in three minutes flat.

“Ever consider trying out for NASCAR?” she asked as she got out, still clutching the cooler.

“Nah, too tame,” he teased. “I like the challenge of maneuvering through rush hour.”

“You just like a challenge, period,” she guessed.

“That, too.”

Even as she put the food on the kitchen table, she studied him closely. “Is that what I am, Mack? A challenge?”

Rather than the flip response she’d anticipated, he seemed to take the question seriously. “Not the way you mean,” he said eventually.

“How, then?”

“I’m not sure I can explain.”

Because his serious expression and tone told her this could be really important, she met his gaze. “Try,” she said.


His expression turned thoughtful, and he took his time answering. “Okay, here’s what I think. It’s never been about winning your heart or getting you into bed just to prove I could,” he told her. His gaze met hers. “In some weird way it’s been about seeing just how involved I dared to get before the panic set in.”

Beth wasn’t sure how to take that, wasn’t even sure she fully understood it. “And?”

He regarded her with a hint of surprise in his eyes. It was there in his voice, too. “Hasn’t happened yet,” he admitted.

Beth’s heart beat unsteadily at what he wasn’t saying. “Why do you suppose that is?”

Mack sighed then and finally looked away. “I don’t know, Beth. I honestly don’t know, but I will tell you this.” He once again looked directly into her eyes. “Considering the possibilities scares the hell out of me.”

 

Try as she might, Beth couldn’t shake that conversation as she went about her duties at the hospital that afternoon. What was Mack most afraid of? That she was winning his heart, despite all the defenses he’d erected around it? Or that even after all of the incredible sex and growing intimacy, he was incapable of feeling anything more?

Forget Mack for a minute. What did she want? The lines on that had blurred a lot lately, too. If only Destiny hadn’t planted that stupid item with Pete Forsythe. It was going to force them out into the real world before either of them was ready. And the real world had a way of taking the edge off the excitement, a way of stripping away pretenses and forcing an examination of the core feelings behind an involvement.


Wasn’t that what had happened to her before? That grant application, which had brought the real world smack into the middle of her relationship, had exposed wounds and clashing egos in a way that might otherwise never have happened. Not that she wasn’t grateful now to have made the discovery about her ex-fiancé’s competitiveness, insecurities and cruelty before they married, but it had been a bitter blow at the time.

She was very much afraid that her relationship with Mack wouldn’t weather this current storm any more smoothly.

When she opened the door to Tony’s room, she was surprised to find Mack there. She thought he’d left after dropping her off, but there he was, leafing through a comic book while Tony slept.

“Heavy reading?” she teased. “I’m beginning to think that’s why you keep coming around—because it gives you an excuse to read all those comics.”

“Afraid not,” he said, his gaze steady on hers. “You keep me coming around, Doc. I thought you understood that after the conversation we had earlier.”

She opened her mouth to respond, then caught a flicker of Tony’s eyelids that suggested he was playing possum and listening to every word. “We’ll finish this conversation later,” she told Mack.

“Aw, come on, Dr. Beth, it was just getting good,” Tony protested, opening his eyes.

Mack whirled around to stare at him. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I was, but then I woke up,” Tony said. He grinned impishly at Mack. “I knew you liked Dr. Beth. I could tell. I even told my mom.”

“You know, kid, my love life is none of your business,” Mack scolded.


“Why not?” Tony asked. “I thought we were all friends.”

“We are, but most adults like to figure things out for themselves,” Beth told him.

“But you guys are taking way too long,” Tony said.

“Says who?” Mack asked.

Tony gave him a feisty look. “Says me. You know I don’t exactly have forever.”

Tony uttered the horrific words with a blithe acceptance of the reality, but Mack looked as if someone had slugged him. Even Beth was taken aback by Tony’s matter-of-fact statement about his own prospects.

“You don’t know that,” she said fiercely, struggling against the tears stinging her eyes. She could not cry in front of Tony, or in front of Mack, for that matter. “I will not let you give up on yourself.”

Tony reached her hand. “It’s okay, Dr. Beth. I don’t blame you.”

“That’s not the point. You are going to get better, Tony. You need to believe that.”

Tony gave her a stubborn look. “It’s not like I want to die,” he said seriously. “But sometimes you just gotta face facts.”

“And the fact is that we don’t know what’s going to happen,” Beth said. “Only God knows that. And in the meantime, you have Peyton and me, your mom and Mack, and a whole lot of other people rooting for you.” Desperate to get through to him, she gestured toward a colorful mural that had been painted by the kids at his school and which hung now on the wall across from his bed. “Look at that. All of your classmates are behind you, too.”

Tony sighed wearily and lay back against the pillows. “I know, but sometimes it feels like it’s time to let go.” He looked plaintively at Mack. “You know what I mean?”

Though he was clearly as shaken as Beth, Mack moved to the edge of the bed and took Tony’s frail hand in his big one. “It takes a very brave person to fight this illness,” Mack told him quietly. “And, Tony, you’re the bravest person I ever met.” He glanced at Beth. “But there’s no shame in saying ‘enough’ if it gets to be too much. No one will blame you.”

Beth wanted to scream at Mack for saying such a thing, but she knew he was right, knew it was exactly what Tony needed to hear from his hero. She held her breath, praying he would say more, praying he would tell Tony that that time hadn’t yet come.

Mack gave Tony’s hand a squeeze and reached up to settle his cap more firmly on his bald head. “But you know what?” he said gently. “I’ve got to believe that Dr. Beth here knows what she’s talking about. It’s too soon to give up.”

A faint glimmer of hope lit Tony’s eyes. “You think so?”

“I really do,” Mack said. “I think there’s a lot more fight in you, Tony. And I promise you that I’ll be right here with you every step of the way. If the day comes when you can’t bear one more treatment or one more needle, you say the word. Okay?”

Tony nodded. “And you won’t let my mom be too sad?”

Mack cleared his throat, carefully avoiding Beth’s gaze. She could tell that he, too, was fighting tears.

“That’s the thing about moms,” Mack told him. “There’s no way to keep them from being sad, but they always, always understand.”


Tony struggled up and threw himself into Mack’s arms. “I love you,” he whispered.

Beth saw Mack’s arms tighten around the boy, but his words were muffled when he responded. She didn’t have to hear them, though, to know that he’d once more said exactly the right thing.

And in that moment of deepest despair, when her heart was breaking for Tony, she also felt it fill with something else and was finally forced to admit that she was wildly, madly—and totally unexpectedly—in love with Mack Carlton.







Chapter Twelve



Mack left Tony’s room half-blinded by tears he was struggling not to shed. Oblivious to everything, he strode down the hall, took the stairs two at a time and left the hospital, needing to escape from the overwhelming emotions, needing fresh air and…hell, he didn’t know what else. He’d never felt like this before, completely and utterly helpless. He hated discovering such weakness in himself.

He was also shocked to discover just how cleverly Tony had slipped past all of his defenses. What had begun as a good deed, what had continued as a way to keep seeing Beth, had turned into genuine affection for the boy. No, even more than that, he loved the feisty kid with the smart mouth and the brave heart. And today he’d fully realized for the first time that he actually could lose him.

He was halfway to his car when he finally heard Beth’s cries and realized she’d been chasing after him the whole way. He stood in the parking lot and waited for her to catch up.

“I can’t talk about this,” he said flatly when she was still several yards away.

His warning apparently fell on deaf ears, because she faced him with a stubborn set to her jaw and compassion in her eyes.

“I know you’re upset by what happened in there,” she began. “Who wouldn’t be?”

“Beth, I told you, I am not discussing it,” he said again. He didn’t think he could bear it. He didn’t want the raw emotions reduced to words, didn’t want to hash it all out in a calm, reasonable way. Facts couldn’t possibly tell the story. Nothing she said, however hopeful, could give a guaranteed future to Tony.

“Mack, I know you must have a thousand thoughts running through your head about what just happened in there, but you handled it exactly right,” she continued, talking right over his objection. “You were wonderful. You were encouraging and reassuring, but you didn’t sugarcoat anything. Most important, you didn’t dismiss what Tony had to say. It’s not easy to hear, but Tony needs someone he can be honest with, someone who won’t flinch when he says what he’s really feeling. He is so lucky to have you.”

Lucky? If she thought Tony was lucky in any way at all, much less just because Mack was around, she was crazy. Tony didn’t need Mack. He needed a miracle.

Trying to comprehend where she was coming from, Mack stared at her through his sunglasses. They were hardly necessary with dusk falling, but they were the only shield he had to keep her from seeing the despair that must be in his eyes. Even so, he could tell that she understood, that she was desperately trying to reassure him, when it should have been the other way around. He should be the one bolstering her up. That conversation couldn’t have been easy for her to hear, either.

He drew in a deep breath and forced himself to speak. “You have no idea what it took for me not to sit there and curse God and medicine and everything else right there in front of him,” he admitted finally.

“Oh, but I do,” Beth said. “Don’t you think I feel like that a hundred times a day, a few thousand times a year? But I can’t focus on what’s going on with me. It’s only about the kids and what they’re feeling. The worst thing anyone can do is make them feel even more isolated by refusing to listen to their fears. Often, their parents don’t want to face the truth, so there’s this awful silence that just builds and builds. I think it’s worst of all when that silence is never broken and no one has ever had the chance to say goodbye.”

