@ HARLEQUIN'
SUPERROMANCE

r. - "
"'i_. A

. =i




TALK TO ME

Jan Freed



Seeing Travis Malloy for first time in nine years a surprise for Kara
Taylor. Seeing him wearing the present she gaveohitheir disastrous first
anniversary is a jaw-dropping shock!

When Kara left Travis on the eve of that anniversahe figured she'd just
call her marriage a bad experience and move oer Aft, she had things to
do and family business to run.

Sure, Travis was handsome and charming and wongdeériti they were
mismatched from the start. They still are. Helsia butdoorsman, and she's
the ultimate city girl.

Success has always mattered more to her than itchagmn - so who
would've thought that all these years later, Traxasild be theonly person
who could save her business!



To my editor Laura Shin,
who listens carefully to both my writing "voice"
and my author insecurities.

Many thanks for improving my craftsmanship, preveniny
hyperventilation and having a great sense of humor!



CHAPTER ONE

As ToPICS WENT "My Significant Other Never Listens To Me" wasabas
interesting as a tractor pull. But apparently test of Houston had a love
life.

Settling into her sixth-row seat, Kara Taylor gladdrom the guest chairs
and TV cameras on stage to the rapidly filling GedrR. Brown Convention
Center auditorium. Amazing. Hundreds of busy pedyaleé wrangled with
bosses, baby-sitters and "five o'clock traffic'tthetually started at three to
get here by four. All for a chance to see the tayfdios Angeles-based
Vanessa Allen Show.

Scanning the arriving crowd more closely, Kara atcla brow. Who
would've thought so many silk ties and mid-heel parould attend the
taping?

Oh, she'd known the tabloid talk show was pop#at.she'd assumed most
fans would be traditional homemakers or seniorzeits, like the
seventy-three-year-old woman sitting to her rigbttam looked positively
giddy at the prospect of seeing her favorite tdlé&vs host in person.But
then, so did the working professionals in the autke—some of whom
looked younger than Kara, who'd hit the big threewso months ago.

Twisting back around to face the stage, Kara sneabltter navy wool skirt,

adjusted her matching jacket, centered the gold peadant on her delicate
neck chain. Hmph. If she hadn't feared disappagn@mam, who'd raised
Kara with unflagging love and selflessness since wis four, no way

would she sit here and watch couples air their tgvatity laundry. She

certainly had better things to do.

Like produce a sleazy lingerie catalog.
Oh God.
Kara battled her flush of chagrin with righteouamalization. Desperate

circumstances called for desperate measures. RMydtery Woman
merchandise wasn't sleazy. Sexy, yes—to both seXe$east, it was



according to the catalog's photographer, Lisa @hik. Kara would have to
continue to trust her best friend's judgment abloetfantasies of men.

She would never in a million years comprehend théemsyche.
Women, however, she understood perfectly.

And the delicately feminine, exquisitely detailadgkerie in her catalog
would make any woman who wore it feel sexy and blduResults from
her first secret experimental mailing had exceetled wildest hopes.
Especially since almost half of the orders had céora men.

If a second city-wide drop pulled the same ten @mfraesponse, she
wouldn't have to worry about paying double the eatrent when Taylor
Fine Foundations' lease expired in three monthg W8buldn't have to
liquidate stock and close the last remaining storethe family's
once-thriving chain. She wouldn't have to admitdfaled to make up for
her mother's unforgivable sins.

By the year 2000, she would beat back the wolvas fner family's estate
and ensure her grandmother's happiness. At leaswebld if a miracle
occurred and those catalogs got mailed out soon.

Yet here she sat in early October, wasting predmmuss she couldn't spare,
because Gram refused to drive on the freeway, aagrMMcKinney had
bailed from escort duty at the last minute. Wimp1l$e retired army officer
was running a little fever? He should try runningstare with walking
pneumonia, the way she had last year, and thenlaomp

A squeeze on Kara's forearm captured her atteniba.glanced down at
the hand, as fragile and spotted as a quail'sregtng on her navy wool
sleeve.

"I'm so nervous," Esther Taylor confessed, her pale eyes anxious. "Last
week a woman in the audience had a big piece ofshior something in
her teeth. It was so embarrassing.” She wrinkledh®av. "Do | need more
lipstick? Did my hair eget mussed in the parkingagge?"



Kara's irritation dissolved in an overwhelming rueh affection. Her
grandmother was supremely vain.

She checked the vivid pink of Gram's lips, theggdges of youth fissured
by time and year- round gardening. Her helmet loksiblue curls hadn't
budged, of course. No puny gust of wind could peretiwo coats of Final
Net.

"You look wonderful, Gram. Quit worrying."

"You' re right. It's not as if Vanessa will pickeout of all these people to
ask a question on camera. But don't you thinkighéexciting?"

About as exciting as a bass-fishing tournament. ftHmmm," Kara
hummed vaguely, the best she could manage withiooking on a lie.
Together with a pat on bony knuckles, the sounceamgu to satisfy her
grandmother.

Just then a frazzled-looking man wearing headphbrmee apart from the
camera and lighting crew to walk center-stage. tdkagal up a microphone
lying on one chair and tested the sound levelyisgirup a buzz of
speculation.

"Ladies and gentlemen, could | have your attenfidease?" he asked, then
repeated the question until the large room quietgd. Allen will be out
shortly. But I'd like to go over a few rules befave start taping.”

Kara then learned she was to stay in her seal ttnals, applaud and even
laugh on cue, listen carefully to each couple'sodize on stage without
shouting comments—as if she would such a thing—and raise her hand,
rise calmly and state her viewpoint succinctly ithe microphone if Ms.
Allen singled her out of the audience for an opinio

For the first time since entering the auditoriunay&experienced a flutter of
anxiety. She reached up casually, patted her sleigkon and tucked a few
errant strands into place.



Unnecessary. Vain and silly. She had no intentfaaising her hand. Gram
was the star-struck fan who'd be thrilled to shiesspotlight with her idol.

"All right folks, let's get started,” the prompteoncluded. "Everybody
please give a warm welcome tda-nes-sa Al-len!"

The familiar theme music swelled. Kara clapped aa. tall striking
redhead in signature blue- framed glasses entdegg-sight carrying a
cordless microphone. Her olive-green silk jacket pants were stylish, but
Kara could think of twoMystery Womancamisoles that were prettier
choices than the one Vanessa wore.

Smiling warmly, the forty-something celebrity wavemhd shouted,
"Howdy, Houston!"

Cheers erupted. Gram warbled a loud, "Howdy!"

"Gosh, I love this city! People here are so frigndlhis is my first visit, can

you believe that? | thought you'd all have oil wedhd, you know, horses
and stuff in your backyards, but you don't. You gulave something
better." She paused impishly. "Great shopping."

As laughter broke out she grabbed her knees adldduitup both pant cuffs.
"Look what | bought today. Ernie, can you get aselaip of these babies?"

Two large screens mounted high on each side aftédggee showed the studio
audience what the television viewers at home wadd. The camera
zoomed in on taupe ostrich-skin cowboy boots.

"Aren't they beautiful? Rodeo Drive eat your heaunt!" She grinned
delightedly.

The crowd roared its approval. Vanessa had ackmygekd the city's
cosmopolitan status and Texas pride in one fellopwdNo wonder the
country loved her. The woman had natural charm slmmvbiz poise to
spare.



Too bad the show's guests often seemed dredged tiienbottom of
America's barrel of apples. Watching rotten chamactunpeeled and
exposed on TV was not Kara's idea of entertainment.

Viewing the same process—Ilive and unedited in lagrenpast—had been
bad enough.

"We have some interesting guests for you today,iegdaa was saying.
"Each of the couples you'll meet is at the brinlb#aking up because of a
communication problem in their relationship. Leg® if we can help these
people out. What do you say, folks?"

Kara squirmed through the audience's enthusiassigonse and Vanessa's
introduction of Bill and Dorothy, an overweight, edie-aged couple from
Rosenberg, Texas.

The two settled in their chairs, his finger pryimgpre space between red
neck and shirt collar, her fists tugging less spaeveen knees and skirt
hem. They fidgeted self-consciously while Vanessaded down the stage
steps and into the center aisle. Two men bracingecas on their shoulders
followed, as well as the stage manager who'd op#émeghow, carrying a
second microphone.

Esther squeezed Kara's arm and drew in a sharphptban released a
disappointed sigh when Vanessa passed by their row.

About halfway up the aisle the TV host stopped @mnded.

"Now then, Dorothy, let's start with you. You tabdir producer that your
husband hasn't talked to youtwenty-sevegears of marriage, and that you
can't take it anymore. Do you honestly mean tohgalgasn't spoken to you
in all that time?"

"Oh, he's spoken, all right. He just hasalkedto me," Dorothy clarified in
an unpleasantly shrill voice.

"Can you be more specific?"



"Well, like about a week ago? He comes home fromkwad | ask him how
his day was. 'Okay," he says, like it was busiressisual. So later I'm
watching the news, and there's a story about a ichéteak at the plant
where he works."

She flicked a resentful glance at her husband, gézed stonily ahead. "He
could've been hurt bad, and | have to find out alican Channel 2! Does
that sound like an 'okay' day to you?"

"Nobody got hurt,” Bill spoke up, frowning at thedaence. ' 'They cleaned
up the spill and | was back on the job in a cowbleours. Like | said, it was
an okay day."

Huffing, Dorothy turned in her chair to face hdamectly. "What about last
night duringWalker, Texas Ranger?asked if you were nervous about
being on the show today, and you never even loakexd/ from the TV."

"I answered you, didn't 1?"

"You said 'yeah.' Period. What kind of answer &t?hFor all | know you
didn't even hear mel!"

Bill winced and stuck his little finger in one edfhe whole trailer park
heard you, Dorothy. How can you think | didn't?"

Predominantly male laughter swelled in the audience
Kara bristled.

She knew how Dorothy had thought her husband haeéaitd. He hadn't
looked at her, that's how. Without the connection of egatact, a wife
simply couldn't be sure her husband was payingtabie

Poor Dorothy's cheeks were tomato red. "If yould tae how you were
feeling, if you'dtalkedto me | would have known you heard me. But all you
said was 'yeah.' And then when | told you | wasoes, too, and that my
stomach felt queasy every time | thought aboutdpemTV, you got mad."



The couple fumed silently.
Vanessa jumped in fast. "Is that true, Bill?"
His scowl deepened. "l guess.”

Kara's indignation on his wife's behalf rose. Frti@ outbreak of feminine
murmurs in the crowd, she wasn't alone.

"Why would her sympathy make you mad?" Vanessa deairsincerely
puzzled.

Slouched in his chair, Bill retreated into himsaffd stared at an exit sign.
Rudely silent. Aloofly distant.

Annoyingly familiar.
Kara wanted to rush up on stage and shake an aosivef the man.

"See what | mean?" Dorothy turned away from thebhod who hadn't
looked at her since they'd entered the stage htgeless. When he's at the
pool hall with his buddies, he yaks his head ofit Be won't say squat to
me, who's given him three children and cooked ale@dned for him
twenty-seven years. | give up.”

"No, no," Vanessa protested. "Give the audiencléamaee to help. Okay
folks, who'd like to comment on Bill and Dorothpoblem?”

Hands, including Esther's, shot up everywhere.\Bartessa was plunging
into the opposite section of the auditorium.

"Let's get a man's take on this, first. The gendlenvith the dark hair, sitting
in the middle. Yes, you, I'm heading your way."

Kara twisted and craned along with everyone elsevatch Vanessa's
progress. Too many heads blocked the view.



"Stand up, si—whoa! Hello up there. Everythiadpigger in Texas, isn't it?
Love the T-shirt, by the way."

Kara jockeyed for a glimpse of the man. Darn ig shuldn't see!

"Turn toward the camera so we can zoom in for dfiesfat home. That's it.
Women want me. Bass fear,iiéanessa read, her tone amused.

Kara's heart stopped cold...then lurched into heteryyming beats.
Remembering the big-screen monitor, she whirleithéofront. The camera
had focused on thin gray cotton stretched tighthgroa muscular chest.
Dead center, a hooked bass thrashed out of the,wad¢eonce-vivid greens
and blues faded, the words above imprinted forgv&ara's memory.

"Tell us what your name is, sir, and where you'oen."

Even before the camera moved, even before the nsmeaed, Kara knew.
Oh God, oh God.

"My name is Travis Malloy, and I'm from Lake KimlbgrTexas," drawled
the deep baritone that had so enthralled a youngamoaccustomed
primarily to feminine voices.

Gram gasped.

The camera pulled back.

Kara stared at the shaggy sable hair, the sligitbpked nose, the square
masculine jaw sporting stubble—not for fashion'kes@ut because his
beard grew at the speed of light. She took in ttezed skin and deep
squint lines of an outdoors- man, the dark inteligeyes of a voracious

reader.

Then she assembled it all into the heartbreakerfate she hadn't seen in
nine years. The face of her ex-husband. The manhaloin fact, broken



her heart—and had the supreme gall now to wear-start she'd given him
for their first-year anniversary celebration.

The same occasion he'd ended their marriage fat.goo

STANDING IN THE beam of a remote-camera spotlight, Travis siletiiiged
the irritation that had sent up his hand, alondnws#venty or so others.

To his right, obnoxious cackling heated his neci.pgrbbed with his heavy
boot until he bumped rubber, then carefully plartisdull weight on top of
a sneaker.

"Okay, Travis," Vanessa said above Jake's strarggieah. ' 'What did you
want to say to Dorothy and Bill?"

Since "never mind" would make an even bigger fad af him, Travis
eased off his little brother's foot and onto thbjsect at hand. "Just that |
think I know why Bill got mad when Dorothy told higihe was nervous and
queasy."

"Really? Why?"
He'd had nine years to refine his answer.

"Because instead of focusing on him, she broughtctinversation right
back to her. Why should he 'talk’ to her aboutfégdings when she doesn't
respect them enough to devote her full attentictheéon?"

Vanessa appeared surprised, then intrigued. "btiage | see a lot of men
in the audience nodding their heads. What about ¥llP" she said,
turning to the stage. "Can you confirm Travis'stly@"

Bill had snapped to military attention, amazedigrde replacing his earlier
scowl. ' 'Yeah. | could never quite put my finger ib before, but that's
exactly right. Hey, thanks, buddy."



Travis shrugged modestly. Unlike most women, hddcbe right without
making a federal case out of it.

“I'm impressed, Travis. Thank you," Vanessa told m a dismissive tone.

He gladly sank out of the spotlight into his ségtoring the low singsong,
"teacher's pet" from his right. Give Jake an intkrecouragement and he'd
dole out a mile of abuse.

Travis couldn't think why he'd accepted ticket#i®Vanessa Allen Show
lieu of his normal fishing-guide fee. Or why hetwhtpounded the mistake
by inviting the Malloy family clown to accompanynhito the show.

"Dorothy, you look a little shocked," Vanessa couné&d. "What do you
think about all this?"

Dorothy closed her sagging jaw. "l can't believeatMm hearing. Do you
really think 1 don't respect your feelings, Bill?"

"l said so, didn't I?"
"For heaven's sakigok at me, please.”

Travis cringed, the words fingernails on the blaxkiol of his memory, a
slate he'd yet to wipe clean. He should never maade the rare trip into
Houston today.

When Bill finally gazed at his wife, his expressiwas long-suffering. "All
| know is, whenever | tell you something personal) always say how
you'refeeling or what happened to you that was almass#ime. Like what
| feel isn't important.”

"But—aBill, honey, that's not all what | think. When | say those things, |
only want you to know you're not alone, that I'edt the same way. |
thought that knowing | understand how you feel mgmfort you."

"Well, it doesn't. It never has."



"I didn't know." Dorothy's strident voice was sulkbdy her two
screen-monitor faces sincere and misty-eyed. "bswdidn't know. I...I'm
sorry."

Travis shifted uneasily. The conversation slowlyed into the background
of his mind. A soft melodious voice crept forwardrh the past.

Look at me, please.
Talk to me, please.
| know exactly how you feel about not making thegt payment on time. The
late fees | paid on rent for my apartment in coflegould add up to a nice

little nest egg. Don't worry about it, Travis.

Had his ex-wife possibly meant to comfort him iasteof belittle his real
worries about the future?

Uh-uh. No way, Jose. Did not compute. Nice try, mubananas.
She'd had no interest at all in helping him essabéi fishing camp on the
shores of Lake Kimberly. It was as simple as thitey'd been as

mismatched as caviar and catfish bait, their mgerdoomed from the start.

Of all the females he'd never understood—whichgat thirty-four was a
hell of a long list—Travis had never understood&&aylor the most.

Men, on the other hand, were an open book. As phmidl developed Bass
Busters Fishing Camp into a thriving operation.

An elbow in his ribs jabbed Travis into the present

"Man, can you believe this?" Jake muttered, gasgutd the stage. "The
Simpsons meet The Munsters."

Travis checked out the teenage couple sitting teeBill and Dorothy, and
felt his lips twitch.



The big brawny dude wore black jeans, a black Ttsimd black biker
boots. He had massive shoulders, a low ridged é&a@hand a flat-top
haircut. Put bolts in his neck and he could pasgsiErman Munster's little
brother. The girl's long black hair, flowing blagkess and cadaver-pale face
with heavily lined eyes made a fitting match.

Vanessa spoke from the center aisle. "Since wedhfeam Dorothy first,
last time, let's start now with you, Terrence. Tl why Tiffany doesn't
understand you."

Travis and Jake shared an incredulous look.

"Terrence?"Jake mouthed silently.

"Tiffany?" Travis mouthed back.

They both snorted at the incongruous names.

"She's always puttin' me down, man, and then dctsugt when | say so.
Like, the other night at Sonic? They've got thialdehere if you don't get
your order delivered in fifteen minutes, you gdtee?

"So I'm keepin' an eye on my watch, ya know? Thieress skates up with
our burgers, and | tell her she's five minutes. IBigt Tiffany, she says—
real loud—that I'm wrong and the food's not latendAeverybody's car
windows are down for the trays."

Travis winced in sympathy.

"Why doesn't she just scream 'Loser' to my face&rehce asked the
audience.

"Oh, puh-leez!" Tiffany rolled her eyes, a staglyy melodramatic sight
given her heavy makeup. "Your watch was fast. Kiasmit late. She gets in
trouble if she gives out too many coupons in atiigh

"Whose side are you on? Hers or mine?"



"That's stupid. You're my boyfriend. I'm alwaysywur side."
"Then why did you put me down?"

"l didn't put you down. | helped out a friend!"

"See? You're on her side."

Tiffany let out a frustrated shriek, lifted her kigrand strangled an invisible
neck.

As the women in the audience laughed, Vanessa mtwdle section
opposite Travis and Jake.

"Who has a comment?" she asked, weaving into thedr'Yes, sir, tell us
your name and what's on your mind."

A short, balding man stood and thrust out his ctifarold Stokes. And |
think if she was really on his side, she would@atén contradicted him in
public.”

"Thank you, Harold." Vanessa moved closer to thgest"The men are all
nodding again. Let's get a female point of view., #iere's a woman of
experience. Hang on, I'm coming. Okay, what's yame?"

The sound of amplified breathing filled the auditon.

"Don't be shy, dear. We're all friends."

Travis's gaze sought the closest monitor—and widlene

Good grief! He'd recognize that sweet face surredrigy immovable gray
curls anywhere.

Esther Taylor stood frozen in the spotlight, prifoe gigging or a truck
bumper in her gut. She eyed the extended microphsnkit were a hand
grenade with the pin pulled.



The audience started to mumble and snicker.
Move on to someone else. Don't prolong the oldsgmisery.

Esther sat abruptly, yanked down by an unseen farmka mint-julep voice
spoke. "I'l comment, if you'd like."

Travis's heart sputtered like a flooded outboardomdEven before the
camera moved, he knew.

"Wonderful! Stand up and tell us your name."
Of all the crazy rotten luck.

"Kara Taylor. And the lady who just sat and willl kierself when we get
home is your biggest fan— Esther Taylor, my graniirao"

Travis stared at the tall elegant woman who'd disarthe restless audience
as quickly and easily as she'd once entranced him.

Her generous curves were disguised by a severejaekgt and skirt, her
only accessory a dainty necklace. Her gloriousimplat-blond hair was
tortured into some sort of do only women liked. Hewitching green eyes
were underscored by shadowed half moons of fatigue.

Together they formed the heartbreaking beauty da'teeen in nine years.
His ex-wife. The woman who had, in fact, broken mesrt—and had the
incredible gall now to wear the heart pendant lgg’én her to celebrate
their first-year anniversary.

The same occasion she'd ended their marriage tat. go



CHAPTER TWO

KARA WONDEREDWhen the prickles at her hairline would drip teafrsweat
for all of America—and Travis—to see. The spotligt#s incredibly hot...
both literally and figuratively.

"So tell us, Kara, what do you think about Ter-aea claim that Tiffany
always puts him down?" Vanessa tipped her microphon

Esther Taylor would expect a ladylike answer. Batafigured Gram owed
her. "Well, | don't know what Tiffany ‘always' dod8ut what she did at
Sonic was act in a mature, caring and responsiaietiaat had nothing to do
with anyone but the waitress. | think Terrence sdedyrow up,” Kara said
bluntly.

A smattering of applause broke out from some of Wwmen in the
audience, along with a few grumbles from the men.

Vanessa perked up at the scent of a lively debdteem thar's fightin'
words, Kara. Can you define the phrgsew up?"

Where to start, that was the harder question. slmcktrack to Bill and
Dorothy," Kara began.

"He said she doesn't respect his feelings, yeolsrtt supply her with any
clues as to what they are. So she prods and pmeeshares her own
feelings in hopes he'll cough up some of his. Wiotbourse, he doesn't.

' 'After all, that would be the mature thing to disstead, he expects her to
read his mind, then pouts like a three-year-oldmsige isn't psychic."”

The spontaneous applause and grumbles were Icatebefore.
Vanessa held up a quieting hand. ' 'Danny?" Saelsed the auditorium

and located the stage manager. "l want to stay Katla a minute. Can you
work that side of the room for the male point cw#"



He nodded and moved toward the back row.

Vanessa's gaze returned to Kara. "And Terrence? Wasvhis behavior
immature?”

Blocking out the camera and her grandmother's edisad gaze, Kara
concentrated on the gleam of encouragement in \éarsesyes.

"First of all, he seems to think the world revolvaound him. As if
everyone at Sonic was more interested in what lsede@ng than in eating
their fries. | mean, get real. That's so arrogsmtypicallymale.

"And so what if everyonelid hear Tiffany correct him about the time?"
Kara continued, picking up steam. "I've got a nélagh for him. His watch
was fasand he was wrond@ut did he apologize to the waitress? No-o, that
would've been the mature thing to do.

"Instead, he got mad at Tiffany and accused hegnabarrassing him in
public. Because, bottom line, most men don't datesiy're actually right or
not. The only important thing to them is that otheoplethinkthey are!"

A thunderous wave of applause and feminine chegoydd Kara's ego.
This was starting to get fun. She glanced at theitoojust as a teen in full
rapper gear rose from his seat and lowered his maat Danny's
microphone.

"A woman shouldn't dis her man, you know what lagis’, Mama? An' if
she does—" he hitched one shoulder and looked awsn gazed
deliberately back into the camera "—he shodilomp her ass! Wha' dya
think of that?"

Kara waited for the rumble of male approval to fatien said, "I think you
missed your nap this afternoon."

The audience erupted into laughter, a balancedofrfigh and deep tones.
Gram reached up and squeezed Kara's hand brigfgther in approval or
caution wasn't clear.



Still smiling, Vanessa shook her head. "l shoultlymw up against that fish
guy—what's his name?"

Uh-oh.

"Travis!" Gram trilled.

Great, Kara thoughtlowshe talks.

"Oh, yeah, Travis. Danny, head over his way wowd?/I'm dying to know
what he has to say. You men in the audience wdat tom speak for you?"
Vanessa cocked her head and cupped an ear. "WHaPs

The men roared yes.

Kara watched the monitor sickly as the camera zaomen Travis, who
was being prodded and shoved into standing by #resiiting next to him.

Good grief, was that grinning replica of her exshband reallylake?

"Hi, Travis." Vanessa directed a beauty-queen vwaress the auditorium.
"l want you to meet Kara. Kara, say hello to Trdvis

Kara opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

"You'll have to do better than that, girl,” Vanessased amid the chuckles.
"The women here are counting on you. So Travisyaloagree with Kara
that Terrence should've apologized to the waitirestead of getting mad at
Tiffany?"

"No. Kara always—I mean, from what I've seen, ghy@ears to lose the big
picture in favor of petty details. The issue her@tiwhether Terrence was
right or wrong about the food being late. The issugspect and loyalty."
That old song and dance?

"I've got a question for Kara," Travis continued.



"Let's pretend the shoe was on the other foot arceince had told Tiffany
in a real loud voice that...oh, that her hair neledashing, for example. And
everybody at Sonic heard. Are you telling me théamy wouldn't get mad
at him?"

"That's different and you know it. You're talkingaat an intimate comment
on a person's appearance, whereas I'm referramgaerect or incorrect fact.
The waitress was either late, or she wasn't. Ngtparsonal involved."

"See now, Kara, you weren't listening to me."
Ladies do not scream obscenities or foam at thetimou

"The larger issue isn't about time or dirty haihg continued in the
condescending tone that had always set her teegdgm "It's about having
enough respect for the other person that you elithvegr your voice so the
whole city can't hear you, or postpone the convensantil you're alone."

She sniffed. ' 'As | said, what complete strangj@rk is more important to
a man than what his significant other thinks."

"That's so irrational, so typicalfgmale,"he mimicked, twisting her earlier
words to his advantage.

"Oh, really?" Disconcerting, talking to a televisiononitor. Especially
when his image kept dissolving into hers.

Kara turned toward the tall, spotlighted figure mehe back of the
auditorium. She didn't need to see his featuresettse his every blink.
"Then tell me why a man won't stop and ask foradioms?"

A beat of silence. "Excuse me?"

"If men don't care more about what a complete geathinks than what
their significant others think, why will they keejpiving in circles when
we're tired and hungry and readyget therenstead of stopping to ask a
stranger for directions?"



Every woman in the audience chuckled at that oneKlra barely heard.

All her senses were tuned into the signals cragldinove the sea of heads.
A confusing, exhilarating, frightening exchange $laeln't experienced in
nine years.

He shifted his stance, and the connection brokes dh't stop and ask
complete strangers because they may not knowdghedirections."”

Kara blinked. "You're kidding."

"No. They could give us completely wrong directi@msl we'd be worse off
than before."

"My, God, youare serious. If people don't know the directions, Tsav
they'll tell you they don't know."

"Not if they're embarrassed to admit they don'tvikrio

"Oh, well, you're talking about male strangers. Aman would never
consciously hurt someone just to save face, likeahee was willing to hurt
that waitress because he was embarrassed to agmwiasrwrong. Thanks
for clearing that up."

"Hey, that's not what |—"
"Whoa-whoa-whoa," Vanessa interrupted, laughing the camera. "Time
out. | created a couple of monsters here. We havake a commercial
break, but don't go away folks. We'll be right bagth our next couple and
more fascinating debate."

The remote-camera spotlight cut off.

Kara groped blindly for her seat, hit cotton camdyr and stumbled to the
left. She sat with a sigh of relief.



"Boy, you and Travis are something else!" Vanesadted to Kara. "I'd
love to keep the discussion going, but I've gottevenon to other opinions.
Maybe I'll get back to you guys later."

She leaned down and spoke for Kara's ears alorau Kitked butt. Fish
man didn't stand a chance."”

Remembering the currents leaping between her aadis[rKara smiled
weakly, glad an auditorium had separated them. ifiox to her

ex-husband had always scrambled her brains. Whatgwnek of fate had
delivered them to the same auditorium today, Kada'tlplan on reading
too much into it.

If she didn't bump into him for another nine ye#nsat would be far too soon
for her.

Ross HADLEY SLUMPED in his auditorium chair, oblivious to the third
couple whining on stage.

The flawlessly produced road show, which he'd di€rin hopes of picking
up pointers, couldn't compete with the tingly séiosan his abdomen. The
one signaling something out of the ordinary. Thé-adrep feeling he'd
rarely experienced but had learned not to ignore.

The last time he'd tingled was three years agonv@adly had dragged him
to "Cooking for Couples" classes on the advice h&irt counselor. His
sharing an activity that was important to her hiasll\vaged their marriage,
but it had boosted his reputation at KLUV-TV, Haust The better result
for all concerned.

The instructor that fateful night had been a prbes British ass named
Henry Frey. He clearly hadn't wanted to teach siemnamateur gourmets
any more than one workaholic fast-food junkie hashigd to learn.

Ten minutes into class, Ross had awakened andexirtbl Earl Grey tea.



He recognized good broadcast entertainment wheawet, and Henry had
been a natural talent. His monologue on Americdtu® as cynical as
Americans themselves, had been delivered in a gridmtish accent that
made his sarcasm seem terribly witty. And his flagant style of mixing
ingredients and kneading dough added visual intei@sthe stand-up
comedy routine.

As associate producer deet Houstorat the time, Ross had known the
pastry chef would make an excellent guest. Bugretd been that odd tingle
in his gut.

So he'd pitched and sold station management orchénonThe Bantering
Baker—hiring Ross as the show's full-fledged producércaurse. Then
he'd worked sixteen-hour shifts to achieve netwgrogram quality on a
cheesy local-show budget. Ratings had slowly clunlés career moving
right on track...until he'd been derailed.

Sabotaged by rum balls, whiskey sour cake and Fefaydness for the key
ingredients.

Glowering now, Ross acknowledged that the showilsgs, and its star, had
stumbled once too often in recent monthke Bantering Bakewould be
canceled.

Producer openings were scarce, the competitioesghpast performance
was everything, and his wouldn't look too hot oresume. He'd failed to

"handle" his on-air talent's excesses. As a resealitould experience a major
setback in his career.

Or, he could create another new show.
Ross straightened his spine, thankful he'd choseit in the back row for
the Vanessa Allen Showaping. The nosebleed section of the tiered

auditorium provided a sweeping overview of the ande.

He easily located Travis Malloy, bold interpreteidadefender of men. A
guy whom bass feared, women wanted and the carbscéugely loved.



In addition to rugged good looks, he possessedcandecommand of
language and logic. The spotlight hadn't intimidaten. Nor had Vanessa.

Very very good.

He wasn't introverted or painfully shy. Neither Hedcome across as a loud
belligerent oaf. He'd simply sounded confident reswight. The perfect
attitude. At least, ideal for what Ross had in mind

His gaze moved to the left and down, zeroing iradmmight blond head six
rows back from the stage.

Kara Taylor. Unusual first name, but then, thatrfiaourt Ricki Lake. Kara
displayed Ricki's same accessible charm, plus atheaore striking than
classical.

If the camera loved Travis, it worshiped Kara'saong skin, exotic cat's
eyes and unusual silver- gold hair.

Ross had underestimated her brain at first. Vajuddes were rampant in
the entertainment industry. Yet he'd quickly sdet in a duel of wits, she
was a master verbal fencer. An able champion of esnconfusing
thought patterns.

The national spotlight hadn't rattled her a bit.

Even better, when she'd faced Travis across thiécaiudn, vibrant energy
had snapped and crackled between them. A fasapati@nomenon to
watch. The kind of visible chemistry that was thaffsof every television
producer's dreams.

As a concept crystallized in Ross's mind, the &ngl his gut became
burning excitement.

His success depended as much on sheer luck asgotiatimg skill. But
nothing ventured, nothing gained, and he had enerytto lose by
passively accepting his fate.



Okay. He would do it.

Finalize his game plan and speak to the princifdggrs ASAP, a delicate
task. They would ask many questions, introduce anknobstacles. Not
that Ross doubted the two strangers would evegtsall yes.

After all, for a shot at fame and fortune, even talc@nemies would agree to
join forces.

AT ELEVEN OcLOCK the next day, phone snugged between ear and gnpuld
Kara tuned out Vinnie's New York accent and linea five newly
developed contact sheets. Not for the first tinhe, wished for an art table.
One day, maybe. Right now the back office at Tayore Foundations
barely accommodated her battered desk and singk& ghair.

Leaning closer, she moved her magnifying loupe owerow of tiny
photographs. The lavender bra and matching silk papts shimmered
sensuously. Using candlelight had been inspired.Lida weren't
independently wealthy and easily bored, she coalch @ living as a
photographer.

Without lifting her gaze, Kara gave a quick thunuips-

"Yesss!" her friend exulted.

Kara grinned and adjusted the loupe's frame. Theydccrop in close but
leave the draped blond curl teasing a scallopezidap—

"Kara?"

She jerked, recaptured the slipping phone and tehaek into imitation
leather. "Yes, Vinnie?"

"Did you hear a word | said?"

"Of course | heard," she bluffed.



"Well?"

Fortunately the businessman she'd only dealt viatipkone, fax, e-mail and
air express was un- flaggingly single-minded. Histeconsciousness was
one reason why Spinelli Printing offered the hidglgesality and best value
for the dollar.

"Well," Kara responded, "I know you 'cut me a breakthe first catalogs.
That's why I'm not bidding this job out to othempers. Take two thousand
off the estimate you faxed, and I'll continue teegiyou first chance at
printing all futureMystery Womaiatalogs."

"Two thousand! You gotta be kiddin', doll—"

“I'm nobody's doll," Kara corrected mildly, "Butm’ quite serious about
continuing to use Spinelli Printing. 'Dance witle thne who brung ya,' that's
my motto. Work with me now on lowering your costdavhen the catalog
goes national we'll waltz into the big time togetheShe winked
shamelessly at Lisa, who rolled her eyes.

"Nothing personal, babe, but | got alimony andakiipport up the wazoo.
I'm not running a frig- gin' charity, ya know."

Kara stiffened.
"l got a business to keep afloat."

So did she. And Taylor Fine Foundations was sinkaster than she could
bail. Her grandmother would be appalled at whatvgag about to do. But
she'd learned long ago that a "lady" in businessuine a "sucker" if she
didn't play her own version of hardball.

"Speaking of charity, Vinnie...I had nothing to man July by referring
Township Square's advertising department to Spirfedinting. Don't
misunderstand. | didn't expect a commission—althaibgt wouldn't have
been ///appropriate.” She paused delicatelywdk surprised not to get a
thank-you note, given the value of your new accoidy guess is your



profits on the Labor Day Sale insert alone paiddbleast six months of
child support.”

From Vinnie's startled silence, she'd guessed.right

"Ka-ra," he finally said in a conciliatory tone.fdel terrible. Didn't you get
the roses | told Susan to send you?"

Unbelievable. He was actually pinning his poor basg etiquette on his
overworked secretary. "No, | didn't."

"l gotta admit | was a little surprised when yow&ementioned them. Now
| understand. You'll forgive Susan, won't you?"

The weasel! "I never blamed her in the first place.

"You're terrific, babe. One in a million. And | tgado appreciate your
referral. Township Square's a nice little account.”

Nice little account?

Meeting Lisa's gaze, Kara ignored the sudden alarimer friend's alert
brown eyes. "Gee, Vin- nie, that's odd. Susan gaidtold her Township
Square was Spinelli Printing's largest account. wedoth know she never
forgets a thing you tell her, don't we? Not thiat gjoing to argue semantics
with you, or I'd have to explain why calling me blea and 'doll' is as
politically incorrect, unenlightened and offensige my calling you an
obnoxious Yankee with the manners of a—" Kara broKeand glared
"—what?"

Lisa ceased her frantic slashing motions.
"Pig?" Vinnie supplied in a suspicious tone.
Common sense returned in a rush of chagrin. Kareetba weak laugh.

"You always did have a good sense of humor, VinBieme people flat
don't get my jokes. Look, all I'm asking is thatuysettle for a modest



markup on these next catalogs. You won't be sdfgystery Womaris a
winner. You said so yourself."

"l said the model you're using is a winner." A lagxus note had entered his
voice. "Now, you get me a date wikter and I'll knock two grand off my
estimate, no problem."

Distaste warred with a stir of interest. "Are yaunisus?"

"You mean...youare? Sweet Mary, Jesus and Joseph! Can you sealiye
up with the Mystery Woman?"

Caution battled with her knowledge of the compardigndling bank
account. "l didn't say that. | don't know how skel$ about blind dates. |
can't even tell her what you look like."

"Five eleven, dark hair, brown eyes. A regulaindtalstallion. Think Rocky,
before he got too skinny."

Wisdom fought with Kara's image of Gram's crushegaession should her
beloved husband's family business go bankruptofi'tdknow, Vinnie. |
can't see her flying all the way to New Jerseynef/gou paid her air fare.”

"For a date with the Mystery Woman, I'd fly to Howrs in a heartbeat,
maybe try and drum up a little more business wihitehere. My kid's with
me through the weekend, but the next two weekslaee. How 'bout giving
her a call, Kara?"

The sound of her name snapped Kara into lucidibe Bad no business
meddling with the Mystery Woman's privacy. "I'm gorVinnie. | won't
compromise my working relationship with haryou. Besides, her schedule
is just so hectic—"

"I'll print your catalogs at cost," he interruptédero markup. You'll save
three, maybe four grand.”

Kara blinked.



"C'mon, doll. What d'ya say?"



CHAPTER THREE

GREED WAVED a victory banner Kara couldn't ignore. "l say igjgotta eat
sometime, right? I'm sure she can squeeze in @&duofte during the next
month. Let me call her and get back to you soon."

"Great! Oh, man, a date with the Mystery Woman, treved. "Wait'll the
guys in the shop hear about this. They drooled schnover the last catalog
the ink took twice as long to dry."

Oh God.

"What's her name, by the way?"

Kara pressed cool knuckles against a heated ctiBekmodeling agency is
very strict about guarding its clients. If she &greo meet you, I'll let her tell
you herself."

"Well...l guess that's fair."

Thank goodness.

"A hot babe like that must worry about stalkers atuf."

Oh God.

"You call me as soon as you talk to her, okay, Rara

"I'll do that, Vinnie. Bye now."

"See ya, doll."

Carefully replacing the receiver, Kara assumed suaaexpression and
cleared her throat. ' 'That was Vinnie."



