


THE LADY ISA
SCAMP
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DAN -- A Dangerously Attractive Maverick Who Burned Hotter Than
a California Sunset...

He was about to tell Tory Chase she was hired, wihermvoman made her
getaway! Dan Stewart thought she was perfect fmmphg his new product
launch--but the delightful enchantress was so nenabout his decision,
she d jumped the gun. Maybe it was his handshaltesét her on fire, or the
intense blue eyes that saw inside her soul, bug Wandered if she could
actually work for the man!

HisBody Made Her Beg for Mercy

She tried to keep her distance, but when she fied tadder into his arms,
Tory knew there'd be no escape! Dan adored hidmeiggus lady, tempting
her with searing embraces, and she was charmdtelnigmatic man who
made her feel so cherished. They'd both tried nghaway to keep their
hearts safe; could a puppet and a clown show thairrisking everything
for love was the only way to fly?



One

Dan Stewart leapt to his feet and went to the windehind his desk to
adjust the blinds. The sun was streaming in onwtbman opposite him,
threading her hair with gold and studding her eygls amber sparkles, and
Dan wanted it to stop—needed it to stop. Maybe tegould think like a
businessman again.

"Miss Chase, your presentation has been extremelinteresting," he said
as he tried to shut out the light. "And | must adgaur credentials are
impressive."

"Why, thank you," she said in the husky lilt thatreehow made a melody of
every syllable she uttered.

Dan darted a glance over his shoulder at her, gotive flicker of
amusement in her eyes and the sassy little snggrig at the comers of her
mouth. A mouth that kept making him think of dugkyk roses about to
blossom. A lovely, tempting, distracting mouth.

When she saw that she'd been caught like a schiaolgking a face behind
the teacher's back, she didn't do the normal tking feign a bland
expression. She let her smile burst into full bloom

She began to speak, and Dan was entranced by theexdips formed the
words. "Mr. Stewart, | can't help feeling that yoave some reservations
about my proposal,” she said.

Dan nodded appreciatively, then realized what he dang and gave his
head a little shake. "What? What makes you thin&Je reservations?" He
had several, but he hadn't voiced them.

"The wordinteresting,"she answered, then laughed softly. "It's what you
tell a struggling actor friend backstage afteral terkey."

Dan stared at her, nonplussed. She was a littlpeoceptive. Turning away
again, he noticed that he was still fiddling witte tblinds. He dropped his



hands to his sides. There was no point trying dclobut the light when the
real radiance was coming from inside.

He stood peering through the hairline openings betwthe slats like a
neighborhood snoop, while he tried to figure outvhio explain the un
explainable.

It wasn't difficult to rationalize his doubts abduiting Victoria Chase's
event-planning agency to add sizzle to one of tlwstnerucial product
launches in the ten-year history of his company 8as too young for that
kind of responsibility—no more than twenty-five, less he missed his
guess. Her track record was impressive but shertagency the smallest
and newest in Santa Barbara. And he wasn't sureugat to entrust a
pivotal assignment to someone with such an impish g

But rationalizations had nothing to do with thettruvhich was simply that
the moment Victoria Chase had come bouncing irg@fiice, his heart had
done a backflip. The soft waves of her collar-léngair had made his
fingers tingle. Her feminine curves, intriguingl;nphasized by her tailored
green suit, had made him want to hang a Do Notwihssign on his office

door. He felt as if he'd been searching for hesugh several incarnations
and suddenly he'd looked up to see her materiglidght before his eyes.
He'd heard choirs singing and bells tolling. Hisrdchad turned into a

Frank Capra movie, and he didn't like Frank Capowvies. Sentimental

claptrap.

"Um . . . Mr. Stewart, is there anything you wanot dsk about my
presentation?"