Mack sighed, recognizing the sorrow and regrets she must deal with every day. “Do you have any idea how much admiration and respect I have for you?” he asked, fighting the desire to reach for her because he was one more person needing her comfort. He couldn’t be sure how much strength she had to go around, and it wasn’t fair for him to be one of those demanding a share of that incredible emotional resource. He was hurting, but the kids and their parents must be in far worse shape. He needed to let her conserve her strength for them.

He met her gaze. “It’s not just that what you do is important, it’s that you handle it with such grace, the ups and, more importantly, the downs.”

“You haven’t been around to count the number of mugs I go through in a year,” she told him, her expression rueful. “It’s a good thing my office is off the beaten path, since I break so much pottery.”

He knew she was trying to lighten the mood, but he felt even sadder at the admission of her lonely battle against desolation. “Does it help?”

“Not a bit.”

“Does anything?”

“The success stories,” she said at once. “Every tiny victory keeps me going till the next time.”

“Tony could use a victory about now,” Mack said, unable to keep the wistful note out of his voice.

“He’ll have it,” Beth said. “I truly believe that, Mack.”

“In your heart?” he asked, studying her intently. “Or because it’s the only way you can get out of bed in the morning?”

She sighed. “Maybe a little of both.” She searched his face. “Is there anything I can do for you? Would you like to come over for dinner? Or we could go to a movie, some action flick that will block out reality for a couple of hours.”

Mack shook his head. He could have used the comfort of her presence, maybe even needed it, but that need scared him. Like Beth, he was used to dealing with his emotions on his own. Of course, that usually meant ignoring them, but she didn’t need to know that.

Beth nodded, her expression filled with understanding. “Call me if you change your mind.”

“Thanks,” he said, then bent down to press a soft kiss to her forehead. He had to resist the urge to take more. “Get some sleep tonight. I’ll speak to you in the morning.”

He knew she was still there, watching him, her eyes filled with concern, when he pulled out of the parking lot a few minutes later. He was tempted to go back and get her. He knew she was hurting as badly as he was. She was simply more accustomed to covering it.

If he weakened and went back, they could cling to each other, maybe even feel a little better for it, but in the end it wouldn’t be what either of them really needed tonight. What they truly needed was some glimmer of real hope for Tony.

Or the strength to bear it if they lost him.

 

Beth watched Mack drive off with her heart aching. She understood his need to go off by himself, but he looked so unbearably alone. On impulse, she reached in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone along with Melanie Carlton’s business card.

“Beth!” Melanie said cheerfully when she took the call. “I hadn’t expected to hear from you so soon.”

“Actually I called because I need a favor,” Beth told her. She explained what had happened with Tony and the way it had affected Mack. “Think you could get Richard to check on him? He said he wanted to be alone, but I think he could use his brother about now.”

“Absolutely,” Melanie said without hesitation. “Can you hold on a sec while I call Richard? Then you and I can make some plans. Something tells me you could use a friendly ear, too.”

“Thanks,” Beth said, grateful for the immediate understanding.

It was only a couple of minutes before Melanie came back on the line. “That’s taken care of,” she said briskly. “Richard’s already calling Ben, and then he’ll track Mack down. He won’t let Mack put them off.”

Beth sighed. “I knew I could count on you.”


“Anytime,” Melanie assured her. “And since the guys are going to be tied up, why don’t you join me for dinner? I imagine that Mack’s not the only one who needs cheering up.”

The invitation was unexpected and Beth was exhausted, but turning down this chance to get a better sense of the man she’d all but handed her heart to was too good to pass up. Besides, Melanie was exactly right. She was in desperate need of company. Once again she had the sense that Melanie was going to be a good friend.

“Tell me where and when,” she said.

“I’ll come to you. There’s a place in Georgetown Richard and I love.” She named a restaurant within a few blocks of Beth’s town house. “I could meet you there around six. Would that work?”

“It’s perfect.”

“And, Beth, just so you know, I won’t pry,” Melanie said. “Of course, if there’s anything you do want to tell me about you and Mack, I’ll be happy to listen.”

Beth laughed at Melanie’s feeble attempt to bank her obvious curiosity. “I’ll hold you to that.”

“Well, hell,” Melanie said. “I’ll just have to ply you with alcohol till you forget my promise.”

“I knew it wasn’t going to last, anyway,” Beth told her.

“And yet you’ve still agreed to meet me,” Melanie retorted. “Brave woman.”

“Not so brave. Just confident I can handle you. Destiny might be another story.”

“Then I won’t suggest we include her,” Melanie teased. “Besides, just for once, it will feel good to know something that’s going on in this family before she does. I swear the woman has eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Speaking of that, remind me to ask you about Pete Forsythe,” Beth said.

“Oh, that one’s so easy, I can tell you right now. You can blame Destiny for that item,” Melanie said confidently. “I’d stake my firstborn baby on that—something I don’t say lightly in my current condition.”

“Mack was equally sure it was Destiny. We tried to find her today, but she was cleverly absent every place we looked.”

Melanie chuckled. “I doubt that. I imagine she bribed the help to say she was out. Everyone who works for her adores her. They’ll all protect her with their dying breath—even from her own family. I wonder what it’s like to instill that kind of loyalty in people.”

“She’s obviously a remarkable woman.”

“Remarkable and sneaky,” Melanie confirmed. “You’re definitely no match for her, especially not when you’re in this vulnerable condition. We’ll work on toughening you up over dinner. I’ll see you soon.”

Feeling better than she had all day, Beth hung up and headed back to Tony’s room for one last check. She always liked to make sure that Maria Vitale was there before she left the hospital for the night.

She cracked open the door to the room and saw that Maria and Tony were playing a quiet game of Scrabble. They didn’t see her, so she closed the door gently and leaned against it, relieved that she could escape without another harrowing confrontation.

Tomorrow, with all of its uncertainties, would come soon enough.


 

The minute he heard from Richard, Mack suspected that Beth was behind it. Richard never called out of the blue to suggest a guys’ night out, not since he’d gotten married, and rarely enough before that. As for Ben, it took a crisis of major proportions or a command from Destiny to get him away from the isolated farm in Middleburg where he was living these days.

Because Richard presented the evening’s plans as a fait accompli, Mack accepted grudgingly and drove to the crowded chain restaurant that was partway between Alexandria and Middleburg, smack in the middle of what had once been the region’s wildly successful high-tech corridor.

“Why are we here?” he asked, wincing at the noise level as he found his older brother at a table in the back. Ben hadn’t yet arrived.

“Because Ben wanted Chinese and I figured he deserved some consideration for agreeing to drive in on short notice,” Richard explained. “Besides, it’s impossible to have a heavy conversation in a place like this. We’ll be reduced to idle chitchat.” He gave Mack an intense look. “I thought you might prefer that.”

Mack nodded. “The more mundane, the better,” he agreed, relieved that his brother knew him so well.

“Sure you don’t want to tell me what’s going on in your life before Ben gets here?”

“Nope,” Mack said firmly. “What I want is a drink.”

Richard immediately beckoned for their waitress. “Scotch?” he asked Mack.

“A double,” Mack confirmed.

When the waitress had gone, Richard opened his mouth, probably to deliver a lecture about the dangers of overindulgence, but Ben arrived just then.


“The things I do for you,” he muttered as he sat down. He regarded Mack with the same intense look Richard had given him earlier. “You okay?”

Mack nodded. “And I’ll make you a deal. I won’t ask a single question about how you’re doing if you’ll drop all the questions about my life.”

“Deal,” Ben said at once, clearly eager to forgo an examination of his own recovery from the tragedy that had nearly destroyed him.

Richard shook his head. “I’ll bet you Melanie and Beth are spilling their guts to each other by now and here we sit, reduced to talking about what? Football? Political corruption? Terrorism?”

Mack regarded him with shock. “Beth is out with your wife?”

“Oh, yes,” Richard said, looking pleased as punch at having been the bearer of that news. “Melanie could hardly wait. She’s anticipating great revelations.”

Ben grinned at Mack. “You’re doomed, bro. Just accept it and start looking at china patterns.”

“Bite me,” Mack retorted. “Besides, it’s not as if she’s out with Destiny. That would be terrifying.” He suddenly recalled Beth’s current anger toward their aunt. “Then again, that little stunt Destiny pulled by planting an item about us with Pete Forsythe got Beth pretty stirred up. I imagine she could more than hold her own with Destiny about now.”

“I’d pay to see that,” Richard said.

“If the occasion actually arises, I’ll get you a seat in the front row,” Mack promised him.

He was about to down the rest of his drink when he saw Ben’s eyes widen and Richard’s mouth drop open. He turned slowly and spotted a very buxom model he’d stopped seeing several months ago heading their way. Cassandra was gorgeous, scantily clad and brash. She walked up and planted a kiss on him that would have melted his zipper not all that long ago.

“Hey, darlin’,” she whispered huskily, ignoring his brothers as if they weren’t even there. “I’ve missed you.”

Mack tried to extricate himself from the hand that was sliding directly toward his belt buckle. “Cass, I’d like you to meet my brothers,” he said pointedly. “Richard, Ben, this is Cassandra.”

She blinked at the distinct lack of welcome in his tone, studied his face for a moment, then turned to his brothers. “Gentlemen, it’s nice to meet you.” She gave them both a considering look, then shrugged at the lack of response from either one. “See you around, Mack.”