Lisa Williams leveled the lovely brown gaze thatdaamall boys fight to

crawl onto her lap and men scramble to pull outdieir. Ebony-haired,

porcelain-skinned and five foot three in her high&sino Magli heels, she
drew protective males with her petite femininitgtier than Jane could yodel
up Tarzan.

Kara, standing five foot nine inches sans heeld, &davays felt like an
Amazon in comparison— especially in grade schodienvshe'd also
towered above the boys. Small as her best friers] when it came to Lisa
and the opposite sex, Kara knew exactly who waeddimcloth.

She'd be lucky to stave off the impending lectltast hold your comments
until 1 can explain, Lisa."

"Tell me you didn't promise that man a date with kystery Woman and
I'll be quiet."

"Okay. | didn't promise that man a date wi—"

"Damn it, Kara, would you mind explaining why welyeen more secretive
than 007 all these months if you don't mind blowyogir cover? Are you
crazy?"

Sighing, Kara glanced at the unpaid vendor invostesked in order of
squeakiest wheel. "Not yet. But I'm getting there."

Lisa's indignant glare became a worried frown. "Ylook exhausted.
Something's happened you're not telling me. | seisyen before Vinnie's
call. Big trouble?"

Six feet four of it, crowding her dreams last nighith hurtful memories and
erotic images.

Kara resisted the urge to mention her bizarre muniith Travis. Lisa had
argued too long and fiercely nine years ago onbleisalf. Better to let
sleeping no-good insensitive dogs lie.



"Gram phoned a little earlier,” Kara said inste&hrol picked up from out
by the register. By the time she turned the cadf®o me, she had Gram in a
tizzy. | got a sound scolding on my failure to ujghthhe Taylor tradition of
providing excellent customer service and employegking conditions.”

"And in English that would mean...?"
"l had to let Jennifer go yesterday."

The part-time saleswoman had covered for Carolnduhier lunch hour,
doctor's appointments and a slew of increasingtgtoive emergencies.

"Oh, hon, I'm sorry. | know how much help Jennifeas. How'd she take
it?"

"Much better than Carol,” Kara admitted wryly.

"O-0-o0h, | hate to see that lazy woman taking ath@a of you." Lisa
fingered the hammered gold choker above her rusifletdress as if
throttling were on her mind. She cast a hostilencgaat the closed office
door. "l wish you could've fireer instead of Jennifer."

That made two of them.

But the middle-aged saleswoman had once been kestdd$ with her
mother, and Gram treasured and took comfort fraartéhuous connection.
Until that changed, Kara would put up with Carsbteir disposition.

"Believe me," Kara assured her loyal friend, 'tiite more sales staff the
minute | can divert profits fronMystery Womarorders into the store.
Which, by the way, is the reason | agreed to setiiup on a blind date.
He's going to print the next catalogs at costabine through for him. I'll
save as much as four thousand dollars!"

"Why won't you let me give you—"

"No. It's bad enough I'm letting you do the pho&gdry free of charge. |
won't accept your money."



"Fine. Then accept a loan."

"Another debt hanging over my head? Thanks, butthemks." Kara

pointedly checked her wrist- watch. "You're goingoe late to the country
club if you don't leave soon. Isn't your motherighg the fashion show
luncheon this year?"

Irritation pinched Lisa's lovely features. She shatl her purse from the
floor and rose. "You know she is. Just like you wrghe'll have a cow if |
walk in late."

She moved rigidly to the door, then paused dramalftichand on the knob.
"We're not finished, Kara. I'll stop by after timtheon and you can tell me
which proofs you want made into transparencies. Arah maybe we'll
discuss how the businesswoman Vinnie has talketbtens of times and
the Mystery Womamodel he takes to dinner, are going to keep homfr
learning they're the same person!"

Tossing her dark chin-length bob, she flung opendilor—and yelped.
Kara followed Lisa's gaze to the man standing withknuckles raised as if
to knock. Dark blond hair, impeccably tailored swire-rim glasses that
enhanced his Wall Street aura and polished goddldte stared down with
the dazed expression Kara had withessed on masdales since the third
grade.

No surprise, there.

The amazing thing was that Lisa stared up withqurakly bemused look.
"Can | help you, sir?" Kara asked, drawing histitdrgaze.

He lowered his hand, his blue eyes sharpening. '@dgd. | wasn't
completely sure you were the right Kara Taylor. Magpeak with you,

please?"

Probably a bill collector. "I'm very busy."



In a swift graceful movement, he placed both hamdkisa's shoulders and
reversed their positions. Oblivious to her outragedtters, he smiled at
Kara and stretched out a hand.

"Ross Hadley, producer, KLUV-TV. Weally need to talk."”

WATCHING PINE TREESflash by outside the Mercedes, Kara wondered if
throwing up in Ross's direction would make him hbadk to Houston.

Not likely. Since meeting him four days ago, ha'spthyed the annoying
persistence of a Gulf Coast mosquito. If buzzintyamaish promises in her
ears and sucking up her every objection hadn'dfareconscience, a little
vomit wouldn't make him squeamish. He was a mah aimission. And

he'd finally convinced her that the ultimate betsefif pleading his cause
were worth the risk of opening old wounds.

Of course, that had been yesterday. This morniegkekw better.

Nothingwas worth the nauseating tension growing strotigecloser they
got to Lake Kimberly. Not the means to expand Mys¥/oman, Inc.'s
geographical reach and order-processing systenighiBl@iddy thought of
paying her most delinquent bills. Not the assurdhaeGram could live out
her fife in the house she'd occupied for over fyf@ars...

Well, rats.

Kara was halfway into a deep calming breath whensttents of leather,
Polo cologne and leftover Egg McMuffin hit her stach. She concentrated
grimly on the jazz music drifting from the radiotiiiner queasiness eased.

Her problem, unfortunately, remained. No matter hawich Gram
cherished Taylor House, her stately home in Thegltsj given a choice
between declaring bankruptcy, or selling the vaeiabal estate to pay off
business debts, she would choose the latter. Fdioilgr was at stake.



Gram would live under the Pierce elevated bridgeredainting the Taylor
name.

Like it or not, Kara's duty was clear. She wouldlol@ through on the
original plan. Gaining an infusion of much-needeagital was worth losing
her pride... and even her breakfast. A distinctsjiigy, given the
challenge ahead.

Ross had invited Travis by phone to tape a pillt $aow with Kara. Her

ex-husband had turned the first offer down flatsdAthe second and third.
Since he hung up now at the mere sound of Rosge,whe TV producer

thought a personal endorsement from Kara might raadkéerence.

He seemed to think that because Travis had nererried, she'd retained a
position of influence in his life. Ha! As if she&ver been able to change
Travis's mind.

A memory swooped out of hidingto mock her denial. Travis, fending off
her inexperienced kisses, resisting her timid toesh succumbing at last
to her tearful pleas in a dark and musty boat shd&ulilding her passion
quickly, loving her slowly, claiming her heart ansbul forever—

"You okay?" Ross asked, wrenching her into thegmes

She blinked into focus. "Yes." A hideous suspiawade her add, "Why do
you ask?"

"You moaned."

Through the blood rush of humiliation muffling heearing, a saxophone
wailed. "Sorry. Guess I'm not a big fan of Kenny G.

"Ahh. You should've said something earlier.”

Sagging in relief, she watched him reach for thdioralial. The action

strained his V-necked navy sweater across impres$ioulders, tightened
his khaki slacks against muscular thighs. Tassklaférs completed his
interpretation of casual wear for their seventyentilp.



He settled on a classic rock station and leanel, l@GQ ad in the flesh.
Good-looking, polished and successful. Eminentitable.

For a moment, she tried to imagine herself with lira musty boat shed.

"So, do | pass muster?" he asked, eyes on the himathne confident and
slightly amused.

The truth disappointed her more than it would hivimu don't really want or
need my approval. You already know you're hands@md.you don't care
what | think of your character, or else you wouddbacked off the first time
| turned down your offer."

He cast her a wry look. ' '‘Ouch. You never pull aapches, do you?"

"Only around my grandmother,” she admitted. "Atstea try to. | slip up
every now and then. Last week at Wenessa Allen Shovgr example."”

"l thought your grandmother was the show's bigmst’

"She is."

"Wasn't she proud of how you acquitted yourselhational TV?"
Predictably, Gram had bragged about Kara in puntid lectured her on
decorum in private. "What entertains Gram on taiewi, and how she
expects her granddaughter to behave in life arédeapart. And true ladies
'never display their tempers or speak rudely testh’

"Wow. What century is she living in?"

His tone was a little too condescending for Kalileg. "Good manners
never go out of style. At least, not in t8euth.”

He winced. "Ouch again. How long will | have toditiere before you guys
stop acting as if I'm a carpetbagger?"



She pretended to consider. ' 'As soon as yousstgirig 'y'all' instead of 'you
guys' without having to stop and think about it."

"l guess that means 'Yo!' won't cut it either, Huh?
Relenting, she smiled and shook her head.
"Did your grandmother really give you a hard tinfieathe show?"

"It could've been much worse. Fortunately, herrsgdiravis again took
some of the heat off me."

"No love lost there, I'm sure."”

"You're wrong. Gramadored Travis, and vice versa. From the time we
separated until the divorce, she tried to talk mi® ireturning to Lake
Kimberly like a dutiful wife should. | swear sheradst moved there herself
so Travis would be well taken care of."

Ross chuckled, but Kara remembered those dark waysividly to be
amused. She'd...grieved was the only word to desdrer anguish while
waiting for him to make the first move that nevanme.

Eventually Gram and Lisa had ganged up, sayingftKaira wouldn't break
down and talk to Travis, they would contact him actlas mediators. She'd
lost it. Promised to leave Houston and never rafuhey so much as picked
up the phone. It was the first—and last—time ske®&l screamed at either
of them.

Shaken and pale, they'd agreed to respect hersvishe

"I've been divorced two years," Ross said quiétye weren't right for each
other, but | still feel as if | flunked some majest to pass Life."

The moment of pained silence was oddly compani@nabl



When Kara dragged herself out of the doldrums,fehliea tenuous bond
with the smooth producer. "You know, even if Traaggees to do the pilot,
I'll still have a battle on my hands with Gram. &d..."

"I'm listening."

But would he understand? "She's been moping arthentiouse too much
lately. I'm so busy, it's hard for me to pinpoihétproblem. Going to the
Vanessa Allen Showas the first time I've seen her that excitedearg. |
think if she could feel involved somehow in the elepment stages of this
pilot show, she wouldn't object so much to her ddaughter being a
co-host."

"Hmm. | usually don't like too many fingers in tbeeative pie, but I'll give
it some thought. I'd hate for you to have the addl stress of worrying
about your grandmother. You'll have enough on yound."

Oh, great. "Like how to keep from making a foohoyself?"
"Or me. I've got a lot riding on this show. Maybg oareer."

"Thanks, Ross. You don't know how much better thakes me feel." She
made a show of rubbing her temples. "Got any aspiri

"Not to worry. I'll coach you every step of the wawon't let you get egg on
your face, | promise.”

Something in his twinkling gaze fixed carefullyasght ahead made her flip
down the visor mirror. A fleck of egg white and ewf crumbs of Egg
McMuffin clung to her chin.

"I'm doomed," she muttered, reaching for her parstcosmetics. "Guess |
should mention the shaving nick under your nosa?hu

As she wiped her chin and applied fresh lipstickr peripheral vision
caught him tilting the rear- view mirror to checls lunblemished image.
Raising her visor, she met his irritated glance gohed.



He snorted and turned back to the road. Pushedsugldsses and draped a
wrist over the steering wheel. Shook his head &wlg smiled. "Your poor
grandmother has a shock in store when she disctwergal you."

Kara sobered. "Tell me about it. | pray she'll faegme."

"For what? Being yourself? No offense, but it's dirshe got with the
program. It's the new millennium. True ladies it mowed down by real
women who speak up for themselves. When you spidr avis in the

pilot, I want you to take off your gloves and usmiyfingernails if that's
what it takes to make your point. The audience Mk it. And the station
will fund at least eight shows for sure."

She had to laugh. "You really are incorrigible."
"So I've been told. Good thing I'm too cute to stead at.”

Amazingly, she believed him. Remembering Lisa'sutdéled reaction to
meeting Ross, Kara experienced a twinge of concern.

Watch out, girlfriend. This one is dangerous.

Not only cute, but also knowledgeable about stibgegraphy, if the
high-dollar camera in the back seat was any indisaf ogether with video
camcorder, tape recorder and remote microphonegghgment prepared
him for anything, he'd explained when Kara had cemted earlier.

He leaned forward now and squinted through the shiedd. "We're
looking for the Lake Kimberly exit, right?"

Her stomach took a nosedive. She followed his ¢@azkbe upcoming 1-45
sign. "Our exit is about twenty miles ahead," stemaged.

And to think she'd almost conquered her nausea.
Ross had gotten a friend to call the fishing cangb tnorning. Travis would

supposedly be on the premises all day, and praspegiiests could "stop
by and give the place a look-see" any time. Ifwhe lucky, the siren call of



the lake had lured him out onto the water. He'datdlly heeded the call
often enough during their marriage.

Glancing casually at Kara, Ross did a double t&key, none of that, now.
Don't wimp out on me."

She swallowed a hysterical laugh. "Now why woul&vimp out? Just

because my divorce was—devastating"—not exactly amicable, and
Travis already made it clear he thinks your plaorezy doesn't mean he
won't listen quietly to what | have to say and kiok me off the premises."

Ross reached over and patted her arm. "Don't wlirlge right there with
you."

Travis will chew you up and spit you out for cdtfisit. "l appreciate your
chivalry, but I'd like to have a few minutes alaméh him at first. | owe him
that much, since he's not expecting us."

"Good thinking. You can smooth the way."
Kara simply nodded. Let the man have his illusiarst longer.

Within a mile of leaving the interstate highwaygshkas hard pressed to
give Ross accurate directions. The area had groamatically in the past

nine years. Familiar landmarks had been camouflawedeplaced by

encroaching development.

That Texaco station was new. As well as that laoimdit, convenience store
and Fisherman's Cafe. Good heavens, Larry's Bajp 8las now a Dunkin'
Donuts! How could that be? The ramshackle shop been a local
institution.

Her outrage retreated beneath an onslaught of gaility Royce would be
around eighty years old now—if he was still aliVe.her shame, she didn't
know. When she'd left Lake Kimberly she'd seveietes, including her
link to Nancy, the gruff old fisherman's daughteine'd been a good friend
when Kara had needed one most.



Remorse joined the noose of emotion tighteningwisl around her throat.

Closer to the lake, the towering pines she remeeabso well littered the
winding blacktop road with rusty needles and crdstenes. The handful
of vacation homes she'd passed daily on her wapddrom Houston still
remained. What had once seemed like palaces weuallgcmodest
structures, she realized now.

Yet their aged condition and small size weren'tivéiecked Kara. No, it
was the neighboring houses that blew her away.

She gaped at the new fences, many constructeclodralte wrought iron
or imposing brick, that guarded private lakefrombwplaces shimmering
through the trees. Travis had always said Houstae't-to-do would
discover Lake Kimberly one day.

How he must loathe the modern castles that, rdkf@er blending naturally
into their setting, shouted visually for attention.

"Slow down," she croaked to Ross. "We should beingetclose to the
turnoff soon."

"You sure? This doesn't look like 'a godforsakemfier settlement’' to me."

Heat stung her cheeks. Her favorite descriptionthef area sounded
shrewish within sight of veritable mansions.

"Things have changed along the access road," shiatad. "Wait'll we get
to the fishing camp itself.”

Intense curiosity wove through her dread. What gearwould she find?
There were bound to be a lot after so many yeses) & Travis had kept his
vow to impact the lake's ecosystem as little asiptes

"There!" She nodded toward a small sign mountedralzo battered blue
mailbox.

Ross drove close and shifted into park, leavingetigine idling.



The words Bass Busters Fishing Camp topped a giredtarrow pointing

to a sagging aluminum gate. On the other side grawel ruts disappeared
into woods wilder and thicker than any they'd pdstevas hard to imagine
a person on foot getting through unscathed, mushadduxury automobile.

Turning off the radio, Ross looked from the gat&#&wa. "You're kidding."

"I tried to tell you. Lord knows how clients find-dvis." If, in fact, he had
any clients left for his fishing guide service, stebborn fool. ' 'He never
did listen to me about the importance of adventjsind first impressions.”

Frowning, she studied the faded sign, the droopiaxdped wire fence, the
closed gate and wilderness beyond.

"Well, he listened to somebody,” Ross said thoudiytf "His answering
machine gives a web site address for Bass Busignmg Camp. | checked
it out.”

Kara whipped her head around.

"He's booked through next July as a guide. Thesramniost a legend, Kara.
You could've at least told me."

She closed her mouth. "Legend?"

He removed his glasses and cleaned the lensesawitit of shirt, his
sea-blue eyes both vaguer and sharper than b&Bwg, when you divorce
someone, you really move on, don't you? Your esbhad has won every
major bass-fishing tournament in Texas. He caughtrécord largemouth
bass in the state two years ago. His list of phblismagazine articles is
damned impressive."

"Magazine articles?"
Ross slipped on his glasses and cocked his heall.ake to work on that

echo before the pilot, Kara. But yes, when it cotodgass fishing in Texas,
Travis Malloy is a top player."”



The emotion choking her now was dangerously clospride. She flung
open her door and slid out.

“I'll open the gate,” she said, slamming the doar los astonished
expression.

Kara trudged to the disreputable hunk of metalystidhe bolt aside, then

pushed the sagging gate forward. By the time ghle\ded a long enough

furrow to allow room for the Mercedes to pass tigloishe'd regained a safe
measure of irritation.

So Travis had done well for himself. Why shouldm& have earned a
reputation as a great fishing guide? The man had bésessed with the
slimy creatures, after all.

If he'd put half as much effort into understandimgr as he had into
deciphering bass feeding patterns, she wouldn& flad the fishing camp
crying so hard she could barely see to drive away.

The return drive now would be different, Kara preed herself, wrestling
the gate shut and ramming the bolt home. She wasrdefenseless
broken-hearted girl anymore, but a mature capalenan. She could
handle whatever lay ahead, and then some.

Holding tightly to that thought, she walked to ttee and slipped inside. She
continued holding tightly throughout the windingivdr through dense
forest. As the Mercedes broke into the five-acreachg Travis had
christened Bass Busters Fishing Camp, she clutcbedghteous courage
even tighter—a puny shield against the mercilessxgmg of her heart.

It hadn't changed at all!
There were the five one-room log cabins scattemedhe left of the

clapboard and fieldstone house. There was thep@rgapped by a rusting
tin boat shed, and the cement launch ramp lappeeiye shoreline waves.



And there—oh rats—there, glittering a shade detzar the cloudless sky,
extending as far as the eye could see across timohpwas a magnificent
faceted sapphire reflecting the October sunshine.

Lake Kimberly, her beautiful enemy.
Kara schooled her features into a mask of indiffeee hoping her

turtleneck would hide her frantic pulse. If it kil her, she wouldn't reveal
the power of either this place—or its owner—to thet again.



CHAPTER FOUR

TRAVIS UNLOCKED the boat-shed door, slipped inside and waitedhfsr
eyes to adjust from the bright sunshine. Builtddiang the end of a fifty-
foot pier, the structure sheltered eight boat sk@®ur on each side of the
"dock"—and a large workbench and tool cabinet agjdhme far wall.

The single large window might've provided adequigte minus the layer
of grunge coating the lakeside glass. One moreedh@mnever got around to
starting. Putting out fires claimed most of hisdéim

Turning his Evinrude cap backward, he headed feddtest sorry piece of
junk to go up in flames: a nine-horsepower outbagacdor on one of his

four aluminum skiffs. At the last slip on his leffie stepped down from the
dock into the boat.

The day before, a lawyer and his ten-year-old swhdtalled out in this skiff
at about noon. When Travis had returned at threm fiishing the lake's
northern points, he'd had an uneasy feeling tleatwio were in trouble. At
four, he'd set out in search of the pair and fotlvan at six—hungry and
panicked—far down the isolated southern shore.

That was one customer who wouldn't help the cangpatation any. The
fact he was a lawyeeally helped. Sheesh. All Travis needed was a screwy
lawsuit to make his life complete.

Shaking his head in disgust, he set the throttleneatral, pumped the
primer and yanked the starter cord. Water bubbietleiled. The engine
smoked, sputtered and spit.

And Travis spewed out a stream of curses.

Only last spring, he'd overhauled each skiffs artcautboard, plus his
tournament Skeeter's 150-horsepower Yamaha. Yedfivallmotors had
malfunctioned periodically throughout the busy suenmThis current
mechanical failure sounded like a compression prabl



Perfect. More lost rental income. More time speiatiaing tools instead of
a fishing rod.

He cut the engine, resentment spreading throughlikemthe oily foam
above the stilled propeller.

Bass Busters Fishing Camp was supposed to hawe lireeto do what he

loved most, not trap him into a life of indentuisstvitude. He hadn't spent
years studying bass behavior and how it related kake's structure and
cover only to piddle away the prime of his life lious grease- monkey
jobs.

Damn, but he was tired of jerking around with reglailired of exhaust
fumes, creosote and latent mildew filling his lungsed of this ramshackle
tin-roofed boat shed blocking wide Texas skies @l lake breezes.

Lately if he wasn't in here sweating, he was oetsid the campgrounds
sweating even more. Hell, he'd had to withdraw friv@ Sam Rayburn
tournament last month when Cabin Three's septik batked up. Talk
about stinky luck!

Snorting a laugh, Travis wiped his brow with themheof his
cropped-sleeved sweatshirt. All his grand plangH@ place had wound up
in the toilet. Oh, he'd developed a customer basthé camp, all right. But
not the substructure to service it. Traveling tart@aments and guiding
clients left little time to do more than crisis nagiement.

Kara had predicted as much nine years ago....

Travis lowered his sweatshirt.

Her again. The real reason for his foul mood and daisad. He'd slept
lousy since seeing Kara last week, and not atradleshelping take inventory
at Malloy Sporting Goods store the night before.

Enlisting Nancy for the chore as well, he'd let fiseing camp take care of

itself. Cameron had left his ad agency clients ustk to join them. Seth
had trusted his veterinary practice in Wagner t@assistant and driven in.



And Jake, who worked full-time with their dad iretktore, had tormented
them all with bad jokes and ceaseless clowning.uEual routine.

Taking inventory had become a sacred annual teedifihe one guaranteed
night of the year all the Malloy men were under ovf.

Bending to rummage in the toolbox at his feet, Tadmitted he'd been a
tad touchy to begin with. Then the inevitable haygoe Despite threats of
bodily harm, Jake had described Kara and Travig'sl@dbut to Cameron,

who'd squealed to Seth, who'd snitched to Dad,dubiabbed to Nancy.

His brothers, to a man, had been smitten with Kard opposed to the
divorce. They would've interfered at the separastage if Travis hadn't
said a line had been drawn, and it was up to hetefmover to his side. He'd
vowed, dead serious, never to forgive the Malloyovapproached Kara.
Even Jake had believed him.

But last night, the brothers had decided fate hadngTravis a second
chance to correct his bone- head mistake.

Only his father, who'd never remarried in the tweygars since Kathryn
Malloy's death, had advised Travis to keep hisadise from Kara and leave
the past buried. Divorce was almost like havingause die, after all.

Frowning, he shook off the thought, lifted a wrericdm his toolbox and
turned to the problem at hand.

Minutes later he cocked his head as car doors stamihe dentists booked
for Cabin Two? Whoever was here, Nancy would haveshow them
around. In one smooth movement, Travis hoistedl#tached motor from
the boat onto the dock.

Uh-oh.

Very gingerly, he clambered up himself, then knadkihe shooting pain in
his lower back. Defending his I-Am-Sibling-Kinglétin the store's home
gym section had taken its toll. A small price ty @r keeping his brothers
humble.



The sound of footsteps killed his smirk. Someone Wweading up the
wood-plank pier. Fast. He turned, his senses dm dligrt. The door twenty
feet away burst open.

Nancy Royce jogged inside, dressed in jeans andegfly Bird T-shirt, her
dark ponytail swaying. Despite looking more likec@lege coed than a
woman twelve years his senior, she commanded Hisrdapect and
attention. Hiring her after Larry died had been sh®artest business move
he'd ever made.

"You have visitors," she announced as she neasrdgdze sweeping his
thong sandals, cutoff jeans and cropped sweatsitidally.

She stopped close enough for him to read anxioogeexent in her gray
eyes. "l can try and stall them while you go shoamd change—and scrape
that stubble off your face. Put on the cologneveggou for Christmas."

His skin prickled in warning. A second pair of feww walked the pier.

"Oh, Lord, she didn't wait," Nancy blurted, confing his premonition.
"Brace yourself, Travis. Kara wants to talk to you.

His pulse leaped first, his gaze second, landinthersilhouette framed in
the doorway.

Staring at the maturation of youthful promise watkioward him, Travis
found himself searching for something—anything—ithdn't please him.

No luck in her form-fitting black pants and turtek. His gaze lifted
desperately. She'd twisted up and clipped her Wwakh a tortoiseshell
gizmo, the style flattering her high cheekbonegjeaset eyes and long
aristocratic nose.

He liked her hair better down.

She'd applied dramatic cherry-red lipstick to hissime mouth, the color
emphasizing her pale smooth complexion and smabstrn chin.



He liked her lips better naked.

She'd lost the air of demure innocence he'd fastieed and then protected
at a rowdy fraternity party. This older Kara apmekworldly and confident.
In charge of herself and her surroundings.

Able to handle a tipsy football player or any othean who dared try to
intimidate her or stand in her way.

He liked her better helpless and grateful.

A sudden image of Kara surrounded by macho jeeqspsld his conscience.
Okay, not helpless. But the new assertiveness hetited last week
wasn't...ladylike. Yeah, that's what had been mgdiim. The old Kara
never would've "dissed her man" in private, muckslen national
television.

Earth to Malloy,an inner voice jeere.ou're not her man anymore.
Nancy smiled a welcome as Kara stopped.

Her spicy floral perfume wafted onward—a fragraricat had lingered
longest in the deep folds of her abandoned robkl $teffed the silk like it
was glue until he'd finally had to burn the thindoreak his sick addiction.

Kara reached out and squeezed Nancy's forearmybriém glad to see
your head's still intact. Thanks for braving thanlin his den."

Nancy chuckled. "No problem."

Travis felt oafish, dirty and snarling mean. "I vianit be too sure of that.”
Kara met his gaze, her expression cooling rapidly.

Once upon a time those uptilted eyes, the impepletrgreen of a quiet

pond, had been the proverbial window to her soalvNravis was forced to
guess her thoughts. Another change he didn't like.



"Hello, Travis. Could | speak to you a minute?"

He'd waited twelve friggin' months after she'd kefh to hear that question.
And then it had been to announce she wanted aativém kinda busy
right now. Why don't you check back with me in, sayother eight years or
so?"

"Tra-vis," Nancy admonished.

"Hey, I'm not the one out of line here, Nancy. She shoulchled first and
made an appointment. Even this 'godforsaken frors@tlement' has a
phone." From the heightened color in Kara's cheéks,dart had hit
bull's-eye.

Funny, how little satisfaction he felt.

Unable to meet either woman's gaze, he leaned dynasped the outboard
motor and swung it up to his chest. Sharp painbstdkhis lower back.
Hissing in a breath, he turned and headed grimiyhf® workbench.

"Want me to bring you more Ben-Gay?" Nancy askedtbne deceptively
sweet.

He stiffened and paused, then continued forwarbowmit answering.
Kara picked up the dropped ball. ' 'Why does helrigen-Gay?"

"He and his brothers helped John with inventory heght."

"Ahhh." Obviously she remembered the annual cortipeti"Who won?"

Travis jerked the motor upright between clamps laegan tightening the
vise.

"That depends entirely on who you ask. Each broshgs he did. But my
money's on Jake."



The motor's casing cracked ominously. Travis loedethe clamps a
fraction.

"You're probably right,” Kara murmured. "I couldtielp noticing how
much he's filled out since | last saw him. He'bigsas Travis now. And of
course, has six years younger."

"True."
Travis whirled around and stalked forward, readgdéend his title.

Feminine laughter, the indulgent kind that madeaa fieel eight years old,
penetrated his outrage. Heat burned slowly up éi&.n

Nancy pat-patted his arm. "l was only teasing, s\@eBut now that the ice
is broken, I'll just leave you two alone." She heghdior the door, calling
over her shoulder, "Mr. Hadley and | will be in thi#ice if you need us."

Hadley? The name clicked as she ducked outsidgisTuaned to Kara and
folded his arms.

Her gaze skittered across his chest. "The place'thadsanged a bit since |
left," she murmured.

His ego flinched. He watched her turn in a slowylaizcle, scanning the
shed's interior as if absorbing every detail.

She was remembering his promise to build a largat $hed in "about three
years, four years tops."” She was remembering higasipromise to build
new guest cabins to replace the ones outside. &keamembering his big
talk of building a 150-foot fishing pier next toetlvoat ramp.

Her lashes suddenly fluttered, her cheeks flushed|ips parted, her hand
lifted to her throat. Following her transfixed stao his fifteen-year-old
Skeeter bass rig, he stopped breathing.

She was remembering the first time they'd made.love



His body stirred. He catapulted back to the nidjietc appeared in his boat
shed, chaste but eager, sweetly passionate, aliilitgrhis noble plan to
court her slowly, as a true lady deserved. God haip, he'd taken her
virginity atop a cushioned bait well, then contiddeer education during the
following weeks. They'd been crazy in love—or stwhieought. One month
after meeting her, he'd made her his wife.

One year after that, he'd followed his nose to arreld rack of lamb,
shriveled green beans, crusty baked potatoes asitkx chocolate cake.
He'd eyed the tablecloth, wilted flowers, and steiubs of tall tapered
candles. He'd known she was gone, and he'd alimasth up.

Travis yanked his thoughts into the present. "go¢ work to do, Kara.
What's on your mind?"

Her startled glance and deepening blush confirrhedhadn't been admiring
the boat's sleek lineBamn,why couldn't she have stayed in his past?

He lowered his brows. "If you drove out here withdiey to talk about
some cockamamie TV talk show, you wasted your timé&eady told him |
wouldn't do it."

"I'm—" She stopped and cleared her throat. "I'mraved that. But you've
got to admit that the money he's offering is qgeeerous."

"I don't need his money," Travis lied.

"Frankly, Travis, | do. Or rather, Taylor Fine Falations does. The store is
in trouble.”

Store? As in singular? He hid his shock behind a vendesarycasm.
"Frankly, my dear, | don't give a damn."”

Her eyes frosted. "You never did."
"That's bull and you know it! But if you're sayihgaredmoreabout Bass

Busters Fishing Camp...damn right | did. This pleaes my livelihood, our
future children's security."



The children they'd both wanted and specified. @&wir-eyed boy with dark
hair for her. A green- eyed girl with fair hair form. So cliched it was
laughable. Only he didn't feel like laughing.

For a hideous horrifying instant, his nose stung.

Her expression thawed. "And Taylor Fine Foundatieas my legacy,"” she
said quietly. "Something of value | could pass@wour children.”

Welcoming the insult to his pride, he braced hisdsaon his hips. "l could
sell this property tomorrow for a half-million dafs, easy. That's right," he
addressed the surprise in her eyes with vindicaaisfaction. "You
should've trusted me that lakefront real estataevalould go through the
roof one day."

"I never doubted you, Travis."

Ignoring that whopper, he slid his hands into luekets and rocked back on
his heels. "Yep, the fish you threw back could'vade you rich. If only
you'd known."

Not that he would ever sell a square inch of hisl larhile he drew breath.

But she didn't know that.

A delicate brow arched. "You'd never sell this lahd have to wait until
your flaming funeral pyre floated off into the sehbefore | saw a penny.”

As kids, he and his brothers had made a secretl blow to give each other
proper Viking funerals when they croaked. "How'diy®"

She leveled a "get real” look.
"Jake," he muttered darkly.

"Besides—" she folded her arms beneath her bréasitglidn't marryor
divorce you for money. Half this property was légahine. Don't think my



lawyer didn't advise me to take it, either. Or thatouldn't have won if
you'd fought me on it."

"I wouldn't have fought.” Travis couldn't have be®eore surprised had a
Jack-in-the-box popped out of his mouth.

"You wouldn't?" Her arms relaxed slightly. Confusimrrowed her smooth
brow.

"No. | always wondered why you didn't ask for ydair share."

"Becauseany share wouldn't have been fair." She offered a Ismaful
smile. ' 'l was pretty useless as far as helpingwas concerned."

Perversely angry, Travis frowned down at his thoagd bare feet, long
narrow things she'd once called submarines. "Whyyau telling me this
now?"

"l told you then. Over and over. But you netardme. | needed to feel
productive. Gram was over her head managing theaag and | could be
a true help. | could maybe save a business thabbad in my family for
over seventy years. You didn't understand how itapothat was to me."

An upsurge of resentment lifted his head. "Sunel .l il was more important
than putting up with bad plumbing and loud-moutfiskdermen at 6:00 a.m.
It was more important than scheduling guide tripscleaning cabins or
mucking out rental skiffs. It was more importananhbeing home when |
walked in tired from a long day...and hungrydr you,the sexual growl in
his voice said.

Somehow he'd moved close enough to see heat appiss her pond-green
eyes. Her dizzying floral scent tugged his noseelow

"Gram needed me more than you needed sex," shdisértttly.

Travis jerked back as if slapped.



Her Ice Queen persona was fully in place. "I neddddel like a wife, not a
concubine."

Swearing ripely he turned, walked to an empty gak perched on the edge
of the pier and hooked two fingers in the handlear® needed. Kara
needed. His emotions churned as he carried thengustetal toward his

workbench.

Well, he'dneeded to feel close to his wife. And toward the ef their first
year of marriage, sex was the one form of commtioicdeft to him that
produced a brief sense of intimacy. Though herrvese modesty was
always an initial barrier, his patience was welwaeded after she caught
fire.

If he hadn't initiated lovemaking, he and Kara niigé well have lived on
Mars and Venus, respectively. They sure as helh'hdten able to talk
without getting tangled up in hurt feelings.

Maybe there was something to Hadley's concept fueva TV show, after
all.

Travis set the gas tank next to his toolbox andedraround, his backside
propped against the workbench. ' 'Look, even iahted to make a fool of
myself on TV, | couldn't take the time. I've gogttamp to run.”

Her eyes widened. She lowered her arms and walkedafd excitedly.
"Tuesday and Wednesday are your slowest days.Rasaslready agreed to
rehearse and tape then."

"I don't know..."

"If the pilot takes off, we'd only have to commt $even or eight shows.
Surely we can get along for that amount of time?"

After the emotions she'd dredged up, Travis wasiypdamn sure they'd
have a problem. "I've got guide trips scheduledifonths. A lot of them are
with new clients."



"You'd make triple what you'd earn taking clientg on the lake, so if you
did have to cancel, it wouldn't matter.”

That was one of the biggest sources of their mMalisharmony. She'dever
thought canceling out on clients mattered.

"If I cancel on first-time clients, another guiddlwet their business—and
nine times out of ten, their repeat business, too."

"Maybe. But in the long run, you'll recoup any lesshrough the capital
improvements you'll be able to make." She sweptelguent nose-
wrinkled look over his sorry fleet of boats.

So shehad remembered his grand promises. And obviously jddgen
lacking for not keeping them.

"Forget it, Kara. I'm not interested."
"But...I don't understand."

"Go back to Houston and find another chump to prtrthe male point of
view. And in case you don't understahdt, let me translate for you."

He straightened from the workbench and set botld$at his waist. "I
wouldn't co-host a show with you if my life depedden it. Is that clear
enough?"

"Perfectly." Every trace of color had blanched frbar cheeks.

He ignored his sharp twinge of conscience. "Good."

She lifted her chin. "But what 6ram'sfife depended on it?"



CHAPTER FIVE

WHEN TRAVIS PALED beneath his tan, Kara hastened to add, "Not liyera
of course. But you remember Gram and her sensaydbipride. It will Kill
her spirit to see the last store close. She'llktisine failed to preserve our
family heritage."”

A dull flush of anger replaced Travis's pallor.

"Still using emotional blackmail to get your way, &ara? Why don't you
just tell the truth?yYou'rethe one who'd be crushed if the last store closes.
'‘Cause that would mean you couldn't cut it as & wifa businesswoman."

Kara flinched, then turned and headed for freshttzt didn't reek of
bitterness.

"Kara, wait!"

She kept walking, her one focused thought to géheacar and away from
this man whose power to wound her was as stroegexs A foot away from
the door, he grabbed her shoulder from behind pod ker around.

"Damn it, Kara, I'm sorry! | didn't mean that. Buhat am | supposed to
think when you manipulate me with some sob storypusbyour
grandmother?"

"l don't know, Travis. Maybe that I'm telling theith?"

Facing the light, his thickly lashed eyes werertoteeshell mixture of dark-
and amber-brown. Beautiful, except for their gleafrsuspicion.

Kara's heart twisted. "It's not the store closimat i'm most worried about.
Unless cash flow improves, I'll have to sell Tayltwuse and everything
inside it. And thawill devastate Gram."



Travis had been given the grand tour. He'd seemGuaudly show off

each room and recite the family history behind gaiele of furniture and
knickknack, from valuable antiques to the lumpygbat Kara had made in
fourth-grade art class. He knew Pamela Taylor'drdmm was exactly as
she'd left it twenty-six years ago, and that Graomfl comfort touching her
daughter's possessions.

His shocked expression reflected that knowledgee "things really that
bad?"

Humble pie had never tasted so foul. "Yes, Trakey're that bad."

If she hadn't been watching him so closely, shehtivig missed the tiny
flicker of triumph in his eyes.

"I never should have come here," she admittedjrigrto plunge through
the door into the sunlight and continue down the.pi

His sandals slapped close at her heels. "So whyali@"

"Because I'm stupid. Because | never learn. Becaieeight you wouldn't

penalize Gram for being related to me—o-nbyer mind."Eyes straight

ahead, she sped up. "It's pointless to talk to Youw. still don'tlisten."

"And you still run away when things get sticky."