Dan gave a start but remained at the window withauing. "No, | have no

guestions, Miss Chase. But there are a few coratides to be . . .

considered.” Great start, he thought disgustedlgqlent. But he was
committed now, he had to keep going. "The thingmsen a firm with a

certain profile in business equipment makes a diiandaectional shift to

interface with a revised target market ..." Hiscedirailed off as he realized
he'd been reduced to spouting the worst kind ofprder gibberish. Had
someone drugged his morning coffee?



He cleared his throat and tried again. "We do rmegchmatic image change
for the sake of the leisure and household itemeeveglding to our product
line, but we have to be cautious. We're still v&@rgng in business systems,
so even though we want to show our lighter side ti@atwe're moving into
household robots, electronic toys, advanced commames, and so on
with our electronics division, we have to reassureestablished customers
of our continuing seriousness and our solid foundatWe have to ... to
walk softly . . ."

"And carry a big shtick?" she said helpfully.

Turning once again to stare at her, Dan almosteti@k his sudden intake
of breath. He didn't crack a smile even thoughkezllher mild irreverence.
He was too bowled over. Victoria Chase was amusiagthe way she made
him feel was no laughing matter.

While he was gaping at her she picked up her pamddriefcase and got to
her feet. "Mr. Stewart, thank you for consideringpgenings for such a
crucial function,” she said with the sweet smilat tkept jamming the gears
of his mind. "But we both reached a decision sduarautes ago, so let's
not prolong this discussion."”

Dan blinked. Had something gone wrong with his imggrShewas turning
him down?

Returning to his desk at last, he rested his figeon the polished surface
and leaned forward. "Miss Chase, | don't believe Uittered a word about a
decision,” he said with what he knew was chillindtsess. The book he'd
read about management by intimidation hadn't beteiad waste after all.
He waited for her to sink into her chair and keaguntil he was ready to
dismiss her.

But Victoria Chase didn't seem to understand hiex tder smile widened
and a curious warmth appeared in her eyes. "Legiuhi this way," she said
in a kindly tone. "I'm sure you'll agree that &simportant for me to know |
can work with you as for you to be satisfied | clanthe job. I think you'll

also agree that we don't . . . well mesh."



"Mesh?" Dan repeated, dumbfounded. "You're sayimg gon‘twant my
account? Because we don't mesh?"

She offered her hand. "I knew you'd understand, $#iewart. Thank you
again for thinking of Happenings. | wish you eveugccess."

Too thunderstruck to speak, Dan accepted the hakdssind immediately
wished he hadn't. Victoria Chase's firm grip wassagprise, but he hadn't
been grounded against the jolt of electricity lwerch sent surging through
him. His one consolation was that she seemed gqshiken, her flush
deepening from pink to all-out crimson as her dazked with his.

They stood staring at each other in shocked silemtd emerging from
their trances at the same instant, they broke &saiftjust realizing they'd
had hold of something so hot, it burned.

Victoria Chase turned, marched smartly acrossd¢iagl gray carpet, and left
without a backward glance.

"l blew it," Tory announced twenty minutes later e strode into the
office she shared with Elizabeth Collins, her partat Happenings and her
best friend since they'd met in college.

As she hung her purse and suit jacket on a coatfack sighed heavily. "I

lost the Stewart account, Liz. Or | turned it dowake your pick." With the

faint hope that she could get away with only thatchhexplanation, she
rattled on, "How are you doing with the Hart wedgftirDo they really want
to get married in a hot-air balloon?"

Liz looked up from the raft of papers that coveadrdost every inch of her

desk's turquoise surface. Pushing back her strhightl hair, she peered at
Tory through her enormous glasses. "They want badidor all their guests

as well, and for a string quartet. Nowhat did you say first when you

breezed in here?"



Resigned to offering more details, Tory plunked bregfcase down on her
own desk and faced her partner. "I turned dowrbtbggest account we've
ever gone after." She began pacing back and feorttsa the width of the
cramped room, too jumpy to sit down. "I had tow&te was trying his best
to be nice about it, but he was going to show ntaealoor. | decided to let
the poor man off the hook before he embarrassdubiiisby stumbling his

way through an entire dictionary of corporate jargioat basically added up
to 'No way, Jose."