A pout on her full lips, she turned and sashayed off, her skimpy skirt barely covering her extraordinary derriere. Richard and Ben stared after her, then turned back to Mack, their eyes filled with amusement.

“It must be hell to be you,” Richard said.

“The women, the attention, the media.” Ben shook his head pityingly. “A curse. A definite curse.”

Mack glowered at them, then lifted his glass. “You know, you two, I could drink at home and get a whole lot less attitude.”

“But why would you want to?” Richard asked, grinning. “This way you get brotherly love, Chinese food and an excellent floor show.”

“One woman stopping by the table does not constitute a floor show,” Mack protested.

“Then how about three?” Ben asked, nodding in the direction of two more women heading their way. “Damn, but this is fun.”

Mack scowled fiercely at the women and they turned away. At least those two were strangers who wouldn’t go away pouting, their feelings hurt.

Mack loved his brothers. He even appreciated that this evening was meant to cheer him up, but he’d had all he could take. He should have taken Beth up on her offer of dinner or a movie. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe he could get Beth to send Melanie over here to her traitorous husband. Then he could meet Beth at her place.

Great plan, he concluded, but little chance of success. Beth wasn’t like him. She wouldn’t dump the person she was with to be with someone else. That didn’t mean he had to stick around.

He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Guys, I love you both and I appreciate that you came here to cheer me up, but I’ve gotta go.”

“Go where?” Richard demanded.

“Anyplace besides this hotbed of women on the prowl,” he said bluntly.

Both men stared at him in shock.

“He really is in love,” Ben concluded.

“Seems that way to me,” Richard agreed sagely.

“Bite me,” Mack said again.

Only when he’d made his escape did he stop long enough to admit to himself that his brothers had gotten it exactly right. He was in love with Beth. He waited after making the admission, expecting real panic to set in, but all he felt was this amazing sense of relief that he’d finally recognized the emotion for what it really was. He grinned as he got behind the wheel.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said as he headed for home. Maybe Destiny had gotten it right after all. But given how irritated he was with her at the moment, it would take a stack of snowballs in hell before he told her that.

 

Mack was still sound asleep when the phone beside the bed jarred him awake. “Yeah, what?” he growled.

“What on earth were you thinking?” Destiny demanded, snapping him awake with the genuine dismay in her voice.

“What?” he asked, sitting up in bed.

“You haven’t seen the morning paper?”

“You woke me out of a sound sleep. What do you think?” he retorted more sharply than he should have. He might be irritated with his aunt, but she didn’t deserve rudeness.

“Get your paper and call me back after you’ve read Pete Forsythe’s column,” she said, and hung up on him.

Mack stared at the phone, then finally returned it to its cradle. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d heard his aunt so furious. Nor could he imagine anything he might have done to set her off.

Yanking on a pair of jeans, he went to the front door and picked up the paper, turning immediately to the gossip column.

“Mack’s back!” screamed the headline, as if he’d been recovered from space aliens.

His heart thudding dully he began to read.

“Maybe reports of Mighty Mack Carlton’s fascination with a prominent lady doctor were premature,” Forsythe had written. “Just last night Mack was spotted by our photographer out on the town with an old flame, supermodel Cassandra Wells.”

Mack stared at the photo accompanying the article. Sure enough, there he was with Cassandra draped all over him. The photographer had managed to shoot from an angle that completely blocked out his brothers. He finally understood Destiny’s indignation. He was pretty damn livid himself, especially since he knew what had gone on last night…and what hadn’t.

He picked up the phone and dialed Destiny. “It’s not what it looks like,” he said at once.

“They doctored the photo?” she asked in a scathing tone. “Please, Mack, don’t even try to suggest such a thing.”

“No, but they managed to take the picture or crop it so that Richard and Ben weren’t in it,” he told her.

She paused then. “Your brothers were there?” she asked in a tone that sounded slightly less irate.

“Yes.”

Instead of sounding relieved, Destiny muttered, “I think I’d better speak to both of them about appropriate behavior in a public place.”

If she hadn’t sounded so serious, Mack might have laughed. “Destiny, I think we’re all a little too old for that particular lecture.”

“Obviously not,” she huffed. “How are you going to explain this to Beth? She must be devastated. You’ve publicly humiliated her. Just yesterday—”

Mack cut her off. “Destiny, you really don’t want to go there. If anyone is responsible for Beth being humiliated, I think we can agree that it’s you. Pete Forsythe wouldn’t know about her at all, if you hadn’t tipped him off.”

She sighed heavily. “You’re right,” she said, giving up the fight gracefully. “It was probably a mistake to try that particular tactic.”

“Probably? It was a mistake,” Mack said emphatically.


“Darling, I’ll ask you again, then. Why are you still seeing her? I was so hopeful that it was getting serious and here you are running around with an old flame.”

“Didn’t you hear a word I just said? I wasn’t running around. Cassandra was at my table for less than a minute, long enough to plant that kiss and get her picture snapped. It had nothing to do with Beth,” Mack insisted. “Though after this debacle, I’ll be lucky if she ever speaks to me again.”

“Can I help?”

“No. I think you’ve done quite enough. I’ll handle this.”

“Mack, before you see Beth, really think about what you want. It’s not fair to lead her on, if you don’t intend to truly open your heart and let her in. She’d be better off if you simply let her go now.”

“You want me to break up with her?”

“No, of course that’s not what I want, but it might be for the best. As for this business last night, I’m sorry if I jumped to the wrong conclusion,” Destiny apologized. “It just made me so angry to see you taking up with that little nobody when you could have a woman of substance like Beth in your life. In the end, though, it is your decision.”

Mack grinned at the dismissal of Cassandra as a “little nobody.” She was on the cover of half the high-fashion magazines in the world.

“I appreciate your concern,” Mack told his aunt. “But maybe you should let me handle this from here on out, okay?”

“Whatever you think is best,” she said meekly.

“Thank you,” Mack said, figuring that submissiveness would last for no more than twenty-four hours. “Love you.”


“Love you, too, darling.”

As soon as he’d hung up from speaking to Destiny, he called a florist and ordered a dozen white roses to be sent to Beth at the hospital. It might not be much, but as peace offerings went he figured it was a decent start.

Of course, there was always the slim possibility that Beth hadn’t even seen this morning’s paper and would have no idea why he felt the need to apologize in the first place. In that case, those roses might even buy him enough points to get another night in her bed, rather than the crack of a vase over his head.







Chapter Thirteen



Beth returned to her office from morning rounds to find a huge bouquet of perfect white roses in a crystal vase on her desk and Jason sitting in her chair with his feet propped up and a grim look on his face.

Jason’s expression was somber enough, and his mere presence at this hour was sufficient to distract her momentarily from the flowers.

“What’s wrong? Nothing’s happened to one of the kids, has it? I just finished seeing most of them. Everyone seemed to be stable.”

He shook his head. “I’m not here about the kids.”

“What then?”

“I think you should sit down.”

She lifted a brow and pointedly stared at him. When he didn’t get the hint, she told him, “You’re in my chair.”

He guiltily scrambled up and moved out of her way. As he settled on the edge of the spare seat next to her desk, he cast a sour look at the flowers.

“Okay, now I’m sitting,” Beth said, studying him and trying to make sense of his odd mood. “What’s going on, Jason? It’s not like you to be so mysterious.”

“I think we need to talk about Mack,” he said, regarding her seriously.

The announcement was so unexpected, so totally unlike Jason, that Beth merely stared. “You want to talk about Mack?” she repeated slowly. “Is this about those tickets you’re so hot to get?”

“Forget about the damn tickets!” he said heatedly. “I think you should stop seeing him.”

Beth couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d announced a desire to marry her himself. “Why do you suddenly care if I continue to see Mack? In fact, I thought that was exactly what you wanted. The other day you all but begged me not to break up with him, at least not until after football season.”

In the way of most males who took a contradictory position five seconds after battling over something, he shrugged. “I changed my mind.”

“Are you going to tell me why?”

Like a kid being forced to tattle, he made a face. “Do I have to?”

“Yes, Jason,” she said patiently. “If you want me to stop seeing Mack, you need to tell me why. Obviously you have a reason. What’s the agenda here?”

“He’s no good for you. You’re a decent person, Beth. A great person, in fact. He’s…” He seemed stuck for a suitable word. “Okay, he’s a playboy, a scoundrel and…what’s that other word? A rogue. That’s what he is, a rogue.”

Beth chuckled. “That’s hardly news. I thought we were all well aware of that before he ever set foot in this hospital.”

“I mean he’s still a playboy,” Jason said, looking miserable. “Even though he supposedly has something going on with you.”

Her heartbeat seemed to slow down as Jason’s message finally sank in. Mack was still playing around, despite how close she thought they’d gotten, despite the fact that she had feelings for him and he claimed to have feelings for her. In fact, most likely, it was precisely because he was starting to care for her that he’d started running around with another woman…assuming Jason was to be believed.

“And you know this because?” she asked.

He pulled a folded-up section of the newspaper from his pocket and handed it to her. “Something tells me this explains the flowers,” he said quietly.

Beth stared at the photo, apparently taken the night before, when she’d assumed Mack was with his brothers. Apparently, he’d found a far more effective way to cheer himself up. She felt sick inside at the sight of the buxom woman draped all over him.

To cover her reaction, she immediately balled up the paper and tossed it in the trash, then regarded Jason with a bland expression. Pride demanded that she put on a very convincing act, even with this man who was a good friend.