Kara stopped cold.

Two hundred and ten pounds of muscle and bonegaapg, slamming into

her back. She stumbled forward and hit the pief lasinching onto a Slip

'n' Slide.

Stunned, she inhaled the biting scent of sun- wdrameosote, registered
the heat and uneven surface of plank boards, tadseedoppery tang of

blood an instant before pain made her hiss in athre

"Kara! Oh, damn, are you all right?" Travis soundatsfyingly worried.



His powerful hands lifted and turned her until gles half-sitting, her head
lolling back against the rock pillow of his roundeideps.

She squinted up at his fearsome scowl, notingewveitly that his beard was
heavier than that of the twenty-four-year-old shedrried. His features
were harder and bolder, too, the result, intensggculine. Much sexier
than handsome.

"Aw, jeez, Kara, your mouth is bleeding. You musthitten it when your
chin hit." He pressed a thumb pad gently on herelolip, feathered an
index finger over her stinging chin, brushed thelkaf his knuckles down
her cheek.

Those magic hands. Strong enough to open the sighéeuum-sealed jar,
yet capable of touching her as gently as moth wiRgsa moment only, she
promised herself, she would enjoy the luxury oflifegsafe and fussed
over.

"Let me see your palms," he ordered.

Like an obedient child, she raised them for hipatsion.

His muttered oath was at odds with the tender gonaoeéhis eyes. "Can you
walk, honey?"

Honey.

Kara melted, then stiffened. She wasn't his hoh®y. was she helpless,
though he'd always liked to think her so.

She sat up so fast her head clipped his chin. lpegend jerked back, his
whiskers pulling fine strands of blond hair withhi

"Sorry," she mumbled. Scrambling to her feet, dsesased the damage.
Her right palm had snagged several jagged splimite leaving flesh

behind. Her left was better, but the pinky knuckigs scraped and would
probably scab over, darn it. Lisa would have tesdme creative framing in



the final catalog shots. Probing her tender chuh lgn Kara was thankful
the Mystery Woman's face was never photographedttijr

"C'mon, Kara, let's go up to the house and geteth@nds disinfected,”
Travis said in a tone brooking no argument.

He grabbed her elbow, but she dug in her heelsit"\Before | see Ross, |
need to know if you'll agree to do a pilot or nbiere's no sense stringing
him along if you have no intention of saying yes."

Every trace of tenderness vanished from Travige.f&unny. You didn't
have a moral problem stringingealong for a year before saying no to a
reconciliation.”

Kara gaped, then yanked her arm away. "You nexskedme for a
reconciliation.”

"I sure as hell never asked for a divorce."

Quivering with outrage, she glared at his sullepregsion. "You never
talked about our marriage problems, period. Youavteo hardheaded to go
to counseling. That was for couples who shoulda'tdgether in the first

place, remember? So don't pull that whiny woundedtyn act on me,

Travis Malloy."

He puffed up. "I almot whiny."

His petulant tone rang out over the water withtkiay clarity. Chagrin crept
into his eyes.

The absurdity of the situation struck Kara.
There they stood, arguing like children on a playgd about an endeavor
whose success depended on their facilitating concation between the

sexes. It was too ironic, too ridiculous for wor8e sputtered.

"You think this is funny?"



Laughing outright, Kara nodded. How had she eveught she could work
with Travis on such a show? Talk about the bliratlieg the blind!

"Wanna share the joke?"

"Look at us," she chortled. "You're right to sayta@o-hosting a show with
me. I'd bash your brains in with my microphone @t up on death row."

An expression she'd never seen before replacaditasion.
"l doubt it," he said.

"Well, don't. We women of the new millennium aremmaggressive than
ever."

"Yeah, but we martyrs are too hardheaded to gebrains bashed in."
Kara hooted. ' 'Good point. Bet | could make younghthough."

That strange gleam in his eyes intensified. His tmazurved up in a
grudging smile. "l don't like the odds on that édw, what do you say we
get those cuts of yours taken care of?"

He took her elbow and steered her firmly into akwdEsther wouldn't
approve of you calling me names, Kara Ann." "Yoarted it,” she
grumbled.

"Did not."

"Did so."

"Did not."

"Did so."

"Did so,"



"Did n—" She narrowed her eyes at his devilish gf¥ou know, Travis
Dean, for nine years I've actually maintained asoeable degree of
maturity and dignity. Some people even think ofasean adult.”

"I'm sure they do, honey. But have you had any'fun?

She opened and closed her mouth, surprised tazegaky'd stopped at the
end of the pier.

Had she had any fun?

Kara thought back to the agonizing year of thepasation, the equally
painful months after their divorce. She thoughtnuésing his brothers’
teasing and bickering, his father's quiet authpthyg dynamics of a large
boisterous family so different from her own. Sheupht of the years
flowing one into another as work became her redsogetting up in the
morning, her excuse for having no social life.

The men she'd dated were never as arrogant, ng\&raying...never as
much fun as Travis.

"No," she admitted in a small voice. "l don't suppd have."
The concern was back in his eyes.

Her urge to move closer and lean on his strengthseautterly compelling
she turned and stepped off the pier instead. Hayslegs buckled, but he
was there instantly to offer support. They stadpdhe slope to the main
house.

Three times during the climb she slipped on theksfjrass. With every
stumble, she grew more aware of subtle changd®iman beside her.

He was taller than she remembered. Craning her waskdisconcerting
after years of facing most men eye-to-eye. He sdebigger to her in
general, though not an ounce of fat contributethéoimpression. The bare
arm she'd grabbed was like warm granite, the sthrbaoeath his cropped



sweatshirt flat and rippled, his chest wide andpdé¢e'd gained muscle
mass in the nine years since she'd touched him last

Kara suddenly wondered who touched him now. "lte@tsi bit with Nancy
earlier. | was sorry to hear that Larry died, but snust be a huge help to
you."

"Nancy?" Travis seemed to have difficulty pulling hhoughts together.
"Yeah, Nancy's great. | don't know what I'd do with her managing the
office. Last year when | had the flu, she even temke of my clients out on
the lake. Hell, Stan Palmer caught a seven-pouaddrthinks she's the
greatest thing since sliced bread."Apparently 8tasn't the only one. "She
seems happy working for you. Does she commute €omroe?"

"No. You remember George Weller, don't you?"
Kara struggled to place the name.

"You know, he used to come inspect the day's catglho pump my clients
for point locations?"

Knowledge of prime bass hangouts, "points” formgdrdcks and mud
coupled with grass or trees, were a fishing guichest valuable asset.

"O-oh, that George. How could | forget?" Travis had gripedydabout his
elderly neighbor. "What about him?"

"His rheumatism got so bad he had to stop fishwd.he can't bear to sell
the cottage, so Nancy rents it now. Works out gsgate she can just walk
over to my place.”

Kara mustered a weak smile. "How convenient." Theye nearing the
house. Not much time left. "I didn't see a weddimg on her finger. I'm

surprised she never got married." At his sharpagashe added, "Or did
she?"

His expression grew shuttered. "No."



Hmm. "What happened with Joey Harrison?" When skhefid he and
Nancy were a hot item.

"That's not my business to tell."

Kara's cheeks stung. She'd deserved that. Herdlespened when the front
door opened and Nancy's head popped out.

''Oh, Travis, good. | was just on my way to talkyou."
He released Kara's elbow and tensed. "Anything g?bn

"Dr. Moore phoned a minute ago. He wants to resgleetmorrow's trip
for another day, unless you're going to charge diocancellation fee—in
which case he'll drive on out late tonight."

"You gotta be kiddin'" Travis blew out a peeveeédth. "Like he cut me a
break on my porcelain crown last month."

Nancy shrugged sympathetically. "I told him youall dack within the
hour." Her dove-gray gaze moved to Kara and wideh@®d, my gosh!
Come in, come in."

The older woman opened the door wider, stood dsidiet them pass and
caught her breath. "Kara, your beautiful hands. WMlappened?"

But Kara was swamped in nostalgia and couldn'toedp

They'd entered a spacious living area bounded enright by a large
fieldstone fireplace, and on the left by two bednodoors, one of them
open. She glimpsed the corner of a battered offesk before turning to
scan her favorite room in the house.

The same faded blue sofa faced the hearth, itsanskagging even more
than when she'd seen them last. The same foldee atyhan draped one
arm.



She walked thoughtfully to the sofa and fingereel ledraggled blanket.
Soft wonder thickened her throat.

Gram's hand-knitted birthday gift to Travis had iolxgly meant more to
him than she'd realized. Lifting a corner of thghain, Kara saw that the
dime-sized threadbare spot it used to cover wasthewize of a quarter.
''My God, Kara, did he actually hit you?"

She dropped the blanket. Her gaze snapped to fioe doorway, where
Ross stood staring at her mouth. She looked atig;ratn0 seemed to have
grown a couple of inches.

Rats.

"Did | what?" Travis asked.

Nancy moved close, laid a restraining hand ondrisarm and shot Ross a
distressed look.

Mr. Producer slipped smoothly back into place. gfeg me. That was
inexcusably rude. The thing is, I've been sittiegehgetting more and more
worried about Kara, and when | saw her lip..."

He walked toward Travis with a conciliatory expiiess' 'l knew you were
pretty burned about the idea of co-hosting a tatkns and she'd told me you
wouldn't want to talk to her. | jumped to an unigedple conclusion, but |
hope you'll accept

my apology." He stopped an arm's length away artdnebed his hand.
"Ross Hadley, KLUV- TV."

Travis slowly folded his arms across his chest.
Ross's affable smile fell along with his hand. '&io meet you."

Travis grunted. "If you thought there was evenraote chance | could hit
Kara, why the hell did you let her talk to me al@he



To Ross's credit, his blue gaze never wavered. T¥oight. Ishouldhave
gone with her. Again, | apologize.”

"Excuse me," Kara said, waggling her fingers. bélieve 1 insisted on
talking to Travis alone. No apology is necessary."

Neither man so much as flicked a glance her way.

Travis lowered his brows at the producer. "Youstfmistake was dragging
Kara here to do your dirty work."

Ross drew himself up. "I didn't drag her. She caviiingly. Kara's got a
vested interest in this meeting."

"Yo0-hoo?" Kara waved her hand broadly, to no avalil

' "'Your secondnistake was not taking what | said over the phssreusly.
Just what part of 'no way in hell' don't you unteemd?"

"You hung up before | could lay out the whole prsgloWe owed it to you
to drive out here—"

"Guys!" Kara bellowed, capturing three startled gazes.\v&hited until the
men were one hundred percent with her. "If you tlwa't stop talking as if
I'm invisible, | can't be responsible for the cansences.”

Nancy laughed and nodded approvingly.

Encouraged, Kara focused on the main culprit. "Niybdragged me here,
Travis. Ross and | felt an obligation to give ydutlae details before you
made a final decision. But you know what I've ded®You have an
obligation to listen tous. The stakes are too high—for too many other
people— for you not to extend us that courtesy."

She trailed a finger lightly and deliberately otlee afghan.

Travis's mouth tightened as her reminder of Gramdrme.



"So here's the deal," Kara continued. "We're alhgdo sit down and have a
civilized discussion. Ross, you'll stick to thettaand leave out the sales
pitch. Travis, you'll keep an open mind. Nancyl dppreciate it if you'd be

the mediator."

"Really?" Nancy broke into a delighted smile. '#idjoy that. But first, your
hands and mouth have got to be stinging. Why des'jo into the kitchen
and fix you up before we start?"

Kara remembered why she'd liked the older womamsch all those years
ago. "That would b&vonderful."

"Not so fast,” Travis warned in an ominous tonepping Kara in her
tracks. ' 'We all have our orders. But you haveaitt whatyou'regoing to
do during this ‘civilized' discussion."

She flashed an evil grin. "I'm going to hold thecraphone. There's one in
the back seat of the Mercedes. Ask Ross if you thefieve me."

That strange gleam, a kind of bemused fascinateappeared in Travis's
eyes. He cocked a brow at Ross. "She telling tit@?f

Clearly baffled, Ross nodded. "But don't worry, reeiot going to tape the
meeting. Kara's being a little overzealous. Ik ta her before we start.”

Travis snorted. "Better stop acting like she'ssible, pal. | can't stand to
see a grown man whine."



CHAPTER SIX

NINETY MINUTES LATER, Nancy sat at the kitchen table in silent adnorati
as Kara added the capper to her closing argument.

"Okay, forget the money you'd earn to make impromei® to the camp.

Forget your heightened name recognition that cauity help attract

sponsors for national fishing tournaments. Forlgetfact that you'd keep a
sweet old lady from getting kicked out of the hoshe loves. Travis, do you
have any idea how valuable your local celebrityustaould be to Malloy

Sporting Goods?"

"I'm not following you."

"When you helped with inventory last night, did youCameron or Seth
notice a decrease in the amount of stock the sararying?"

Watching the stubborn Malloy pride keep Travis midancy spoke up. "l
did. John doesn't talk about it much, but the neshr@®@an's Super Store that
opened last year has really cut into his busindgadring her employer's
betrayed expression, she shared a worried look Katla. "Frankly, | was
shocked at the skimpy selection.

I'm no marketing expert, and | know he's tryingtih costs, but it seems to
me that's the worst response right now. People edwalk in won't find
what they need and will head straight for Oshmati'sNancy flashed a
rebellious glance at Travis "—no mattewgood the service is."

Kara looked sympathetic. "Unfortunately, you're ably right. When a
retailer is losing business— and money—sometimendpg more on
advertising and inventory is the best way to retaarket share. It's a scary
strategy to implement, though."

Ross picked up the ball. "And you'd want to get st bang from your
advertising dollar. See, Travis, if the show tas#syou could endorse your
father's store in an advertising campaign and naadiéerence. You'd be a



natural. | mean, you practically grew up in therstaight? Working there
after school and on weekends, shooting the breeitle eustomers,
developing your own version of an in-store Iron Mamtest for all the
Malloys."

Travis slanted a dark look at Kara.

Ross shook his head. "Don't blame her. She woutklhthe anything. Your
brother's the one who filled me in. Didn't he menti spoke with him a
couple of days ago?"

Travis flipped off his Evinrude cap and finger- doed his hair. "Which
brother?"A reminiscent smile tugged at Ross's motithe best-looking
one, according to him."

Nancy looked from Travis's disgusted expressioKam's amusement.

' 'Jake,"they all said in unison.

Ross laughed. "Right. When | called the store logkor you, he answered
the phone. Hell of a nice guy, by the way. He said've dreamed about
hosting a fishing guide show for years. That thighhbe a backdoor in. He
hopes your sense of obligation to this place wpndvent you from
grabbing a golden career opportunity.”

"He said all that, did he?"

"Yeah. Made me wish | had a brother. | love my sisters, don't get me
wrong, but they're not—" Breaking off, Ross tweakkd crease of his
khaki slacks self-consciously. "You just be surd hang on to Jake."

"Oh, I plan to." Resettling his cap, Travis grinil\gged down the bill.
Nancy pictured Jake in a headlock and bit herdipgep from laughing.
"Anyway, as | was saying, Kara's right about Mal®porting Goods," Ross

continued. "If the show's a success, an advertismprsement from you
will pack the aisles."



"You said the show's viewing audience would be fgagbmen. The store's
customers are mostly men."

"Right. But women talk to their men about everylditdetail of their day.
They'll find a way to mention the rugged TV hunkttmade their hearts go
pitter-patter. And—" Ross spoke over Travis's disbeng huff "—once
the ads hit, their husbands and boyfriends willc&heut the store, hoping
some of that testosterone will rub off on them. Dforget also that women
do the majority of Christmas shopping in the fami§our dad's cash
registers will be ringingingle Bellsthis season.”

The thought sent a warm little thrill through Nandgphn worked so hard.
And new lines of worry had appeared on his handstane in recent
months. She could see that Travis was mulling a@kier possibilities of
helping his father.

"Didn't 1 hear Cameron advise John to pump up ptaonofor the
Thanksgiving Sale this year?" she asked casually.

Travis's sour look promised retribution.

Time to retreat and take cover. She scraped baathlag. "Somebody must
be as hungry as | am. It's way past the lunch WMo wants a ham and
Swiss cheese sandwich?"

Kara frowned and looked at her watch.

Both men perked up.

"Sounds great," Travis said appreciatively. "Mudtand tomato only for
me. Oh, and some of that potato salad you madeilgtst."

Intercepting Kara's startled glance, Nancy hastéoexkplain. "Sometimes
I'll bring groceries from home and start dinnerehdt's no trouble to make
extra for Travis, and he does love potato salad."”

"Your potato salad," he qualified.



She smiled fondly. "You love anything not dumped @ia can or nuked in
the microwave. I've never known anyone more useteaskitchen..." She
trailed off, noticing Kara's stiff posture and piclkeeks.

Oh, dear. As a bride, Kara had been all thumbkerkitchen.

Flustered, Nancy turned to Ross. "What would yke éin your sandwich?"

He offered a charming smile. ' 'Mayonnaise, lettand tomato...if you're
sure it's no trouble?"

"Not at all—"

"Of courseit's trouble," Kara cut in. "We wouldn't think imhposing. We've
got to head back to Houston soon, anyway. RighssRb

His stomach picked that moment to growl loudly.
Everyone laughed. Well, almost everyone.

"Lighten up, Kara," Travis groused. "Not every wamainks making a
simple sandwich is a big deal. Tell Nancy you wamistard, lettuce and
tomato but no cheese, say thank you, and let Ras$oe cripe's sake."

Kara's neutral expression didn't fool Nancy.

If only John hadn't cautioned Travis against rewjva dead relationship!
One encouraging word would have smoothed Karak. (@¢cause she
wasn't over Travis, not by a long shot. Nancy rewsd the signs
intimately.

Rising, she stared hard at the man who'd been &swdpersonified since
her father died. ' 'l swear, Travis, | don't eveoagnize you today. Keep a
civil tongue in your head, or canned chili and &ozinners isall you'll be
eating from now on."

His gaze faltered and dropped.



Satisfied, she looked at Kara. "Please do stalpfarh. It's really no bother,
and it'll save you from having to stop on the drineme. Besides—" she
leaned forward and adopted a conspiratorial terbétween you, me and
Ross, we ought to be able to polish off all Travtato salad.”

A glint of wry amusement banished the careful bieds in Kara's eyes.
"All right, you win. But at least let me help yolShe started to rise.

Nancy waved her back down. "Don't be silly. We jbanhdaged those
hands. Tell me what you want on your sandwich."

Shaking her head with a smile, Kara capitulatedustdrd, lettuce and
tomato...but no cheese, thank you."

Travis had gotten it on the nose. Interesting.

"Coming right up," Nancy said, including the othamrsher smile. "Y'all
behave and finish the meeting without me."As ifytheeeded her, she
thought, moving from the breakfast nook into thealdyy but spotless
kitchen. She was much more at ease putting togktheh than a business
deal.

Oh, she could schedule fishing trips, handle cpordence and do light
bookkeeping well enough. But she hadn't read thering stacks ofime
magazines filling one corner of Travis's office,tbe books on business,
marketing strategy and a host of other subjectkipgdis bookcase. She
didn't have Kara's MBA degree.

The discussion had lost Nancy with the introductioh macro

segmentation. They'd moved on from there to a$osk in stimulating
studio audiences, and were now discussing confisaisiding like a bunch
of lawyers.

Shaking her head in wonder, Nancy opened the anoeéngerator and
pulled out the makings for "simple" sandwiches.

Travis's rudeness minutes before had shocked her.



So what if Kara wasn't a whiz in the kitchen? Slas wmart and interesting
and cat-burglar stunning dressed all in black,réepefoil for her platinum
hair and mysterious green eyes. From his mesmeezpession when he
looked at Kara, he wasn't over her any more thanves him. Come to
think of it, his rudeness was probably an act ttdefense.

Broken hearts took years to mend. No one wantedperience that kind of
pain a second time.

Then again, one didn't always have a choice.

Nancy absently sliced tomatoes, washed lettuce spnéad mustard or
mayonnaise as ordered, her thoughts drifting baokyears, to when she
was thirty-six and weary of dead-end jobs in Dalfise'd moved back in
with her father to help run Larry's Bait Shop abthé same time Travis
settled into the Malloy family lake house with hisw bride....

Nancy liked the demure young woman who was obviowslt of her

element but deeply in love with her husband. Kdtanodropped by the
shop to visit during the long hours Travis spent tbe lake. Nancy
reciprocated when business was slow. They migh&eeme better friends
if Kara hadn't begun driving into Houston daily.

And, of course, if Joey Harrison hadn't strutte ibarry's Bait Shop one
morning soon after.

Lake Kimberly Marina's newest resident fishing guidias thirty-five,

divorced and Viking gorgeous. He'd heard Larry'd hagood supply of
waterdogs and had come to check it out. He hadwtvk the ' 'prettiest
woman in Texas" helped run the shop, or he woelldbme in much much
sooner.

Nancy was enthralled. After an hour of shamelagsfl, Joey left with the
live bait he wanted and a heart he didn't. Not tleemonths later, when he
told her so in no uncertain terms. Shortly theeratte got caught cheating
during a fishing tournament, was subsequently firech Lake Kimberly
Marina's staff, and moved from the area.



She heard that Kara and Travis separated, butogasimersed in her own
misery to be much of a friend to the younger wontéder. father's health
declined. Her workload increased. She simply hag¢mergy to spare for
more than a passing sadness at the news of Kararsel

Four years later, Nancy found her father sprawlethe ground next to the
mailbox. She frantically started CPR, but the massbronary had already
taken Larry to that lunker-stocked fishing holehe sky. He died clutching
a warning of forfeiture from the tax assessor cities office. After five
years of evading taxes, his number was finally up.

And Nancy was out of a home.

Her father's funeral was packed. Generations bkfisen to whom he'd
given advice and current lake conditions filled geavs. John Malloy and
his sons Travis, Seth, Cameron and Jake were atheny

When Travis came forward and offered her a job agsBBusters Fishing
Camp, plus use of one of the cabins until she fauaditable place to live,
she cried and thanked him profusely. He said itlheh his father's idea.

John Malloy had "seen how hard she worked at the s¥eop, how

knowledgeable she was about fishing and the laedf.it The job wasn't
charity, Travis insisted, it was good businessafbconcerned.

In returning a portion of her self-respect that,d&ghn had stolen a bit of
her heart. After four years and counting, he nosspssed it in full.

Too bad his still belonged to a woman who'd beexdder twenty years.
"Nancy?"

She clapped a hand over her chest and looked eveshloulder. "Travis! |
didn't see you there."

"Are you okay?"

She forced a bright smile. "You caught me daydregthi



"Must've been some dream. You've been staringoaetfor a good while,
now." He gestured to the countertop. "Want me ke taem to the table?"

Turning, she saw four loaded plates lined up onbitige Formica. She'd
piled the potato salad high, sliced the sandwiameseven garnished with
pickles. Scary.

"Thank you, that would be a big help. Grab somekimespand forks while
you're at it, and I'll pour iced tea for everyone."

She'd just completed filling the last glass whee $leard sneakers on
crushed shell near the kitchen door. Her heardiffoyfully. The door
exploded open, slamming against the light blue wih cringing force.

A sturdy tow-headed boy of eight barreled insidepged his backpack and
skidded to a comical stop. He looked from the skateangers to Travis,
then quickly to Nancy, who gave him a reassuringesm

The light of her life was home from school.

"Hey, buddy,” Travis said, recapturing the boy'temtion. "How many
times are you gonna make me patch that wall?"

"Sorry." Ducking his head, Jeremy peeked up thrcughashes. "Today's
Tuesday."

"I haven't forgotten." Travis looked at Nancy, kipression suddenly as
sheepish as the boy's. "He wants to test out lmsraé and reel on the lake
before dark. | said I'd take him out on my boat+$f okay with you."

Splaying a hand on one hip, she captured evasare gyes. "What about
homework, young man?"

"l did it at school already. Honest."

She looked at Travis. "What about Cabin One's fepkaucet?”



"I'll fix it first thing in the morning.” He grinn@ and crossed his chest with
an index finger. "l promise.

She heaved an affectionate sigh. Travis was moaebaj brother to Jeremy
than a responsible father figure. That role wemidsadown to John Malloy.

"You kids will cook up anything to get out of doingores." Meeting Kara's
stunned gaze, Nancy arched a brow and pointed. S blond one with
the missing front tooth is Jeremy Royce. My son."

THE NEXT MORNING Kara unlocked the door of Taylor Fine Foundations,
pushed through and turned immediately to bolt Herseside. The
precaution was a necessary evil. At 7:00 a.m., driee other merchants
sharing the strip center in east Houston wouldrarfior at least an hour. The
security guard they'd jointly hired wouldn't stdtity until nine. No sense
inviting trouble.

She had enough of that already, thank you.

Sighing, she flipped on the lights and wove pasttbracks and shelves of
serviceable undergarments, the mainstay of Taylee Foundations since
1919. She could recite the store's history as agelnost people could the
story of ' 'Little Red Riding Hood," having heattkttale early in her life

from her grandparents, then filling in gaps lat&hviner own research.

Fresh from World War |, Thomas Taylor had openeadstore in the heart of
downtown Houston and liberated the city's womemfmhalebone forever.
His first customers lived during a time when thealdfeminine figure was
modeled upon a boyish shape.

Since few women were actually shaped like boys]oFdyine Foundations
was there to help them achieve slim androgynodmwédttes. Then, and
also fifty years later.

Women weren't shaped like Twiggy, either.



Yep, Kara had to hand it to her ancestor. He'd lweenshrewd cookie,
capitalizing on the truism he'd borrowed from fashdesigner Christian
Dior. She entered the back office and flipped fgatlswitch next to the
framed autographed photo of the designer.

"Without foundations, there can be no fashion,"&guoted aloud, then
headed straight for the cof- feemaker on top cératet file cabinet. Within
minutes, she leaned against the wall waiting fat finst blissful cup.

In preparation for taking over the family businesse'd become something
of a lingerie history buff. New technology, man-reatkxtiles, and her

gender's slavery to fashion and the entertainnmehistry had all impacted

undergarments dramatically.

You could trace the progression of women's ematiompaby studying
underwear. The correlation had fascinated her liege. It still did.

Now when she flipped through Gram's treasured faptibto album, Kara
envisioned the foundations under the fashions. thedives each woman
led.

Great-grandmother Letty, so daring in her straighort” flapper dress. No
doubt wearing a corselette utilizing new two-wanesth elastic panels,
rebelling against a return to prewar dependencentayimizing her
womanly curves and emulating the freedom of men.

Posing fifteen years later on the portico of Taymuse, great-aunt Emma,
elegant in a belted slim- skirted day dress. Theel8é corselette
underneath, developed for Hollywood actresses &vegnt rustling in

talkies, gave her the confidence of Greta GarboNadene Dietrich.

One of Kara's favorite photos featured Gram infifties, decked out for a

night of dancing at the Shamrock Club. Her strapbiess, tightly belted

with a full skirt worn over crinoline petticoatsgplended on a "torsolette" to
cinch her waist and plump her breasts. By thenafipdication of DuPont's

nylon patent manipulated women's bodies into oyegky shapes.



When Kara had first teased Gram about lookingNilegilyn Monroe, she'd
said, "It was the fashion. Besides, a lady is aslp does."

Sighing, Kara straightened from the wall and pounedself a mug of
steaming coffee. In her grandmother's eyes, magléhna lingerie catalog
was a Grand Canyon leap from fashionable to inessiogy tacky.

Desperate measureshe reminded herself grimly.

Carrying her mug to Thomas's original Stowe Dawiskd she sat in his son
Douglas's leather executive chair and eyed thebshatffice sadly.

At the height of Houston's oil-boom days in theesdgies, her grandfather
had overseen a chain of twenty-five stores. Thaskating oil bust of the
next decade had whittled the number to five byyder he died.

Gram had assumed control of the stores, insiskiagKara finish graduate
school, and later, be a helpmate to her new huslignthe time Kara woke
up and realized her grandmother was struggling—failithlg—to run the
business efficiently, two more stores had shut down

Kara had begun driving daily into Houston, the begig of the end to her
marriage. Although Travis loved Gram, he resentadakarriving home at
eight o'clock—despite the fact he was often goneshif, the hypocrite. The
separation and divorce had at least saved hewteaing drive.

With no hands-on experience, a wounded heart amdpital to remodel or
modernize image through aggressive advertisingd shenetheless held
onto the remaining three stores. Consolidatingyghierg last year into this
final location had been voluntary. A seasoned Iretarrior's strongest
defense against the inevitable.

Custer's last stand.

Frowning, Kara leaned forward and switched on lwenmuter, an ancient
model that took forever to boot up, then grabbedbfee on the way back.
She was tired of negative thoughts. For the finsetin many months, there
was a faint light at the end of the tunnel.



Travis had agreed to co-host the pilot!

If KLUV-TV's program director liked the results, estand Travis were
guaranteed a hefty advance sum to tape eight rhoress

If—no, whenr—the pilot went well, she would pay her most delieqt due
bills and the staggering postal costs of a cityematalog mailing. She
would pump the profits into new cash registerspeaand dressing rooms
for the store. She would keep the business alivarfother year. For Gram.
Suddenly Travis's voice resounded in Kara's headhting and painful:
"You're the one who'd be crushed if the last sttwses. 'Cause that would
mean you couldn't cut it as a wife or a businessarorh

The shrill ring of the phone pierced her thoughts.

Kara jerked, sending coffee sloshing over her hand onto the desk.
"Rats!"

She searched for something to use as a blotteetept a coffee waterfall
onto her lap. Good thing the liquid had missedKkasboard.

The phone rang again.

"I'm coming," she muttered, snatching up a pahigh-waist cotton panties
from a sample box near her feet. Ugly thing, bubhdexfully absorbent.

Still dabbing, she answered on the third ring. 'ldajine Foundations."

"Oh, good, you're there. So tell me everythingsd_.demanded.



CHAPTER SEVEN
"GOOD MORNING to you, too," Kara said dryly.

"I've got an early tennis game. No time for poléss." Lisa slurped
something loudly.

"Obviously not. | thought you kicked the Diet Cdkabit."

A beat of guilty silence. "Mother's been on my cagain about Chad. It was
either fall off the wagon, or drive it right dowmhthroat."

Mrs. Williams lobbied periodically for Lisa to magrthe next probable
partner of her father's prestigious law firm. Ag@etable and handy escort
for the many social functions she attended. Andprting to Lisa, too in
love with himself to spare any for her.

Kara made a sound of sympathy. "How many propodae¢s this make,
now?"

"Three. | swear Mother's got him convinced he woréke partner until |
say 'yes." Anyway, enough about that." Anotherpsliifve beendyingto
know what happened yesterday. Did you convincei$ravdo the show?"

"Yes." Kara extended the receiver a safe distarara her ear, grinning at
the audible whoop. When it faded, she snuggedhbagback into place. "l
had to do some fancy tap dancing, though. He'sxanttly motivated to help
me. But he always did love Gram."

"Who wouldn't? But don't fool yourself, hon. | waed Major McKinney's

video tape. With the sparks flying across that uiim, Vanessa Allen
could've been chopped liver for all anybody cateslobvious there's a lot
of strong feeling left between you and Travis."

"Yeah. It's called hate."



"Tell that to someone who didn't watch you cry &l sick those first
months of your separation.”

The coffee in Kara's stomach roiled.

"Besides, you know what they say about the fine between love and
hate."

"Don't go there, Lisa. | really can't deal witmdw, okay?"
"Well... sure, Kara. Hey, I'm sorry."
Thank goodness.

"It's just that since bumping into Travis again yeuseemed more...| don't
know, animated. | can't help wishing that the tvgau would—"

"Ross asked about you on the drive back to Houston.
After a telling pause, Lisa said with studied césess, "Oh?"
"Yes, he did." Kara let the silence stretch.

"You're going to make me beg for it, aren't you?"

"I should.”

"l saidl was sorry."

True. "You promise to keep your wishful thinkingytourself?"
"Girl Scout's honor."

"You never made it past Brownies." Lisa had decittedgreen Girl Scout
uniform made her look sallow and had dropped out.

"All-right-all-right, | promise.Satisfied?"



Now that her friend was thoroughly distracted, K@lanted. "Ross asked if
you were involved with anyone. So | told him abGhiad."

"Kara!"

She'd forgotten how much fun teasing could be.rfGddwn. | told him you

were available. But I'd watch my step if | were ybumean, it's not that |

don't like him, but | get the impression he enjpaying the field. He's

pretty much married to his job."

Kara spent the next ten minutes listening to deroahny serious interest in
Ross. Lisa was smitten all right. And with a manowdctually might not

jump through her hoops.

Slurp. "Oh—before | forget. Have you told Vinnietybat he can forget
meeting the Mystery Woman?"

Rats. "I called him, yes." During the heavy silensige pictured dark eyes
narrowing. "Hey, don't you have a tennis game wa#i

"Unbelievable, Taylor. When is he flying in?"
Ah, well. "We didn't confirm the calendar date,\ottle 'date’ date. I'll try to
hold him off as long as | can, since things willgretty crazy before the first

taping." Understatement of the year.

"You're out of your mind, you know. It'll take a macle for him not to
discover the truth...."

Kara twirled the phone cord glumly.
"...or a more devious mind than yours. How canlp®é

A flood of emotion made speaking difficult. "'t you know. And Lisa...?"
She brought the cord to her chest and pressed hard.



"You're welcome," Lisa said gently. "Don't get mlwa@dn me." She cleared
her throat. "Gotta run now and justify choosingnisrover piano lessons.
Keep me posted. Buh-bye."

"Bye," Kara managed, smiling mistily as she hung up

Leaning back in her chair, she pressed her fingetogether and thanked
God for sending her Lisa. Through thick and thor,better and for worse,
she'd been a constant and faithful friend.

She'd helped Kara get through an ugly ducklingestagting into her late
teens. A heady but frightening flurry of male atien in college. A
whirlwind courtship with Travis, and subsequent naae, separation and
divorce. A battle to keep Taylor Fine Foundatiolngea And more boxes of
tissues and bags of Oreos than she cared to ammit t

Resigning herself to life without Travis had beend) but Kara honestly
didn't know if she could survive without her basgrid.

Maybe if her mother had lived...no, even if Pamialor were alive, she
wouldn't offer the support Kara got from Lisa.

Kara had learned the full grim truth about her reotbnly after taking over
the family business, when Carol had begun dropghngy veiled hints.
Pressed for details, she'd feigned reluctancettayp&ram's trust. But she'd
spilled the beans soon enough.

Apparently Pamela had spent half her life in and @ujail and drug
rehabilitation programs, using Taylor House astafap in between. One
day, she'd dropped four-year-old Kara off to vidituglas and Esther, and
had never bothered to return. Six months later,dsdeed of a drug
overdose.

Gram still maintained the pretense that Pameldlead a wonderful person
and daughter, her death the result of a car accvdeite driving to Dallas.

But now Kara understood so much. Why her grandpsutead preached the
importance of holding her head up, being a ladyenshowing the world



weakness, doing the Taylor name proud. Why shegeskthem watching
her like a time bomb as she grew. Why pleasing tteemd later others, had
defined her worth.

Why failure was intolerable.

Disgusted, Kara rose and headed for the coffee madbr a refill. Enough
negative thoughts. She wouldn't fail. But she'ddveétike care of her private
business fast. Carol was due to work in about tywenihutes, and the
woman had eyes in the back of her head.

Kara returned to her desk, scooted her chair ctogbe computer keyboard
and accessed her e-mail. Opening the daily reporh fher fulfillment
house was the highlight of each morning. Ah, gdodiers from the last
Mystery Womamnailing were still trickling in. Twelve had beeaceived
the day before.

The corselette with lace and satin ribbon trim w&agefinite winner. Life
was funny. Her great-grandfather had establishedutcess by introducing
the same garment.

Kara's version used a mixture of nylon and Lycrdeathan "loomed
elastic,” and it enhanced rather than compressednaan's natural shape,
but the trend back to more complex—and thereforestemypus to the
opposite sex—Ilingerie was one she wouldn't ignore.

Making a mental note to photograph it in red foe t€hristmas and
Valentine's Day mania ahead, she cleared out ler obail, typed in an
address on the Internet and hit go.

Lord, wouldn't Travis be shocked at her catalogwes? Although...he had
appeared to look at her differently the day befé®if he'd seen her in a
new light.

Her. The real Kara Taylor.



Not a genteel Southern flower whose main joy ia Wifas to make a home
for her man. Or a spoiled hothouse flower, the taeid used when she'd
rebelled against the role he expected her to love.

That he hadn't quite known what to make of the mealwas fine and dandy.
He'd thrown a few curves her way, too.

Sipping her coffee, she stared at her monitor veiged. The home page for
Bass Busters Fishing Camp was slick, professiamdvary state of the art.
This from a man who'd balked at adding bathroomthéocabins, arguing
that community showers and toilets were fine forcases fishermen. And

that he "wasn't running a resort."

Maybe not, but he sure emphasized private bathraamson his list of
amenities.

She scanned his list of published articles, incigdiFive Deadly Strategies
To Attack Lunker Bass," "Retrieves That Make Jeitsbh&ome Alive,"
"Top Ten Underfished Big Bass Lakes." Scintillatisiyiff. Ten minutes
later, Kara relaxed back in her chair, dazed amptessed in spite of herself.
Well.

The camp might not have changed much in nine ydans Travis had
indeed become a recognized master in the sporass bishing. What's
more, his writing skill matched the verbal prowtss had always won him
arguments in their marriage. In addition to arsdieField and Stream, In-
Fishermanand Advanced Fishing Strategielse wrote a monthly on-line
newsletter. She never would've guessed he wasrsatie.

But then, apparently she'd been oblivious to afdhings about the people
around her when she'd left Lake Kimberly. Like N@a@regnancy.

Nancy had a son! Kara still couldn't get over tees. It filled her with guilt
for neglecting to keep in touch with her friend veal as more than a trace
of biological-time-clock envy.

Jeremy Royce was the image of Joey Harrison. Bubtly had looked at
Travis with the love most children would feel ftvetr father. Or so Kara



imagined. Regardless of any other faults she mamvibute to her
ex-husband, she'd never doubted he would makeifictdad...

| figure when the time is right, we can convert ah¢he cabins into our
office and make the second bedroom a nursery. Rittieablond-haired
green-eyed angel in the crib.