There was a long silence before Liz gave a lowgdty laugh. "So you
made it easy for him to turn you down."

"l couldn't help myself, Liz. He obviously didn'edl comfortable about
giving me the contract, and it bothered him toredl | wasn't going to get it.
| felt sorry for him. He was just so . . . SO sweet."

"Sweet?" Liz repeated, raising both eyebrows. "Ae talking about

Daniel J. Stewart? The man who's made the giards @ntire industry sit
up and start sweating in their Brooks BrotherssuiHe didn't bite off a nice
little chunk of the electronics market by besweetHe's a barracuda! And
there's something | should tell you right now—"

"He's not a barracuda,” Tory interrupted, stoppimcher tracks. Then,
wondering why she was leaping to Dan Stewart'sndefeshe laughed
self-consciously and resumed her restless pac@iay, | admit he's not
the friendliest person I've ever met. And from thiaute | walked into his
office | got strange vibes from him. | had the iegsion the only reason he
was giving me a hearing was that Roger McCormick haked him
to—one of the first things Roger did, | gathergafiigning on as Stewart's
marketing VP."

Stopping again, Tory looked down at the emeraldnisuit she'd worn for
the interview, the black patent-leather shoes, timelerstated gold
accessories. So much for dressing for succesghehght, sighing. "Who
knows what went wrong? Maybe the man hates greefr@vn hair. Or
short women."

"Or short brown hair," Liz said with an odd litdenile.



Tory grinned and tugged on one wavy strand as ihuay the slow
growing-out process that had begun the very day shade the mistake of
letting her hairdresser talk her into a cropped&kld@ould be. I'm not too
fond of it myself. Anyway, it was a case of rejectiat first sight. | felt like
a fool going through the motions while Stewarttbate like a Greek statue
with a great tan.” She laughed again and finalisesged behind her desk,
flouncing so forcefully into her fuchsia swivel ¢hat spun a half turn and
nearly dislodged her. "I wouldn't be able to woikwtewart anyway," she
said as she grasped the edge of the desk to dteasbif. "His account may
be a plum, but he's a prune. His perfect face waplahter if he forgot
himself enough to smile, and he works at beingnigating—"

"Whoa," Liz cut in, sliding her glasses down hes@&do peer over them.
"What happened teweet?"

"He is. | said havorksat being intimidating. | didn't say he was suchidss
at it. But he's such a sobersides, Liz. No humatlat

Liz studied Tory for several moments. "And he'sglapusly attractive,”
she ventured.

Tory shifted uncomfortably in her chair, then swegeto face the window
behind her, staring absently at the poster of teteésBarbara waterfront
she'd taped to the glass to hide the stucco wallivtlas her actual view. "I
suppose he's good-looking, if you go for the brogdiblue-eyed Gypsy
type complete with black hair and sardonic browsd the minute she'd
walked into Daniel J. Stewart's office, she addehdy, the laser beam of
his steel blue gaze had triggered a meltdown idsbé#he deep freeze she
was sure he'd intended. She twirled to face Lizrmaganyway, | made my
pitch and | blew it, whatever the reason."

"Not exactly," Liz murmured, taking off her glassasl polishing them with
a tissue she'd plucked from the box beside her.

Tory's antennae shot up. "What aren't you tellirgP'm



"l tried to tell you, but you were too fired up to listdRoger called just
before you came steaming in here like the littlgiea that couldn't. You
landed the account.”

Blanching, Tory gaped at her partner. "Are youmes?"

"I'm afraid so. Of course, if you really don't céoeadd Stewart Enterprises
to our client list, call Roger back and tell hinsHoss is the stumbling
block. There's no need for you to deal with a saifhirt whose magnetism
makes you uneasy."