“So?” she said, managing what she considered to be a respectably nonchalant tone.

“You don’t care that he was out with some model?” Jason asked incredulously.

“He hasn’t made any kind of commitment to me,” she replied reasonably, even though her heart was breaking into little pieces. “Besides, there could be some perfectly innocent explanation.”

“Then why send flowers? That’s guilt talking, Beth. I know how men think.”

She frowned at the bouquet. They were tantamount to an admission of some kind, no question about it. If Jason hadn’t been here, she might have tossed them across the room just to hear the satisfying crash of that expensive crystal vase. Then again, it might be nice to keep it whole until she could use it on Mack’s hard head.

Before she could come up with a less demonstrative response, her cell phone rang. She glanced at the display and immediately recognized Mack’s number. Taking the call right now, with Jason watching her worriedly, was not an option.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Jason asked.

“No.”

“It’s Mack, isn’t it?”

She saw little point in denying it. It was obvious if it had been another physician or a parent, she would have taken it at once. “Yes.”

“Avoiding him won’t help,” Jason told her.

“Then what do you suggest?” she asked angrily. “That I take the call and tell him he’s low-down, no-good scum, without even giving him a chance to explain? That’s about the only thing I could say with you sitting here listening to every word. Anything else and you’d lose respect for me.”

Jason looked shocked. “No, I wouldn’t. I’m your friend, no matter what you decide to do. I hate this, in fact, because for a few weeks now you’ve seemed happier than I’ve ever seen you before. Even though you being with Mack caught me by surprise after the way things went that first day, I wanted it to work out for you.”

Beth managed a shrug. “Yes, well, we all knew I wasn’t exactly Mack’s usual type. The fact that we had a few lovely weeks together is probably something of a miracle, but they had to end sooner or later. Unsuitable people are often drawn together during a crisis. It rarely lasts.”

If only she hadn’t been so sure that this would last, Beth thought wearily. She’d been so certain—especially after everything Melanie Carlton had said to her the night before—that she and Mack were starting something special.

“Can you really be that calm and accepting about this?” Jason asked skeptically.

She gave him a tired smile and the only truthful answer she could offer. “I have to be, don’t I?” Killing the man would be highly unprofessional.

 

Mack was chomping at the bit with frustration. Beth wasn’t taking his calls, which meant she’d seen the photo and that even after getting his peace offering, she was still absolutely livid. He couldn’t blame her, but not being able to get away from the office to get over there and talk things out was making him a little crazy. If the attorney and agent seated across from him hadn’t been there to finalize terms for a much-needed defensive player for the team, he’d have cut the meeting short and excused himself. Thankfully, they were finally down to the last few sticking points.

He glanced across the table, then looked down at the figures on the paper in front of him. He could probably bargain the numbers down a few thousand here and there, but right at this moment, he didn’t care enough to bother.

Looking up, he met the agent’s gaze. “Gentlemen, I think we have a deal.”

Both men looked momentarily startled, then exuberant.

“Damn, I thought you were going to fight us for every penny,” celebrity sports agent Lawrence Miller told him. “Nice to have you on the other side of the table. You bring a pro-player perspective to the negotiations.”

“In other words, I let you put the screws to me,” Mack said, chuckling. “Don’t worry. It won’t happen again. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have someplace I need to be.”

“A pleasure doing business with you,” attorney Jerry Warren said. “You just got yourself one hell of a ballplayer.”

“Don’t think I don’t recognize that,” Mack told him. He winked at the agent. “In fact, before you start gloating too badly, you should know I was prepared to offer another million as a signing bonus.”

Before they could react, he walked from the room and headed straight for the elevator. It was almost four. If he hurried, he could probably catch up with Beth in Tony’s room, where she’d be unlikely to ask for his head on a platter.

 

Beth glanced up from her examination of Tony’s vital signs to see Mack standing in the doorway. Her heart did a little hop, skip and jump, even though she’d been firmly telling herself all day that he’d never really mattered to her.


“You’ll have to come back later,” she told him stiffly.

“Aw, Dr. Beth, don’t send Mack away,” Tony protested weakly. “I’ve been waiting all day for him to get here.”

“I’ll be right outside,” Mack promised. “I’ll come in the second Doc gives me the all-clear.”

Beth heard the message intended for her, as well. She wasn’t going to get rid of him so easily, especially not after ducking his calls all day.

“Oh, come on in,” she said grudgingly. “I’m almost finished anyway.”

“Are you sure?” Mack asked, studying her intently.

“Sure, why not?” she said, hoping she sounded totally unconcerned about his presence.

The minute he stepped inside, though, her pulse rate escalated predictably. He looked so darn good. He was dressed in one of those light-gray perfectly tailored custom suits of his with a silk-blend shirt with monogrammed cuffs and a tie in a slightly darker tone of the same dusky blue. He was the epitome of the successful businessman with the well-honed body of a trained athlete. She’d never realized before meeting Mack just how incredibly sexy that combination could be. She almost sighed with regret that he was no longer hers.

Not that he’d ever been, she reminded herself sharply. That was something she shouldn’t forget. Recent weeks, all that time they’d spent together, had been no more solid than an illusion.

She finished up her quick examination of Tony, made a few notes in his chart and turned to leave. Mack stood directly in her path.

“Did you get the flowers?” he asked.

“You sent flowers to Dr. Beth?” Tony asked, his eyes bright with excitement. “That is so awesome. How come you didn’t tell me, Dr. Beth?”

Mack grinned at him. “Maybe she thought her personal business was none of your business,” Mack teased.

“Or maybe I didn’t think it was any big deal,” she said, gazing directly into Mack’s eyes.

She saw that he immediately got the message. Guilt and regret darkened his eyes.

“We need to talk,” he said in a lowered voice.

“I don’t think there’s anything left to say,” she replied.

“Beth, don’t do this,” he said with surprising urgency. “You owe me a chance to explain.”

She regarded him quizzically. “I owe you a chance to explain?”

“Yes. You owe it to both of us. How about if I come over in an hour or so? I’ll bring dinner. We can talk privately and get this settled, before the whole ridiculous thing gets out of hand.”

Beth wanted to turn him down flat. She wanted to protect what was left of her tattered pride, but fairness dictated that she needed to hear him out, even if she couldn’t imagine that he had anything to say worth hearing.

“Forget dinner, but you can come by,” she said eventually. “I don’t expect it to change anything, though.”

“Maybe not, but I have to try.” Mack tucked a finger under her chin and met her gaze. “This is important, Beth. Really important.”

Her skin tingled at the innocent touch, proving that even as hurt and angry as she was, he still had the power to get to her. She should have told him no, should have protected her heart better. The only problem with that was that it was already way too late.

 

Mack had been talking nonstop since he walked through the door. Beth had heard every word he said, but she was trying so damn hard to fight the desire to give in and accept his apology. It didn’t help that he kept touching her—casual, innocent touches it was impossible to protest but that managed to inflame.

“Is any of this getting through to you?” he asked eventually. “What happened last night was totally innocent. I was not out with Cassandra. She was barely at the table more than a minute, and Ben and Richard were right there. They’ll back me up.”

“You’ve explained that,” she said, trying not to take too much comfort from it. “But it’s going to happen again, Mack. This Cassandra person is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to your past. I’m not sure I can live with that kind of attention. I don’t want to wake up every morning and wonder what I’m going to see in some newspaper gossip column.”

He nodded slowly. “I can understand how that would get old,” he admitted. “Even if it’s not through any wrongdoing on my part.” He regarded her with obvious misery. “Maybe Destiny was right.”

“About?”

“I spoke to her earlier today after she saw that picture. She was furious. She knew you would be upset. As a result there’s been an unexpected shift in her position.”

“Regarding?”

“Us.”

“What kind of shift?” Beth asked, feeling a faint chill stir inside her. Destiny had been the staunchest supporter of their relationship. Heck, she’d been the primary instigator behind that first meeting. If she’d had second thoughts, then there really was little hope. No one knew Mack better than Destiny did, not even Beth.

“Basically she reminded me that I shouldn’t be playing games with you, that you’re not like the other women I’ve dated, all things she’d said before,” Mack said. “But this time she seems genuinely concerned that I’m going to break your heart. She doesn’t want that to happen. Obviously, she’s concluded that I’m a bad risk in the romance department, after all.”

Beth’s muscles grew even tighter, despite Mack’s deft touch. She was less interested in Destiny’s concern for her than she was in Mack’s intentions now that his aunt had shifted positions on their relationship. She met his gaze directly. “Leaving the incident last night aside, what do you think? Have you been playing games? I thought we’d clarified that, but maybe something’s changed.”

He abandoned the massage to come around and hunker down in front of her, taking her hands in his, his expression serious. “I honestly don’t think so, but I probably need to make my position really clear in case I haven’t done that before. I don’t do the long haul, Beth. I can’t. Not even for you, and, believe me, I am tempted to try.”

She fought the dismay that crawled up the back of her throat. “That’s hardly a shock,” she admitted, forcing out the calm, measured words. “Your track record alone would give anyone that impression, wouldn’t it?” She’d been wondering for some time now, though, if impressions were to be believed. Now she had her answer. In Mack’s case, they were dead-on accurate.


“It’s the truth, not just an impression,” he said flatly, confirming her conclusion.