Kara's heart constricted. Torturing herself witreivmight have been was so
pointless and self- indulgent. How much worse itstriie for Nancy, who
lived with the knowledge that Jeremy's father wdntething to do with
either of them!

Nancy had pulled Kara aside before she'd left axplaged Joey's
abandonment with quiet dignity. Jeremy had beahdaoftened version of
the truth only this year, and had never asked turestabout his father
again. An all-too-common situation in modern | infuriating.

So very sad.

Shutting down her computer, Kara nursed her cafekheartfelt empathy.
The biggest victim in all this, of course, was thaocent child. Jeremy
would wonder, even after growing up, why his fathadn't loved him
enough to be a part of his life.

Perhaps when he reached adulthood, he would ti@ek down and ask.
That's what she would've done, given the same ehanc

Kara swallowed the last of her coffee audibly.
Though Gram had fabricated a false image for haghizr, she'd stopped
short of inventing a son-in-law. Pamela had noy over wed, she'd also

never revealed who'd fathered her child.

Unfortunately, Kara's question would always remamanswered.



TRAVIS STEEREDhIS Jeep next to the curb in front of Taylor Houysarked
behind two cars and as-sessed the situation. KaltegsToyota sat in the
driveway. The silver Mercedes belonged to Rossvi$rdidn't know who
owned the little red Miata convertible. Apparendpmeone else was
joining them.

Good.
'‘Cause he sure wasn't gonna be much help.

Three days ago at the camp, Ross had suggested alhdyave a

brainstorming session to nail down a name for Hans They "should meet
someplace comfortable and private,” so that méenTV station was out.
Travis had said his kitchen table worked fine fanh-and been pretty
much ignored for his trouble.

Then, giving Kara a funny look, Ross had wonderéoudh if her
grandmother might like to sit in on the sessiorsat, Taylor House. The
way Kara had lit up like silver jerkbait in murkyater, you'd have thought
the producer was brilliant.

Too lazy to drive was more like it.

Travis had left in plenty of time to be here at twiolock, but a wreck had
slowed traffic to a crawl. Now he was thirty minsitate for a meeting that
was plain silly.

Why couldn't the man just pick a name? Any nameoNe was going to
watch the stupid show anyway.

Opening the Jeep door, Travis swung his legs tcstieet, pulled up one
limp tube sock, retied the laces to his Nike citoamers and yanked down
the hem of his jeans.

Okay, he could do this. He hadn't seen or talkdgistber since things went
sour with Kara, and the thought of that sweet wdmaansure made his
palms sweat. But procrastinating wouldn't help.



He was as presentable as he was going to get.

Standing, he was suddenly glad he'd changed dasheninute from his
worn blue plaid flannel shirt into this hunter-gnesorduroy job. It was in
decent shape, except for a tiny hole in the celiay in back, where his hair
covered the evidence. Two years ago, Nancy $&d Jeremy was too
young to cast safely, and she'd been right. NatThevis had told her so.

Hell, she would've ripped into him worse than angaast hook.

Slamming the Jeep door, he pocketed his keys amedsin dismay at the
two-story home he'd loved to visit. Built by famactthitect John Staub,
Taylor House had once been the crown jewel ofdldsheighborhood. Not
any more.

The flower beds along the left fence line were @wbwith weeds, the rose
bushes spindly and sparsely blooming. The spraviMegoak on the right

looked as if several large limbs had broken offnélevork of the hurricane

in late August, probably. Damn shame. That tree tfoathe close to a

hundred years old.

The four fluted columns supporting the roofed frpatch were dingy gray
now rather than dazzling white. A peeling blacktsdnflanking one of the
upstairs windows sagged drunkenly. The roof hatldogood third of its
shingles. Four window screens were missing.

Travis felt a little sick.

He walked slowly toward the portico, noting thetinug black wrought-iron
chairs that needed sanding, priming and repainting, "white" planked
wood floor that needed the same. His conversatitin Mara in the boat
shed replayed in his mind.

It's not the store closing that I'm most worriedoab Unless cashflow
improves, I'll have to sell Taylor House and eveiryg inside it.

Are things really that bad?



Yes, Travis, they're that bad.

At the time, he'd remembered how she'd given ufnein marriage after one
measly year and hightailed it back to save Tayioe FFoundations instead.
Faced now with the tangible proof of her reducedriicial circumstances,
he was more ashamed than ever of his initial sgfurtumph.

She'd actually tripped in her haste to get awamfhis mean-spiritedness!

Releasing a disgusted breath now, Travis reachedfrimt door and

stopped. He'd been a real jerk, all right. Maybedi@dn't change history,
or his residual feelings of hurt, but he could d®lavel best to get through
the next few weeks without sending Kara running.

He lifted the tarnished brass knocker and rappécktw
Silence. Seconds later, light footsteps soundetthi@marble foyer.

"Travis, dear, is that you?" a voice warbled frdra bther side of the door,
the tone warm and welcoming.

Travis's frown melted, along with his heart. He&kb fourteen when his
mother died. The edges of his memories were blulretshe'd called him
"dear," too. She'd been gracious and kind. An irogkle lady, like Esther
Taylor.

"It's me, beautiful,” Travis confirmed. "Now opep and give me a hug."”
The dead bolt unlatched and the door swung inward.

Travis swooped forward and lifted Esther in a timglhug, smiling against
her Brillo pad hair. She trilled girlishly, but im@ted how thin and frail she
felt, as if a hard squeeze would crush her bontepphg, he set her gently

on her feet.

"My goodness!" Flushed, her pale blue eyes spaykéhe shut the door and
turned back to face him, patting her undisturbacigray curls. "I must



look a fright."In neat black slacks and a pink tusweater, her carefully
applied lipstick a perfect match, she appearedhfaland coquettish.

He grinned. "You look younger and even more gorgeban you did nine
years ago. What's your secret, Esther?"

"Compliments from handsome young devils." She pdshearm playfully.
"Just look at you! | do believe you've gotten bigde that possible?"

He made a rueful face and patted his stomach. "Toraut back on the
potato salad.”

"Nonsense. There's not an ounce of fat on you."

Again, he glimpsed the beautiful Southern flirt whast've kept a host of
beaus dangling before Douglas Taylor severed th@neite strings.

Travis leaned down, kissed her papery cheek anchomed in her ear, "I've
missed you, Esther."

"And I've missed you, dear. It's been far too 16ng.

Pulling away, she grasped his hands and squeeheyg.ekchanged a sappy
little smile.

A masculine throat cleared loudly, interrupting thement. Travis looked
toward the source.

The tall elderly man watching beside Kara from likiemg room entryway

stood ramrod straight, his alert dark eyes a sigilgontrast to his short
silver hair. Suddenly glad he'd been gentle witth&s Travis turned his
attention to Kara.

She was giving hinThat Look.
Soft and wondering, as if he'd done something sheéis a graduate

student, Kara had looked at him like that afted lbeSpensed with the creep
pawing her at Seth's fraternity house party.



Travis had fallen hard for That Look.

From then on, he'd worked to inspire it often, ahdd even
succeeded—until about six months after their wegldinvhen
disappointment had begun dimming the glow in hesey

She appeared to collect herself and assumed aessi@n matching her
no-nonsense gray jacket and skirt. "Ross has beenfar thirty minutes.
We really should get started."

He blinked. "Sure. Sorry I'm late. There was a {foar accident on 1-45.
Only one lane was moving."

"How horrible!" Esther exclaimed, hooking her artmraugh his and
walking with him toward her granddaughter. "Theehstate scares me to
death. | used to worry so when Kara commuted fraakelLKimberly to
Houston every day."

So had he.

"It must be even more dangerous now, with residérdevelopment
spreading north, and more cars than ever usingekevay." Esther pulled
him to a stop. "I do hope you'll be careful on ¢thhve home, Travis."

"Gram, please! The man just got here. Let him sinl before you start
picturing him in an ambulance.” Frowning, she mistdyes. "It's a good
thing you showed up. She was ready to call the itedspat two-fifteen.
Major McKinney convinced her to wait until threeytimot even he could've
stopped her after that."

"O-oh, don't you listen to her, Travis. | wouldhave called until akeast
three-fifteen."”

Although everyone laughed, including Kara, her ulyiiey annoyance
puzzled Travis. So, Esther worried? Her daughterieen killed in a car
accident, for cripe's sake.



"Travis, dear, I'd like you to meet a good frieneé wvited to help us
brainstorm. | must admit | was a little nervous @tbmoming up with ideas,
and thought reinforcements would be wise."

Kara spoke up. "None of us have done this befoherd's no need to be
nervous. We're all in the same boat."

Esther's shrewd gaze locked with her granddaughtérdoes appear that
way, doesn't it? Although I wish you would recorsidnd tell that nice Mr.
Hadley he'll need to find another hostess for tiens"

"We've been through all this, Gram. Remember yoanmers. Shouldn't
you finish the introduction?"

Esther started, then grew pink. "Goodness, forgne Travis. This is
Major Wayne McKinney. He retired from the army amdved next door
after you and Kara...well, about six years ago. Méayneet Travis Malloy."

Travis exchanged a firm solid handshake that rexkthle older man's vigor
and directness. "A pleasure, Major McKinney."

"Likewise. Esther's told me a lot about you." Heek brown eyes seemed
to know that Travis was wondering what the hellglsaid.

The Major didn't elaborate.
"O-oh, don't mind him." Esther glanced reprovingtyher neighbor. "I told
him you were a fine young man, and that | was syoy and Kara

couldn't...that you two got..."

"Divorced, Gram. You can say it out loud. It's not a bad weui know."
Kara turned and huffed off into the living room.

Major McKinney shrugged sympathetically at Estlieen followed.
From Esther's strained expression, Travis assuhigavas a familiar sore

subject. He'd never considered Kara might've gatemuch grief from her
grandmother about the divorce as he had from tiefand brothers.



Esther glanced at him hesitantly. "I hope | didfféend you."
Travis laughed. "If you knew my brothers betten) yeouldn't need to ask.”

"I can hardly believe that. Such fine polite boyseyw were. And so
handsome!" Esther's expression grew wistful. "Thneyst be all grown up
now."

The "boys" had been eighteen, twenty and twentyswken she had met
them, but Travis empathized more than he'd liké &gther. Hell, the older
he got, the younger everybody else seemed.

She recovered her gracious smile. "And how's year dather?"
Lonely.

The thought came out of nowhere, imbued with thensgth of truth. He
nudged it aside to examine later. "Working too hémat otherwise doing
fine. You know, maybe we'd better get in there—"nloelded toward the
living room "—before the natives get too restl€lsall we?"

He brought his opposite hand over to cover thel&dimgers placed on his
arm, and escorted Esther through the double doors.

Instantly his stomach tensed.

He'd always felt big and awkward in this room ohdg geegaws, lace

doilies and furniture that creaked when you saériahing was old. Not the

comfortable kind of old, where you didn't worry aib&nocking over lamps

or spilling drinks, but the antique kind, where faify glass shades and
oriental rugs were irreplaceable heirlooms.

Above the fireplace hung a framed black-and- whphetograph of Esther
and Douglas in formal wedding attire. They lookedf,shappy, and as
perfect together as figurines topping a three-tiavedding cake.

Ross and Major McKinney stood in front of two olgesen wing-back
chairs that rounded out a seating area in frontheffireplace. Kara sat



rigidly on a camelback wine-red sofa. Opposite l@esmall dark-haired
woman watched Ross from a matching love seat.

"Actually, divorce isn't a bad word," the produges saying. He held up a
finger. "Now alimony—that'soffensive. Just ask my CPA."

Chuckles broke out, and the strain eased. Theef®titnette turned and met
his gaze.

Recognition hit.

He'd only been around her a few times, but she Wwemnkind of female a
man forgot. Dressed in a clingy short sweater diiesscolor of her ivory
skin, her luminous dark eyes the same shade abkdnershe was still a
knockout.

But if she was also still fiercely protective ofrtrest friend, his ex-wife, he
could be in for a bumpy ride.

"Hello, Lisa," he said warily. "Good to see you imga



CHAPTER EIGHT

"GOOD TO SEE Yoy too, Travis." Lisa studied him with frank curitysithen
added a warm smile for Esther. "Come sit by menGrehere's plenty of
room."

"Thank you, Lisa. That would be lovely."

Travis led Esther forward and helped her lowefflgtdnto the love seat.
While leaning over, he glanced above blue-grayscand caught Lisa
staring. At his buitt.

Instead of blushing, she offered a so-sue-me sandgflashed irresistible
dimples. Apparently she had no hard feelings.

He straightened from his task and grinned. "l $&y roped you into this
brainstorming thing, too."

"No. Il invited myself when Kara mentioned it. I'rark to represent women
under thirty, which | can still do for three morenths. Unlikesomeof us,
who are thirty going on old-fogy."

A feminine snort sounded from the sofa. "Bettet than twenty-nine going
on teenybopper.”

"Kara," Esther chided gently. "We have guests, rabex? Travis, do make
yourself comfortable, dear.”

Comfortable?

Ensconced firmly in their man-size chairs, Ross tedMajor avoided his
eyes. Travis moved reluctantly to the sofa and sat.

Sure enough his rump barely fit, his knees pokeadauake Kimberly, and
his submarine Nikes went aground on the orienigl Tuying to remember
if he'd wiped his feet on the welcome mat, he gasvare of the unnatural
quiet.



The men smirked at each other, Esther watched hitin a&ffectionate
amusement and Lisa appeared fascinated with HisGee only knew what
expression Kara wore. Travis wasn't about to tmachfand out.

His neck burning, he blurted, "So, Lisa? That muostyour new Miata
parked in front. How does it handle?"

Her startled gaze rose and warmed. "Like a dreawe! really enjoyed
driving it."

"Yeah, and if you're really nice to her," Kara adidenaybe she'll give you a
ride to the mall later.”

Supremely indifferent, Lisa examined her crimsomioare. "Sticks and
stones."

Travis smothered a grin. "Looks like a fun car te.'n

Lisa's apathy vanished. She recrossed her legssamdhim a dazzling
smile. "'Thankyou, it is."

Ross loosened his necktie with an irritable motidretty impractical. It's
too hot in Houston to drive a convertible."

Following the direction of his gaze, Travis felkiadred sympathy. Kara's
skirt wasn't as short as her friend's, but her iegse just as shapely. And
longer. Much much longer. Plus, he knew her habitearing lingerie that
dried a man's mouth as fast as he could drool.

Damn.Travis hooked a finger over his collar and pulled.

"You sound as bad as Kara," Lisa told Ross. "Thathex's been perfect this
week. | keep trying to get her to drive around tomith me, but she won't
even get inside."

"Correction,” Kara interjected. ‘tan'tget inside. And even if | could, can
you imagine the picture we'd make? You...tucked lbehind the
wheel—not to mention windshield—looking sporty andexy.



Me...towering like Gulliver traveling beside youw ds smashing into my
face. Thanks, but no thanks."

Lisa laughed. "Do you hear how ridiculous you satind

Esther frowned sweetly. "I wish you wouldn't referyourself in such a
derogatory manner, Kara. A tall woman has suchegrsaech presence.”

"So does Michael Jordan. But we'd both look siiyai Miata, and nobody
would rush to help us get in or out of the thing tay they would you or
Lisa. | hate to sound sexist, but for a woman, dpeiminty is definitely better
than having 'presence.' Dainty is feminine. Daiatyower."

Lisa reached over and patted Esther's knee. "Yoli wan this one, Gram.
I've tried since elementary school, when Sisterifegicked Kara to be
Joseph in the nativity play because she was thestal

"No shame in that,” Major McKinney declared staupchl played a girl
once in a production @outh Pacifiat Anderson Military Academy."

Kara flashed a rueful smile. "I appreciate yourlaggly, Major, but St.

Francis Parochial School was coed. Since | waartdihn all the boys, and
since Sister Regina wanted a Joseph witesence-" she shot her
grandmother a pointed look "—I got stuck with tlaty

Esther looked distressed. "But Douglas and | wergpoud you were
selected. We thought you wanted to play Joseph."

"l wanted to be a sheep so | could wear a cutaugosimade out of cotton
balls. But Sister Regina said | would stick out taach and mess up the
'symmetry’ of her scene."”

Despite her joking tone, Kara's story smacked gfamful childhood
memory. The kind a wife would share with her hushahno one else.
Travis wondered uneasily why she hadn't told him.

"Oh, dear." Esther's hand fluttered to her thréathy didn't you tell me?"



Kara smoothed her skirt, then lifted a shouldeouYvere proud. If I'd told
you the real reason | got picked, you would've$eltry for me."

"I don't know," Travis found himself saying. "Seetasne like Joseph has a
lot morepowerin the nativity scene than a sheep."

After a startled second, genuine amusement cureedniouth. "Nice try,
but next to the baby Jesus, Mary had all the poed. I'll give you three
guesses who got chosen tbat part.”

Every eye in the room turned to Lisa.
"He-ey. It's not my fault.”

"To rub salt in the wound," Kara continued, "Lisalastic Thumbelina doll
got the part of baby Jesus."

Travis barked a laugh. "I'm afraid to ask, butaidoll of yours audition?"

She nodded, her eyes alight with captivating mefchiMy antique china
doll with the beautiful painted face. Sister Regsaal it was too 'big' for the
cradle."

As sympathetic groans and chuckles broke out, k@sed her palms
defensively. "SeeThisis what happens to dainty people. They get picked
on. Help me out here, Gram."

"l don't mean to be rude," Ross broke in, his teoleering the group. He
reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a snmatkpad and slim gold
pen. "But I've got to meet with the composer araphic designer tomorrow
morning, and so far we've got a great conceptiertalk show, but no great
name. Somebody want to hetpeout here, please?"

Kara tugged down her jacket with a purposeful'dau're right, Ross. I'm
sorry for getting us sidetracked. We're ready tosgeious, now."

"Great. Everybody here know what our goal is?" Rasded Kara.



"I've already told Lisa and Major McKinney we'reolang for a title that's
catchy and descriptive of what Travis and | willdmng—rather than using
our names. So I'll toss something in the ring néthat does everyone think
of '‘Double Talk' for a title?"

"Hmm. Not bad." Ross scribbled her suggestion arphid. "Maybe a little
too ambiguous. Let's go with the word 'talk’ fomanute. Pillow Talk,
Coffee Talk, Baby Talk, Small Talk..."

"Happy Talk?" the Major offered. "Like the song rfroSouth Pacific.
Or...what about Peace Talk?"

"Good!" Ross jotted the second name down. "Thatfnidely the right
direction.""'Very clever, Wayne," Esther praised,)siag his face to redden
and his chest to expand.

Lisa tapped her chin in concentration. "How aboa @/e Talk? Everyone
knows that famous Joan Rivers line, and women wsuitd relate to asking
the men in their lives that question.”

"Write that down, Ross," Kara ordered. "It's good."

He obeyed, his free hand signaling them with au@rcmotion to keep
going.

Esther jumped in. "Talk Big, Talk Mean, Talk Dirty—
"Gram!" Kara said, laughing.

"What?" Esther blinked innocently, but a twinkleked in her eyes. "I'm
brainstorming, dear. You can't censor creative flsew, where was 1? Oh,
yes. Talk of the Town, Talk It Over, Talk To Me, IfaAbout Not
Communicating, Tell Me Everything—Tels Everything, Tell Us More,
Tell Us About It, Tell Us Your Version, Speak Umeak Out, Speak Our
Language, Speak the Same Language, Speak...Spieakme a second.”

Ross scribbled madly while she held up a warningef.



Esther's brow smoothed. Her finger came down. "&rgt To Us, Explain
Yourself, Explain What You Mean, What Do Y&eallyMean?, What Did
You Really Say?, You Don't Say?...You Don't Mearytu...You..."

Travis shared a gaping look with the others.

Esther shrugged apologetically. "Oh, dear. | seerhave run dry for the
moment."

Lisa recovered first and raised her hands to heutindo make a
megaphone. "Hear ye, hear ye!" she trumpeted.diélpim Esther Taylor
the Queen of Brainstorming!"

"Gram, that was unbelievable," Kara seconded. oud get that all down,
Ross?"

The producer's answer faded into the backgrourehasglea took hold of

Travis. He tested the unusual title in his mindnkmg that it met the

criteria. Catchy. A good description of what wotd#te place during a show
where men and women took turns describing theietstdnding of a shared
event in their relationship.

But hell, what did he know?

"Travis."

He jerked into awareness. ' 'Huh?"

From Kara's expression, it wasn't the first time'dhcalled his name.
"Brother, where have you been? We've narrowedawarite titles down to

'Peace Talk' and Tell Us About It." Which one getgr vote?"

He drew his feet close to the sofa and grippedkhées. "Um...I'd have to
say Tell Us About It'—no offense, Major."

"None taken, son. That's my favorite, too. WellpneoEsther."

Lisa chimed in with similar praise. Kara lookedlaavis oddly.



Watching Esther pat her hair, blush and wave odirtktomments with
obvious pleasure, Travis made his decision. "WayotcEsther. Beauty and
brains all in one. So, Ross? Looks like we've gottile."

The producer flipped his notebook shut and beameatisfaction. "Looks
that way—"

"Wait a second,"” Kara interrupted. She leveledgdezceptive green gaze at
Travis. "You had an idea just now for a title yodrdt share. Throw it out on
the table.”

Good Lord! Was she psychic? "Esther's is better."

"Oh, do tell us, Travis," Esther pleaded. "I'll fgsrrible if you don't.”
Thanks a lot, Karahe told her silently.

Her calm gaze never wavered.

"Well—" Travis stopped and cleared his throat. Hbught of something
earlier when Lisa said 'hear ye, hear ye.' So# ta#tke on that. You know
how the show will be based on hearing men and wapeak one at a time?
Well, the title 'Hear He, Hear She' came to mind."

No one spoke.

"Stupid idea,” he plowed on, his face heating.dldtyou Esther's was
better."

"Hmm..." Ross muttered the name under his

breath several times, then broke into a smiles Bitilliant! | love it! We can
use trumpet fanfares in the opening music."

Lisa, Esther and the Major began talking at oncejoesing the title
enthusiastically. Dazed, Travis met Kara's smibygs.

You 're welcomeshe told him silently.



His chest burned with a familiar—and frightening—m#h. When
someone called her name and she looked away, leehyanself a mental
lecture.

They would be seeing a lot of each other in the feax weeks. He'd simply
have to resist falling under her spell. He couldtiuat. After all, he knew
what kind of woman she really was.

But as his fear gradually increased instead of versa, he wondered if he
really knew Kara at all.

THE NEXT DAY Rosswoke at his usual time of five- thirty, then reakl he
could go back to sleep. He didn't, of course. Keghare without purpose or
enthusiasm wondering how he would spend his SaguFdaally, he got up,
made a pot of coffee and turned on the televisidiilithe silence.

When the newspaper thudded onto his welcome magjgied in relief.
That would kill at least an hour. He opened hisrpant door to perfect
golfing weather...or convertible weather, accordmdiisa Williams.

Damn. Why did she keep popping into his head?Shalfinthe distraction,

he walked to the sofa and settled comfortably. Wb tpis weekend. His

regular buddies were tied up with family obligasohle didn't want to hook
up with strangers for eighteen holes. Ah, well.

Ross snapped open the newspaper, content for xhdoer. Then he made
eggs and toast, ate slowly, and cleaned his smedismNow what? His
apartment, merely a rest stop between work howd,ever seemed so
unappealing.

Probably the contrast with Taylor House, his logild him. Its antique
heirloom furniture, faded Persian area rugs, fanphotographs and
treasured knickknacks made his apartment seem raeea cheerless and
impersonal than usual. Then, too, Taylor House Esither, who'd made
him feel more welcome, relaxed and "at home" thehdd since moving to
Houston.



Unable to tolerate moping inside any longer, heddztto take Esther up on
her standing invitation "to drop by any time."

Twenty minutes later, when he drove up to the homseé saw Lisa's
lipstick-red Miata at the curb, his pulse accekato warp speed. More
than a little disturbed, he parked and sat grippihegwheel, analyzing his
reaction.

Kara had once told Ross he didn't want or neec@pyroval. That he knew
he was handsome and didn't care what she thoudtis aharacter, else he
wouldn't have persisted in trying to get her tohost the show after she'd
already declined. At the time, he'd been impresgddher perception.

He liked women. Most women liked him back.
He appreciated their companionship in bed and out.

But he didn'tneedthem. The thought of seeing a particular woman had
never made his heart pound as hard as it did thiedenoments before
glimpsing the latest Nielsen ratings.

Until now.
God, this wasn't part of his Plan.

In new emotional territory, he locked his car apgraached the front door
cautiously. Despite repeated knocks and rings necamswered. Could they
all have gone somewhere in Kara's car?

He walked up the buckled concrete driveway to theage, then peered
through a side-door windowpane. Empty. Disappoified loathe to drive
off, he looked speculatively at the weathered cddace enclosing the
backyard. The gate beckoned ten feet away.

He'd snooped this far. Why not go the whole nosenjards? Slipping
through the rickety gate, he could only hope M3jaKinney wasn't spying
from behind a curtained window next door.



Inside the backyard, Ross stood a moment to gétdaisngs. Someone had
obviously been an avid rose gardener once upana tunkempt beds and
bushes lined the fence, with more edging the sftedktone patio. Four
towering oaks dominated the yard, their outspre@dihes intertwined.
Beneath one, a hammock swayed gently on a metpbstufsame.

The surge of Ross's heart confirmed his worst fear.
Turn around and leave, idiot.

But his feet moved forward, treading as silentlypassible over patchy
grass too shaded to thrive. He moved close to #menfock and stared
down, entranced.

Lisa Williams lay sleeping on her back, one harltbywing her head, the
other hanging limply off the hammock. She wore \&efaler fleece tunic
with a cream satin snowflake applique on the cli&stam-colored leggings
molded thighs and knees he knew looked terrifi g#ort dress. Half of her
calves were encased in cream leather boots trirah#te top with white

fake fur. Her ankles were crossed, her feet soldimey might've been a
child's—except for the unmistakable woman's bodyab

Dappled in sunlight, her glossy black hair touskdt took his breath away.
He seized advantage of the situation to look His fi

Everything about her was exquisitely feminine. Hién straight nose. Her
delicate wrist and fine- boned hand. Her skin, Isarcand pale she looked
like Snow White awaiting the kiss of her princelteak the spell of a
poisonous apple. He stared at her mouth, a plunpid'subow parting
slightly with each of her breaths.

And for the first time in Ross's life, he understdmw a man could risk his
career to woo and keep a woman happy.

He couldn't have said how long he stood there bdfer breathing changed,
warning him to escape while he could. His feetestlaglanted. Her lashes
trembled, then swept up. Drowsy dark eyes metrdsraaarmed in pleasure.



Then invitation.

His slamming heart threatened to crack his ribsladered his gaze to her
mouth and leaned down slowly. A small palm gentlgmed his jaw... then
almost shoved the back of his skull between hisilslep blades.

"What are youdoing?"he heard through ringing ears and waves of pain.

She tumbled off the hammock and stood glaring upiat, her fists
clenched. "Youwervert! How dare you try to kiss me when I'm sleeping?
What is youmproblem?"

"At the moment, whiplash.” He grimly tilted his liethis way and that in a
test for serious damage.

"Well what do youexpectsneaking up on a woman and taking advantage of
her when she's most vulnerable? You're lucky | ‘tilave my Mace
handy."

Suppressing a shudder, he set his hands at hig higi®wn temper rising.
"l went to the front door and no one answered,tholight maybe everyone
was back here. Where are Kara and Esther?"

"At Taylor Fine Foundations. Kara takes her grantihao there every
Saturday for an hour or so to visit with Carol. Ashah't change the subject.
You really scared me just now."

Like hell! "Look, | apologize for startling you, boot for trying to kiss you.
If ever a woman was begging to be kissed, it wasjyst now."

She looked down at her frivolous boots and shookbad, looked up to the
heavens and huffed in disgust, looked straightagsRand made him wish
he'd stayed in his cheerless apartment.

''Of all the arrogant, asinineffensivestatements I've heard a man make,
that's got to top the list. Begging to be kissed®,Gou sound like a bad
novel. Does that line really work on all your oteymen?"



He bristled. "What makes you think | have a loiwaimen?"
She flushed. "A man like you normally does."
"A man like me," he repeated, narrowing his eyes.

Something in her expression told him it wasn'tittealt he'd first thought.
He barely noticed the sound of a car pulling ite driveway.

"You seem to have me all figured out. Wish | cosdg the same about you.
Why are you trying so hard to antagonize me, Lisa?"

Her eyes grew huge in her face. "l don't know wiwat mean."

His irritation had magically vanished. "Oh, | thiylou do. | think you

wanted to kiss me. Wanted to so much it nearlyestgour little princess
boots right off. So you had to make me mad to keep distance.”

A car door slammed. Then another.

"That's ridiculous,” she said weakly.

"No, you were right to be scared, and I'm glad ymushed me away.
Because if I'd kissed you—" he saw her lips pad almost growled in
frustration "—you wouldn't have wanted me to stbppromise. You

wouldn't have appreciated an interruption.”

"Mr. Hadley!" Esther exclaimed delightedly. "Karaid that was your car
out front. I'm so glad we came home early."

Lisa's lashes fluttered down.
Ross turned toward the gate and the dear womamgrailwarm welcome.
"Me, t00," he said, forcing a smile.

But for the life of him, he didnt know whether leas grateful or
disappointed.



CHAPTER NINE

BY WEDNESDAY MORNING, Rosshad convinced himself he was grateful. He
couldn't afford distractions. There was too mudating on the next few
weeks.

He drove through KLUV-TV's entrance gates and puilgo his reserved
space under a dark- green awning. Entering theesheader failed to give
him a thrill. He'd worked like hell to earn onetbése thirty elite spaces.

That first July morning seven years ago, fresh fRuffalo and eager to ride
the coattails of a promising new independent gtaitioa top-ten market,
he'd parked with other low-level employees in timeayvered spaces. At
noon he'd walked out to his car and innocentlyleddor the door handle.

His palm had sizzled like steak on a grill.

Through a haze of pain at the emergency mediaat¢che'd vowed to park
in the shade at this station one day. He would d&aelop and produce
shows that earned him Emmys—or die trying. Thereffadn't finished him

off yet, but it sure had killed his marriage.

Eventually he and Sally had realized he loved diismore than he did her.
Two years ago, she'd returned to Buffalo and prgmptarried an
electrician who kept regular hours.

Sliding out from behind the wheel now, Ross hopatlyS new husband
kept her warm through the Antarctic winters. Hortestod he did.

He grabbed his suit jacket, locked the Mercedes lamaded for the
sprawling one-story building housing his hopes dnems. KLUV-TV

was a growing power among television stations endity. In recent years,
original "ask the expert" shows on dating, marrjagememaking and
parenting had added unique spice to the programming



Capturing an unserved market and positioning tregiost as "The

Relationship Channel" had been his idea. A reahldodhis career. Station
owner Gerald "Da Man" Freedman loved Ross, and Rtssded to keep it
that way.

He pushed through double glass doors into a snhadhplobby. Green
marble-tiled floor. Two seating areas defined bseintaupe carpet. Club
chairs upholstered in a geometric taupe, greenrasel pattern. A sleek
contemporary security kiosk fashioned of green teardind brushed
chrome.

As planned, visitors received the impression of@sperous station poised
to dominate the market in the new millennium.

He approached the security kiosk briskly. No omepleyee or visitor, got
past the grizzle-haired guard without checking mal &xchanging a few
words first.

"Morning, Jim. You see the Rockets game last night?

The retired police officer's face broke into a hugs. "You mean that
three-point buzzer beater? Man, was that sweehat?V

Ross signed his name on the check-in sheet anédnibamn straight. |
won ten bucks from Tim Dawsoii. When he comes o yell him his
precious Lakers choked, and I'm waiting to collekgy?" The general sales
manager, an L.A. transplant, made a real painmaséif during basketball
season.

Jim's widening grin said he agreed.

"Oh, and I'm expecting Travis Malloy and Kara Tayloan hour. No need
to call me. Send them into the studio, if you wotld

"You got it, Mr. Hadley. How's the new show conatong?"



The station was a regular soap-opera community.rylbedy knew
everybody else's business, especially that of iddals whose success or
failure affected multiple jobs.

"It's coming along great. Kara and Travis are radfur've got a really good
feeling about this one, Jim. | think it'll be a war right out of the gate.”

"Me, too, Mr. Hadley. There's something about thwaetogether..." Jim's
eyebrows formed one long fuzzy gray caterpillagnthseparated. He
shrugged. "I can't really explain it, but if it cemacross on camera, people
will tune into the show."

Speechless at this solid confirmation of his gstiircts from an unexpected
source, Ross collected his composure and extendedand for a brief
shake. "You just made my day—no, mweek.Tell you what," Ross said
expansively, "I'll speak to 'Da Man' and see whan do about getting you
into our studio audience next Wednesday."

"Really?" Pleasure suffused Jim's face. "Thanks,Hadley!"

Smiling, Ross nodded and walked toward the only rdao the
rosewood-paneled lobby. An instant before he gralbhe knob, he heard a
distinctive click as Jim unlocked the entrance frioskiosk.

With a final wave, Ross walked into a world thadl lexcited him from the

time he'd interned at a small station near Syra€idiege. Normally he

took the long tunnel-like hallway to his left thgtpassed the high-ceilinged
warehouse-type studio. Today he opened a soundpomofand took the

tour route through the "glamorous" part of theistatThe area visitors
wanted to see.

Even when no show was taping, like now, the ghgsthyps and completely
furnished rooms were still magical. Visitors simpiyagined the rows of
arc lights blazing, the main floor cameras pointhgn-air personalities. Or
maybe at themselves.

Ross paused beside a small stage set with six stghedl chairs lined in a
row. The graphic designer had done a great joheshow's title. Mounted



on foam board and suspended from a catwalk, thallegold letters in
Old English type really popped out against the kae curtain backdrop.

Backstage, a small dressing room, where Brad wplychis magic with

make-up, and a slightly larger "greenroom," wharesgs would sweat off
Brad's efforts, awaited occupants. Additional tkerseating would be
borrowed from other areas next Wednesday to forenl#ingest studio
audience of any original KLUV-TV show.

Hear He, Hear Shavas the station's most ambitious program to date.
Everyone loved the concept, but only Gerald's esetoent had persuaded
the general manager and program director to les Raige a pilot using
Travis and Kara as hosts. Ross knew at least famaugers who hoped his
baby would bomb, so they could step into the cur@mwiden Boy's shoes.

A nerve jumped in Ross's cheek. He took a calmregth. He'd thought of
every contingency, he assured himsekar He, Hear Shevould put him
on the top rung. He could feel it in his bones.

The ones that shook more with each day he crodséueacalendar.

He'd thought of everything?

Ha! A million things could go wrong.

Pushing aside the thought, Ross continued on pastivdbe and storage
rooms, then a large glass window revealing the resgging room. Four
monitors showing a deodorant commercial caught higention.
Manufacturers of personal hygiene products wereabligertisers on The
Relationship Channel.

The engineer on duty lifted a desultory hand ireging as Ross walked by.
Ah, the glamourhe thought, reaching the end of the line for ngosists. He

opened the soundproof door to the buzz of conversaing of telephones
and the start of his busy day.



TRAVIS PULLED into KLUV-TV's parking lot just as Kara was getjiout of
her Toyota. Even if he hadn't known what kind afstze drove, he would've
recognized that hair from a mile away. It flashddesy gold, the exact
color of a leaping bass reflecting sunlight.

He'd told her so once, but she'd laughed, as weiten't a compliment.
Which it was. About the highest he could give. Thght of a lunker
breaking water was as beautiful as anything on Geaf'th.

She spotted his Jeep, pointed to the empty spateebieer blue sedan and
waited while he parked. They'd had three reheaggtdlse station since the
brainstorming session. Yet his nerves were strigiger than a ten-pound
test line hooked into Jaws.

Damn, but you'd think he'd be used to seeing herdoy/

He got out of the Jeep and met her smile, struegedpess by her new
haircut. Feathered bangs blended into tapered daffaming her high
cheekbones and strong jawline. The rest fell thackl straight to her
shoulders.

"Good morning," she said with a cheerful smileliké your haircut. Kent
did a great job."

Travis's mood soured instantly. Grunting, he turaeslind and took his
time locking the doors.

Better. He ought to be able to handle her new tamow. His own was
another story. Jake and Seth had taken one looke@oted their opinion.

His ears burning, Travis turned and headed fostaton.
Kara caught up and fell into step beside him. "He&s your drive in?"
"Long."

She recovered gamely. "At least it's a pretty day.



I'll bet the trees are gorgeous between here amdakte. The leaves are
finally turning color.”

"The bass are finally hitting spinnerbait. So I hea

Her glance could've sliced tomatoes. "Look, I'mngagbout all these
meetings and rehearsals. It's not like | have ithe to spare, either. But
we're committed to taping the pilot, and | realbnd want to make a fool of
myself next Wednesday. Do you?"

"Hell, Kara, | already have."

They walked three steps.

"Okay, I'll bite," she blurted. "What do you mean?"

They'd reached the entrance. Travis held one dpen and gestured
grandly. "After you."

She swept through with her chin held high. Tall.a&ful. Oozing
"presence” and the spicy floral perfume that crado&kecome-hither finger
under his nose. He followed helplessly to where sthed waiting for an
explanation.

Wearing a burgundy turtleneck, wide black belt ahwh black calf-length
skirt, Kara couldn't be described as dainty.

But, oh brother, was she ever powerful.

The businessman seated to their left finally gldnaeTravis, then hastily
buried his face in a newspaper.

"Fine! Don't explain,” Kara said, turning to head the security kiosk.

Travis caught up with her in two strides. ' 'Whahéan is, Brad and his
makeup brushes the other day were bad enough.afertis scissors from
hell were the last straw. | caibélievel let Ross talk me into this haircut. |
look like a damn fool."



She seemed startled, then amused. "Don't be svibu look very
handsome."

He couldn't suppress a burst of pleasure. Handsamekay. He could live
with that.