"Magnetism? | didn't say anything about magnetishaty said, adding a
disdainful sniff for good measure. "And of cour$igdke the account. What
makes you think | wouldn't?" She shot her partneasaing grin. "Honestly,
Liz, where do yowetthese wild ideas?"

"What happened?" Tory asked Roger McCormick whenashved for her
first meeting with him in his spacious corner offiat Stewart Enterprises.
"How did | end up with this account?"

With a wave of his hand to indicate the sittingaaa¢ one end of the room,
Roger answered, "l assume you gave your usual dymanesentation.”

"Oh sure, dynamite,” Tory repeated with a roll ef Byes.

"You also happen to be a small enough agency table to move fast,
without a lot of committee meetings and red tape'ré/on a tight time
frame here," Roger pointed out.

"I noticed," Tory commented. On her way to the liaus arrangement of
leather chairs and marble-topped tables, she lookedhe huge picture
window onto areal panorama of the Santa Barbara waterfront. "Hepgoe
a marketing VP has its perks, Rog. Your view's &inas great as mine,"”
she said with a grin.

Roger laughed. He'd been in Tory's office, and ke&h her fake view.



As she sat down on a low-slung armchair, Tory siralieRoger's struggle to
arrange his gangly body in the chair opposite A&er planting his large
feet on the floor and leaning forward with his etlsoon his knees and his
hands clasped loosely together, he glanced towseddborway, did a
double take, then stood up again.

Tory's gaze followed his, coming to rest on DanlelStewart in the
flesh—the gorgeous flesh. She swallowed hard. Be$tre could censor
her thoughts she found herself wondering what lo&dd like under his
impeccable tailoring. Lean, obviously. Hard. Taypshand thighs—no
guestion about that. She mentally replaced hisvsitht form-fitting jeans,

took off his shirt and tie. Nice. Her mouth sudgefdlt dry and it was a
struggle to breathe. She was shocked. What in h&avweame was
happening to her? She didn't do this sort of thing!

Daniel J. Stewart was a menace. He had no rigbbtoso attractive and be
so stuffy."Sony," Dan said.

You should beTory said silently.

She realized that his glance was moving over haile@surely pace, as if he
were checking out a new purchase—or trying to rebemvhether he'd
ever seen her before. It was futile to try to gugkat was going on in his
mind. She only hoped he had no idea what had beieg gn in hers.

"l didn't mean to break in on a meeting,” he sdtdraa silence that had
lasted much too long, then nodded to Tory. "Nicesde you again, Miss
Chase."

"Tory," she corrected him, rebelling against higeinal formality even
though she was pleased that he remembered her.

"Tory?"
"Short for Victoria."

"l see."” His gaze locked on hers with such intgmsshe found herself
wondering breathlessly just what it was he did #emnnoyed her that she



wanted him to see something he liked, such as theske looked in the
yellow Anne Klein dress she'd blown a small fortume at a discount
designer shop the previous afternoon. Did he ag®d¥d she care? She
pleaded the fifth.

"What can | do for you, Dan?" Roger said, his besdusne cutting through
the crackling tension.

Dan gave Roger a surprised look, as if he'd foegottis vice president's
presence. Then he made a vague, dismissive gesiilve@ne hand. "It's
nothing urgent. I'll catch you later. Your meetingth Miss Ch—" He

stopped and cleared his throat. "Your meeting isenmaportant.”

Then, as suddenly and quietly as he'd arrived, dsegone.

"Who wasthat masked man?" Tory whispered, convinced tlzet Btewart
did wear a mask, one he probably never took offe $buldn't help
wondering what he was hiding. Or hiding from.

"Strange." Roger said, sinking back into his chddan doesn't barge into
my office unannounced if he thinks someone's with And he knew you
were scheduled for this time slot.”

"l guess he forgot,” Tory said in a small voicéd| staring fixedly at the spot
where Dan had been, as if half expecting to sa&geof blue smoke curling
up from the floor.