Beth stared straight into his eyes and saw the real torment there. Ironically now, with everything out on the table, she wasn’t sure that letting go to avoid more hurt was the right choice for either of them.

“This is all because you lost your parents and you’re afraid if you care too much about someone else, you’ll lose them, too,” she said quietly. “That’s why you won’t take a chance.”

He didn’t seem surprised that she’d put the pieces of the puzzle together. He merely nodded.

“I always thought I was immune to whatever damage their deaths had caused, but I guess I’m not,” Mack said. “Lord knows, I’ve always found some reason to move on every time a relationship started to get serious. I thought it was different with you. I know how I feel about you. This morning when I thought I might lose you over that stupid photo in the paper, I panicked, but at the same time I can’t see myself taking the next step.”

“Meaning what? Marriage?”

He nodded. “My stomach starts churning just hearing you say the word,” he admitted. “How can I not consider the probability that it’s because of that early loss?”

Beth struggled with the dismay spreading through her, but no one knew better than she did the hole that was left in a heart after losing someone. Hers had healed, but that didn’t mean Mack had to recover on the same kind of timetable. At least he was trying desperately to be honest with her. She had to respect him for that.

“Fair enough,” she said, making up her mind not to let this matter. She’d known all along that their match wasn’t made in heaven, even though it had begun to feel so right. She’d been taken by surprise from the moment they met. It struck her as a little sad that this was the one time he hadn’t surprised her, but rather acted totally predictably—reaching out only to yank his hand back before it could get burned.

“We should stop seeing each other,” he said when she remained silent. “Now, before I can hurt you any more than I already have.”

“Is that what you want?” she asked dully, her heart in her throat. If it was, she would have to accept it and move on. She had too much pride to do anything less.

“No,” he admitted.

Relief nearly overwhelmed her. Sometime soon she would have to examine why that was, but not tonight. Tonight she needed to feel Mack’s arms around her again. She needed the connection to him that had made her feel alive these past few weeks. In time she might have to let go but not yet.

“Okay then,” she said briskly, to cover her emotional reaction. “Neither do I. And you seem to have forgotten that I’ve lost someone I loved, too—my brother. I know exactly how devastating and life-altering that experience can be.”

“But—”

Beth cut him off. “You’ve been honest with me, Mack. That’s all you owe me. I’m a grown woman. I can decide when the risk is too high. It’s not your decision to make, at least not on my behalf, only for yourself.”

His expression still troubled, he touched her cheek. “But I couldn’t bear it if I hurt you or let you down. You don’t deserve that.”


“You might do both,” she told him, then slid out of the chair to wrap her arms around him and rest her cheek against his. “But not tonight. Not unless you go away without making love to me.”

He studied her intently, then a smile tugged at his lips. “Guess there’s no chance of that, darlin’. No chance at all.”

 

A few days later Mack sat in his office contemplating the turn of events that had kept Beth in his life. For a few minutes he’d thought it was all over, thought it needed to be over. It had stunned him how much that had dismayed him.

Until Destiny had spilled the beans to Pete Forsythe, Beth had been the first woman that the media hadn’t caught on to in Mack’s life. Now that the days of being out of the limelight were pretty much over, Mack appreciated them more than ever. It had been surprisingly nice to actually have a private life that was his alone.

At least so far, his warnings to his aunt had kept Beth’s identity a secret. He’d thought maybe that photo had been a boon, after all, that it would throw Forsythe off the scent, but he’d been mistaken about that. In fact, according to the indignant call he’d received a half hour ago from Jason, the columnist had been poking around at the hospital this morning.

Fortunately, most of those who knew about the two of them were as interested in protecting Beth as Mack was. Jason had reassured him that he, Peyton and the other doctors and nurses who worked around Tony would never say a word. Tony might happily give away the secret, but so far the hospital public relations department had been dedicated to protecting the identity of the sick child Mack came to visit so regularly.


Yesterday, when a reporter had caught up with Mack outside the hospital, he’d uttered nothing more than “No comment,” then hurried inside, beyond the reach of the reporters and photographers who were staking out the public areas outside hoping for details of the secret romance in his life. He knew that the terse reply would only stir curiosity. Until now he’d been well-known for cooperating with the media. Until now he hadn’t even viewed them as adversaries, but rather as a condition of celebrity.

Of course, until now, the women he’d been with had sought the spotlight that shone on them because of him. Maybe that’s why he felt so completely off-kilter. Beth didn’t crave the media attention. She was with him despite it, in fact.

Just as important, his relationship with Beth was his alone, not the media’s and not his fans’. He was stunned to discover he could be with a woman out of the spotlight for weeks on end without growing bored or restless. They had an endless supply of things to talk about besides football, and that was a relief, too. His brain was getting a workout keeping up with Beth, and rather than being intimidated by that, he was delighting in it.

He was pondering the meaning of all that when his secretary buzzed him.

“Dr. Browning on line one. She says it’s urgent.”

Heart pounding, he picked up the phone. “Beth? What is it? Are you okay?”

“It’s Tony,” she said, her voice oddly cool and detached. “He’s taken a turn for the worse.”

When? How? Was this it, then, after all that struggle? A million and one questions nagged at him, but he could tell from Beth’s tone that now was not the time to ask them.

“I’m on my way,” Mack promised, his heart pounding. “Hang in there, sweetheart. And tell Tony to hang on, too.”

“Hurry, Mack.”







Chapter Fourteen



“Without that donor marrow, he doesn’t stand a chance,” an unfamiliar doctor was telling Beth when Mack arrived. Peyton and Jason were beside her, their expressions equally bleak. “If we could get that transplant lined up, we could go ahead with the high-dose chemo and prep him. It’s our only shot at this point.”

“No hits on the donor list?” Beth asked in that same detached tone she’d used on the phone. She could have been talking about someone she’d barely met rather than a boy that Mack knew she loved as much as he did.

Mack studied her worriedly. There was no color in her cheeks, and her eyes were dulled by fatigue and anguish. Her demeanor might be calm and professional, but he didn’t think it could possibly be healthy. She had to be as torn up by the news as he was.

Jason caught his eye and gestured for him to join them. Mack walked up beside Beth, put a reassuring hand on her shoulder and squeezed. She gave him a quick, grateful glance, but her eyes were haunted.

When Beth went back to her consultation with the other doctors, Mack looked down the hall and spotted Maria Vitale outside of Tony’s door, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs, her forehead resting against the cool tiles on the wall. He’d never seen anyone look so utterly sad and alone. Because there was nothing he could do here at the moment, he decided to go offer his support to Maria.

He leaned down and whispered to Beth that he was going to speak to Maria. “I’ll be right there if you need me.”

Again she regarded him with gratitude, but her focus remained with the other doctors.

Reluctantly Mack left her and went to Tony’s mother. He spoke softly. “Maria?”

She looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “Oh, Mack, I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t think I can bear it. He’s giving up. He told me you would understand, that you would make me see that it’s time for him to let go, but I can’t let him do that. He’s my baby. How can I let him go?”

Mack hadn’t spent nearly enough time in church, had never had a reason to bargain with God. It had been too late when news of his parents’ plane crash had been delivered. Prayers had been useless then. He searched his heart for the right words now, trying to balance comfort against hope.

“Maria, it’s out of your hands,” he reminded her gently. “Maybe it’s always been out of your hands. God has a plan for Tony. He’s the only one who’ll decide this.”


“How could God want my boy?” she demanded angrily, choking back another sob. “Tony is all I have.”

Mack was helpless to answer that. “What did Dr. Browning tell you?”

“That without a bone marrow transplant very soon, there is no hope.” She gave him an anguished look. “There is no donor. I would give my boy my own life, but they say the match is not good enough. His father…” She gestured dismissively. “He’s given Tony nothing, not since the day he was born. I don’t even know where he is.”

“Are there other family members?”

“None close enough to help,” she said bleakly.

Mack finally saw the one thing he could do. He should have thought of it weeks ago, but for some reason it had never struck him that he could help in this way. He gave Maria’s hand a squeeze. “Then let me see if I can buy Tony a little hope. Go back in there, Maria. Talk to him. Tell him you love him. Tell him I’ll be in soon, too. He needs to know you’re there beside him and that there are a lot of people around who care about him.”

She nodded and wiped her tears. Her shoulders squared. “I left because I didn’t want him to see me crying. He asked me not to cry for him. That’s the kind of boy he is, concerned for me and not himself.”

“Then, no more tears,” Mack said. “Not until all hope is gone.”

Maria regarded him with a sad smile. “You’ve been a good friend, Mack. I will never forget that you’ve been here for him every day. It has been like the fulfillment of a dream for him. If these are his last days, you’ve made them happy ones.”


Mack shrugged off his effort. “Let me see if I can’t do something for him that really matters.”

When Maria had stepped back inside the room, Mack ducked in behind her for just a glimpse of Tony. He was paler than ever, his eyes closed. He looked so frail it didn’t seem possible that there was even a breath of life left in him. Mack’s heart ached, but his resolve strengthened.

Closing the door quietly behind him, he headed for an exit so he could use his cell phone. Maybe it was too late, but he had to do something. This wasn’t happening to just any kid. It was happening to Tony, and over the past weeks, Mack had come to love that boy as if he were his own son. He couldn’t lose him. It simply wasn’t an option.