"Very stylish,” she added.

Stylish?"That's it. I'm wearing a ball cap.”

Laughing, she pulled up short in front of the kiasid laid a forearm on the
high ledge. ' 'Jim, you remember what Travis lookkel the first time we
came into the station, don't you?"

The guard's bushy gray brows rose and fell. "Ugudss so, Ms. Taylor."
"Take a good look at him now. Don't you like hissigaircut better?"

Jim cocked his head and studied the cut in queatienw seconds too long.

"My Evinrude cap," Travis said decisively. "The @amte'll love it. It has a
certain campye ne sais quoi.”

"Campy is right. Puh-leez. That nasty thing?"
"Nasty? That cap has character.”
' "That cap has motor oil and fish guts all over it

You'd clear the seats in five minutes.” She glaretedim and pinched her
nose meaningfully.

Travis pretended affront. "Oh, so now it's too dyn&dr you? Funny how

you lost your fine sensibilities out on my boat wh@ur face was a French
fry. All of a sudden, you couldn't wear my nastyp dast enough.” He

looked at the guard man-to-man. "I'd told her tmdpa hat, but she didn't
want to 'smush her hair.™



Kara huffed. "I wouldn't haveneededa hat if you hadn't kicked the
sunscreen into the lake."

"Well, excuse me for not having eyes in my sneakémsas an accident.”
Again, he sought the nearest male for support.d$ standing on the bow
fighting a ten-pound bass. She set this eight- elnudtle of sunscreen right
by my feet. | wear size thirteen shoes. You dontiagh."

Grinning, Jim turned 'to Kara as if it were herveerbut she only stared
thoughtfully at Travis's feet.

After calling them "submarines” she'd accused hirkicking the bottle in
the water on purpose, of caring more about hisipusdass than he did her.
He'd taken her fishing with such high hopes. Buérgthing about the sport
he loved had either repulsed or bored the womahltvecd more.

Kara looked up now and met his eyes, her expressautious... and
vulnerable. "I was mortified that day. | did evéyig wrong. Backlashing
my reel, not getting the net under your fish indjrwimping out on baiting
my hook. Even the egg salad sandwiches | madetoeisalty to eat—" she
made a self-deprecating noise at his start of m&pr—I saw you throw
yours over the side when you thought | wasn't logKi

She'd seen that?

"When you kicked the sunscreen overboard— gramiszdentally—I took
out my frustration and hurt on you. | shouldn't &@athough. It was unfair.”

Stunned, he didn't know what to say. Suddenly ecetting remark he'd
made about her ineptitude, every show of impatigmoenpted by his own
hurt came back to haunt him.

"Why didn't you tell me how you felt?" he finallgleed.

A sad smile entered her eyes. "Since | couldn'tangku proud of me, |
decided your anger was better than pity."



She hadn't wanted her grandparents' pity, eitbehéing selected to play
Joseph because of her height. "I can imagine yoingtup lots of different
feelings in people, Kara. But pity isn't one of /em

It sure wasn't what stirred to life as he watcheldajppiness turn to gratitude
and then, awareness of him as a man—not a pairdoiary.

"Excuse me," Jim blurted, obviously uncomfortabléhwhe personal nature
of their conversation. "I hate to interrupt, but.N\adley is expecting you
both in the studio right now."

Kara wrenched her gaze to smile brightly at thedusAnd here we stand
reminiscing. Thank you for the reminder."

He smiled back, handing over a clipboard and pkt. Hadley says the
show's comin' along great, by the way."

“I'm glad he thinks so. We're rehearsing what we, dait so much will
depend on what the guests say and how we resp8hd.Signed her name
with a flourish and angled the clipboard towardvisa"Wednesday will
tell the true story. We'll try not to screw up irorit of the Houston
Chronicle television critic Ross invited to preview the shfwv readers.
Right, Travis?"

He signed in, nearly tearing the paper before Iseckap on the pen. "I'm
trying not to think about it."

Jim and Kara laughed. She said a few more partmglsvalong the same
lines.

Like 1 was kidding,Travis thought, following her through two doorsdan
into the studio.

They walked silently toward bright arc lights ardity at the far end. In
previous rehearsals, they'd practiced using therapimnes, looking
directly into the camera lens and reading from k@ Femp-



Ter. They'd endured the attentions of a make-uistahair stylist and
wardrobe consultant.

But Kara was right. Ultimately the show's successethded on their ability
to think quickly on their feet.

The element of surprise made him damn jittery.

Up ahead through the tiered seats, he glimpsedt@pof stage, a slice of
royal-blue curtain, a suspended gblénd part of alE. Ross was yelling at
someone to cue the opening music. The score Haekrt ready at the last
rehearsal.

The sudden blast of medieval trumpets stopped KadaTravis in their
tracks. As they blinked at each other, full orcheestusic swelled in a
stirring arrangement that would precede their exceanext Wednesday.

With horror, Travis saw his own doubts and misgjgrcreep into Kara's
eyes.

"I've made a terrible mistake," she said in a swmailte.

"Run that by me again?"

"l don't think | can do this."

If shesank, he was as good as drowned too. "Sure yall can

"No, | mean it, Travis. The whole thing hasn't sedmeal until now. I've
been fooling myself. My God, what have | done?" sh&l, groaning. "I
can't get in front of a camera and studio audieacd pull off any
semblance of professionalism or poise."

He moved closer and grasped her hands. "Yes, yull ca

She shook her head miserably.



"You can,Kara. Because you're not doing any of this forrgeli or for me.
You're doing it for Esther—" he rubbed her knuckiesh his thumbs
"—and you won't leher down, now will you?"

Kara's panic-stricken expression slowly subsidéxk ®ok a deep breath,
then another, her mouth firming. "You're right, domit."

The resolve in her eyes faded into That Look. "Kwou, Travis."

Releasing her hands as if scalded, he didn't messirtstant stiffening.
"We'd better get in there," he mumbled.

But she was already walking toward the set.

He watched her book-on-the-head carriage a long engmegretting that
he'd hurt her, knowing he'd had no choice. Thatkl.doe one that made
him want to leap tall buildings in a single boundjuld only lead to

heartache and disappointment. For both of them.

Because sooner or later, no matter how much dfofut into the jump, he
would fall short of her expectations.



CHAPTER TEN

"CLOSE YOUR EYESand don't breathe,"” Brad instructed, applyingrelfi
dusting of loose powder to Kara's facéolla! Take a look at the next talk-
show sensation, love. You're going to knock 'enddea# there."

Kara opened her eyes and studied her reflectigdharbrightly lit vanity
mirror.

Three coats of mascara, expertly blended eyeshadehades from violet
to plum, base foundation, liberal blush on her gkesnd glossy hp- stick
stared back. He'd told her that televison camemds'laot” lighting tended
to wash out faces that looked fine to the naked leye..

"You're sure | don't look like a clown?"

"Clown?" Brad puffed out his narrow chest. "Men Iwdrool in their
BarcalLoungers, women will rush out and get greertamt lenses and plum
eyeshadow in a hopeless effort to look like youl s is the thanks | get?"

She laughed. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to wearingnaech make-up, that's
all. You did a wonderful job. Thank you."

The make-up artist inclined his spiky blond he&éntstepped forward and
whipped off the cape protecting her clothes.

After countless wardrobe changes for Ross, shettehad this Ellen Tracy
suit in moss-green wool, worn with a high-neckeellsin deep-plum. The
jacket was long and fitted, the skirt slim and $hdioo short for her
comfort, but he'd taken one look at her legs ardaded they'd found the
perfect outfit.

She brushed a nonexistent piece of lint from hat.skHow does Travis
look?"



Brad huffed. "He went out othat boatof his yesterday. His face was
wind-chapped again. | managed to tone down theimedd, but he nearly
broke my wrist knocking the eyeliner brush awaystJook at this!" He
unbuttoned and pushed up the cuff of his billonshgt sleeve.

Thinking he sounded more thrilled than angry, Keyead the angry red spot
on his bony wrist. "Brad, if you came anywhere rigawvis with an eyeliner
brush, you're lucky to escape with only a bruise."”

"Ah, but what | could've done to those tiger eyésWith a dreamy
expression, Brad rolled down and rebuttoned hesvelgthen shook his head
and clucked. "When he sees the tape of the shdivydgret not trusting
me."

"Well I, for one, am glad he didn't trust you. lbwld be embarrassing for his
eyes to be prettier than mine."

Brad chuckled, but didn't disagree.

The dressing-room door opened and Lauren stuchewat inside. "They're
through prepping the audience, Brad. Travis is g heart attack. Get
Kara out here fast.”

Kara's stomach executed a series of flip-flopsgmgnast would envy.
"l could do CPR," Brad said hopefully.

The associate producer snorted. "Not unless yoa haleath wish."

"It might be worth it."

Lauren rolled her eyes at Kara, did a double téken promptly rushed

forward and helped her out of the chair. "Easyl, §ion't fall apart on us

now." The harried woman guided Kara through ther @gsoif she were an

invalid. "Pretend this is rehearsal and you'lline fRemember, we can edit
out any major goof-ups when we add commercials.lakest keep the

discussion lively, give us forty- five minutes obay tape and we'll be
ecstatic.”



Gee, why was | worried?

"I'm okay, Lauren, really. Thanks. Go do what yawéito do." Kara pulled
away.

"You sure?"
IIGO. n

Lauren nodded gratefully and rushed off. Kara deadcthe darkened
backstage and headed for two men standing in thevileg.

But her eyes remained glued on one.
Yowza! No wonder Brad had considered flirting waildsath.

The only time she'd seen Travis dressed up had theeafternoon of their
wedding. They'd driven directly from the departmestbre to the
courthouse, ripping the price tags from his slaakd sports coat along the
way. She'd thought then that no man could appelaétspecific aesthetic
tastes more perfectly than her groom.

She'd been wrong.

Wearing a dark navy suit, the cut European andréalhethe material
expensive, Travis looked tall, impossibly broadiddered and
commanding. The "stylish" short haircut he'd benealdrew attention to
his well-shaped head and strong square jaw, leasmoygh rakish spill
over his forehead to make her fingers itch to sim@dback. Despite Brad's
efforts, Travis's squint lines and weathered tanrketh him as an
outdoorsman. The effect was devastating.

He turned as she approached, his gaze sweeping lzgrd down.
She thrilled to the gleam of appreciation in thtger eyes. Through the

hum in her blood she vaguely heard Ross givingrtastte instructions,
details she'd heard ad nauseam. Yadda-yadda- yBddz-buzz-buzz.



"You look beautiful,” Travis said, cutting througtatic loud and clear.
Her confidence soared. "Thank you. So do you. lad gou nixed the cap."

"l didn't. Nancy hid it." He grimaced ruefully. "atlll teach me to grumble
my threats out loud.”

Kara laughed, and his eyes flared.

Flushing, she looked away, feeling vibrant andaative and, yegqowerful.
No matter what else she thought about Travis, sheveér questioned his
intelligence or courage. If she had to face thaemad growing restive just
out of sight, there was no one she'd rather havgebgide than him.

She looked up, hiding nothing from her expressiBeady?"
And suddenly he looked invincible. "As much asdiler be."

They turned as one to Ross, who'd stopped tallongidgtch them with
obvious excitement.

"Excellent! Hold that mood," he ordered, cueingfloer manager to begin
the show.

Trumpets blared, the theme music swelled. A tecaniscurried forward

with two cordless microphones and handed one to least. As they walked
toward center stage, Kara mouthed, "Careful,” textended to bash her
mike on Travis's head.

They were both smiling broadly as they entered dhdience's view,
reached a spot about ten feet in front of the ergpgst chairs and turned.

Blazing arc lights blinded Kara to individual faceésit Gram was out there
somewhere, along with Major McKinney, Lisa, Nanecyalravis's entire
family. She shoved the unnerving thought asidefandsed on the center
floor camera.



Inches below the lens, the TelePrompTer scrollestrgpt she knew by
heart. "Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, agldome toHear He,
Hear She,the show where men and women have equal voice laad t
opportunity to understand each other better. I'maKkaylor, one of your
hosts. I'll be representing the woman's point eiwduring discussions with
our guests."

"And I'm Travis Malloy, your other host. The on@resenting the voice of
reason."

He paused to let that sink in and flashed a dévdisn at Kara, continuing
only when the chuckles faded. "During the next hae'll hear from three
couples who believe they have a communication prablin their
relationship. But whether it's her fault or hig..simply the difference in
how men and women interpret situations and contiersg remains to be
seen. We'll let you be the judge.”

Kara picked up her cue. "We want to emphasize Weite not trained
counselors or linguists, nor do our opinions refteose of this station or of
anyone but ourselves. However—" she glanced clatigly at Travis "—I
think you'll soon find out who thiue voice of reason is around here."

The chuckles this time were louder and lasted Igrageif the audience was
warming to the spirit of friendly rivalry.

She swept the faceless mass with a bright smile'l"Also be asking for
responses from you wise folks in our studio audée®® don't be shy when
we head your way."

Ignoring the ripple of nervous mumbling, she looki@ctly into the floor
camera. ' 'Now, without further ado, please welcounefirst couple, Helen
and Jerry Whitaker."

An applause cue card prompted the audience tatldye arrival onstage of
an attractive couple in their late forties, welessed in business office
attire. As they settled into chairs, the housetigtame up.



Kara and Travis headed down a short ramp towartlehed seats and split
apart.

During rehearsal, negotiating the narrow aislenip the empty seats had
been difficult enough to give her nightmares. Tigtplstified, she thought
now, acutely conscious of the camera followinggregress.

She blocked out the audience and began to clindsskathat in high heels
and a narrow skirt—without watching her feet andhwany modicum of
grace—required exceptional balance, supreme comtiemt and, most of
all, an unobstructed aisle. AlImost there. Two nsteps and she could turn.

Her toe hit something hard. She stumbled and chat¢he nearest support,
a brawny shoulder attached to the muscular bodyno@n she'd last seen as
a boy of nineteen.

Jake Malloy grinned apologetically and withdrew $meaker another inch.
Her quick glance down the row confirmed three npaes of equally large

feet. Straightening, she scanned the trademarkkedarins of Seth,

Cameron and John, respectively, with Nancy a shghbookend.

A rush of bittersweet affection held her mute. Thaoodness it was
Travis's turn to speak!

Standing amid the far section of the audience, i$rawntinued the
introduction.

"The Whitakers have been married for twenty- siargeand have two sons
in college. She's a legal secretary, he's a regjftecializing in commercial
properties. Helen, Jerry, welcomeHear He, Hear She."

The couple smiled nervously and mumbled thank yous.

Travis focused on the husband. "Jerry, | understhadyou and your wife

took a long weekend recently and rented a cabirost Maples National

Park. You both agree the trip was great until et Hay, and then your
stories begin to differ. Why don't you tell us youersion of what

happened?"



Jerry flicked a glance at his wife. "She can't intpt while I'm talking,

right? | mean, she does that at home, but shelven@t That's the rule, isn't
it?"

Recovering her wits, Kara broke in. "Yes, it istBg her spokesperson, I'm
allowed to comment at will. And | must say, Jertyhave a strong
premonition we'll be able to offer you some helgfalmmunication tips."

While the audience laughed, Jerry flushed and shneabohis tie.

"Don't let them intimidate you," Travis advised€llfus what happened that
last day."

Nodding, Jerry cleared his throat. "Well, we'd leadreat time, like you
said. But on our last morning, she jumped on my cagt after breakfast
about how we have to start packing, and the bagbpduneeds cleaning,
and the trash taken to the Dumpster, and the hegpexd and the kitchen
mopped—as if they don't pay maids to do that wheteave—and all these
other chores knowwe have to do...only not right then."

"Why not?"

"Because we still have hours left of a beautifyl ttaenjoy. So | say to her,
why don't we pack a lunch and go for a last hiketthe short trail up to a
small lake we haven't seen yet? Three hours, topad-trip."

"So there would still be a half day left after thike?"

"Right. But she says that's not enough time, tiatet's too much to do. She
wants to get home by dark.” Jerry blew out a fatstt breath. "Jeez, | went
there to geawayfrom all that hurry-up, rush- rush stuff. She vgasking
me right back into stress mode."

"Hey, | hear ya, buddy. So what did you do?"

Jerry shot his rigid wife a baffled look, then sgead. "I went on a hike
without her."



Kara added her groan to the collective femininellssigrotest.

Travis held up a calming hand. "Whoa, now, ladies's hear all the facts.
Jerry, are you saying you went stomping off and teflen with all the
work?"

Jerry bristled. "No! | asked her to come with me twore times, but she just
kept throwing clothes into suitcases and gettingenupset. She was being
totally unreasonable. Finally she yelled at me @oog without her...so |
figured I'd give her some space and time to caiol of

"Sounds like a good plan—except for leaving hehuwlite chores."

"l told her to leave the heavy chores for me adddb them when | got
back."

"Hmm. Seems fair to me. Anybody else have a combiat, you ladies
will get your turn later. Yes, sir, you in the blghkirt. Give us your name,
please.” Travis stretched his mike across threplpeone of them Gram, to
reach a familiar silver- haired man.

"Wayne McKinney," the Major answered. "I wantedctingratulate Jerry
for living in the moment, instead of fretting abaheé future. When he gets
to be my age, he'll remember his walk to a bead@ke much more than he
will arriving home by dark."

Spontaneous applause erupted. Gram smiled proubdr@ompanion.

Kara glanced at the stage and frowned. What aelgn'smemory? From
her wounded expression, it would be far less plgaban Jerry's. Kara had
certainly never forgotten all the times she'd &landoned and left to "fret"
about her shortcomings, Gram's health and theofatee family business.

"Good point," Travis praised the Major. "Anyoneezlsave a comment?
Yes, wait a sec and let me get there.”

He moved up four steps to a young man being jabb#t ribs by a buddy
pointing to the nearest TV monitor. Both wore Umsrgy of Houston ball



caps. Catching sight of himself on screen, the Stsdent reddened and
shoved his snickering friend.

"Tell us your name and what's on your mind," Trasasd, then tilted the
mike.

"Urn, Adam Trent. | was just wondering what hapgbewhen Jerry finished
his walk. | mean, if I'd left my girlfriend aloné&eé that, I'd've been doing
everythingelsealone from then on. And | mean everything."

When the rumble of male chuckles faded, Travisddrioward the stage. '
‘Jerry, was Helen still upset when you got bacth&éocabin?"

"Oh, yeah," Jerry said fervently. "She'd alreadgkea the car and done all
the chores by herself. Wanted me to feel as gastpossible. Didn't say a
word when | thanked her—just gave me the silemttnent. Not only then,

but on the four-hour drive home."

"Ahh, the suffering martyr bit,” Travis said in afi-too-knowing tone.
"That can be rough to sit through."”

Kara stiffened.
"Actually, it wasn't too bad.”

"No?" Travis studied Jerry's sheepish smile, thexkd into a slow grin. '
'What was the score?"

"Twenty-one to zip, Cowboys. First time in yeargllistened to a whole
game on the radio uninterrupted.”

Oh, the men thoughthat was hilarious. Especially Travis. Helen's
good-sport smile trembled at the edges, squeezang'Kheart.

When he could be heard, Travis said, "This sedwmslipretty cut-and-dried
story to me. Jerry shouldn't be faulted for wantimgnjoy his last morning
of vacation."



"No, he shouldn't,” Kara agreed, turning all helagisway. "But how about
for unnecessarily hurting his wife?"

Feminine murmurs of approval greeted her question.

Travis's jovial expression grew alert and wary. Stie was hurt, she
shouldn't have been."

Kara bit back her first response and chose her svoedtefully. "He left
Helen in a state of extreme distress to go off tha-da hike, and then didn't
bring up the subject once during a four-hour driden't you think that was
a tad insensitive?"

"She was the one giving him the silent treatmesthamber?"

"Ah, yes. 'The suffering martyr bit," as you sogelently put it. Did it ever
occur to you that maybe—just maybe—Helen's 'suftemartyr bit' was a
sign that she was, oh, let me make a wild guessgfering ?"

Applause broke out. A loud, "You go, girl" promptéaughter and more
ladylike applause.

Travis snatched up the gauntlet. "It occurred totha# amanin Helen's
situation would've spent the hours Jerry went wagkieviewing the facts.
One. There was time to hike to the lake and sttledhome by dark. Two.
Jerry was willing to do his share of the choresn€asion—getting upset
was 'unreasonable.’ Remaining upset and silentdAmeiimelodramatic and
doing the 'suffering martyr bit."

Holding Kara's gaze, he smiled without humor. "thes words, ananin
the same situation would'vgotten over it alreadynstead of holding a
grudge.”

The boisterous male whistles and cheers reallypgdfara’'s nerves. From
the annoyed expressions of most women in the aceljese wasn't alone.

"You're missing the point,” Kara said ineffectually



Nancy hissed at the Malloys to quiet down. Othemen did the same to
their men.

The noise calmed, and Kara addressed Travis dgainderstand—I think
all the women here today understand—the thougltgssand logic behind
Jerry's behavior. But the point I'm making is ratttHelen was rational and
Jerry didn't have a legitimate gripe, but that slasn'trational. And there
was areasonshe wasn't that Jerry didn't bother to find out.

"She needed to talk about her feelings. He chosdidgmiss them as
unreasonable and go about his business, hopingtb& episode would
blow over. If a man does that consistently to a wopshe begins to think
he doesn't care enough to exert any effort in ramimg their
relationship..."

Kara trailed off, realizing how passionate she slaah how silent the
audience was, how intently Travis watched her alaovexpanse of curious
gazes.

Flustered, she turned to the stage. "Helen, if hvsinterpreted your
reaction, | apologize, and now is the time to arree. | think we'd all like
to hear your version of what happened.”

The audience's attention shifted to Helen. No dmecked the monitors,
whispered to neighbors or watched the technicali.cAd some point the
men and women in the audience had become complatgipssed in the
unfolding story.

As a camera zoomed in for a close-up, Helen's ghiteered to Kara and
clung.

Kara smiled encouragingly. "You ate breakfast, tirah felt compelled to
begin packing. Can you tell us why?"

"When | woke up, all | could think about was thacst of depositions
waiting on my kitchen table for me to type thathtigAt least three hours'
worth of work." Her voice gained conviction andestgth. "Ishouldlearn to



live in the moment. | know that. But | didn't wdatbe up late since I'd have
to leave for the office the next morning by six£&len grimaced in distaste.

"That early?"

"I work downtown. Traffic is stop and go," she eaipked. "Anyway, after

breakfast, my stomach was twisting and my musckze wnotted and there
were a million things to do before we could gettba road. And Jerry
decided he wanted to go on a hike. Right then-—afftet we finished the

chores, like | suggested.”

Kara raised her brows. "He forgot to mention titdeldetail.”

"Yes, he did." Helen glanced wryly at her squirmimgband, then offered a
rueful smile. "In his defense, | was ragging hinetpr badly. |1 wasn't

being...reasonable. He was right about that. Haue gver listened to

yourself say things like it was somebody else tajkiand you had no
control over your mouth?"

Kara thought of her first year of marriage. "Yégeldone that.”

"Well, that's how it was with me that morning, iagtabout chores. Shoot,
even | wanted to get away from me," Helen admitited,endearing candor
earning laughter and goodwill from both genders.

"I know it doesn't make sense, but all the timeabywushing and pushing, |
didn't want him to actually leave. | don't walk asieom himwhen he snaps
my head off—which is plenty, believe me."

Kara detected exasperation, but no malice, in Heléane. "Okay,
turnabout's fair play. Whato you do?"

"You mean after | snap his head off right back?"
This time Jerry laughed along with the crowd.

Helen smoothed her skirt with a thoughtful expr@ssf| suppose | try and
figure out what's bothering him that's putting hima bad mood."



Bingo."So if Jerry had probed to see if something elas twoubling you,
instead of deciding you were being unreasonablegamiadg you space, you
wouldn't have been hurt?"

"Objection,” Travis interrupted in a droll tone. dahsel is leading the
witness."

Kara had to laugh.

"Sustained,” she acknowledged. But she didn't amanker line of
guestioning. "Helen, why would the mere thoughteddirning to work twist
your stomach and knot your muscles and make yoerabte enough to act
like a shrew?"

Helen blinked, then carefully avoided her husbastdigled stare.
"She loves her job," Jerry answered for his wife.

Helen met his gaze and teared up instantly.

His shock and concern appeared genuine. "Don't"you?

Swiping a thumb beneath one eye, she shook her Hidambw the money's
good, and I'd never find a better benefits paclagavhere else, buthate

the drive in. And Mr.—" She broke off, obviouslyalizing television

wasn't the forum to name specific people. "l gueali got to me that last
morning."

He looked shaken. "Why didn't you tell me that éast of complaining
about chores?"

"My God, Jerry, I've lived with you twenty-six yearKara only met me
today, yetshefound out. How do you think that makes me feeludtmur
marriage?"

The words teetered on the edge of disaster. Kata'thatended to break up
the couple's marriage, for heaven's sake! Her menambled for a way to
atone for her brash interference.



"Back up a minute, Helen," a deep voice commanded.

One of the cameras and all heads swung towardslravi

"You're assuming Jerry didn't care enough abour yeelings to probe
beneath your surface complaints. | think it simpgver occurred to him
those complaintsouldbe a smoke screen.

"See, most men don't want to be asked questions teg're upset. They
want time and space alone to sort through thoudthisn, if they feel the
need to talk, they usually come right out and stage problem without
circling all around it."

Both Helen and Jerry waited expectantly.

"And your succinct point would be...?" Kara coutdesist asking.

Travis spared her a dark glance. "Women need toRmd!" right away, not
when our butt's already toast."

The audience roared.

So much for dignity, Kara thought, shaking her hatlis sexy unrepentant
grin. Her mouth twitched, then curved up, then geish back. What was a
red-blooded girl to do?

Gary, the floor manager, gave Kara an urgent signal

Rats! They'd run too long without breaking for antoercial.

She forced a bright smile for the camera. ' "Thamk, Travis, for that hot
communication tip. When we come back after a womnf our local
sponsors, we'll hear from two more couples on #w show everyone's

talking about.Hear He, Hear She."

The red light winked off. An excited buzz commenaeithe audience
talked to seat neighbors about what they'd seemead.



Kara sagged and inwardly groaned. She'd stumbleabiclg the stairs.
She'd looked into the wrong camera more than o@be.man, she hadn't
allowed anywomenin the audience to speak! How could she have
forgotten?

A hand squeezed her arm. She looked down intos]alleliring dark eyes.
Of the three younger brothers, he looked mostTitavis.

"Hang in there, Kara, you're doing great. So isvisrayou two look as if
you've been doing this for years."

"Liar." She smiled and patted his hand. "But thamkgway."

Seth leaned forward, caught her eye and winkedthtlught it'd be
boring—ooph! Hey!" Rubbing his ribs, he shot a murderous look at
Cameron. "You didn't let me finish. | was gonnaher it isn't boring at all.
I'm actually learning new stuff.”

As Seth turned innocent blue eyes back to Karaghisw rammed into
solid muscle beside him.

During the ensuing contained scuffle, Kara pondehedfact that she'd
learned new stuff, too.

Sudden applause and a swell of theme music wareethat taping would
restart at any second. She would have to examitigrtess her feelings
later, after the show finished.

If she had the courage.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

AFTER THE sHow Nancy had the choice of waiting for Travis toigim
taping station promo spots, or accepting John'sigua offer to taxi her to
Bass Busters. No contest. For the first time in thenshe would have him
all to herself.

Yet once she climbed inside the Blazer, darneHdeaflsxew what to do with
him.

So she talked.

She praised Kara and Travis lavishly, repeated damepts she'd overheard
from people in the audience, speculated on the 'shimture, wondered
aloud if Meg and Brian, the last couple dear He, Hear Sheyould get
married or drift apart.

During a pause, she intercepted John's curiouseglamnd turned to stare out
the passenger window.

She'd learned from today's show that most womewgudsed recent
experiences as a way to process information, toexfeelings, to arrive at
a conclusion as they talked. Nancy supposed shinaidtoo. With Travis.
With his father, she worried too much about sougdwolish or dull to
"think out loud." Normally she stuck to three sutgeshe knew interested
him. Bass Busters, Malloy Sporting Goods and Jeremy

Heaven forbid she should bore the almighty Johridyal

Nancy tensed.

When she realized she was literally holding heattresomething inside her
snapped.



Idiot! What had she expected? To be smote by liggthHe was only a
man, for pity's sake.

An exceptional one, true, having raised four soredulthood with firm but
loving guidance, never shirking his duty, buildiagreputable business
along the way. He was the antithesis of the lovieo'dsrabandoned her and
their unborn child.

Still, hewasmortal flesh and blood.

And yet for three years she'd watched and waiteddame "the suffering
martyr bit" while he'd remained kind, friendly anchpersonal. In a
convoluted way, she'd enshrined him as surely dmtléhe memory of his
beloved wife, Kathryn.

Ironic. And pitifully sad.

Especially since her blinders had prevented hen fdoing the right thing
by Travis.

"You're sure quiet over there all of a sudden,'nJolbserved, his deep voice
amused.

She watched the thickening pine trees flash byideitthe window. "
figured you could use a break. Sorry for chatteling

"Actually, | was enjoying the conversation."”

She twisted around to gauge his seriousness.

Eyes straight ahead, one hand draped casuallytlowéop of the wheel, his
stomach flat and his legs long, John was the mrola wvhich four beautiful
male specimens were cast. At fifty-four, despitedilivering hair, he looked

as fit and virile as his sons.

He glanced over and caught her staring.



Awareness pulsed in his dark eyes. He looked bac¢kearoad, and she
wondered if she'd imagined it.

One corner of his mouth lifted. "I've never heaadi ghatter before. | like
listening to you."

If she didn't know better, she'd almost think hes Wiating!

She forced the breathlessness from her voice. Hlt tase, there's
something else | want to discuss. It's about Trams Kara."

In the space of a blink, John's expression shuttéWhat about them?"

So much for her fantasy. "Did you notice the wayduked at Kara during
the show? He couldn't manufacture that kind ofnsity on demand."”

"She's a beautiful woman."

"Yes. But I've never seen him look so alive, soufed completely on
another person. | suspected it when she first darttee fishing camp. Now
that I've seen them together again, I'm sure He feere than attraction.”

A skeptical noise low in his throat answered hateshent.

"Travis is still in love with her,” Nancy insistetiThe question is, how do
we help him accept and deal with that?"

His striking dark eyebrows lifted comically higlhen lowered into a
thunderous ledge. "W#on't. What's past is past.”

It was her turn to growl.

"Look, Nancy, you didn't see Travis hit rock bottevhen Kara left Lake

Kimberly to move back in with her grandmother.lké&al myself blue in the
face trying to get him to bend a little, to seeygrestead of black and white,
but he wouldn't listen to reason. He was hurting touch. And so

depressed | drove to the camp and checked on hiyn"da



Nancy's heart ached for them both.
And a little for herself.

"He scared ten years off my life those first sixntis. Do you understand
what I'm saying?"

She met his probing glance with a small smile. "fitgt trimester, Dad
used to forget’ things he needed from upstairsehaiday. Then he'd poke
his head inside my room to say hello. So yes, lewstdnd what you're
saying."

Compassion softened his features.

"But like me, Travis healed."

John's frown returned. "Exactly. And it took himaye to laugh and joke
again. Years.Damned if I'm going to interfere now with the pedwe's
found. Kara deserves better than that, too."

"But what if she still loves him?"

"That's irrelevant.”

Nancy gaped. "How can you say that?"

"Because it's true. She loved him before anddititbrced him. The fishing
camp is Travis's life, and she wants no part bf it.

"Maybe it wasn't the life she wanted eight years. &yt people do change,
you know. They get hurt, they heal, they move oa better understanding.
Somepeople even risk getting hurt all over again.”

"And some people are smarter than that."

"Oh, please." Nancy reached to flip back her hatt emembered she'd
taken special pains to achieve a perfect Frenct.ts if he would notice.



"That's not smart. That's chicken. When are yon@to realize that Travis
isn'tyou?"

The hand draped casually over the steering whéiéédhnto a death grip
only a crowbar could pry loose. "Well, that's cigpCare to explain what
you mean?"

"l don't know. Can you take the heat?"
"Try me."

Three years of banked and smoldering emotion hotstflames. "I mean
thathis wife isn't dead and sanctified to the point nceotvoman can ever
measure up. | mean thia¢ might be persuaded to take a chance and love a
second time. | mean thgbu'veencouraged him to stay insulated and safe,
when anysmartperson would realize that's not living. That'syoekisting.

Do you honestly want to deny him what you and Kathshared?"

His jaw bulged once. "You have no frame of refeesioc what Kathryn and
| shared.”

The insult skewered deep. She flounced aroundcttfze front, her vision
blurred. "You're right. But | wish | did."

"Nancy—"

"No, let me finish. lwant to know what it's like to share a love that
transcends life. It may never happen, but | wolose myself off to the
possibility, or let Travis stay in an emotional oon, either. We both
deserve what you and Kathryn shared—" she shoammeaningful glance
"—whether you think so or not!"

Staring blindly ahead, her breathing harsh in trerged silence, she sensed
every glowering look thrown her way, heard evergtsmg word he held
back. Lord, why hadn't she kept her mouth shut?



She drew a shaky breath filled with the breezyrsiftave she loved, plus a
musty smell she didn't. Dirty socks—or worse—lurlgsinewhere in the
back, possibly growing mildew. Jake used the Blékera sports locker.
Her vision gradually cleared. She was startledde they were on the
winding blacktop road past the Fisherman's Caft dlaout tunnel vision.
She hadn't even known they'd exited the freeway!

Minutes later, the Blazer slowed and approachedyéte to Bass Busters
Fishing Camp. She reached for her seat belt.

"Wait," John ordered, shifting the truck into park.
She turned in question.

His tobacco-brown gaze smoked a trail from thedbper upswept hair to
her high heels. "You'll ruin your hose. I'll geetdamn gate."

He unbuckled his seat belt and flung it aside,gdrkbpen the door and
stomped off, plowing straight through a thatch mfhhweeds and cockle-
burs.

0O-0-0h, he was mad.

Nancy shivered, not unpleasantly.

His gaze had been anything but friendly, impersonahsulated.

For all his anger, she'd seen something else ireyes that stunned and
thrilled her, made her glad she'd worn her clinigeelsilk dress that reached

above the knees. Which he'd not only noticed.d &lkso liked!

She hugged the information close as he manhankkegate open, trudged
back to the idling Blazer, drove through and repeaihe process in reverse.
Throughout the winding drive to the camp, she abergid what to do with
her new knowledge.



Apologize and return to the status quo?
Intolerable!

Say nothing?

No. Too passive.

Deliver more of her opinion on idolizing a memorfiem a warm breathing
woman loved him to distraction?

Hmm. Nancy risked a quick peek at John's implacpinéle.

Scratch that. She'd won a skirmish and toastedunis but in a war he
would incinerate her on the spot.

The truck broke into the cleared acreage of thepcamake Kimberly
glittered east to west across the horizon, a gleripanoramic postcard so
familiar she merely flipped down her visor, annoysdthe glare. Tires
crunched against the crushed- shell driveway lepttirthe main house.

What to do, what to do?
In the end, John decided for her.

"l think it's best we forget this conversation gnd it behind us, Nancy. |
know you said some things you'll probably regréernd He braked to a
stop, parked, and laid his hand behind her headvékere anger had
radiated moments earlier, sincerity now oozed frois pores. "Don't
worry. | value your friendship too much to holdradge."

Grudge?'That's real big of you, John, but | don't regreingle thing | said.
If that jeopardizes our friendship, then | guessrelationship will just have
to change, won't it?" Fumbling with her seat bshe heard his buckle
unlatch. "No, don't bother, I'll get my own damrod®

If she could only unbuckle her damn seat belt. ahlast! She looked
up—and froze.



One hand still behind her headrest, his body cyriiexiface closer than
she'd expected, he looked flustered and confusedl taoroughly,
irresistibly mortal.

What the hey?

Without giving herself time to think, she leaneaward and brushed her
trembling lips once, twice, against his hard moG#nsation rocketed to her
toes. She pulled back, quite unable to meet his.eye

"Thank you for the ride,” she managed in a strargiee before snatching
up her purse and almost tumbling out of the truck.

She wobbled as fast as high heels over crushels stalld permit toward
the front door, conscious of his stare the entiag.wt took her forever to
find her key chain among a jumble of cosmetics tlagroeternity to insert
metal properly into the lock. She shoved her shendgjainst wood, waved
her hand vaguely in John's direction and shut Heirsggde, whirling to
brace her dissolving spine against the door's wedcsupport.

Safe.

Oh-wow-oh-wow-oh-wow-oh-wow.

She'd kissed him!

Oh-wow-oh-wow-oh-wow.

Gradually her heartbeat slowed. She forced hetcedview the drive here.
There'd been that moment of almost-maybe flirtilgen that searing
head-to-toe inspection. She hadn't imagitied. And on the second brush
of her lips, he'd gone unnaturally still, as ifledi and waiting to release

tumultuous anger. Or possibly... passion?

The thought resonated with truth.



That's why she'd responded to the chaste kiss@ogsy. She'd sensed the
passion he fought to contain.

Well, well, well, Nancy thought, a wondering smilerving up her mouth.

Their relationship had changed, all right. Lust w&4ove that transcended
life" by any means. But it was more than she'd thasl morning. It was

better than she'd ever expected to have. It migtguperficial. It might be

transient.

But, by God, it was a start.

KARA STUDIED HERSELFcritically in the full-length bedroom mirror. The
suit she'd worn yesterday for the pilot had beeartstbut this getup
was...well, forget it.

That's what she got for raiding a petite womardsetl.

"I'm supposed to be a model, not a hooker," sheptained, turning toward
her fashion consultant.

Sprawled on her stomach and wearing overalls, @pbént wishbone style,
Lisa looked more like a child on her parents' beahtthe owner of this
upscale town house.

She raised her chin from a scrunched pillow anflezhi"That's a Calendri
original, I'll have you know. Only the classiestcsty women, film
actresses and call girls wear his designs—if thexehthe body for it—and
everyone admires their chic sophistication."