"Dan doesn't forget,” Roger insisted. "From whitdw of him, he doesn't
forget anything, ever."

Tory pulled herself together and grinned. "Thead/gays a first time, Rog.
Now let's get down to some serious planning. Weshliawxcome up with an
event that'll rattle the cage of this revised targarket we're supposed to
interface with, and we have to do it fast.”

Roger gave her a strange look.



Tory laughed and opened her briefcase. She knavRtbger was aware of
her usual impatience with corporate jargon, butditie't bother explaining
where she'd picked up the buzzwords and why sieden this particular
time to use them.



Two

Tory kicked off her shoes and dragged her swivalrabver to the bookcase
that dominated the long side wall between Liz'«kdasl hers. One of these
days, she vowed, she was going to remember toHmigtepladder she'd
been promising herself since she and Liz had sdheip office. They'd
furnished it with an eye to using every availaliehi of space, including
cabinet tops and high shelves, and Liz wasn't awaypund with her
five-seven stature to get things down from higlceta

After wedging the chair against the wall, Tory hiédd up her straight skirt

and boosted herself up. Balancing precariously withtoes of one foot

digging into the chair seat and the other perchethe back to give herself
a bit of extra reach, she curled the fingers ofiéiehand around the edge of
one shelf to hold herself steady, then stretchegbtat a wicker basket just
beyond her fingertips. When she realized the efflag futile, she grabbed a
book from a lower shelf and started batting cadipat the basket, trying

to nudge it closer without sending it and its catgdlying.

A sound behind her made Tory glance over her sleoultbping Liz was
back from her meeting. A rescue at this point wdmddwelcome. But it
wasn't Liz she saw in the open doorway. "You!" shied, startled into
taking too hard a swipe at the basket. It toppheer,ospilling its cache of
hand puppets on her head. As she lost the centgaweity on her chair, it
did what it was designed to do: it swiveled.

Tory made a quick decision to let go of the shetf &y to hurl herself free

of the chair, rather than risk dragging everythdiogvn with her. She hadn't
much hope of landing on her feet, but it was warthy. "Watch out!" she

cried as Dan Stewart dropped the thick manila epeshe was carrying and
plunged forward.

He ignored her warning and looked as if he plarnieedatch her, but the
timing was off and, thanks to the determined puidsgiven herself, Tory
cannoned into him so hard, she was sure he wag ¢winit the floor with
her. Under her, to be precise. The prospect dmbniify her as much as she
thought it should.



But she'd underestimated the man's strength. Slagimio him was like
colliding with an armored truck. Although he dideav softly and reel a
little, he managed to keep his balance and : Bicghims around her to keep
her steady, even when a spotted purple-and-nedfig rolled out of the
basket, flopped down onto his head, and slid taianopg stop on his
shoulder.

Tory's first thought was that Dan Stewart smelleddy Spice with a hint of
lime.

Her second thought was that he might be a stufiet] but the stuffing in
guestion was solid, perfect for nestling against.

Her third thought was that she'd better banisHitketwo and find out what
Daniel J. Stewart was doing in her office.

Before she could find out anything, however, she toasalvage whatever
dignity she could from this fiasco. After takingdeep breath so she
wouldn't sound too much like Minnie Mouse, Toryded herself to tip
back her head and smile up at her newest and mdstifling client, at the
same time flattening her palms against his ch&ghy'hello, Mr. Stewart,"
she said brightly. "What brings you here?"

Dan stared down at her, seriously worried. He'shiba feeble excuse to see
this woman for the express purpose of testing éatrons. Well, he'd
tested them. And he was as electrified as he'd theeather two times. He
was also perplexed. Obviously Tory operated onthieery that the best
way to handle an awkward situation was to pretewitiing unusual was
happening. All right, he decided, he could playnglo"Roger mentioned
that he was going to send you our hot-off-the-ppgssluct brochures, and
since | happened to be coming over this way | eftdo drop them off," he
explained calmly, feeling proud of himself.