Mack was suddenly a boy again, listening to a stranger tell him, Richard and Ben that their parents were dead. The housekeeper had stood silently weeping at the stark recitation of the facts about the plane crash in the fog-shrouded mountains. Ben had cried with her, but Richard had stood stoically silent, looking dazed. Mack knew about death, but he’d never experienced its finality. He hadn’t really understood what the full implications were at the time. He’d had no idea how horribly alone they were.

Only after the funeral had it begun to sink in that his mother and father would never be there with them again. Only when Destiny had moved into the house, trying in her own unexpected way to make things normal, had he fully grasped that things had changed forever. His aunt was such a dramatic change from their parents, and in some ways a welcome one. She was always laughing, always unpredictable, always ready for a new experience. It had been easier after a while to simply pretend that his world was okay.

But it hadn’t been. He could see now that it had never been okay, that the scar from losing his folks ran deep, shaping him in ways he hadn’t had to confront until he contemplated losing first Beth over something foolish and now Tony through a ravaging illness. He was terrified right down to his soul that he would never recover from this loss, that he would never dare to risk his heart again.

He wasn’t thinking just of himself now, either. He didn’t want Maria Vitale to have to face the feelings that had shaped his life. Nor could he handle watching Beth struggle so hard to bear that loss, that stark reminder of another boy—her beloved brother—who had died of the same devastating illness.

Filled with a sense of urgency, he made a mental checklist as he went down the hall. As he passed Beth, she gave him a questioning look. He mouthed that he would be outside, and she nodded. Then she and the other doctors kept on talking, struggling for answers that could buy Tony a few more days, or even a few more hours.

It was a half hour later and Mack was still on the phone when Beth finally broke free and came outside looking for him. He reached for her hand and gave her a tired smile as he wrapped up this one last call. She looked as wiped out as he felt.

“You okay?” she asked when he’d finished and stuck the cell phone back in his pocket.

“How could I be?” he asked, astounded that she had enough strength to worry about him, when she so clearly needed comfort herself.


She raised a hand, rested it against his cheek. “Don’t take it so hard, Mack. We knew this could happen.”

Her quiet acceptance, her defeatist attitude, grated. “We can’t let it happen,” he said angrily, shrugging off her touch and her words. “I won’t listen to you give up on him.”

“Sometimes you do everything you can and it’s not enough,” she said pragmatically.

“I can’t accept that,” he stated flatly. “I’ve made some calls.”

“To?”

“The team.”

She gave him a bewildered look. “Why?”

“He needs a bone marrow transplant, right? That’s his only hope?”

She nodded. “But the chances—”

He cut her off. He wouldn’t listen to any more doubts. “I’ve got just about everyone I know coming in here to be tested as potential donors. Can the lab handle that?”

She stared at him, her expression filled with disbelief and maybe just a tiny hint of hope. “Yes,” she said at once. “I’ll alert them right away, but are you sure? Did you explain to them that it’s not just a simple little blood test?”

“They get it,” Mack assured her. “They understand the important part, that it’s a chance to save a boy’s life.” He met her gaze. “You can start right now with me. I should have done it weeks ago. It never even occurred to me that it was the one thing I should do that might really make a difference.”

Sudden tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh, Mack.”

He squeezed her hand. “Let’s get started. That boy has to live, Beth. He has to.”


What he couldn’t say was how terrified he was of losing not only Tony but Beth. The two were so connected by now, he didn’t think he could bear it if he lost either one.

 

Beth would have sworn that she’d already shed all the tears she possibly could, way back when her brother had died. Since then she’d maintained a stoic kind of calm in the face of each and every loss that had come her way. She might be shaken when she lost a patient, she might feel like a failure, but she never shed a tear. Even today, when she’d been forced to accept that the end was all but inevitable for Tony, her eyes had remained dry.

Now, though, as she watched one brawny football player after another appear to be tested as a prospective bone marrow donor, she kept bursting into tears. Mack had finally gone to the gift shop and brought back the biggest box of tissues the store offered.

She blinked away a fresh batch of tears when she spotted Mack’s brother Richard, accompanied by a man who could only be another Carlton, the reclusive artist, Ben. Her eyes grew even mistier when she saw that Destiny was with them.

Mack opened his arms to his aunt. “You didn’t have to come. I just wanted you to get in touch with Richard and Ben for me.”

“Of course I had to come,” Destiny insisted, reaching for Beth’s hand and giving it a squeeze. “I intend to be tested, too.”

“Destiny, no,” Beth protested.

“Why on earth not? Is there some reason I should be disqualified?” Destiny inquired.

“No, but no one would expect you to do this.”


“Then isn’t it a good thing that I expect it of myself,” Destiny said briskly. “Where do we need to go?”

Beth looked up at Mack, expecting him to protest, but he merely gave his aunt another fierce hug.

“Have I ever told you how much I admire you?” he asked her quietly.

“You’ve never had to say the words,” she told him. “None of you have. I know you think I’m impossible sometimes, that I’m annoying, that I’m a romantic meddler, but I also know that you love me.”

“This isn’t just about loving you,” Mack said. “That’s a given. Admiration and respect are something you’ve earned quite aside from that.”

“He’s right,” Ben said. “You’re a remarkable woman, Destiny.”

“Oh, stop it,” she said, clearly flustered. She grabbed one of Beth’s tissues and dabbed at her eyes. “See what you’ve gone and made me do? I’m crying.”

“And we know how you hate to spoil your makeup,” Richard teased.

“Especially in a place like this,” Destiny responded tartly. “With all these handsome doctors around, I want to look my best.”

Beth chuckled. “Shall I take you someplace to powder your nose on the way to the lab?” She leaned in to confide, “Peyton Lang is quite something and he’s single.”

Destiny’s eyes immediately brightened. “Really?” She winked at Mack. “See, darling, this isn’t nearly the unselfish act you were making it out to be.”

“You can’t fool me, Destiny,” he countered. “This is not about meeting a doctor. You already have half the available men in Washington falling at your feet and you never give most of them a second glance.”

“Politicians and bankers,” she said dismissively. “There is something so impressive about a man in a white coat, don’t you think so?” she asked, linking her arm through Beth’s. “It’s reassuring.”

To Beth’s amusement, Mack rolled his eyes.

“I think I’ll wait here,” Mack said. “I’m not sure I can bear to watch my aunt in there batting her eyelashes at Peyton.”

“Neither can I,” Ben said. “I’ll wait with Mack till they’re ready for me.” He glanced up at Richard. “And before you say one single word, big brother, no, I’m not trying to back out. I said I’d do this and I will.”

“Never doubted it,” Richard said. He turned to Mack. “Just in case, be prepared to escort him down there. You know how Ben is about needles.”

Ben feigned a horrified expression. “There are needles involved in this test?”

“Big ones,” Mack confirmed.

Beth laughed, despite the dire situation that had brought them all here. “Ben, don’t let them get to you. Mack’s acting all brave and superior now, but even he turned pea-green during the procedure.”

“Oh, that’s reassuring,” Ben said dryly, then squared his shoulders. “Hell, I might as well get this over with. Come on, Beth, lead the way. If a wuss like Mack can do this, then anybody can.”

“Hey, I’ll do just about anything for a lollipop and one of Beth’s kisses,” Mack said. “The rest of you will have to content yourselves with the candy.”

Beth grinned at him. “Not necessarily. Right now I’m in the mood to dispense a lot of very grateful kisses.”


Mack shook his head. “Then isn’t it a damn good thing that most of the team has come and gone?” he grumbled.

“Jealous, bro?” Ben taunted.

“Damn straight,” Mack shot back without hesitation.

Beth’s heart filled with unexpected joy. Life was an amazing thing, she concluded. Just when you were very near the depths of despair, it could turn around.

Maybe they would find a match from today’s testing or maybe not, but she doubted she would ever forget the astonishing parade of people who had come here at Mack’s request. Only an incredible man could garner such an outpouring of generosity with a few phone calls.

Whatever happened with Tony, however heartbreaking the outcome might be, she would always think of this as the precise moment when she’d realized that she could never let Mack go, not without a fight.

 

After the last of the volunteers had gone, after his family had said goodbye and left for home, Mack paced the halls of the hospital waiting for word on the test results. Surely someone would be a match. Granted, the odds weren’t in their favor—Beth and Peyton had made that clear—but Mack couldn’t stop himself from hoping and praying that the news would be good.

“You should go home,” Beth told him. “It could be a while before we know anything for certain.”

“Are you leaving?” he’d asked.

“No.”

“Then neither am I. How about some coffee?”

“I don’t think I could drink one more cup,” she told him honestly. “I’m jittery enough. But some chocolate would be good. I’ll come to the cafeteria with you.”

“You need something more substantial than chocolate,” Mack coaxed when they were in the cafeteria. “How about a salad? Or some soup?”

“Something tells me you got me down here under false pretenses,” she teased with feigned indignation. “You never wanted coffee at all, did you? You wanted to get me to eat.”

He shrugged, not even trying to deny it. “It’s been a long day and I know you haven’t eaten anything.”

“I’m used to that,” she insisted.

“Well, you shouldn’t be,” he said, piling food onto a tray as she trailed along beside him. “The pie looks good. What do you think? Blueberry or lemon meringue?”

“Mack, if I eat all that, I’ll be up half the night.”

“Something tells me we’re going to be up half the night anyway,” he said, undaunted by her protest. “I’ll get both. You can try some of each.”

He put both pieces of pie on the already loaded tray, then carried it to the cashier, who beamed at him.