"Maybe you look chic in this. But / look like a sltThe neckline's too low,
the hem's too short, and everything's way too tight

"Not for a lingerie model. Good grief, those wonpmance around almost
naked in prime-time television commercials and ne blinks an eye."

"Everyone's staring too hard at the prancing stutdink.”



Lisa heaved a put-upon sigh. "You're really gettamgmy nerves. Over a
half-million Houstonians will stare at your body &hthose catalogs start
hitting mailboxes tomorrow. You'll take their moneagerly enough.

Loosen up, for heaven's sake—no, for Vinnie's Sake.

"Oh, Vinnie will think I'm loose, all right, if | war this outfit in public.”
Kara ignored her friend's glare and plucked frétfdt her chest and
derriere.

"Vinnie has flown all the way from New York to takeu to dinner and a
club wearingexactlythat kind of outfit. He wants you to look sexy, dmel
wants other men to see you looking sexy draped bigearm in public.
That's a big part of his fantasy. Be glad he agted@dhursday night. At least
the crowds won't be huge.”

"But | don'tfeelsexy. | feel like a—"

"Argh! Don't say it. You're playing a role, herepmember? You've got to
look the part. Thank goodness you brought dressy that work. Smart
thinking. He'll be a little taller than you. Hdtive that."

"But what if | run into someone tonight who recamgg me? I'll be
mortified."

Lisa raised a level gaze. "Kara. Hon. No offensg who would recognize
you? The show hasn't aired yet, so that's not sueisAnd you're not a
regular on the restaurant and nightclub circuituY@aven't even gone out
since what's-his-name last year. Whaishis name?" Her brow furrowed.

"The guy who sold brassieres as cheapeagas. He took you to Denny's.”
"Leave the poor man alone." Please.

"Hey, that was your description, not mi—oh! | renmnow.Harvey.The
perfect name." Lisa smothered a yelp of laughteh vier pillow, then

looked up, her dark eyes merry. "You said he habditdaeeth and was so
dull he was practically invisible." She dissolvetbi fresh laughter.



Telling her best friend everything had occasiomairbacks.

Kara folded her arms beneath her breasts and feugitile. "We can't all
be pursued by prospective junior partners in ddmgfirm."”

"I'm sorry." Lisa took a deep, almost giggle- flweath. "I'm sorry. Really.
| wouldn't laugh if you couldn't date dozens of nagry time you wanted."

"Yeah. I'm just beatin' 'em off with a stick.”

Sobering, Lisa pushed herself into a cross-leggédgsposition. "This is
me, remember? Don't play dumb. Those I'm-not-istecesignals you give
off to every attractive man within a thirty-yardiras are just as effective as
a stick. Harvey happened to be boring enough for tgofeel safe dating
him. But face it, girlfriend. The Harveys of the sdbwill never thrill you
like Travis did. Like he still does."

Kara stiffened. "Travis doesn't thrill me."
Lisa remained silent, her gaze compassionate.

Spinning around to her reflection, Kara began tnggiown the hem of her
poly-spandex cream- colored skirt. "Okay, he dba#i tne. But he's also as
obsessed as ever with that Kimberly bitch, anchibtrabout to try and break
up their relationship again. I'll lose."

"Did you try and break them up a first time?"
Kara stilled. "What?"

"You said 'again.’ As if when you were married, yeanted Travis to give
up the lake and fishing camp. Did you give him &matum? Is that why
he never came after you?"

Kara scowled.No-o0.l can't believe you'd say that! You know | workixe

a dog trying to make the place nice for guestgehadeveloped a five- year
marketing plan to expand and modernize the camipe’ 18et perceptive
brown eyes in the mirror and experienced a twinferease. Irritation



followed. "I'd suggest you stop analyzing my pasd aurrent thrills and
take a look at your own. Ross spends as much tilke@V-TV as Travis
does on the lake."

"So0? What does that have to do with me?"
Kara merely arched a brow.

Lisa's gaze faltered and dropped to the pillowen lap. She punched it
once. "Okay, Ross thrills me. I'll never l@m know it. The man's ego is
almost as big as Chad's.”

''Ross is extremely confident, yes. Pompous, mal #0 cute to stay mad
at even when | am." Refocusing on her reflectioaraklost her fond smile
and fussed with the plunging sweetheart necklindesfivory top. The

puckered stretch velvet lost most of its puckethat fullest part of her
breasts.

Lisa's silence finally penetrated, and Kara thougtuk to her last comment.
"Don't get me wrong. He doesn't thrill me. But | ldee and admire him.

He's as likely to implement suggestions from tla¢ich's security guard as
from the program director. His first loyalty is tbe show. But face it,

girlfriend," she repeated Lisa's words and no-nossdone. "That's part of
his allure for you."

"Excuse me?"

"He's a challenge. You've never known a man tham'dgrovel at your
dainty feet."

"Give me a break."
"Struck a nerve, did I?"
"Yes, but not the one you think."

The satin comforter rustled. Lisa appeared besideaKn the mirror,
looking mad enough to take on Goliath.



"Enoughwith the 'dainty’ crap, already! I'm short, youtedl. They both
have advantages and disadvantages. You're savwgleno use your
advantage for the business purpose of sellingagtaigerie. Scsomepart
of your brain recognizes you're not the same katirg/ teenager that boys
never asked out. Or the wife who thought her hushaould rather fish
than be with her.”

Kara's arms fell limply to her sides, rendered eseby the spear through
her heart.

"Oh. Kara." Exasperation and love resounded in'&igaice. "Would you
look at yourself, please? Not at the clothes. Buytoat

"You' re a photographer's dream. Most lingerie nwdeould require

soft-box lighting and body makeup. With you, | clroot in broad daylight
and your skin still looks poured from a milk cartdndon't have to

manipulate camera angles to make your legs loogdon don't have to
experiment with key and fill light to exaggeratealage shadow. | can
concentrate on creating the right mood for the memdise shown."

Hearing her attributes described in non-sexual seh@lped Kara admit
aloud what only her subconscious mind had acknaydédd"All right. |
have a decent body. Is that what you wanted totear

"Hallelujah! Progress at last."

"Sonowcan | take this off and wear the dress | broughthfhome?"

The triumphant gleam in Lisa's eyes dimmed. "Anuklbke you're going
to church? Depends on whether or not Vinnie hasiaed you yet for
printing theMystery Womagatalogs."

Rats.

"l didn't think so. Then you'd better stick with attyou have on. It's perfect.
We'll add some classy accessories if you're so iegrabout looking

cheap."” She bustled over to her sleek cherry- wir@sser and pulled
forward a large jewelry box.



Watching her determined friend extract an exquiseeque pearl pendant
with delicate chain, matching earrings and squateemerald ring, Kara

accepted defeat. Rejecting such generosity woultl lnea worse than

looking like a slut would humiliate Kara.

"Come here and I'll help put these on you," Lisdeoed.
Minutes later, Kara tensed beneath a head-to-speastion.

Lisa's dark eyes shone with approval, then grewisiasisly bright. "You'll
knock the breath out of him, hon. You look gorgeauns chic and very
sexy."

Maybe tonight wouldn't be so bad.
"Except for your face."

Kara's budding excitement wilted. Thorns of doulitked her confidence.
She'd worn too much makeup. She hadn't worn enough—

Small hands grabbed her shoulders and positionetbhvard the dresser
mirror. Her gaze zeroed in on the large pearl edstletween an inch of
visible cleavage.

"l said your face, Kara. Look at your expressi¢s.@mbarrassed. If | had to
reveal your face in thielystery Womamhotos, the catalog would be a total
failure. When | click the camera, your body saysnte and get it' but your
expression says '‘Get me out of here!™

"I can't help it if I'm modest. And Vinnie's notigg to 'get’ anything tonight
but a big check from Tony's.” He'd made reservationeight o'clock at the
preferred restaurant of prominent Houstoni- ans.

"Of course he isn't. But he's got to think theae'smote chance to get lucky.
Think about Travis a minute. He finds excuses techoyou, doesn't he?
You catch him staring as if he'd like to do moreuYre always wondering
if he'll make a move to kiss you, and that thrjitas. He makes you feel
sexy."



The memory of tiger eyes burning possessively acatdd Kara's
heartbeat.

"Yesss!Hold that expression all night and you'll need enttran a stick to
beat the men off. Did you bring your Mace?"

Kara dragged her focus away from her lax mouthyyéds and rosy flush.
"What? Oh, yes."

"Good." Lisa checked her watch. "You don't havéetove for another ten
minutes. Now here's what | want you to do. Pretémohie is Travis, and
you're not the modest ladylike Kara Taylor, butéletic seductivéystery

Woman.There's no Gram watching from a corner of yourdniou can be
a vamp. You can be a flirt. You can be a sexy womhba likes men and
shows it. You can bpowerful.You can have fun. A lot of fun.

A strange excitement seized Kara. Did she dare?
"And last, but not least..." Pausing dramaticdliga grabbed a set of keys
from the dresser top. "You can drive my car. Letinestop down. It's a little

nippy, but you'll be fine with my cashmere shawl.”

Kara stared mesmerized at the intoxicating freedangling in front of her
nose.

"The front door key has a little red dot on it, 3ekst let yourself in. I'll
probably get up, but if not, we'll talk in the morg."

Gram knew Kara was spending the night. She coalg @it till the clubs
closed if she wanted. What harm could there beawipg the role to the
hilt? No one but Lisa would ever know.

She slowly reached for the keys.



CHAPTER TWELVE

TRAVIS SLUNG AN ARM over the back of his chair, stretched his legsaout
comfortable distance and thumbed a trickle of sviemh his long-neck
Corona. His belly was full of Grub House mesquisenoked brisket.
Cameron and Jake bickered while Seth thought whatevthought across
the checkered tablecloth. And the pilot had gonk thve day before.

For the moment, Travis was content.

This morning'sHouston Chroniclénhad printed a glowing preview of the
show that would air tomorrow, advising Houstoniéms$une in. Ross was
ecstatic. Even Travis's brothers seemed impres&edeast, Seth and
Cameron did, and their opinion mattered most.

The two had spent today visiting Houston veterir@diryics and attending
pre-scheduled business meetings, respectively, Betlather ideas for the
animal hospital he planned to build in Wagner, Bexson. Cameron, to
capitalize on Malloy Marketing's growing buzz ascidating-edge Aus tin
agency prepared to tackle the new millennium's wmidousiness
challenges."

When Travis had stumbled across that sentencdimamagazine article
on Texas-based companies, he'd damn near spladesgrinning. Cam's
polished charm, restless energy and business acwerentaking him far.
Seth's quiet dedication and methodical one-steptatie approach to goals
were equally effective. The two seemed total ogpssivet both were high
achievers and a source of great pride to theiefathiho'd encouraged all of
his sons to earn a college degree.

Travis had pursued a practical rather than higtecation. His classrooms
had been creek channels, reed shallows and openHid professors the
topographical maps, hours upon hours of casting, lsass movements
dictated by weather, spawning and feeding pattéfie&l never regretted
his decision to forgo college. But he knew that&aecretly had. That a



white-collar professional was much closer to hdedl" husband than the
man she'd actually married.

As for Jake regretting anything...

Travis glanced at the brother currently balancimgp-ended Corona bottle
on his nose. His jeans and football jersey lookeptsn.

Jake, Jake, Jake. Lover of practical jokes, a gme and women.
Combining all three in one experience was his ideguccess. Oh, he
helped Dad operate the store efficiently enoughhimiheart wasn't in it.
They were all still waiting to see what—or who—wo@ventually capture
his sincere interest.

With a mental shrug, Travis took a swig of beeth@sd Cam had phoned
earlier and invited the other Malloys to join thdar dinner. Jake was
always game for driving into Houston. Their fataénost never was. Since
Travis hadn't known when he'd get another chandalkoto his brothers

alone and all at once, he'd accepted.

Just then a full-figured forty-something waitresstbed by with a tray of
food. Jake's head veered one way, his balancedbtks the other.

Cameron snatched the long-neck midair and incloes the cement floor.
"Damn it, Jake, you're worse than a kid! Why dgali run away and join
the circus so we can stop baby-sitting?" Settirglbttle far out of reach,
he glanced at Travis. "Jeez. How do yakehim?"

"Only in small doses. Any more than that is badnigrhealth."

"l try not to let him get to me. | really do," Catwld his Bud Light. "But
then he acts like a two- year-old or a trained,s®a | lose it."

"That's what he wants."

All eyes turned to Seth, whose calm blue gaze nedictreasured
photographs of their mother.



Wearing a Western-cut shirt, Wranglers and boadpbked right at home
in the bunkhouse ambiance.

"When you don't react,” he explained with a notkiogt shrug, "he gets
bored and loses interest."

Cameron turned to raise a dark-blond eyebrow atythengest Malloy.
"That true, butthead?"

Pressing his elbows, forearms and palms togetlrete Flapped his
"flippers"” together and barked like a seal.

Three hands reached for nearby missiles. A coaatérench fry and a
spoon launched simultaneously. The latter glandédake's cheek and
clattered against the floor.

"He-ey!" he protested, glaring at Cameron. "Youldwe put out my eye."

"Small price to pay for shutting you up."

"Stop," Travis ordered, before they could get into it degl have
something | want to discuss. I'm worried about Dad.

That got their full attention.
"Any of you notice anything...l dunno, differenbaut him lately?"

"Different how?" Jake asked, his dark eyes keenratetligent, as if a mask
had lifted.

"I don't want to influence you by getting specifidaybe I'm just imagining
things."”

"He's real stressed about business dropping o#hé&on admitted. "And
about budgeting so much money for the Thanksgiwegkend sale.
'‘Course, since you didn't totally suck eggs yesigrds a co-host, he
probably feels better now about using you as a egudrson for Malloy
Sporting Goods commercials.”



Damn."Did you set a date for the shoot yet?"

Tilting forward, the only son to inherit Kathryrdark-gold hair pulled an
appointment book from his rear pocket. He resettwdliflipped through the
pages.

Trust Cameron to make jeans and a black Pololsbktas formal as a suit.

"Here it is. The first Saturday in November. Beéhet store an hour before it
opens to rehearse your lines while the crew set¥\ugil edit on Monday
back in Austin, and express-ship the tapes to loustations on Tuesday."
He flipped the book shut and shared a commiseratiog with Travis.
"Fun, fun, fun.”

And another fishing guide trip canceled.

Jake toyed with the greasy paper lining his empogfbasket. "Dad nearly
ripped my head off for trying to talk him into camgi with me tonight. |
think maybe something besides the store is budgimg'

"He has the hots for Nancy," Seth stated with qeogtviction.

Travis, Jake and Cameron gaped."He has for yeargidiwon't admit it to
himself."

"You're crazy," Travis muttered.

"Raving nuts," Cameron seconded.

"I don't know..." Looking thoughtful, Jake leanedck and propped a
running shoe on his opposite knee. "When he gdt twaihe store yesterday
after driving Nancy home, he seemed pretty rattldd. went in the
stockroom to check on a special-order fly rod aeden came out. | found
him staring at a case of plastic worms like it \@aBV."

Seth's lips curved in a small smile, but he mepatked up his Coke.



"Come to think of it,” Cameron said grudgingly,dil see his eyes bug a
little at that silk dress she wore to the show. fBen, mine did, too. She's a
damn fine-looking woman."

Seth sipped away with that Mona Lisa smile.

Travis tore off his bill cap and scrubbed his h&dad andNancy?"The
thought was jarring.

After so many years of seeing his father steer déaerious relationships,
he'd assumed no woman would ever replace theirenoth

He resettled his cap. "Hell, 1 didn't think Dad wasny, | thought he was
lonely. He's been acting kind of down, now thatelakmoved to an
apartment and we're all so busy...." The truth &eacTravis upside the
head with stunning forc&Vell, whaddaya know.

"What is it?" Cameron said sharply.

"Seth's right. Dad hasn't been acting lonely. He&n acting lovesick."

Seth broke into his rare full-blown crooked Mallgryn.

Jake soon joined him, then Cameron, and finallgvig; who couldn't
believe he'd been so rock- dumb.

The curvy waitress approached their table withHead down, her gaze on
the check she carried. She appeared to be makirgy tka total was
accurate. "Can | get you boys anything else?"

"No, we're about ready to pop," Jake said.

She looked up and around at the full barrage ofsgher expression dazed.
"We've got something to celebrate,” Jake told thenan he'd flirted with at

length. "Heard anything about that new club onRiehmond strip? Night
Fever, | think it's called.”



Gravity tugged hard at Travis's mouth.

"Urn...Martha?" Jake prodded.

She started, flushed and slapped down the cheakry'SNight Fever?
Yeabh, if you like retro disco music, you'll lovelits not very far from here,
either."

Travis groaned.

"Thursday is ladies' night,” she added.

Jake grinned wider and looked at Travis.

"Over your dead body."

Jake looked at Cameron.

"Still want a Viking funeral?"

Jake looked at Seth.

"No."

Turning back to Martha, the son of a bitch wrappedarm around her
plump waist and raised the long-lashed little-bggsefew women could

resist. "So, heading north on Richmond, would tlné be after, or before
Fondren?"

"HERE WE GQ doll. This is perfect,” Vinnie said above the kground
throb of music.

The club, appropriately named Night Fever, was risingly crowded for
Thursday night. He'd bypassed the tables filleth wituples and clusters of
women to reach this half-moon cozy booth. It faced the dance floor, but
the line of mostly male customers lounging agaaising bar.



Lisa had been right about him wanting other mersde the Mystery
Woman draped over his arm.

Prodded by the pain of three chunky gold rings idiggnto her lower back,
Kara slipped into the booth, then scooted arourfdrass she could.

Instead of following, Vinnie cocked his ear as ritranced with the Bee
Gees song "Staying Alive," then turned toward tlaeag floor. Night
Fever's ambiance replicated that of the club Jalandlta's character had
favored inSaturday Night Fever.

The dance floor, lit from underneath, changed olg@eriodically.
Mirror-tiled balls hung from the ceiling, sprayistpards of light over the
crowd. And the music was equally awful. Pure disara had little interest
in rediscovering bad taste.

But during the seventies, Vinnie would've been angpltalian stallion just
starting to feel—and sow—his oats. The concierdesahotel had told him
about Night Fever, and Vinnie had suggested coinarg after dinner.

This was his fantasy, so she'd feigned enthusiagslite his youth.

He'd probably been quite the stud minus his regeterline and slight
paunch. Not that he wasn't attractive now. He Wa® balding paunchy
Itallion stallion kinda way. She found herself stumy him with more
fondness than she would've thought possible onlyshago.

His dark suit was fashionable, the quality excé|lére fit flawless over his
stocky frame. He'd ditched his tie and unbuttonedshirt to below the
throat. Nestled on a wedge of black chest hahrick gold chain gleamed in
the dim light.

To her horror, his hips began a subdued bump and ¢ the beat of the
song. Any minute now, he would point his fingethe sky Travolta-style.

"Vinnie?"

He turned. "Yeah, babe?"



"I'm a little thirsty," she said in her best Myst&/oman sex-kitten voice.

"Okay, babe, me too. | gotta go leak the dog anyway'll stop by the bar
first, and leave our drink orders. What's your plea?"

She shook off the extremely unwelcome image heuced. "Um...Perrier
with a twist."

His expression fell. "Not even a glass of wine?"

She'd had two at Tony's restaurant and would radeve herself home. "I
wish | could, but | have an early photo sessiorcoAbl dehydrates my
skin." She looked up coyly through her lashes. "Athé Valentine
collection shows a lot of skin."

His black eyes assumed an unfocused glaze as hmuslyvenvisioned the
collection.

He was so easily manipulated by the illusion skeshted that her initial
thrill of power had long since faded. She waitegatrently for him to
resurface.

"Vinnie, our drinks?"
His gaze sharpened.

Careful. Mustn't sound too much like the Kara hevis.She licked her lips,
and his eyes followed the movement. "I'm just sisth."

"Oh. Yeah. Now you stay put, babe. And tell ank )@ho comes over here
while I'm gone that you're with me." For a moméretseemed torn between
the desire to guard his territory and an equalbidargent need. The call of
nature won. "I'll be back in a jiff."

She watched him walk to the bar and shoulder hisclese enough to place
an order. When he turned to check on her, she edggér fingers.



His chest expanded. He swept a crowing gaze owerstag line, then
strutted off to the restroom.

Shaking her head, Kara untied the cashmere shavttekhloosely above
her breasts. The luxurious wool had kept her wannthe drive here from
the restaurant. Yes, the Miata was a tight squdmEeynce inside with the
seat moved back all the way, she hadn't felt ridicst She'd felt dashing
and adventurous and young.

She dropped the shawl over her clutch purse atedl Il hand to her hair.
Hopelessly windblown. In the ladies room at Torsfie'd tamed the wild
tousle upon arrival. She almost reached for hesgpand comb now.

The Mystery Woman lowered her hand to her lap.

Bedroom hair fit her role. Vinnie mustn't learn wsiloe was, or he'd feel
foolish and manipulated. He might retract his disted printing price.

Worse, he might reveal the Mystery Woman's identtgthers, the secret
trickling to the wrong ears, as secrets alwaysRiliss was touting Kara in
station promos as "the voice of today's woman." Staehow doubted
today's liberated woman wanteda lingerie modelesgmting her thoughts
and feelings. And if Gram found out....

Shuddering, Kara vowed that Vinnie would have neseato question her
legitimacy. He'd get the full fantasy for his lost profit printing the
catalogs. She never welshed on a deal. Her busimeggity was inviolate.

Even if she had discovered a distressing abilitietthrough her teeth about
her personal life.

At dinner, she'd refused to give Vinnie a nameetagthone number, saying
her Mystery Woman contract specified absolute sgcrile'd called her
"babe" and "doll" willingly enough, but had wantedpursue a relationship
beyond one date. To discourage that line of thipkame'd invented Dirk: a
tall, blond, handsome and extremely jealous fialfcBirk knew she was
out with another man tonight, he would kill her aridnie both.



Vinnie might be a little crude, but he wasn't thadt bit stupid. He'd stopped
talking about future liaisons.

Wondering what was taking him so long, Kara glandediard the
restrooms—and blinked. Over half the men leaningiresj the bar were
staring at her. A few ogled her pearl pendant.tBetrest...well, didn't. Yet
they seemed intrigued, a little dazed and a lotiadgn

To those men, she flashed a startled, but genuama, ksmile.

It was like watching a bank of arc lights switch tansee them smile in
return. Amazing. She basked in their obvious deligh

If they weren't responding to Mystery Woman's bddywhat, then? To her
smile? To an expression that wasn't embarrassedivimg off I'm-
not-interested signals? Her smile warmed at thegho

The oglers stopped leering and broke into smiles.

She laughed out loud. This was ten times heademn the power she'd
exerted over Vinnie. He thought she was sexy.

Theythought she was nice.

Vinnie walked into view, glaring at the beaminggstiae as he bellied up to
the bar and paid for their drinks. Her admirersilyifound something else
to admire.

Okay, Kara conceded. Her...pearl might've scoradsbene personality
points with those men. But the experience had apéee eyes. When she
returned to being a lady, she would try not to asefunfriendliness or
insecurity with modesty.

The lights suddenly dimmed and the music slowed.ddin't recognize the
song, but it was tolerably pleasant.



Vinnie approached the booth carrying two squatsglasefore him like an
offering to the gods. Kara slid around the seatsindd. Dismay widened
his eyes, exposing a flicker of insecurity. Men &people, too.

"Are you leaving?"

"Yes." She took the drinks from his resistant gsgt his glass on the table
and sipped from hers thirstily.

"But...where are you going?"

Finishing her water, Kara clunked down the gla3s. the dance floor—"
she grabbed his hand "—with you."

They joined the stream of couples fast filling gveguare inch of the

rectangular floor. Men who wouldn't risk embarragghemselves during a
lively song were more than willing to lock bodieglwa woman and sway
from foot to foot. She claimed a spot in one coraed he gathered her into
a clinch.

"Man, | can't believe I'm holdin' you like this. Wall the guys back at the
shop hear about—"

"Vinnie?"
"Yeah, babe?"

"If I hear another word about the guys back atdhep, | really will leave
the club.”

"Oh. Okay. Sorry."
He pressed her closer and kept silent, spinning Kbegv what fantasy in

his mind. This was one case where ignorance wasitedy bliss. Besides,
she could hardly point fingers.



In the dark, in the swaying crowd, in the armshaf twrong man, Kara spun
her own fantasy, replacing Vinnie with the man stented—right or
wrong.

The music ended. The lights came up. The nexttsatewould be lively.

Men scurried for cover like roaches. All but ab&ue great dancers and
their partners remained.

And Vinnie.

As the Bee Gees song "More Than a Woman" commeheddpked at her
so hopefully, she didn't have the heart to ruinthjs down memory lane
and drag him off. So she began dancing. And fofiteetime, he smiled as
if he thought she was nice, not sexy.

Ruthlessly squelching the urge to confirm they wheeobject of derision,
she focused only on Vinnie. His arms pumping, kisig bumping, his bald
spot already beginning to sweat, he was groovinand having the time of
his life. What was the crime in that? She loosamnzd

Before long, she was even having fun. When he editd the sky, she
mimicked his movement, but she let him do a duckwaross the floor
alone. By the time the song ended, she'd laughéagsbher stomach hurt.
Whew! She needed to rest.

Pulling him off the dance floor, she heard a smieof applause and a
few whistles. Oh, thank goodness she'd let Vinaeehhis moment in the
spotlight. From the expression on his face, hisafsywwas complete.

Everywhere she looked people were smiling. Thatigm@f five women on
the left. Those two couples on the right. The fouen blocking their
path...weren't smiling. They appeared stunned.

Kara stopped. The blood drained from her face.

Her mind struggled in the absence of oxygen tdtbira way to circumvent
disaster.



Jake recovered first and started grinning. Seth@artieron showed signs
the shock was wearing off. Any second, one of tveuald blurt her name.

"Hey, babe, what's the problem? Do you know thess?)'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GoobpLorD! That was Kara walking toward him smiling at thewed, her
eyes sparkling with pleasure, her hair a sexy miss,complexion as
flushed and dewy as if she'd just left her lovees instead of the dance
floor. Her cream-colored skirt and top were sottigine looked dipped in
white chocolateA mouth-watering temptation drawing every masculine
eye in the room.

Gaping at the blond creature depriving him of oxygé&ravis suddenly
empathized with the fish he yanked from safe waiteis an alien world.
Due to "catch and release" regulations, the shoctkeir primitive nervous
systems was temporary.

He wasn't sure his highly advanced sensory newonsd recover.

What inhell was she doing in a meat market like this dreskedildecadent
dessert? The balding joker with her didn't look atdp of warding off
possible trouble.

Then again, trouble would have to get past all tdatloys first. No small
challenge. Travis glanced at his brothers for ne@see—and scowled.
Jake, Seth and Cameron appeared to have developgohg sweet tooth.

"Hey, babe, what's the problem? Do you know thess?'

Travis's narrowed gaze shot to Disco Man, whoseteywéand rested too
damn close to a delectable tush. As for Kara...

Her rosy flush had bleached chalk-white. The lobk swept over each
brother in turn held panic and a silent plea.

"Dirk!" she cried, lunging straight toward Camer@he fell against his
chest and twined her arms around his neck.

He stared down in obvious bemusement. "Hi, K—"



Her mouth cut off his reply.

As Travis's incredulity and blood pressure skyroeeieCameron seemed to
unfreeze. His limp embrace tightened, his handsr&ar a curvy backside,
his head angled as if to deepen the kiss.

Kara broke the connection abruptly and stepped afs@ayn him, her
complexion a bright pink. "Don't be mad, sugarah @xplain.” She turned
to the stocky man eyeing Cameron nervously. "Vinisiea business
acquaintance, not my date. Please don't hurt him!"

Cameron's gaze smoldered, all right, but not wiidpea. For an ugly instant,
Travis wanted to smash his fist in his brothershandsome face.

"Why don't we go outside where it's quieter?" Kaumgested. "Vinnie,
could you come with us, please?"

Looking a little green around the gills, Vinnie rizdi.

"Thank you." Smiling weakly, she focused on Jakd &eth, who only
needed bags of popcorn to complete the picturerttegle. "There's no need
to ruin y'all's fun. Stay here and enjoy yourselMesk can fill you in
later...right, sugar?" Moving toward Cameron, dhhetshed out her hand.

He stepped forward smoothly and grasped slim wimigers. "Whatever
you say, honey."

What inhell was Kara's game?

Without so much as a glance in Travis's directishe pulled the
cosmopolitan brother of choice deeper into the .clwinnie trailed
obediently behind. The grin Cameron flashed ovsrshioulder was more
than a little smug.

Travis started to move, only to find himself grippsn each arm and held in
place.

"Take it easy, bro," Jake said from the left.



"Yeah, he's only trying to help Kara out of whateys@n she's in," Seth
spoke from the right.

Travis craned his neck to keep the trio in his bhgision. They veered to a
booth near the bar, where Kara scooped up her pmda bundle of white
material, then continued toward the club en-trafi@king a deep breath,
Travis forced himself to relax. The manacles oranms loosened.

He surged forward and free of restraint.

Dodging people and tables, he kept his quarryghtsirhey made a striking
pair, Dirk and the babe did. As perfectly matchedhee newlyweds framed
above the fireplace at Taylor House. Heads turrsetha beautiful blond
couple passed, adding fuel to the hurt and jealbugying a hole in Travis's
gut. Emotions a distant part of him said were uifjes.

The in-your-face part wasn't listening.

Ahead, the club's hammered brass door opened tt adiuister of young
women. Cameron, Kara and Vinnie slipped outsidereethe door eased
shut.

Travis swerved around a startled brunette, bumpedts with a giggling
redhead and rebounded into a squealing blonde hBytime he pushed
through the front door into the crisp night airs mhuscles were knotted
again.

He paused to get his bearings and spotted a $ilead head at the edge of
the club's well-lit parking lot. Travis headed toara, intent on getting to
the bottom of her charade, just as Jake and Sesi dutside.

Fortunately her back was turned as they approached.
"...You know how demanding she can be," Kara wasnga "Vinnie is

printing her catalogs, and he wanted to meet eeld Kara this favor. But
| swear, Dirk, there's no reason to be jealous."



Cameron didn't bat an eyelash at his brothers,\lbamie cast uneasy
glances over Kara's shoulder.

"Vinnie is flying home to New York tomorrow. He derét expect to see me
again—" She broke off and spun around, targetingpde®ved glare at
Travis. "Do you mind? This is a private conversatio

Travis might've laughed at her breathy bimbo vaéide hadn't whispered
over his libido, hardening more than his resolvelf-8isgust joined his
other combustible emotions, the whole intolerablgtune converting to
welcome anger.

He looked at Vinnie. "You got any objection to mealing this?"

The New Yorker shrank back a half step, then ramadating palms. "No,
man, it's cool. But all | did was dance with younfgend—" his dark eyes
skittered to Cameron "—I mean, Dirk's flancee—'gtanced uncertainly at
Jake and Seth "—I mean, the Mystery Woman model.tdlavorry. She
never even told me her name or gave me her phom#emu Even if |
wanted to—which | don't—I couldn't contact her @al her secret.”

Mystery woman? Secret? What in hell was going on?

"Jeez Louise," Jake murmured in an awed tone, gaitara as if he was
about to fall on his knees and bow.

She smiled at Vinnie gently. "I'm going to cakihight, but there are a lot of
women inside who need dance partners. Why don'stay®"

He hitched back his coat sleeve and checked hishwateah, maybe | will.
That is...if you're sure you'll be okay with thegs/s."

Despite the sheen of sweat at his receding hairtireesquared shoulders
and jaw raised him a notch in Travis's estimation.

Cameron moved close to Kara and put an arm posséssiround her
waist. "Don't worry. She's in good hands."



"I'll be fine, Vinnie," Kara seconded. "Now get Ban there and give those
women a treat."

"Okay, doll. But it won't be near as much fun." Wa parting wistful smile
for Kara, he turned and hurried off toward the &wntrance.

The group watched silently until he went insidéeasing a blast of music
quickly muffled by the closing door.

A cold breeze stirred and Kara shivered, her faldlyo shimmy raising
Travis's temperature another few degrees.

In a blink, Cameron had unwrapped the folded wimgterial she clutched
and gallantly draped the shawl—and his arm—arouwgrdshoulders. He
was just Sir friggin' Lancelot tonight.

"Thank you, Cameron," she said in her normal vagoang him a dazzling
smile. "For everything. You really came through foe earlier. But |
apologize for putting you in such an awkward positi

"Are you kidding? That's one of the most enjoygimsitions I've ever been
in. But, hey, if you thought it was awkward, I'm racthan willing to
practice until we get it right." His wolfish grieft no doubt he referred to
their kiss.

"Just tell me when," he added, clearly only hadfsiag.

In answer, she slipped out from under his arm amek gt an affectionate
pat.

"Does that mean no?" Cameron tugged one end oftleml. "You're
breakin' my heart—"

"Cut the crap, Cameron!" Travis instantly felt leettReady and eager to
rumble.

Tawny eyes lifted to study him mildly. Travis wadooled.



"Or what, big brother?"

"Or I'll kick the crap out of you."

The mouth Kara had kissed hardened. "In your dréams

"Later, maybe. First, I'll kick your ass for rellnless you're too chicken?"

The challenge hovered between them. Someone—Sethterad a
disgusted curse.

Genuine anger sparked in Cameron's eyes. "You tlaenplace and time,
old man."

"What's wrong with here and now?"

"Fine!"

"Good!"

Travis and Cam moved forward simultaneously.

Seth stepped between the two, extending his arkesalireferee. "Calm
down, you idiots, or I'll kick both your asses! Vig if you're so crazy
jealous you'll fight your own brother over Kara,uymight want to pay
attention when she walks away. She's half-way sadtusparking lot now."

Travis blinked. "Huh?"

"Damn, Travis," Jake blurted. "Why didn't you tefl Kara was the Mystery
Woman?"

"Huh?"

He peered closer at Travis, then did the same tio &el Cameron. "Oh,
man, none of you knows what I'm talking about, da% God, do you all
live on Planet Cluelesd@dystery Womais a hot new lingerie catalog that
never shows the model's face. And the model is \K&he didn't want



Vinnie to know her real identity." Jake stared &vis with more respect
than he'd displayed since grade school. "Jeez, Ywave slept with a
goddess."

"The goddess is about to take off in a little redwertible," Seth observed
dryly.

Travis whirled around and searched the parkingdahovement caught his
eye, and sure enough, there was Kara driving Miath, backing out of a
space. She'd put him through hell tonight and redea secret life that
deserved a full explanation. And what was she dbing

Running away.
Again.

He watched her shift gears, heard tires squedieaMtata jerked forward,
experienced a surge of tumultuous anger as shecippvard the exit,
looking damn good in the little car she'd suppogeefiused to ride in.

Without making a conscious decision, he loped fodydigging keys from
his pocket on the way to his Jeep.

"l hope she kicks the crap out of you," Cameromegebehind him.

If she did, it wouldn't be the first time, Travisought grimly. Buthistime,
he intended to get some answers, too.

As KARA pulled into the town house's one-car garage, shgratulated
herself on a clean getaway. Leaving without sagaogdbye or answering
more questions would catch up to her all too séontonight, at least, she'd
bought herself time to recover from the emotionahger of masquerading
as the Mystery Woman.

Sighing, she switched off the ignition and openeel ¢onvertible's door.
Getting out of the Miata was a bit tricky, but dbeed this little car! Lisa



was right. It was great fun to drive with the topwsh. Standing, Kara
smoothed her hopelessly tangled hair before leaning gather her purse
and shawl. She'd just slammed the door when thehead garage door
opener light blinked off.

Great. She'd put the remote control back in hesgulPopping open the
clasp, she fumbled for and found the button, thresged.

Overhead, the mechanical pulley whirred into actibime automatic light
switched on. She took a step forward—and shrieked anan ducked
beneath the lowering garage door.

Travis slowly straightened, his dark eyes glintoemeath the bill of a Lake
Kimberly ball cap.

The door clunked to a stop.

Lifting a palm from her wildly pounding heart, Karerrowed her eyes.
"You scared the life out of me!"

"Serves you right. You should've hit that remotétdou the second you
pulled in. But then, you're living dangerously igimi, aren't you...babe?"

Uh-oh. So much for buying time. "You're the oneingkstupid chances.
You must've driven like a madman to get here sb fasd what if I'd had a
gun just now, Travis? | could've shot you."

"Have you started packing a gun on top of everglefse, Kara? What
other nasty little secrets are you hiding?"

His mood hadn't improved since she'd left him figxihis muscles at
Cameron. "Look, you're obviously spoiling for aitgbut I'm too tired to
oblige. | want a hot bath and a good night's sléage two aspirin and call
me in the morning when your jockstrap's not in adby okay?"

Big mistake.



He suddenly seemed to fill the garage, and he hadeh moved. The door
leading to Lisa's town house was opposite the pgeseide of the car. Kara
glanced at the front bumper too close to the vaalher to squeeze through.
Her only route of escape was past Travis.

“I'm sorry,” she said, meaning it. He looked edggstless and very
dangerous. "I shouldn't have said that."

"Give the girl a gold star."

"You want to know what tonight was all about? Firietell you." Anything
to make him leave. "l needed to bring in cash fayldr Fine Foundations.
Lisa and | came up with the concept for a direci tmgerie catalog called
Mystery Womanit's taken off in a big way.

"Vinnie's shop in New York prints the catalogs. &geed to discount the
next huge print run if I got him a date with thearb Me. Except...he didn't
know it was me. The model's face never shows irpti@ographs, and he
and | had only talked on the phone. So | dresgedhiis—" she switched to
her sex kitten voice "—and talked like this, areddwallowed the story,
hook, line and sinker."

"He looked ready to jump in the damn boat."

She stiffened beneath his thorough appraisal, iggdendrils of warmth
wherever his gaze lingered.

“Not that | blame the guy, with you dressed likett | never figured you for
a tease, Kara. You're lucky Jake dragged the fest mto that club.”

Outrage swept away any trace of guiltnédverled Vinnie on. Dinner and
dancing. That's all | offered. And when he pressdume for more, | handled
the situation.”