“I heard what you did for that boy today, Mr. Carlton.” The woman regarded Beth with a more serious expression. “I hope there’s a match, Dr. Browning. If not, maybe there will be one tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Beth repeated, looking confused.

“Didn’t you see the news tonight?” the cashier asked. “It was all over about how Mack got the whole team over here to be tested. The news guys are challenging the community to come in, too. One of the operators told me the phone lines have been lit up all night with volunteers calling for information. The bone marrow registry is going to be flooded with new people.”

Beth gazed up at Mack, her eyes shimmering with tears. “I had no idea.”

“Neither did I,” he said honestly. “But that’s a good thing, right? There are other people waiting for marrow donors, too, aren’t there?”

“Yes.”

Suddenly, before he realized what she intended, she stood on tiptoe and kissed him—a hard, breath-stealing kiss that drew cheers from the few people in the cafeteria at that hour.

When she finally released him, Mack regarded her with surprise. “What was that for?”

“For doing something so incredible. I will never complain about all the media that circles around you again.”

Mack thought about it and realized that for once his celebrity had been a good thing, giving Tony and maybe even others a fighting chance.

“Neither will I,” he said. “Heck, maybe I’ll even send a bottle of scotch to Pete Forsythe as a peace offering.”

Beth frowned at that. “Don’t get too carried away.”

Mack led the way to a table across the cafeteria, then sat back and watched to make sure that Beth actually ate something, instead of just moving the food around on the plate. She was almost finished with her pie when Peyton walked in, his expression elated.

“We have a match,” he called out from halfway across the cafeteria.

The announcement drew cheers. Mack felt his eyes fill with tears and saw that Beth’s cheeks were damp, as well.


“Who?” she said.

“Me? One of the players?” Mack asked, hoping in a way that he could be the one, not because he wanted credit for the heroics, but because it would give him a permanent link to Tony.

Peyton shook his head, his gaze on Mack. “It’s your aunt, Mack. Destiny is the match.”







Chapter Fifteen



Mack was still in shock at the unexpected twist fate had taken. Destiny—the woman who had saved him and his brothers from despair after the loss of their parents—was in a position to save another little boy, this time from almost certain death. He should have guessed that his aunt would be the one to keep Tony alive.

He couldn’t help worrying, though, whether she was physically up to it. Destiny would laugh in his face at any hint that she was old, and, truthfully, in her early fifties, she was in better health than many women much younger. Still, he was concerned.

“Peyton, are you sure this won’t be too much for her?” he asked.

“We’ll have to do a more complete assessment, of course, but I see no reason why she won’t be able to do this,” Peyton told him. “If she’s willing, of course. Is there some reason why she might not be?”

“Absolutely not,” Mack said with total confidence. “She’ll want to go ahead. There’s no doubt about that. I just need to be sure there’s no risk.”

“Any risk is minimal,” Peyton reassured him. “Do you want to call and tell her or should I? We’ll have to get her back in here as soon as possible for a complete physical before we can go ahead with Tony’s intensive chemotherapy and schedule the transplant.”

“I’ll go over there and tell her tonight,” Mack said. He glanced at Beth. “Do you want to come? It’ll probably take both of us to keep her from running straight back over here the second she hears.”

Beth nodded at once. “I’m sure we can convince her that tomorrow morning will be soon enough.” She turned to her colleague. “What about Mrs. Vitale? Have you told her the good news yet?”

Peyton shook his head. “I thought you two might want to come along. It’s because of you that we have a real hope of saving Tony now.”

“Oh, yes,” Beth said fervently. “Mack?”

Suddenly it was all too much. Mack felt this overwhelming desire to shout with joy and at the same time he wanted to cry. He was ecstatic at the promise of a future for Tony, yet fearful for his aunt. “Maybe you should go without me,” he said. “I’m not sure I can hold it together in there.”

Beth reached for his hand. “You don’t have to. This is a miracle, Mack. Even hardened football players are allowed to cry over miracles.”

“Doctors, too,” Peyton said, his gaze on Beth filled with understanding.

“Later, when Tony is out of the woods. Besides, I’ve shed more than my share of tears today,” she said, avoiding his gaze. “Now I just want to get on with things.”

Peyton gave her a knowing look that only another physician could fully understand. Mack wasn’t entirely sure how to interpret it.

“Is there something you two aren’t telling me?” he asked.

“No,” Beth assured him at once. “There’s every reason to believe Tony is finally going to turn the corner. The bone marrow transplant should put him into remission, and with luck he’ll stay there. He’ll be watched closely and given frequent blood tests to make sure his white count stays up, but this is absolutely his best shot at a normal future.”

Mack wasn’t sure whether to believe her, but he had little choice. Besides, he’d endured about all the doubts and fears he could handle for one day.

Upstairs, he hung back while Beth and Peyton broke the news to Maria Vitale. When it finally sank in that her son truly had hope, she ran to Mack and clung to him. He hadn’t expected the emotional outburst, and once again he found himself fighting tears. After a moment, though, he let them fall unashamedly.

“Maria, don’t thank me,” he pleaded, uncomfortable with the outpouring of gratitude. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You got those people to come here,” she insisted fiercely. “And it is your aunt who is the one who will save my boy. With my dying breath, I will thank her and you.”

“The important thing is that now Tony has a fighting chance,” Mack said. “I couldn’t be happier about that.”


“What will happen now?” Maria asked Beth.

“I think I’ll let Dr. Lang explain that to you. Mack and I are going to go to see Destiny and tell her the good news, then prepare her for what happens next.”

As they were about to leave, Maria came to Mack and met his gaze. “Please tell her for me that I will ask God to bless her.”

“I will, Maria.”

Mack was silent on the drive to Destiny’s. Beth kept making halfhearted attempts at conversation, but he was too drained to respond until she finally asked, “Mack, are you having second thoughts about this?”

He stared at her in shock. “Why would I have second thoughts? Besides, it’s not my call. It’s in Destiny’s hands now.”

“It’s just that you’re not saying anything. I was afraid you might be worrying that something will happen to her and it will be your fault. No one would blame you for feeling that way. I feel scared every time I recommend a risky treatment to someone, even if it’s their only hope. It’s a perfectly natural reaction.”

“I can’t tell you that I’m not concerned, but I don’t doubt that it’s the right thing to do,” Mack said. “If Destiny wants to go ahead, I’m behind her one hundred percent.”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong,” Beth told him.

“Sweetheart, we both know there are no guarantees, but I can’t look back. I won’t. Tony has to have his chance to live.”

Beth tucked her hand in his. “Can I tell you something without you getting all crazy?”

Mack fought a grin. “Try me.”

“I love you, Mack. If I hadn’t before today, I would now,” she said quietly.


Mack wanted to say the words back. They were on the very tip of his tongue, but somehow he couldn’t get them out.

Beth met his gaze and smiled. “It’s okay. I know.”

He studied her face for a minute, then nodded. She did know. That was the remarkable thing about Beth. She seemed to know what was in his heart, even when he couldn’t explain it.

One of these days, though, he was going to have to find the words. She deserved to hear them.

And their future depended on them.

 

“I simply don’t understand why there’s so much commotion over this,” Destiny said when the entire family had gathered for dinner a few nights later. “It’s a simple, uncomplicated procedure. That handsome Dr. Lang explained that to all of us at the hospital today.”

“It’s simple and uncomplicated if you’re a doctor who does it routinely,” Mack said dryly. “You’ve never done it before.”

“Well, fortunately I’ll have very experienced doctors doing the hard part,” Destiny told him. “Now stop it, all of you. I’ve made up my mind. If I hadn’t before, that visit to Tony today would have clinched it. What an amazing boy he is. I look forward to having him in my life after this.”

“I’m glad you’re looking ahead,” Richard said, “but I don’t think any of us could live with ourselves if something happened to you.”

“Then we’ll make sure that nothing does,” Destiny told him firmly. She looked pointedly toward Melanie. “How are you feeling? Any morning sickness?”

Mack sat back and sighed. So did Ben and Richard. It was evident that the topic of the transplant was over and done with for the evening. Destiny had made up her mind days ago as soon as she’d been told that she was a good match. She intended to be at the hospital at 6:00 a.m., no matter what any of them said. The wheels had been put into motion. Tony had received the high-dose chemo and was pronounced ready for the procedure. There would be no turning back now. A part of Mack was relieved, a part of him still terrified.

“I’m feeling fit as a fiddle,” Melanie said, going along with Destiny’s attempt to change the subject. “Of course, maybe that’s because Richard hasn’t let me pick up anything heavier than a glass since we got the news.”

“Enjoy it while you can,” Destiny told her. “Once the baby comes, Richard will fall back into his old workaholic patterns, and you’ll be left to fend for yourself.”

Destiny pushed aside her plate. “I want you all to know that I appreciate you coming over tonight, but I need to get my beauty sleep if I’m going to be up before dawn. I’ll say good-night now. I’ll see you at the hospital in the morning.”

“I’m staying,” Ben said, regarding her defiantly.

“So are we,” Richard added.

Destiny returned their stubborn expressions with an impatient look, then finally uttered a sigh of her own. “Whatever makes you happy.” She gazed at Mack. “Since I’m going to be so well looked after, why don’t you go on over to Beth’s? I’m sure she could use some company tonight. I’m still not sure I understand why she turned down my dinner invitation.”