Travis's gaze came up, glittering with menace. préssured you?"

Startled, she chose her next words carefully. "@mbynice way. The point
is, contrary to what you think, | don't need reaguanymore, Travis. I'd



already invented a jealous fiance named Dirk what k&nnie in line. Then
you and the rest of the Cartwright brothers swagmjento the saloon. |
knew that one of you would blow my cover or trypttect the little lady,
unless | acted fast."

"You acted fast, all right. More like a saloon whdhan a little lady."

Pain ripped through her body, robbing her of spe&tie mentally groped
for—and found—a strengthening dose of Taylor pride.

Lifting her chin, she said with quiet dignity, "liike you to leave now,
please.”

Travis looked down at the floor and uttered a suttoturse. The bill of his
cap shielded his expression, but the muscular deosilunder his white
T-shirt were rigid, the bronzed arms at his sidasled with tension. When
his head lifted, she braced herself for more abuse.

The torment darkening his eyes sent another jolietotoes—this one of
surprise.

"I'm sorry, Kara. | haven't been jealous of Camendmventy years. Women
are drawn to his flashy looks like bass to a scbhbshiners. He can't help it.
Seth and Jake and | used to tease him about ierandhim a little, until his

revolving- door girlfriends started seeming morkelia curse than a
blessing. But tonight...when you threw yourselhis arms..."

She stared in amazement at the long fingers cuiritagfists.

"When you kissed Cam instead of me... | wantec#o off his pretty face
with my bare hands. My owlrother,for cripe's sake! I've got no excuse for
calling you a—well, what | called you a minute agxcept that you're
making me goddamarazyin that tight little number you're wearing."

No woman alive could remain unaffected by such r@ession. Shivering
through a dark thrill, Kara struggled to focus as pain. "Travis, when |
told Vinnie about my fiance, | described him asnigeblond. Last time |



looked, only one of the Malloy brothers was blofithat'swhy | kissed
Cam. No other reason."

The moment stretched.
Separated from him by about ten feet, Kara sersadnblecules of anger
and hurt between them evolving, becoming sexudlérged and crackling

with energy. His eyes took on a golden gleam.

"So what are you saying, Kara? That you would"esdd me if you'd had a
choice?"

The balance of power had shifted, and he relishea¢hange, damn him!

He walked forward slowly, eliminating more oxygée tloser he drew. An
arm's length away, he stopped.

"Talk to me, Kara. Would you have chosen me?"

His eyes challenged her to cross a line she hsigipped over in nine years.
Resentment and helpless desire swelled within Kara.

The safest answer was no answer. Watching his feaoth out, she thought
he must surely hear the heartbeat thundering ichnest.

He removed the purse and shawl from her lifelepsagrd tossed them onto
the trunk of the car. "Don't feel like talking? looblem."

She stared up into the burning eyes of a tiger.

"Show me," he ordered.

The overhead light winked out.

Kara blinked. With the garage door closed, onlgiatfglow from the street

lamps shone through a row of small windowpanes.safeTravis only as a
looming shadow.



But heat emanated from his body in tangible wavd® scent of crisp

cologne and warm skin and mesquite smoke teasatbker She could hear
him breathing faster than normal, almost as if leemvinded. As if he

weren't the undisputed Sibling King, superbly fidaable to kick the crap
out of all opponents.

Show him?
She should run like hell in the opposite direction.
"Show me...please."

The gruff entreaty handed equal power to Kara,rditieg emotions and
needs too long held in check. She lifted her atmsed them around his
neck and raised on tiptoe, her mouth searchingifor

At first contact, her lips trembled, then clung taively, then pressed
joyfully.

Dear God, yes! This was the right brother. Thel®oshe'd wanted to kiss.
The one who drew her like a bass to shiners—ndt Wie@sh—but with
rugged masculinity. She nudged the seam of hisnliisher tongue, gained
entrance to his mouth and proceeded to show himdaseher first choice.

Her only choice.

Everything about him aroused her, and she wasn'llg girl he'd married.
She knew what she wanted and she took it, tastmgobldly, tugging the
shirt from his jeans to touch hot skin and contduneuscles. Rubbing
against the hard ridge pressing into her bellyividg to position him

properly, where the pleasure was greatest. If sh&d worn heels!

It had been so long. She'd missed him so much.oéstiind nights she'd
yearned for what he'd taught her to crave. A safnglre frustration tore
from her throat.

Rumbling deep in his chest, Travis turned her sthengland walked swiftly
backward to bump against the car. With her bodyilstad, he took over



the kiss. His clever tongue swirled and stroked,Kmees dipping to place
him where they both wanted. He thrust his hips.

She bit his lip.

The kiss turned wild.

She'd never felt passion like this, not even inrthest-filled honeymoon
days. Liquid fire seared her veins and melted logreb, incinerating her
caution. She reached between them and relearneshipe and size and
heat of him, exulting in his indrawn hiss.

Strong hands suddenly gripped her waist, hitchedht® the low trunk and
spread her knees. She opened them shamelessly agd€ravis moved
closer, never breaking the kiss. One exploratorimpalid over her
thigh-high stocking and met the skin above.

He went completely still.

Then he ripped his mouth away, leaned his forehagainst hers and
released a long tortured groan.

He was stopping?

Kara tried to recapture his lips, but he turnedneiad.
Was he reallystopping ?

"Travis, please," she choked out, beyond pride.

"I don't have any protection with me," he said khyc"You don't happen to
have anything in your purse, do you?"

She should have been insulted. Instead, she Keltcliying. Every part of
her pulsed in regret. "No."

His chest still rose and fell like bellows. She glauher breath as his hand
slid slowly up her thigh. Yes!



His lips nibbled her ear, her jaw, her—

Light flooded the garage.

Travis jerked back and closed her knees.

Dazed, her lips stinging and burning, Kara twidtaslard the side door.

"Oops!" Lisa exclaimed, one hand on the light skyitihe other clutching a
tennis racket. "l was

half asleep and thought | heard a shriek. | stastaalying and had to check
it out. But | can see you're okay."

Not hardly.

"Lisa, wait!" The reality of what she'd almost dosteuck her hard. Kara
gathered her purse and shawl and slid off the hddidwalk back to the
house with you."

Avoiding Travis's stare, she did what she shouideldone much earlier.

She ran like hell.

KARA AWAKENED by slow degrees to light that was too bright fovest
exposure, the whirring sound of a blender Taylouséodidn't possess, the
delicious smell of bacon Gram didn't like. Groggydadisoriented, she
opened her eyes fully. Taupe wall. Matching acanrdivindow shade.
Eggshell carpet. Lisa's guest bedroom.

Turning on her back, Kara realized she clutchetl@aypbetween her thighs
and released a long moan of humiliation.

How could she look Travis in the eye now that hevkmer deepest secret?
Not her clandestine modeling and direct-marketicivaies. But the fact
that she still burned for him.



She moaned again.

"Quit thinking about last night and come eat braakf Lisa called from the
kitchen.

The thought of eating suddenly made Kara nausdmuisshe flipped back
the covers. Replaying that kiss over and over wounddke her crazy. She
slipped out of bed, made a pit stop to take catausiness and splash water
on her face, then headed for the kitchen and sympat

Lisa lifted her gaze from the skillet of scrambleglgs she was stirring.
"You look like something the cat dragged in."

Such a comfort, Lisa was.

"| feel worse," Kara admitted, perching on oneairfstools surrounding a
granite-topped island counter. She toyed with Hacgsetting. "I always
thought problems were supposed to seem less buntens the morning.”

"Nah. That's just a platitude people tell peopléhvgroblems so everyone
can get some sleep."

Always there for her, Lisa was, through thick alicht

Beside the range top, two plates held three stfipscon each. "Thanks for
making breakfast. But | really don't think | car.éa

"Oh, good! I'm starving, and | only scrambled faggs." Lisa lifted the
skillet and scraped the entire fluffy mass onto plate, then snatched the
extra bacon as well. She carried her loaded pletieet island and settled on
a stool. "There's coffee on the warmer and frozeange juice in the
blender. Would you pour me some juice while youp@"

Yep, true-blue and unselfish, that was Lisa.

Kara had filled the first glass with juice and vetarting on the second when
the wall phone rang.



Lisa kept right on eating.

"Don't bother getting up," Kara said wryly. "I'legit." She freed her hands,
moved to the phone and lifted the receiver. "Héllo?

"Lisa, this is Major McKinney. May | speak with Karplease?" Where was
the authoritarian boom in his voice? He soundedAidl scared.

Oh God, oh God. ' 'Major? This is Kara speakingdsiething wrong?"

"Now, don't panic, Kara, but your grandmother ishe emergency room at
Methodist Hospital."

"What?" Her gaze flew to Lisa, who'd stopped chgwand watched
intently.

"It's her heart. They've got her stabilized now, &he needs surgery. You
need to get here as soon as you can and signl¢asedorm.”

Kara swayed and reached out blindly. A chair satd@@ek. And then small
hands were gripping her fingers, giving her strengt

"Kara?" the Major prodded. "Can you do that, hotiey?

"Yes," she whispered. "What happened?"

"Something...upset her and she went into cardiaestr I'll tell you
everything when you get here. Do you think you gatLisa to drive you
here?"

"Yes," Kara said unhesitatingly of her true-blueseifish friend.

"That's good. Does she know which hospital it ie@ medical center can be
pretty confusing.”

Without a word, Kara transferred the receiver tofliend.



She heard little of the ensuing one-way conversafibie earth had opened
up beneath her feet, and she lay whimpering atbtittom of a black
frightening hole. One thought, originating from ttipdace where intuition
dwelled, pummeled her brain into cowering submissio

My fault—my fault—my fault—my fault...



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE WAITING nearly broke Kara.

Despite knowing the coronary artery bypass surgemyld take a minimum
of five hours, she refused to budge from the sisediting area designated
for families and close friends. Nurse Bradley hadl Dr. Sloan would
come here directly from surgery to report Gram'sdttion. What if he
finished early and Kara was in the cafeteria onmog the halls?

No, here he would come, and here she would sitrdwling stomach,
raging thirst and stiffening muscles were smallgre® to pay for her sins.

She flipped blindly through her fifth magazine, bleato focus on print or
even the television mounted high in one corner.a¥vidjcKinney sat in a
nearby chair. Lisa had left to make phone callstgdeet, whose husband
was having a cancerous brain tumor removed, sat sofa pretending to
watch The Price Is RightKara had bonded instantly with the stranger
through shared anxiety for a loved one. The poanahad a longer wait
ahead of her than Kara.

Sighing, she flung her magazine on an empty clfaine doctors had let
her, she would gladly have donated her heart taceper grandmother's
damaged organ. After all, it was her deceit that taused Gram's cardiac
arrest.

My fault—my fault—my fault.

Kara leaned forward, propped her elbows on herskaed buried her face
in her palms.

"She'll be fine," Major McKinney said in a heartgige. "You'll see."”

Kara nodded without lifting her head.



Thank God he'd been with Gram earlier. He'd c@lEband continued CPR
until the ambulance arrived. The emergency medimteredited him with
preventing brain damage. For that, Kara could nes@ay him.

It remained to be seen whether the skilled surdgieain would save her
grandmother’s life for the second time that day.

Regret and guilt slumped her shoulders. She shuatd known about the
pain Dr. Sloan said Gram must have been experigricimrsome time. Kara
should have taken her grandmother for a checkuperdahan assume a
woman who hated such things would follow througlosibf all, she'd been
a coward to try and hide hdtystery Womamndeavor, and naive to think
she could.

Why hadn't she revealed her direct-marketing a@imonths ago? She
could have explained her reasons and softenearib&c.

Instead, she'd left Gram vulnerable to shockindgber

Major McKinney had seen the newspaper lying orfriivat porch when he'd
brought over banana muffins to share with Gram.efimelope had been
taped to the outer plastic wrapping. He'd innogemdinded the odd delivery

to her after she opened the door. The Major hatbgzed to Kara for that.
Apologized.To her. Oh, she couldn't bear it. Compelled by a need Kara
knew was unhealthy, but which she was helples®tiral, she lifted her
head, reached for her purse and pulled out an @eelgnoring the Major's
faint sound of distress, she withdrew the foldeiteteand opened it to
reread.

Dear Esther,

How | wish | could watch your expression when yae sheHouston

Express'drontpage photo of your fine upstanding granddéeigilhat's

her, you know, wearing that red corselette andniststockings, even
though you can't see her face. She enjoys showirgobody to men as
much as Pamela did. Maybe more. Your precious karething but a
trashy slut. And now everyone in Houston will kndw



| timed things perfectly, if | do say so. The talkew co-host that the
Houston Chroniclecalled "the voice of the new-millennium woman" in
yesterday's newspaper, has a front-page headlday .té\ little dramatic,
but that's exactly why | gave the story to Heuston Express.

"One Small Step for Woman, One Giant Leap BackN¥omankind."

Are you getting the whole dirty picture yet, Esthdtveryone else will,
when they open their mailboxes and pull outlgstery Womartatalog.
They'll get an eyeful of Kara on every page, wagthe sleazy lingerie you
won't let her sell at Taylor Fine Foundations. Whies news about Kara's
dirty little side business spreads, the Taylor nawiebe an even bigger
joke than it is now. | suppose she'll get firednrber hot-shot television
show, too.

Poor Kara. Poor Esther. How humiliating for youthotou might even be
experiencing a fraction of the pain | felt when R#anstole my life, my
heart, my one true love. He loved me first, and addn't stand that. So
she led him into temptation, and delivered him ai ehild, born of
sin—not love. After she dumped him, he was too @emthto return to me.

At last | have, if not peace, a justice of sortsulf¥devoted employee,
Carol

P.S. Oh, by the way, | quit. Don't bother tryindital me or taking legal
action. The moment Kara became a "celebrity," ewatail of her life
became "news," not an invasion of privacy.

Kara slowly refolded the letter, slipped it backoirthe envelope and
dropped the missive into her purse. Her fingensided from contact with
the writer's terrible malice. She'd known Carol waditter, unhappy
woman, and certainly unpleasant. But her actiorakespf true mental
instability. When Kara thought of all the hate andticulous planning that
had culminated in her grandmother's collapse, Bhddered.

And buried the kernel of information that at lease person in the world
knew the identity of her father.



Across the room, Margaret had stretched out orctheh. Suddenly the

emotional night and traumatic morning caught ughvdara. She was so
very tired. Leaning back, she rested her head agthe wall, her eyelids

sliding shut. Immediately a vision of her grandnastheading the article,

then clutching her chest, filled her with horrohig time her moan escaped.
Seconds later a tentative hand patted her shoulteere, there, Esther's a
strong-willed woman. Dr. Sloan is one of the finestdio-thoracic surgeons
in the country. Your grandmother will come throdiie a trouper.”

Kara lifted her head and met the Major's worriedseyIf she does, it's no
thanks to me."

He frowned. "You mustn't blame yourself."
"No? Who should | blame? Carol? She leaked theysbhut | provided the
juicy news in the first place. Should | blame Gmarheart? It was

performing just fine until | shamed it into stopgih

He cleared his throat uncomfortably. "You're beiiag too harsh on
yourself."

She shook her head miserably. "I'm being—"

"Melodramatic,is the word," a feminine voice interrupted firmhyy, my.
You canshamea heart into stopping?"

Kara twisted around. She'd never been so gladet@aisgone in her life.

Lisa arched a brow. "What can you do for an enddega? Embarrass a
kidney into renal failure?"

She swept into the room, delivering sarcasm, tw®Mald's bags and a
fierce hug in that order.

"Eat,” she commanded, sitting beside Kara so thatwgas sandwiched
between staunch support. ' 'The Breakfast Jackussy Major, | brought
you a Big Mac, since you skipped your banana muffis morning. Cokes



for everyone. And one of those orders of fries imgsname one it. Any
word from the doctor?"

Bless Lisa and her practicality.

Kara let the Major handle conversation a while apglied herself to the
business of refueling. In short order, she'd deshelil her sandwich, every
last fry and half her drink. Sighing, she baggedtresh and experienced a
marginal lift in spirits.

"l called everyone on the list,” Lisa said betwéd#es of French fry. "Mr.

Decker at Hobday Cleaners said Carol never opdreestore this morning.
He'll put a Temporarily Closed sign on the fronbdantil you can get over
there and check to see what that spawn of the dagiht've ripped off. |

didn't tellhimthat, of course.” She took a sip of Coke. "I hepe stole you
blind, so we can put her ass in jail—sorry, Major."

"My sentiments, exactly," he boomed.

"Did you talk directly to Ross?" Kara's French $rierned ugly on her. She
shouldn't have let her friend do her dirty work.

"Yes." Lisa's expression softened. "He asked mellmmquestions about
Esther. She's his first concern. He hadn't readeard about thélouston
Expressarticle yet. But he said to tell you not to worHde'd come up with a
damage-control plan. He was really wonderful alto@itvhole thing, Kara."
"You sound surprised."

"You're not?"

Kara examined her feelings. At some point during tourse of their
business association, Ross had become a friendl \is concerned about
jeopardizing his career, not about him going biadlis

Lisa sipped her drink thoughtfully. Popped anofingin her mouth.

Kara stood it as long as she could. "Did you cedivis?"



Dark eyes widened. "Oh, hon, I'm sorry. Of coursalled, but | talked to
Nancy. He took a client out fishing at dawn. Shiel she'd call his cell
phone, but that half the time he forgets to leavani | didn't go into any
details with Nancy about the catalog, or anything."

"Like it's a big secret now."

Kara listened glumly as Lisa recited the reactioha handful of Gram's
friends. Their love and prayers were welcome, batakfelt oddly bereft.
Only this morning she hadn't known how she woute faravis, and now all
she wanted was to see him.

It made no sense. But nothing in the world did trigdw.
The waiting continued. Intimidating. Interminable.
Intolerable.

Yet what choice did she have? She paced the larigtie room, played a
game of gin rummy with Margaret, pushed away tloe¢jint of Gram's frail
body being cut and spread and violated in the nafnpeolonging her life,
when the treatment was equally as dangerous atigbase. She asked the
nurses for updates. Was told the doctors had noséd" yet. Be patient.
Don't be alarmed.

Each time the door opened was cause for Kara's toestop. Each time the
wrong person appeared she convinced herself thatsta good sign, not a
reason to panic.

When Dr. Sloan finally did enter, one hand remowirggsurgical mask, she
was so numb it took her brain a moment to regisiempresence. Then it
ceased to function* altogether until he smiled aadi, "The surgery went
well."

Her knees gave out. She collapsed into the cham fwhich she hadn't
realized she'd risen.



Lisa and Major McKinney sandwiched her again, eaalding one of her
hands. They'd used a saphenous vein from Grarhtleig and an internal
mammary artery from behind her collarbone. Triplest-double—bypass
was needed, thus the longer amount of time in syr@he would remain in
recovery about two hours before moving to ICU.

She wasn't completely out of the woods, but DraBhwvas optimistic Gram
would make a "satisfactory" recovery. Kara lostkraf details after that.
Maybe later more questions and doubts would arise.

But right now, "satisfactory" sounded extraordihaexcellent to Kara.

EIGHT HOURS LATER Kara crept into her grandmother's ICU room wité t
same hushed reverence with which one might entagjastic cathedral.
State-of-the-art equipment hummed a Gregorian chdohitor screens
glowed in stained-glass hues of green and bluarfiseptic odor hung low
to the floor, the medicinal incense stirring as approached the narrow
bed.

Gram's slight form lay shrouded in bandages. Rlaskies nailed her to the
altar of modern science. Her eyes were closedbluergray curls mashed
in disarray. Her mouth looked thin and colorlesthait its usual bright coat
of lipstick. She looked so pale, so eerily stiktiKara's gaze jerked to the
steady blip to dispel her fear.

Her own pulse calming, she moved closer and stai@dn in silent
gratitude and remorse. Gram wouldte being seen like this if she were
more alert. Visits were limited to ten minutes e&olir per hospital rules.
So far only Kara had come in. But Lisa, the Majod dravis were waiting
their turn.

Travis had arrived an hour ago, his wild gaze bgpasthe others to land on
Kara. And what had she done? She'd walked stramythis open arms,
that's what she'd done. Stupid and weak.



But, oh, how heavenly to feel his solid chest bémdwer ear, hear his
rumbling voice tell her Gram would be all right. &h had to rip herself
away before she clung and begged him not to legber

Blinking rapidly, Kara refocused on Gram. During earlier visit, she'd
drifted in and out of awareness, her eyes cloud#d dvugs and pain. Did
she remember the letter? The shocking photograplycdnddaughter she'd
raised to be a lady?

"I'm so sorry, Gram," Kara whispered brokenly.

Thin blue-veined eyelids fluttered once... twitken opened to glittering
slits. A fragile arm stirred in Kara's directiomadashe sensed that her
grandmother wanted to speak.

Her heart pounding, Kara lowered her ear next togaming mouth.
"Don't leave me," a feeble parody of Gram's voitaked.

Kara's eyes blurred. "No, | won't leave you, Grapromise. I'll take much
better care of you from now on."

TwO DAYS LATER, in the formal living room of Taylor House, Karhased
the wine-red sofa with Suzanne Rogers, televisittic dor the Houston
Chronicle. From matching wing-back chairs flanking the fieg#, Ross
and Travis watched and listened intently. Theytdaay had their turn at
being grilled.

A newspaper photographer sat on the love seat dinigdilm from a
camera. He'd shot two rolls earlier during Karafglgd tour of the house.

Pencil poised above her notebook, Suzanne's demeasoconsiderably
warmer than when she'd begun the interview. "I'me saur readers will
appreciate your candor regarding what must hava déBcult decisions
for you to make. Thank you for allowing us a glirepsside Taylor House."



Would this interview never end? "You're quite wehm"

Suzanne swept an admiring gaze around the roocan’tertainly see why
your grandmother is determined to keep Taylor Haaosthe family. It's
lovely."

"Yes. We think so." Would the woman never shut #tapid notebook and
leave? Gram would be waiting for Kara's visit.

"Is there anything else you'd like to add in clgsiregarding your identity
as theMystery Womamodel?"

Kara's mind raced. What had she already said? Wathshe not said? She
glanced at Travis.

You 're doing greate told her silentlyHHang in there. You ‘re almost home
free.

Turning back to the reporter, Kara spoke from resart "In your preview
write-up of 'Hear He, Hear She,' you referred toaméhe voice of the new
millennium woman.' That woman is strong, confidand independent.
She's following blazed trails to the glass ceilinigat stopped her sisters,
then she's crashing through. She's also decidirtigrtoaround half-way
down the trail and head back to home and hearthatfmakes more sense
for her. Or she combines the two as best she ¢s1eB no right or wrong.
Society finally approves of whatever role worksthfes today's woman.
Except one."

Scribbling madly, Suzanne glanced up in questi@/fith is?"

"The one that doesn't take care of the house eokitts, or the boyfriend or
husband or employees or boss. The one that's ytaddlbut her. That
determines her sense of femininity and sexualitydolesn't even have a
name, it's so ignored by mainstream society." Kmoped for a word.

"Maybe 'lover'?" Suzanne suggested, looking ingdju



"No. That role involves someone else. There's mitefack of respect and
approval in mainstream America for anything thatmeo do just for

themselves. If you don't believe me, watch a mdhhie eyes over his
wife's hair appointment, but think nothing of payisig bucks for a round of
golf. Listen to the sarcastic way people pronouiosmopolitarmagazine.

Or—this is one of the worst— the way they snickbowt 'those trashy
romance novels.™

The journalist smiled empathetically as she jotledrthand.

Kara chose her next words carefully. "I guess wimttrying to say is

this—I don't think my involvement with thielystery Womeratalog is in

conflict with my role as 'the voice of the new raithium woman.' In fact, |
think it's the missing piece that was needed fortoneepresent the total
woman, not simply the part society tolerates."

Finishing her notes with a flourish, Suzanne loolpdvith a broad smile.
"Well! That's quite a wrap-up. And | have to adiimt fascinated with your
theory and inclined to agree with you. Thank ydu; &he included Ross
and Travis in her glance. "Between the three of yoe got the makings for
a hell of a rebuttal to thidouston Expresscoop.™

Her eyes gleaming competitively, she flipped shetriotebook at last.
Kara stood along with everyone else as goodbyes said, wondering if
she'd committed some huge publicity error by vadinoughts she hadn't

crystallized until today.

With a final wave at Suzanne and the photogragfara closed the front
door and turned.

Ross let out a war whoop, scooped her into a hugeamd spun her in a
circle. She came down dizzy and breathless andhlagg

"You were brilliant!" he exulted. "She loved youble you! Marry me and
have my children, but only blond green-eyed anlijetsyou, okay?"

Her gaze snapped to dark eyes filled with memodyapossessive glitter.



Flushing, she broke the connection and shoved fassi. "Nope. | only
want little devils."Brown-eyed, and dark-haired, if you please.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

TRAVIS TROLLED the lot of Malloy Sporting Goods for an empty spac
stunned at the huge number of parked cars for 14.1@0on a Friday. The
three days following Thanksgiving were always kiodretailers. But this
year's annual "Gobble Up Savings" sale could veejl Wwreak a store
record.

Dad had budgeted more money for advertising than leefore. He must be
thrilled. Travis sure as hell was. The TV commdrhadn't bombed.

What a relief!

Only three episodes éfear He, Hear Shhad aired, though two more were
"in the can." Travis had worried he couldn't deliVeelebrity clout” as a
spokesperson for the store, even though the shod denerated
word-of-mouth buzz. Kara's leaked identity as Mgstery Womarhad
turned into a huge asset, launched by the feattickeaSuzanne Rogers had
written. Local broadcast media had jumped on thedbagon. Studio
audience tickets were in hot demaRe&oplemagazine had even printed a
blurb about The Relationship Channel and its dycaraw talk-show hosts.

Dynamic during taping. Afterward, Kara went straigh Taylor House.

Esther's recovery had been steady. She'd pusheelfttesrd and was up to
walking a half mile now, bless her stubborn hdded.was thrilled with her

progress, but couldn't help wishing Kara was faesgend more time with
him.

Parking on the outskirts of the lot, Travis decideddidn't really care why
people were here, just that they were. And thay theught something,
didn't merely browse. He locked the Jeep, walketh® main entrance,
pushed through the glass doors— and pulled up.short

Jeez Louise.



Each car must've had passengers. Customers ajesl and sexes milled
about, many craning their heads with unmistakailedd-help frowns.

Not a good sign.

The ones he couldn't see were no doubt openingdsealckages to make
sure the product looked like the photograph, reshgl rejected
merchandise where it didn't belong, or any numidezqually endearing
things. He searched the store for his father anthbr.

Dave, the only full-time employee besides Jake,madrihe register next to
camping equipment. Thomas, a part-time teenagea®@| handled the
one near apparel. Jake was in charge of the CustSemice counter.
Lucky him.

All three had harried expressions and a line ofatigmt customers waiting
their turn. Near a wall of display athletic shobis, father carried a shoe-
box toward a mother and boy. No sign of Harry akRthe other part-time
salesmen sometimes employed on weekends.

Expelling an aggrieved breath, Travis knew there m@help for it. Time to
roll up his sleeves and pitch in.

He headed toward the shoe department, self- carsea® customers stared
at his face without speaking, then commented behisitback.

"That's him!" a middle-aged woman whispered tothesband.

"He's so0-0 hot," a teenage girl told her gigglingrid.

"Where's the blond babe?" a high-school jock asikeduddy.

"Nice ass," a woman in her twenties murmured tedlér

Travis's neck heatedNice ass™Did these gawking strangers think he was

deaf? If people were this rude bam, what kind of treatment was Kara
getting?



A surge of ugly emotion followed the thought.

He could barely tolerate knowing men drooled ovar&as thevlystery
Womanmodel. If he ever heard a male fan of the showtimeanypart of
her anatomy with disrespect—

A hand grabbed his arm from behind.

He whirled around with fists raised.

The middle-aged woman he'd passed earlier stepgedviath a frightened
squeak.

Real smooth, MalloyHe lowered his arms sheepishly.

Her lanky husband moved beside her, laid one hartteo plump shoulder
and extended the other for a brief man-to-man sH&Karren Tate. This is
my wife, Millie. She sneaks up behind me, all tineet, too." His blue eyes
twinkled. "Maybe if | took up boxing she'd brealethabit."

"War-ren." Millie made a tittering noise.

Travis scratched his chin and smiled ruefully. tg@about that, Millie. |
had my mind on something else. Can | help you aaimething?"

She tittered again and fingered the neck of heratshét as if it were a
strand of pearls. "l watch your show every week, Malloy—"

"Travis," he corrected.

She flushed with pleasure. "Travis. | think it'stjwonderful how you and
Kara help couples communicate better. I've toldmafl friends about the
show, and now they wouldn't miss it for anything."

"Thank you, Millie. I'll be sure and pass the commant on to Kara."

"Would you?" Ttt-tt-tt. "My friends and | think you two ake thecutest
couple. We just love thegay you don't always agree, yet listen to eachrothe



with an open mind." She reached up and claspetidahd draped over her
shoulder. "We think that's so important in a relaship. Respecting each
other, | mean. It's kept our marriage strong fartyfone years, isn't that
right, Warren?"

"Twenty-nine of the happiest years of my life," dgreed, deadpan.

"O-oh you," she scolded, bumping her substantipl dgainst his bony
frame. "Always kidding."

Travis saw the quick squeeze of Warren's fingéses,ldving affection on
both faces, and suffered a sharp pang of envy. |;\Welas nice meeting
you both. Glad you enjoy the show, Millie."

Warren spoke up. "I'll hafta watch it next week ze¢ what all the fuss is
about."

"Warren." Ttt-tt-tt. "Don't mind him. He's such a kidder."

Grinning his understanding, Travis saluted loosahd turned around,
startled to see that people had moved in closer &ib directions to stare at
him.

Too weird.

Eyes straight ahead, he walked the rest of thetaetye shoe department at
a brisk pace.

John Malloy sat crouched in front of a boy arouen years old, his thumb
pressing downn e toe of a high-top sneaker. He took his time, tptal
focused on the task.

"He's got plenty of growing room," he assured tidéskhovering mother.
"Let's have him walk around and see how it feels."

As Travis approached the threesome, the womanssregehis and widened
with recognition.



He placed a warning finger over his mouth, themiaesl a querulous voice.
"what1l it take to get some help around here, mister?"

John's head snapped up, the stark relief on hesdathe sight of his son
almost comical. Excusing himself to the boy's mothe rose and waved
Travis into the nearby stockroom.

The familiar smell of cardboard boxes, new leatref rubber soles brought
back a thousand memories. Although he hadn't chtsgnin the family
business, he knew almost as much as his fathert ahary phase of
operation.

John turned and smiled. "Thank God you're here! Wheouldn't reach
Harry or Rick, | called the camp to see if you abb&il me out. Nancy said
you were on your way."

"Got caught a little flat-footed, did you?"

"No kidding! It's been like this since we opened tloors. I'm an idiot for
not scheduling more help, but who knew we'd get kind of response?"

"Oh, ye of little faith."

"Hey, I'm a believer now. But I'm slowly losing rflgck. I've already seen
several customers walk out mad when | couldn't@gétem fast enough."

Since satisfied customers came before hungerufatg a social life in the
Malloy family, Travis knew what the admission cbg father.

"Where do you need me?" he said simply.

'On the floor. Preferably near the doors. Mayba gan prevent some of
the walk-outs."

Nodding, Travis started to move, only to be stoppgdhe squeeze of
strong fingers on his shoulder.



"I'm sorry about this, son. | know you don't hale time to spare. I'll make
it up to you somehow."

"Don't insult yourself."
"Insult myself?"

Travis thought of the dark months after Kara lefftew his father had kept
him and the camp going. ' 'Who do you think taughktmy priorities, Dad?"

As understanding dawned, John's dark eyes filletl imimense love and
deep humility. "There's something that's been onnmmd that I've got to
say, and | don't know when I'll get another chahce.

The hand on his shoulder tensed, and Travis prégarehe worst.

"You've built a fine reputation as a top angled fishing guide. Lord knows
| respect that. But in the past few weeks, I'veclvatl you on the show and
damn near popped my buttons with pride. You've neaktulravis. So much

it's made me take a good hard look at myself. Ixinpmoud of the advice |

gave you about keeping your distance from Kara."

Surprised pleasure at his father's praise chamgesriness.

"You're a grown man and make your own decisions.ifBunfluenced you
at all.. .well, I'd hate to see you spend theaégour life with fish instead of
a woman. If you love her—" John squeezed his fiagerl mean love her
body, mind and soul the way | did your mother, ti@t'anyone or anything
keep you apart. Including fear.” His mouth twistdespeciallyfear.”

Inside Travis, something edgy and painful shiftée, a dislocated shoulder
slipping back into socket. The look he exchangedh whis father
acknowledged emotions they'd protected and lonsitigey'd experienced
and hope for new beginnings—for them both.

"Okay, son?"

The lump in Travis's throat blocked tfen his answer, "kay."



They both laughed overly loudly, releasing emotionan acceptable
manner.

John clapped Travis on the back. "We'd better gétittere before | lose
more customers. Ready to face that crowd?"

Travis would've faced a lynch mob without hesitgtitPiece of cake. Oh,
by the way," he couldn't resist adding, "Jeremiytldé morning with Bobby
Miller's family for San Antonio. Nancy will be byehself till Sunday."

Leaving his father blinking at stacks of shoe boXesheaded toward the
front of the store, a new bounce in his step. Tleldvwas suddenly
brighter, not because he'd gotten permission te Kara. But because he'd
quit denying to himself that he did.

He'd neverstoppedloving her, truth be told, although his feelingeres
different now from those of an eager young groonheWer he felt the
body, mind and soul kind of love his father hadkgyoof, or something
less, Travis didn't know. Any more than he knew ti&ra, the woman, felt
for him.

Only one thing was as certain as the sun risingsatithg.

He damn sure intended to find out.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

KARA DROVE SLOWLY along the narrow road fronting five small shorelin
houses. In the background, Lake Kimberly refle¢chexdearly-morning rays.

Sundays always drew hordes of pleasure seekerbetdake. On the
Thanksgiving holiday weekend, with weather thisggaus, the scattering
of visible boats on the water would soon triplextimber.

She refocused on the houses. Rats. Nancy didn'aawvan, so Kara couldn't
identify the cottage her friend rented by the vihio a driveway. She'd
been so certain she would recognize George Wes- pdsice—wait! Was
that John Malloy's Blazer parked next to the folmdise up ahead?

As Kara slowed her Toyota to a crawl, the front dopened and John
backed out onto the small porch. Nancy, dressedang terry robe, leaned
against theiojamb and smiled. He started to turn, obviously chaniisd

mind and surged forward to haul her into his ararsafback-bending kiss.
Whoa, Mama!

Kara pressed on the gas pedal and sped away lleéyreame up for air. If
she'd been here ten minutes earlier, she mightieekded on the door at a
very awkward moment. Thank goodness she'd stoppBdrein' Donuts
first!

Despite her burning cheeks, she found herself grgnravis had told her
Seth believed their father had the hots for Nat@ra had hoped it was
true. And boy, was it ever! Good for Nancy. Goodtfeem both, from the
looks of that ' 'Damn, but | wish | could stay"darwell kiss.

Kara's grin faded. The restless discontent thatdhaglued her since she'd
awakened returned with a vengeance.

Okay, now what? The stop sign ahead intersectell#to&top road leading
to the freeway. She braked, undecided, and satthatlengine idling.



Rolling down the window, she inhaled the tangy sa&infresh pine in
air-conditioned outdoors. Glorious zero humiditytlkb be taken lightly by
any Houstonian. But she really shouldn't play hooky

Sheshouldturn left, drive back to Houston and log in somneetat Taylor
Fine Foundations. The store was temporarily clasgd she had a chance
to think straight. But her catalog orders wereastrmg in and taking up the
slack. She had a ton of paperwork. And Gram needdtit? Not coddling,
as she'd informed Kara sharply on Thanksgiving.

After she'd slaved half the day to cook a good— wdelcent—okay, edible
turkey with all the fixings, too. The way Gram hé#udted with Major
McKinney, Kara had felt like the odd man out. Batthe hospitalGram
had been the one to plead with Kara not to leatie:dSeen stunned, and
filled with overwhelming devotion and, yes, pathagratitude. She'd never
doubted her grandmother's love.

But in all Kara's thirty years, no one had evemses to sweat too much
over whether she stayed or she left.

Ugh, ugh, ugh.

She was sick of worrying. She was sick of worki&e was sick of
expending energy and patience she didn't have, \keerfrayed nerves
screamed for peace and solitude.

John would drive up behind her any minute if stegnidiget moving.
She turned right.

Instantly her stomach churned. Sheesh. This is sifmatgot for acting on
impulse. After a night of fitful sleep, she'd todd®ck her covers at dawn,
tired but jittery, desperately needing a changsceihery and maybe some
relaxed woman-to-woman coffee talk. Since Lisa wdmman, much less
companionable until noon, Kara had recalled Travemtioning he'd given
his assistant the weekend off.



So she'd showered, written a note to her grandmaiihe headed out for
Lake Kimberly without phoning first. She'd wantedlét Nancy sleep as
late as possible. Which, according to her, was ngast eight since Jeremy
woke with the birds.

Kara stiffened. Where had Jeremy been while hishertst toes were
curling?

None of your business, Kara Ann Taylor.

Jerked into awareness of her surroundings, sheedathe'd stopped in
front of the Bass Busters Fishing Camp mailbox. Bheéminum gate,
normally closed, leaned open against a dam of aarttad bulldozed
forward.

Her gaze moved from the entrance to the box ofglaionuts beside her on
the passenger seat, back to the open gate. Whyl rentid was probably out
fishing with clients, anyway. She reached for harsp and pulled out her
compact mirror.

Fresh powder and lipstick couldn't disguise weasneom weeks of stress
and poor sleep, but Kara did the best she couldffifg her hair, she
watched the blond strands catch the light and ghu@emparing the color
of her hair to a "leaping bass" wasn't the modteftang compliment she'd
ever received, but an endearing one she stillureds She refocused on the
small mirror.

The woman staring back wore a tender dreamy express

Frowning, Kara snapped the compact shut and drefiardly through the
open gate. So her thoughts dwelled on Travis thé&se daySyhatof it? They

spent a lot of time together, due to the show.

Good grief, it wasn't as if she'd washed her Heat thorning specifically
with Travis in mind, or driven straight to the fish camp. If she'd planned
on seeing him, she wouldn't have thrown on old dagmns and dingy
scuffed sneakers.



She'd worn her new mauve sweater made of clingykait to cheer herself
up. No other reason.

Just then the Toyota broke out of the woods arwltimt camp clearing. A
welcome distraction. Braking, she stared at th&zbar newly struck by the
spectacular view.

The vast blue lake sparkled and winked, tossingeghps coquettishly.
Luring all who watched from afar to come closergdglover her surface,
explore her curvy shoreline, discover her mystevidepths.

Kara waited for a familiar rush of jealousy to er&er admiration.
Nothing. Not even a twinge of resentment.

In its absence, she found herself appreciatingcdrep as never before.
Travis had been wise to keep things rustic. Thestundbed natural setting
and sense of isolation were rare commodities sgedo the city. Terrific

"unique selling points.” Basic marketing 101 prpies. Yet, as Travis's
wife, she'd lobbied long and hard to modernize ¢henp. Why? she
wondered uneasily.

Kara didn't at all like the answer that poppeden Ihead.

Had she subconsciously sabotaged the businessléimaed her husband's
time and attention—attention she'd wanted onlyer? Shifting her foot to
the gas pedal, she drove over the uneven road dawarhouse.

Of course she hadn't...had she?

Impatient with her doubt, she directed a sweepiagae over the grounds.
Odd. There was Travis's Jeep next to the housajdother cars were in
sight. She would've thought most, if not all, o ttabins would be booked
on this holiday weekend.

A movement on the pier caught her eye. The boal-doer swung open.
Travis stepped out and shaded his eyes with a palm.



Her breath hitched. A flock of starlings took afflier stomach.

Somehow she managed a reasonable job of parkingtméiie Jeep. She
grabbed the box of donuts and slid out of the lvar,gaze returning to the
pier.

He walked at a near jog, alarm in every line ofgody. Clearly he thought
something was wrong. A natural assumption. She ‘haden back to the
camp since the day she'd driven here with Ross. Nioed shown up
unannounced. Not to mention alone.

Moving to the top of the slope leading down toltile2, she clutched the box
of donuts against her chest and waved reassunvigiyher opposite hand.

Travis stopped midway between the boat shed andeshioen set his
knuckles at his waist.

Her arm drifted down unnoticed.

Oh, what a glorious picture he made against wateisly! His stance wide,
his shoulders wider, his dark hair lifting in theeeze. Wearing work boots,
jeans with holes in the knees and a faded greeatshig, he reduced most
other men she knew to sissies.

If testosterone was the only force at work, shédtea ignored her reaction.
But his formidable intelligence and wry humor, hesponsible work ethic

and basic kindness made the entire sexy packagandoRa's box of

guestions yet to be answered... to hell with conseges. Her feet began
moving.

He might have tied a rope around her waist and edauber in
hand-over-hand, so compelling was the pull of leispnality.

Thiswas what she'd wanted upon awakening. To be wiki3. To see if
the emotional bond she'd felt strengthening betvirem for weeks was as
strong as the physical attraction that had alwagntpowerful.



Slowly, helplessly, she walked down the gradepe and onto the pier. He
stood unmoving, alert and watchful, while she apphed and stopped an
arm's length away. Tilting back her head, Karadeat his eyes.

Something pleased and very male gleamed therengyivier the
disconcerting impression her arrival played inggoal she couldn't fathom.

"Good morning," she said, startled to hear the BlysMWoman's voice
instead of her own.

His smile came slow and lazy, glinting white agaithee dark stubble he
hadn't shaved. "Morning."

"Don't worry. I'm not here because of a problemeffgthing's fine.”

"You got that right. You must've read my mind."

"How so?"

"Because | woke up and lay in bed thinking about gdong time. And the
longer | thought—" his focus dropped to her mouthl éingered "—the
hungrier 1 got.”

Oh, my.

His gaze lowered deliberately to her chest. He gavdeep hum of
satisfaction. "Are those for me?"

"Wh-what?" she squeaked.

He looked up with feigned innocence. "Those donuigure you brought
‘em here for a reason.”

"Oh. Y-yes, of course." More flustered thancoud ever remember, she
relaxed her hold on the box crushed against onesbreHave as many as
you want. They're glazed. | know you like the ongth sprinkles, but the
man swore he just made these. They were warm whenght them, so |
think he was telling the truth. If they're staleuycan always pop them in the



microwave. Not more than fifteen seconds, or théyth hard instead of
soft—"

"Kara?"

She cursed her fair complexion. "Yes?"

"You're babbling, honey."

Could a tiger's eyes be featdtender? "I know. | can't seem to help it."

"Then babble something | want to know. Like why ylvave all the way out
here from Houston. Not to bring me squashed dofioisure.”

Kara glanced down, grimaced, and relaxed her dgagphfor the second
time. "Sorry. They were originally for Nancy, buteshad...company this
morning.

"Company?" In a blink, the predatory gleam in hygsvanished. "As in,
male company?"

Seizing the chance to rattiém, Kara smirked. "Definitely male."
"Damn!" Thrusting one hand through his hair, Trgpisnged the other into
his pocket. "Whatever you do, don't tell Dad.r#éver get him task her out

if he thinks she's seeing someone."

"Oh, she's seeing someone, all right. And fromltio&s of their goodbye
kiss as | drove past, he did a lot more than askbgelast night."

Travis's dark brows rose, then slashed down. Heledoat his boots a long
moment, looking so disgruntled and dejected Kasa pbeasure in teasing
him.

"Travis, the man | saw kissing Nancy was ytather."

His head shot up, his gaze piercing. "Seriously?"



She smiled. "Seriously."

The corners of his mouth lifted. He jingled his keicchange. "So...it was a
hot kiss, huh?"

Kara fanned her face and laughed. "Oh, yeah."

Rocking back on his heels, he broke into a pleakadkle. "Well whaddaya
know?"Jingle, jingle."You really think they did the deed?"

Picturing John sweep Nancy into his arms, Karaesatf an envious pang of
yearning. "Absolutely."

Jingle, jingle."How can you be so sure?"

The years dissolved. She was wrapped in her dil& om the kitchen stoop,
being hauled willingly into strong arms. "They wedssing the way we
used to before one of your tournaments. Like shedod bear for him to
leave. Like he wanted to drag her back inside anHara trailed off,
dismayed at where she'd steered his thoughts.

His features had grown taut, his body still.

The tiger was back.

"And what, Kara?"

She'd been stupid, stupid, stupid to mention tret, pehich always led to
pain. She wanted to concentrate on the futurelddsn't matter.”

A gust of wind whipped her hair and buffeted hatloks. That's why she
shivered. Not because his eyes said he remembaogeblending goodbye
kisses, desperate and yearning, bittersweet wipleimding separation.

"It matters, Kara." His voice sounded as raspyisadbard looked. "When
the sex is that damn good, it matters."



Sex, not love. The part of their relationship hmidsed the most after their
divorce.

The only part he still misses, foolish woman.

His hand lifted and her pulse went berserk. Bubhly released a lock of
hair sticking to her lips and tucked the strandsreone ear, then drew his
index fingertip slowly and deliciously down her Rec

Kara shivered again.

"Cold?"

She followed the direction of his knowing gaze #ndhed. Her thin knit
sweater left little to his imagination. As usuady lhody had responded to his
touch, betraying her common sense.

"I've got to go," she muttered, backing away slQuwlgsperate to put some
space between them. She caught his startled gkmaestant before she
turned around and began walking.

"Kara?"

"I have to get back to Gram," she called over eukler, picking up her
pace. "I'll see you on Tuesday."

"Don't do this, Kara." His voice rumbled deep, aniag growl.
She walked faster.

Purposeful bootsteps clomped on plank boards.

A thrill of fear, primitive and feminine, spurre@hinto a lope.
His bootsteps quickenedKara!" he roared.

Reason fled. Instinct took over.



She broke into a full run, her senses tuned towsgounding behind her,
and leaped from boards onto dead winter grassc@heset up the slope to
the car. Faster! Don't look back!

Her worn sneaker soles slipped. She went down erkonae, scrambled up
in a flash. Hurry! The hair on her neck lifted. $femsed his heat, his power,
his concentration, his anger. Any second he woalthpe.

Twisting, she shrieked and flung the mangled boxdohuts into his
astonished face.

It gained her maybe three seconds.

Big hands clasped her waist from behind. Her feelaped the slick grass.
She toppleabrward onto the slope, Travis holding much of her weight tedk
the fall. A gallantry he canceled by collapsingtop of her.

Hard.

The air exploded from her lungs. Kara suddenly krieaw a whoopie
cushion felt. She opened her mouth to laugh—andkad.

Awful. Hideous. Not funny at all. She flailed wegklunable to drag in a
breath. The crushing pressure on her back easedv&hflipped over.

Her compressed lungs sucked in great gulps of saegjen. The fog
shrouding her brain cleared. Instead of sky, siheTavis. Her awareness
sharpened. Two facts registered.

He lay wedged between her legs.

And he was furious.

His stiff arms, bracketing her head and supportiig upraised torso,
vibrated with tension. He glared down as if heke lio squeeze the breath

from her permanently.

"Are you crazy?"



Sometimes the best defense was offense. ' 'Whynnaibs aren't broken.
Thanks for your concern.”

He appeared to be counting mentally for patiena#.a\good sign.

"Let me up, please.”

"No."

Stay calm. He has a right to be andgiyjo?"

"Are you crazyand deaf? Jeez, Kara, why did you run away like that?"
Scowling, she cupped her ear. "Eh? What's thasg@l? Speak louder."
"Stop joking and answer me."

Her own temper flared:Okay, think back. You were toying with my

emotions from the first. That crack about the cels the last straw. Since
you can't seem to show me any respect, | decidetbrstick around.”

He looked genuinely outraged. "l respect you."
"Puh-leez."
His scowl deepened. "l do."

"Yeah? Maybe if | grew breasts on top of my headld/dook up to me, but
a minute ago, you were being a jerk. So | walkedyaWw

A fascinating dark stain spilled into his cheek¥olU ran away,” he
corrected. "And as long as we're talking about latkrespect, Miss
Politically Correct, explain something to me, wowyldu? Why do you
alwaysrun away from me?" The sharp edge in his voice cl@ser to hurt
than anger.

Rats almighty, she didn't want to get into this nGwdon't always run away.
I've been rehearsing and taping shows with youhempast month."



"What about nine years ago?"

"Let me up, please. Gram's expecting me."

"Talk to me. Then I'll let you go."

She moved experimentally.

He lowered himself to his forearms, trapping herereffectively.
"l don't believe this,” she said through her teétlet. Me. Up."
"Talk. To. Me."

If she did, the fragile threads of her control wbuinravel. Real panic
stirred. "I'll scream.”

"Go ahead. | didn't book the cabins. There's noavoend to hear."

She shoved at his immovable chest, bucked andnsgdito no avail. All
she accomplished was to press herself against loira mtimately. "Get off
me, you elephant!"

"And let you run again? Dream on. I'm not budgingilul get some
answers. Why did you run away from me that niglarad®? Why did yowstay
away?"

"It won't change what happened. It doesn't matter.”

"It was ouranniversarygoddamn it! Itdid matter. Wemattered."

Bone-deep pain and resentment seeped out of heownand into her
bloodstream, the toxic emotions spreading insidjofiast.

She narrowed her eyes. ' 'Where was all this riglgteoncern nine years
ago, Travis?" The night she'd hoped to reconnetit wihusband who'd
become distant and disapproving.



"Oh, I had it, Kara. You just weren't there to see.

"l spent six hours shopping, cooking and primpingdor big 'date." You
promisedyou'd be home by eight o'clock. You stood me up."

"l was late. There's a big difference.”

Not big enough to prevent her naivete from vanighorever. "If you'd

skipped the Yamaha tournament like | asked, we eheel spent our
anniversary together. It's fairly customary for réyweds to think that's a
special day."

"l placed second in the money, Kara. Enough to cowetournament fees

for the next year. | picked up my check and dravelte hours to get home
by eight o'clock."

"Gee, that's funny. | could've sworn thahateo'clock I put all the food in
the oven to rewarm."

"My radiator hose busted about ten miles north diavton."
She didn't want to hear this. It was too late tarhhbis.

"Pulling the boat and trailer was frying the engis® | parked on the
shoulder, raised the hood so people would knovd Idaa trouble, then tried
to hitch a ride into town." He huffed disgustedlifell, everybody blew
right past me. | probably looked like an escapeavi. | hadn't slept or
eaten or shaved. | was royally pissed and wilddbhpme to you."The
image wrenched Kara's heart and filled her wittadreAs the candles had
slowly melted that night, so had her last drearsabfaging their marriage.

"After about forty-five minutes of cussing out taghts, | started walking.
Took me almost two hours to get to Wharton andyaall from Wal- Mart."”

Kara jerked, and couldn't help noticing his bodg'sant reaction. Or her
own response.

She ruthlessly ignored both. "You never called me."



"The hell | didn't."

"What time?"

"I dunno...nine-thirty? Give or take a few minutes.

"l didn't leave until after eleven. The phone nenzarg.”

"l let the damn thing ring forever, Kara. Figured yeere so mad you'd
decided not to answer just to spite me. 'Courdar't realize | was grossly

underestimating your capacity to hold a grudge..."

As his voice droned on, Kara's mind fast-forwardecugh that fateful
night.

She'd put the food away, opened the wine and pdeckew® drink her fill of
false bravado. Enough was enough, she'd decided 8ied to be the kind
of wife Travis wanted. He sure hadn't worried aldmertneeds. Commuting

to Houston daily wato grueling for such a meager payoff. If he wanted
their marriage to work, it wasisturn to invest a little effort.

In the process of packing her things helter-skettbe'd stumbled across a
wrapped gift with her name on the tag. She'd wal;dheen tossed it in her
car, leaving the wrapped T-shirt she'd bought himaus the sappy
anniversary card—on an empty dinner plate at thieta

In all that time, no shrill ringing had interruptedr agony. And she hadn't
left the house, except to pack the car and...

Kara groaned.

"What is it?" Travis asked sharply. "What's wrong?"

The filaments of her control stretched gossamer. tiilr. Parker."
"Huh?"

"Mr. Parker in Cabin Three. His toilet was running.



He paused. "Did you catch it?"

She choked out a miserable laugh. "Remember hovatiiewouldn't fill
sometimes? He came to the house and complained Hi®mwmoise. So |
went to his cabin and showed him the jiggle trick."

He absorbed the obvious. "At about nine-thirty?"

She nodded, and the first hot tear trickled free.

"That sucks."

The second tear meandered down her cheek. Whathewesto say about
two destinies that had changed forever at thegigfla toilet handle? It was

too laughably cruel, too painfully funny to contdatp.

Too simple an explanatiom rational inner voice cautioned. If she'd
answered the phone, their marital problems woulthve vanished.

"So you left the house at eleven,” he muttered.tfig&time | bought a water
hose, caught a ride to my truck and made the switctvas close to
ten-thirty. We must've missed each other by abonyffive minutes.”

"Forty," she corrected, wiping a thumb beneathéyes. "I was parked at
Larry's Bait Shop when you drove past.” She'd upped his gift, the heart
necklace, and known she couldn't leave until sambd he was safe.

"You sawme. And you didn't follow and let me explain?"

The betrayed accusation in his voice snapped Keoatsol. "l was tired of
doing the following! | needed to find out if you wid follow me.If you
thought a wife who oversalted egg salad and caubdit a hook was worth
the effort to bring back. And | got my answer, didnTravis?"

"Kara—"

"The next morning, | was calmer. Ready to listewtty you'd been late.
But | wanted you to make the first move. That watalv That was



everything. It would've told her unequivocally thate loved her.
"When...you didn't come after me right away, | ugefimp every time the
phone rang, hoping it was you. My heart would pouwviien | sorted
through the mail, looking for your letter. A carflome indication you
missed me at least a little. | would've come rugnfrnyou'd crooked your
finger. After six months without a word or sign.eem got the message you
didn'twantme to come back."

He stroked a knuckle over her wet cheek. "Kara—"

"No!" She showed him her profile, sending a hotl sgi liquid over the
bridge of her nose. "Let me finish.”

She hated his sympathy, hated feeling so exposeell Inerself most of all
for turning the steering wheel right instead of.l&ut she was through
running. She yanked her cowering ego out of hidingd thrust it into the
light.

"When you rescued me at that fraternity party, tifeghinine and protected

and petite for the first time in my life. | knewofn the beginning | wasn't
who you thought. But | let you believe | was likeuy mother. Like my
grandmother. A domestic gracious lady. Your idethefperfect wife.

"l let you marry an illusion, Travis, hoping youudd learn to love the real
me. But | hated house-work and cooking, and walse'least bit gracious
about doing domestic chores. | wasn't a good wifbedpmate to you. |
wasn't mature enough to stay and work out our prabl The fact is, |
wasn't..."Rats, rats, rats.

Grass tickled one cheekbone; tears formed newtéii@s over the other.
She waited for the lump in her throat to shrinlertiiorced the words out. "l
wasn't very lovable. I've told myself for yearsttiau were to blame for our
divorce. Another lie. If I'd been the woman you vweah the woman you
thought you'd married, our marriage wouldn't haaiked."

For long seconds the galloping thud of her heatthided her head to the
exclusion of all else. Gradually, her awarenesstioér things returned.



The red ant crawling over a nearby blade of graéks. distant buzz of an
outboard motor. The prickly sense of being watchred studied...

Oh no-o0-o0,Kara's mind wailed. Unlike petite women—who neseelled,
reddened and/or splotched—she looked hideous @fgarg. Thecoup de
graceto her humiliation.

"Well," Travis said at last, propping his weight one elbow. "That was
quite a confession. Are you finished?"

Wishing desperately she could trade places withnhwlless red ant, she
gave a small nod.

"Good." He smoothed back the hair from her expssielly cheek. "Look at
me, please."”

And read the disgust in his eyes? Fat chance.d'ldiat you wanted and
talked to you. Now you keep your promise and letgné

Gentle fingers cupped her chin and forced her e fiorward. She
childishly squeezed her eyes shut, wringing outfr@sh tears.

"Kara, Kara, Kara." His tsk-tsk was tender ratheant mocking. "Haven't
we learned that good communication allows equa¢ tior both points of
view?"

Eyes still closed, she nodded again.

"Okay. It's my turn to talk to you. So listen ugdueezing her chin, he gave
it a little shake. "I have a confession to make."



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
A confession?

Behind closed lids, Kara pictured Travis's handsdace hovering close
and wished she had the courage to peek at hisssipne He'd surprised her
again, intrigued her again, stirred faint hope magahe fought the
irresistible tug of Pandora's box and waited fon bo speak...

Well, rats."Confess wh—"

She broke off as firm lips kissed one puffy eyefithved to the left and did
the same, the pressure so soothing, so exquitstader she maneuvered her
right lid under his mouth for repeat therapy.

When the warm compress traveled at random oveffduar, her mouth
parted on a sigh.

"Kara, sweetheart," Travis crooned against hertspyoskin. ' 'Why do you
think | rushed you into marriage? You looked atlike | was a superhero. |
had to land you fast—" he sipped a tear from herekh'—before you
learned the truth. Later, when you did, and | sawrydisappointment, God
help me—" he nibbled a path along the edge of &&r"{—I couldn't face
you. So | threw myself into building the businesdd myself if | could
make that work, you'd look at me like a superhgaira"

Kara roused herself from dazed pleasure, her |psing to slits. "The
superhero always flies off and leaves the girl behl like mild-mannered
reporters better.”

Travis lifted his head.Nowyou tell me."

Yes, a distant corner of her mind decided, a sgeyescould be tender as
well as feral.



"Ah, Kara. We should've talked more. My fault. kcaept the blame. You
wanted marriage counseling, but | was too damn gptao full of wounded
pride to admit failure. When you left me..." Hiscéadarkened into a
brooding mask. "Something inside me died, | thihklost a lot of
weight—lost even more clients—and | didn't giveasdis ass. | didn't fish
for at least six months. Maybe longer. That whadeqd is a little blurred
for me."

Staggered by the admission, she could only stare.

"I was a fool not to beg you to come back, Karae Jnoblem with our
marriage wasne.Not you." His head swooped down, his expressivaga

A shower of quick fierce kisses rained upon heefdalling closer and ever
closer to her breathless tingling mouth. Beneath shangled drops of
warmth, her nerves sizzled, her blood fireé suiced to every part of her that
touched any part of him.

In a matter of seconds, she grew as hot and husradti@pical rain forest.

Travis, Travisshe thought, her pulse a wild jungle drumbedty did you
tell me this? Why are you doing this?

At that precise moment, the logical answer pre$sedttention against her
belly.

Stifling the urge to press back, she wrenched &dhaside. His lips
skittered to her temple and stopped.

He paused as if to collect himself, a thrillinginat Plausible by the breath
beating hard and fast on her brow, fanning hertewant, arousing desires
only he had ever fully sated. She wanted nothingertitan to raise the arms
lying stiff at her sides and embrace what he offeMind-blowing passion,
followed by...

Heart-shattering emptiness.



"What you do to me, Kara!" He turned and nuzzledhagr with a series of
butting greedy motions. Like a kitten seeking aidditeat. "Mmm," he

rumbled, more tiger than kitten. ' "You smell s@doSpicy and sweet...like
you taste."

Her lashes drooped.

"When you left, | could still smell you. On the gt® The towels. The
afghan Esther knitted. On that silk robe with itteelred flowers you forgot.

That was the worst—or the best? No, definitelwtioest. It smellecdandfelt
like your skin. Your robe made me crazy," he adedittvith a seductive
growl, his mouth lowering to her ear. "l used taybmy nose in the thing
and picture you wearing it, just so | could fargasiaking it off. And this
morning, Kara? Lying in bed? For the first timeymars, | let myself think
of you naked in that robe. Then I tugged the saskd and spread open the
lapels, and damn near went insane itching to taémoke beautiful breasts
you don't want me looking at—"

"Don't," she pleaded, trying to roll her head awaglizing he'd trapped a
mouse tail of hair beneath his big hand.

"Don't what? Don't fantasize? Don't look at yougdsts? Don't want you so
much | feel like my eyeballs are gonna bust?"

He drew back and thrust splayed fingers above &ey, sandwiching her
skull, his gold-flecked eyes mesmerizing...burnihglding her captive
more surely than his hands. "Hundreds of men dgetroMystery Woman
catalogs, imagining their hands all over your bodgndering what you
look like under those scraps of lace. And you ekpexto be immune? Hell,

| look at your tight sweater arlcdhowthat underneath, your skin feels like
warm silk. Iknowthat your breasts are the real McCoy and spilladumhy
palms."” His voice grew strangled and strange&kndwthey're tipped with
cotton candy pink and taste like spun sugar antespi

"Ask me not to breathe, Kara, and | might be ablenainage it. But | can't
look at you and not want you."



She burrowed her fingers into grass to keep them fdragging his head
down for a kiss. "I'm not going to have sex withuydravis, if that's what
this is about.”

He froze. His eyes narrowed. Slowly and delibeyated slipped his hands
from her hair.

So much for impassioned speeches.

"'If sex is all I wanted from you, do you thinkduldn't take it with your full
cooperation? Don't kid yourself, Kara." Holding lgaze, he placed a palm
on either side of her head, pushed up, and groisdips forward in a
circular motion.

Denim rasped against denim.

She moaned at the steamy friction, her pelvisgltiefiexively for fuller
contact, her fingers rising involuntarily to clutdimtawny shoulders, her
throat arching spontaneously, vibrating with nirang of pent-up sexual
yearning.

It was blissful.

It was pure torture.

She dug her nails into fleece-covered marble andpehed, "Stop."
Nostrils flared, eyes glittering, he ceased hisaitess demonstration.

And her traitorous body ached and twinged and viggphore.

Fresh humiliation swept through her. "You've maderypoint. Now that
we've clearly established I'm easy, would yteaselet me up?”

He looked incredulous. "Easy! You're the goddahardestwoman to
communicate with I've ever known."



Sliding down to settle less intimately betweentheghs, he studied her with
patent male exasperation. "I gut and fillet my séay it right there on the
table for you to wrap up and take home, or toss oxth the rest of my

carcass for the catfish to pick clean. And you assiim doing it just to get
you in the sack?" He heaved a baffled sigim 'hot the one who doesn't
respect you, Kara. Seems to me, you don't respecsglf."

Bingo.

His scowl vanished. Smoothing back her bangs, beegeat her closer, and
paled. "Jeez, I'm right? You weseriousearlier about being unlovable?"

| will not cry. I will not cry.

"Hell, I thought that was only I'm-gonna-go-eat-rms kind of talk."”

No. She'd wanted to trade places with an ant.

Leaning down, he closed her stinging lids with kiss, pulled away and
anxiously searched her eyes. "What point do yookthive been trying to
make? Listen carefully this time."

Once more he lowered his mouth, trailing his lipgroher forehead, her
cheek, the line of her jaw and back again. He usedips like a skilled

masseur, spreading words like a healing balm. "Ekerg about you is

wonderful, Kara Ann Taylor. Wonderful and speciadaovable. Your

quick temper—" he kneaded away tension "—your cqerideugh—" he

stimulated circulation "—your loyalty to Esther afadnily pride.

"Your bad cooking—" he massaged old wounds "—yaodgbusiness

sense—" he eased past aches "—the way your siiisl¢hie hollow place
inside me. I've missed you so much."

Her body glowed.
"I need you so much."”

Her heart surged weightlessly in her chest.



"l love you so much."
Her soul burst joyfully free of burdensome doubd éear.

"Please give us a second chance, Kara. | won't niekeame mistakes. I'll
give up tournaments. I'm damn sick of road tripd emmpetition, anyway.
I'll remodel the cabins and build a new boat slgéd the Marina a run for
its money. You can drive into Houston every dag hou did before, but I'll
be waiting when you get home. | don't love a Supyndmaker illusion, |

love you. To hell with housework. We'll hire a malitl eat canned chili

every night or stomach my own cooking. | havemitwstd yet, but I think I'll

die if | have to live without you again, Kara."

Is this really me being ardently wooed by the mivé? The husband who
let me pine a full year without uttering one woodoring me back?

"You need a web site for the catalogs,” he continuesistibly earnest.
"Net shopping is the wave of the future. Let mddyou aMystery Woman
web site, like | did for the camp. | can help yaulth your business. Marry
me, Kara, and I'll make you happy. | swear."

Dizzy with wonder, she couldn't answer. Her eyesetl.

He pressed his cheek urgently to hers, wedged Hisisegly where her
blood had pooled. "Marry me, and I'll make you fgebd, too. Don't deny
that sex is important. It is. We were great togetiefore. We'll be better
now, | promise." His gruff voice took on a notedefsperation. "What can |
do to make you say yes?"

"Prove it." The answer slipped out before her cmsc mind nodded
approval.

"Okay, sure," he said eagerly, then paused. "Pnda?"
She smiled to herself, joy bubbling in her veing] awined her arms around

his neck. "Prove we'll be better than great togetben't talk to me, Malloy.
Showme."



KARA sTooD in the kitchen amid glorious smells and congraadaerself
on cooking her first perfect meal. Opening the @dge oven they still
hadn't replaced, she confirmed that the rack oblaras golden brown and
juicy, the surrounding roasted potatoes tended@éstatisfied, she set the
oven on warm.

Slamming the door shut with her hip, she stirredgbt of fresh green beans
that were still firm and bright, glanced at the otmr holding a triple-layer
chocolate cake that leaned only a little. Travisilda't mind.

She wanted everything to be just right. To makdongeverything that had
been so wrong their first- year anniversary. kilied her, their second first-
year anniversary would be a date and memory theyrember with joy.
Not pain.

Kara checked the wall clock. Seven-fifteen. Travsuld be home soon
from Jeremy's class play. She'd wanted to go,idobNancy and John had
known about her dinner "date" and insisted Jeremyldvunderstand her
absence.

More likely he wouldn't notice her absence, Ka@utiht affectionately. As
long as his new stepfather and Travis were thessendy would be in
heaven. He adored them both.

Humming happily, she began setting the table exaslit had been ten
years ago, with tall tapered candles, a brighthapped gift on Travis's
plate, a bud vase with one red rose. Had she fiamgainything? No. Yes!
The wine.

She fetched the bottle of Bordeaux she'd boughiouston last week after

supervising the summaéfystery Womarratalog shoot. A good thing she'd
gone. Steve was a talented photographer, but he ltaddency to create
centerfold shots devoid of mystery and romanceftftb his own devices.

And Kara was adamant that the incognito model anggtie seem feminine

and sensual, rather than a man's idea of "sexy."



The model she selected each season was a newnnilemwoman—real in
every sense of the word—from outside the fashidnstry. Spring's catalog
had featured a divorced mother raising two childakme on a waitress's
salary and tips. Summer's would feature a gradstaigent financing her
own way through law school. Both women had beereextly grateful to
Kara for the anonymity and the generous modelieg fe

Setting the bottle and corkscrew beside the bud,\&ara allowed herself a
moment of professional pride. Mystery Woman, Inad lmecorded a two
hundred percent increase in profits over the previgear. In the fall, she
would introduce a line of Mystery Woman body losorbath 0ils dusting

powder aNd cologne to include with catalog and web sikeamandise.

Taylor House was no longer threatened, though Tdyilme Foundations
was defunct. Gram had allowed the venerable strmid with dignity,
rather than hang on past senility.

Giving the Bordeaux a last approving glance, Kaadked slowly toward

the bedroom. After the shoot, she'd stopped byoraybuse for a wine
recommendation. Major McKinney and Gram's wineut@stlass had made
them four-week experts, doncha know. Now that keld his home and
moved in with Gram, they were always gadding albeu¢ or taking a class
there. Kara chuckled.

Yep, her grandmother was living in sin, the tarajid McKinney would
marry Gram in a minute, if she weren't enjoying-the living arrangement
so much. After a lifetime of conforming to rigidies and Taylor standards,
her brush with death had altered her prioritiessaerably.

Esther Taylor had become as close to a feminsfasinine Southern belle
had it in her to be.

Just then Kara passed the office. Unable to redistpaused in the doorway
to admire her new "stove." A sleek new Macintosmpaoter in eggplant
purple for her very own. She cooked up all sortgreht desktop-publishing
pieces for Bass Busters Fishing Camp on that bstdgast, she hoped they
were great. Especially her most recent effort.



Rats. Now she was nervous.

Moving on, she headed for the bedroom's privatierbatn, stripped off her
clothes and stepped into the sparkling new shotaér $ravis had replaced
the old one at the same time he'd redone the cdiattsooms. New pine
paneling and king-size beds instead of the fornoekb had completed the
cabin renovations.

Expensive upgrades, but smart marketing, now tihagsaoften joined their
husbands on Lake Kimberly fishing trips.

Eight months ago Travis had guided a man and wifedre than some great
fishing "points.” He'd shared some communicatips tith the couple. In
turn, they'd referred two friends going throughoagh marital patch to
Travis's guide service. And so on, and so on.

Word had spread, and the camp now had one of tlet amique selling
points in the angler/guiding business. The camplisude and simplicity
gave couples a chance to reconnect away from #meidrpace of modern
urban life.

Kara switched off the water, towel dried and huliyedressed. She was
applying fresh lipstick when the sound of tiresrmahing over the shell
driveway grew loud, then stopped. The jungle druablp@unding low and
steady in her blood for hours increased in tempo.

The front door rattled open and shut. "Lu-ceee hgvome."

With an exhilarated laugh, Kara checked the bedaldem clock. Eight
o'clock on the nose. Her heart swelled to bursiiitg love. "I'll be out in a
minute. Why don't you pour us a glass of wine?"

"You got it."

Five minutes later she left the bedroom squeezeéd fhe puckered

stretch-velvet top and spandex skirt she'd firstnbsco dancing, and then
to a justice of the peace's office one year agaytoNot very practical, she
admitted, tugging the tight material self-consclgushe felt less petite



than ever before. But she hoped he would appretreesentimental
gesture. Taking a deep breath, she entered theekitc

Travis had lit the candles, and stood pouring asgglass of wine. He
looked up, and his eyes kindled with feral tendssnlemissed you. | need
you. | love you.

"Watch out!" she warned, too late.
Wine dribbled over the rim, down the stem and dh&owhite tablecloth.

Grimacing, Travis set the bottle down. "Aw, hellid. I'm sorry. The table
looked so nice, t0o."

"It's not important.” Like she could be irritateftieas the look he'd given her?

Kara walked forward and stopped close, thanking fat putting them in
the same/anessa Allen Shoaudience. Thanking God for giving them the
maturity not to try and change each other, butcteept and love who they
were.

"Happy anniversary, husband. I've waited a longtimsay that to you."
His eyes darkened. "Happy anniversary, wife. Yaklbeautiful."

She looked down at herself ruefully. "Lisa wouldséa fit if she knew |
was stretching out the Calendri original she saegausly gave me."

A large warm hand came out to cover her slightlynaed belly, the move
both protective and possessive. "Lisa will havie &you wait much longer
to tell her you're pregnant. What are you waitiogpf

She'd told Travis she wanted to get past the fiinstester before letting

anyone know. But at four months and counting, & wast time to announce
the news. "l know it sounds silly, but | didn't waa rub my happiness in
her face. | kept thinking she might make an annearent of her own soon.
It's so obvious they're in love! Even the fans saea it. Lauren told me they
get tons of letters asking if Ross and Lisa areetlgcmarried.”



Travis slipped his arms around Kara in a com-fgrhng. "Give them time.
They're learning with each show. They can't heiftitey're not as sharp as
we were." His chuckle rumbled against her ear,sdr@smiled.

After their eight-show commitment had been fulfillle KLUV-TV
management had pleaded with Kara and Travis toaigew contract. At
one point, Travis had snapped that Ross knew nianat avhat was required
than anyone—why didn't he co-host the damn showa Kad jumped in
saying Lisa would be the perfect foil, since théweady debated every
subject anyway.

The seed had been planted, and Ross had nurtucettuition. NowHear
He, Hear Shevas syndicated in sixteen major markets acrossdhastry.

Kara sighed. "You're right. Why don't we have ewesy over for dinner
next weekend and make the announcement? We cantlseowthe finished
cabins, too." Which reminded her...

"Sounds like a good plan to me," he agreed.

She gave him a fierce squeeze, stepped back aledl rin by the hand to
his dinner plate. "Open your present.”

"Now?" He blinked in surprise but picked up therslrectangular box
willingly. Shook it next to his ear. Grinned anaegicted a tie.

"Open it!" Kara ordered.
He ripped off the gold bow and blue wrapping, ogktiee box and stared.

Rats, rats, rats. He hated it. "I can redesignathele thing, no problem. |
should've worked with you on it. I'm sorry."

Ignoring her, he lifted out a glossy four-color thare featuring a
front-panel photograph of the fishing camp and ldkara had wanted to
feature the view as seen when one first broke failieowvoods. Lisa had shot
the panoramic view at sunset with stunning results.



Silently he unfolded the piece, looking at photbthe new cabins, several
of him with clients holding up fish, one of a coegeeding catfish off the

pier. He read the copy she'd lovingly slaved owetdnvey the essence of
this special place. And when she saw his tanneshtiwork and was sure
her gift had touched him immeasurably, her hapgikegw no bounds.

He raised his shimmering eyes. "How?"

"Lisa took the photographs. | scanned them andi#idiesign, layout and
copy here at home. But | sent the file on disk toré. He piggybacked the
job onto aMystery Womarmprint run, so it cost practically nothing but the
paper." Vinnie, who was crude but not stupid, haidkjy forgiven Kara her
deception when the potential of huge print jobsabee apparent. "l hope
you like it, because. ot @ Whole case of those suckers in the trunk of my
car."

"I love it. Almost as much as | love you." He ledrever and captured her
mouth in a tender kiss. Breaking it far too soanphblled away and searched
her eyes uneasily. "I have something for you, tdmt don't get excited. It's
not jewelry, or anything like that. | didn't evemap it—"

"Stop apologizing,” she demanded, laughing. "Wheattewis, I'll love it.
Almost as much as | love you."

Looking troubled, he reached back and pulled arelepe from his rear
pocket. Something about his anxiety as he handedeit dried her throat
and erased her smile.

Her heart pounding, she slipped out a folded nate and opened it to read
a name and address.

Kenneth Mitchell
1467 West Lake Hill
Vancouver, Washington 98661
She looked at Travis blankly. "I don't know thiggmn."

"I know, honey. And you don't ever have to, if tadhe way you want it."



Her heart hammered so hard she could barely breaite is he?"

"Your father." He took one look at her face andhgatd her close. "Oh,
Kara, | shouldn't have told you this way."

Her father? He'd found her father? She pressedcheek against his
agitated heartbeat in dazed wonder.

"I knew how you felt about Jeremy's situation, @nbiroke my heart that
you didn't have the option to talk to your fathégou wanted. So I hired a
P1 to track down Carol. He found her two morags."

Kara's mind raced. Two months ago he'd driven w Reeans with Jake to
"keep him out of trouble” at the Louisiana Huntengd Fishing Exposition.

"She'd had time to regret the hornet's nest sheedtup, and gave him
enough information to trace your father to Vancauve

Kara knew there was much more to the story. Bt mgw, the enormity of
the news, and the love Travis had displayed in gydam such lengths,
overwhelmed any questions she had. Tears fille@¥yes, riding the crest of
irrepressible emotion.

She raised her head, clapped a hand behind hisastdipulled his mouth
down to hers...

WRAPPED IN A silk robe, deliciously relaxed and ravenously hynélara
walked beside Travis into the kitchen. The candiad burned down to
nubs. With a sinking stomach, she lifted the topale, mushy green beans,
opened the oven door to dried, shriveled rackmablaHer perfect meal was
ruined. She wanted to cry or throw a tantrum. Nxdo#ly constructive
communication.

She turned and eyed her husband narrowly. "Next, yBaavis Dean
Malloy, we're goingoutto dinner for our anniversary."