“She thought you should concentrate on family tonight,” Mack said.


“She’s family, too,” Destiny replied. “Or she will be if someone we know doesn’t blow it.”

Mack shook his head. “Stop with the matchmaking, Destiny. It’s already worked.”

Her expression brightened. “Really?”

“As if you would have allowed it to turn out any other way,” Ben remarked.

Mack bent down and kissed his aunt’s cheek. “I owe you one.”

She grinned at him. “You usually do. Good night, darling. Give Beth my love and tell her I’m counting on her bringing both Tony and me through all of this with flying colors.”

“How would you like to have that pressure hanging over you?” Richard commented. “If I were you, I’d keep that to myself, Mack.”

“Believe me, I’m not going over to Beth’s to lay a guilt trip on her.”

“Gee, bro, what are you going over there to do?” Ben inquired.

Destiny frowned at him. “That is none of your business, young man. I thought I raised you better than that.”

“Sometimes these wild urges to poke around in Mack’s personal life just overtake me,” Ben said unrepentantly. “I live vicariously through him.”

Destiny gave him a considering look. Mack could almost read her mind. If Ben was looking for vicarious thrills, then maybe, at long last, he was ready for another love affair of his own.

“You’ve stepped in it now,” Mack taunted him. “I predict Destiny will have fixed you up with a nurse before she’s out of surgery tomorrow.”


Ben shuddered dramatically. “I don’t think so,” he said. “After all, Mack, she’s not quite finished with you yet, is she?”

 

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Beth asked Destiny for the tenth time, still unable to believe that a miracle was so close at hand. She felt compelled to keep asking, even though Destiny was losing patience with her.

“Don’t you dare start in on me, too. I got enough of this from my nephews last night. It’s not as if there’s another option,” Destiny said, giving Beth’s hand a squeeze. She looked at her nephew. “I’ve known for months now that our lives were going to be forever intertwined. I think Mack finally understands the significance of that, too, don’t you, darling?”

Mack gave her one of his irrepressible grins. “Stop trying to propose for me, Destiny. I’ll handle that part myself, and I won’t be doing it with you lying here on a hospital bed listening to every word.”

Beth’s head snapped around to stare at him. “What is she talking about?”

“We’ll discuss it a little later,” he said. “Let’s get Tony well again, okay?”

“Some things are too important to wait,” Destiny scolded.

Mack gave her an impatient look, seemed to reach some conclusion, then reached in his pocket. “I suppose I might as well get on with this,” he told Beth, looking vaguely apologetic. “She’s not going into that operating room until she sees this on your finger.”

Beth stared at him, not comprehending the sudden turn the conversation had taken. Or maybe she was just a little terrified that she understood it too well and wasn’t ready to hear it.


“Mack, what’s going on?” she asked warily.

He looked into her eyes, holding her gaze until the room, Destiny, everything else seemed to fade into the background. It was as if they were completely alone.

“Finding out that we could lose Tony made me realize that life is far too short to waste a single minute on what-ifs,” Mack told her quietly. “We don’t know what’s going to happen next year, next month or even tomorrow.”

Beth’s heart began to pound erratically. Surely he wasn’t really going to do this, not here, not now. A part of her wanted him to get on with it so badly it terrified her. Another part was screaming that she wasn’t ready.

“I do know that I want you at my side whatever happens. I love you, Beth. And I always will,” Mack said, then waited.

“Well?” Destiny prodded, giving Beth an unsubtle poke. “He’s waiting, Beth. Answer the man.”

Beth’s mouth gaped, her gaze never leaving Mack’s face. “You’re asking me to marry you?”

Destiny chuckled. “Maybe I’m biased, but I, for one, thought he was pretty clear about that. Don’t make him ask twice. He could get cold feet.”

“Not a chance,” Mack said. “Not when it’s this important. I’ll ask as often as I have to.”

Beth studied Mack intently and saw the certainty in his eyes. Instantly her heart was filled with the same conviction. If he could take this leap of faith, then she certainly could. “Yes,” she whispered, choking back tears of joy. She shouldn’t feel this happy when so much about this day was filled with uncertainty. “Yes.”


“Put the ring on her finger, Mack,” Destiny coached.

He gave her an irritated look. “I think I can take it from here. I got her to say yes, didn’t I?”

“But time’s awasting,” Destiny retorted. “They’re about to wheel me out of here, and I want this deal closed before I leave.”

Mack took Beth’s hand in his, then slid the simple diamond on her finger. “Now it’s official, Doc.”

Beth stared at the ring, then met his gaze. “You never back out of a deal, do you?”

“Never,” he said solemnly. “Carltons are men of integrity and honor.”

Beth beamed at him. “I think I knew that all along.”

“Maybe not all along,” Mack reminded her. “But you got the message when it counted.” He winked at her. “I think I’ll go give Tony the good news before he goes into the operating room. I promised him if you said yes, he could be best man at our wedding.”

“You told him about this?” Beth asked incredulously.

“Hey, Destiny might have kicked off this relationship, but Tony was a critical player. He deserved to know it was all paying off.”

“You could have told him after surgery,” Beth reminded him quietly.

Mack nodded, his expression suddenly sad. “I know, but just in case…”

Beth went to him. “No doubts, Mack. Tony’s a fighter. He’ll dance at our wedding. I’m counting on it.”

Slowly Mack’s expression brightened. “Okay, Doc. That’s good enough for me.”


 

It was an eternity before Beth and Peyton finally emerged and pronounced the bone marrow transplant complete. Until then Mack, his brothers and Melanie huddled in the waiting room with Maria Vitale, passing the time with lousy coffee and prayers.

“They’re both okay?” Mack asked, his gaze locked with Beth’s. If there had been any unexpected twists, he would see it at once in her eyes, but they were clear and filled with an optimistic glint.

“Perfect,” she assured him.

“How long will it be before we know if it was a success and that Tony’s out of the woods?” he asked her.

“A while,” she confessed. “But there’s every reason for optimism.”

Mack thought about his promise to Tony that he could be best man at their wedding. He pulled Beth aside and regarded her closely. “Do we need to set a wedding date soon?”

She studied him with surprise. “Are you anxious to get married for some reason?”

“You know what I’m asking, Beth.”

“And I’ve told you, we have every reason to be optimistic. I’m not covering anything up, Mack. I swear it.”

He nodded slowly and finally allowed himself to feel the first faint stirring of relief. He grinned then. “Maybe we shouldn’t put the wedding off, anyway.”

“Oh?”

“I’d hate to have you change your mind once the crisis is over.”

“No chance of that,” she assured him. “If anything, I’m the one who ought to be worried.”

Mack pulled her into his arms and held her tight. For the first time in his life, he genuinely felt complete. “Sweetheart, you have nothing to be worried about. I told you earlier that I’ve never reneged on a major deal in my life.”

“The Carlton integrity,” she said.

“That,” he agreed, then tilted her chin up until he could look directly into her eyes. “And the fact that this is the most important deal I ever closed.”

A smile tugged at her lips. “Better than that defensive player you hired a couple of weeks ago?” she asked.

He stared at her in shock. “You know about that?”

“Hey, I read the sports pages.”

Mack laughed. “Since when?”

“Since I fell in love with this celebrity jock, whose name is in there nearly every day. I can’t have the entire world knowing more about you than I do.”

“Never happen, darlin’. Never happen.”








Epilogue



It was the first Friday in October when Dr. Beth Browning married Mighty Mack Carlton before a crowd of dedicated doctors, somber scientists, raucous football players, loving family and still-stunned friends. Outside the church a throng of well-wishers had turned out, tipped off to the occasion by Pete Forsythe’s column. Naturally he’d learned all of the supposedly secret details, though for once Destiny claimed total innocence.

Tony Vitale was the best man. His hair had grown back, his skin had a healthy glow and his smile was huge as he waited in front of the altar with Mack by his side.

When Tony whispered something, Mack leaned down to listen, then his gaze shot to the back of the candlelit church where Beth was waiting. A smile spread across his face, as well.


Beth heard the start of the organ music, but before she took her first step, she took a good, long look at her two guys, her heart in her throat. If Tony had a hopeful prognosis for a long and healthy life, it was thanks to Mack, as well as Destiny. This family she was marrying into was a remarkable one.

Destiny sat beside Maria Vitale in the front of the church. The two had become fast friends since the transplant. Destiny was now dedicated to mothering both Maria and Tony to ensure their lives were a bit easier.

Richard and Ben stood next to Mack and Tony, looking handsome in their tuxes, though Ben had a slightly wary expression, as if he were all too aware that his days as a bachelor were likely to be short-lived now that Mack was about to be married.

Only a brief ceremony stood between Beth and the future she’d never anticipated on that long-ago day in the hospital cafeteria when Mack Carlton had walked into her life. A ceremony and a honeymoon, she thought, her blood suddenly humming.

The honeymoon had required a major concession on her part. Because neither of them had wanted to delay getting married until after the official football season ended in January, the honeymoon was built around the team’s upcoming road trip, a week in San Francisco, followed by a week in St. Louis. Beth had bought a book on the finer points of football and ten scientific journals to read during the games.

The rest of the time she had other plans for Mack. It hardly mattered what city they were in. She didn’t intend to leave the hotel suite until an hour before game time.


She met Mack’s gaze and held back a smug grin. Something told her if she played her cards right, they might even miss the kickoff.
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