"Oh," Tory said in a small voice, her bravado fagiast as her body began
letting her know how much it liked the positionwias in. The strong arms
wrapped around her weren't letting go. The azuee ¢racked on hers was
like the promise of a bright sky behind dense starlouds. The

mint-scented breath fanning her skin was as waremrmaglsummer breeze,



and the lips hovering just over hers were an itiaitato undreamed-of
delights. Oh yes. Her body was enjoying itself imsedy.

Suddenly Tory realized that her lips were partBige moistened them with
the tip of her tonguesood lord,she thoughthe's going to kiss me.

What brought her to her senses was the stunninglkdge that she just
might kiss him first. "Are you all right, Mr. Stew&" she said hastily. "I
didn't knock the wind out of you, did I?"

He gave her a startled look, then released herstapped back as if just
noticing he'd waded into the surf without takin§lwg shoes. "I'm fine," he
answered, his tone abrupt. He removed the frog gtujppm his shoulder
and gingerly placed it on her desk. "How about you?

Tory awkwardly smoothed down her coral linen s&irtd tucked in the silk
blouse that had slipped free of her waistband. Wdon done, thanks to
your timely arrival." She thought she was beinge&gracious, considering
she could easily blame her unexpected visitor #mstg the mishap in the
first place. "I was lucky you happened along when yid," she added
without a grain of sincerity.

"Yes you were, Miss Chase."

Tory's eyes narrowed as she watched him adjusihény blazer and
straighten his striped silk tie. "l beg your parddshe said quietly.

"You are lucky | happened along when | did,” Dasva@red. "You could've
broken your neck."

Tiny copper flames appeared in Tory's eyes. "Bilith't, so all's well, as
they say," Tory muttered, grabbing the fuchsiaichad rumbling it back to
its place behind her work table. "It so happens ¢vmbed up onto swivel
chairs before, Mr. Stewart. Also folding chairs amy number of other odd
perches, and this is the first time I've fallen.”

"Then you're fortunate, Miss Chase." Gradually @igledhead of steam, Dan
began pacing back and forth in front of the tablidl,shaken from the scare



she'd given him and the heat that had shot thrbugHike a fiery arrow the

instant he'd felt her sweet little body landingrem. "I couldn't believe my

eyes when | started into this office and saw a graswman pulling such a
harebrained stunt!" His long strides took him frome side of the narrow
office to the other and back several times, stapunly when he almost
smacked his nose into a small pink rabbit with bhl@stic eyes and a
buck-toothed grin.

"Did I hear you mention a harebrained stunt?" kieaisin a sassy voice that
imitated Dan's own intonations and speech mannerigdarebrained, Mr.
Stewart? Is there an implied criticism of rabbteltect in your comment?"

"No, it was an explicit criticism of a certain yagrwoman's common
sense," Dan shot back, then raked the fingers @fhamd through his hair.
"Oh terrific. Now I'm arguing with a piece of piriéke fur.”

"The name is Cecil, Mr. Stewart, and | am no mopéege of pink fake fur
than you are a conglomeration of snakes and saadspuppy dog tails."
Tory knew she was carrying her teasing a little hart she figured she had
nothing to lose except an account she didn't wBain Stewart was
disturbing her sleep already. Much more exposurehito could be
hazardous to her mental health. Besides, she wasusuo see whether
sheer outrageousness would coax even a hint ofila fxm him. "You
could be more sensitive," she made Cecil say astsdyged his mouth into a
pout. "Rabbits have feelings, too, you know."

Dan tilted his head to one side and studied Cexh cocked one brow at
Tory. "You're good," he said thoughtfully. His gazent to her mouth. "Do
your lips move?"

"Do yours?" she countered with a sudden tremorwdsen't supposed to
look at her that way. It wasn't fair.

Dan allowed himself five seconds to imagine his hpoving over hers, then
took issue with her question. "Why do you ask? niat the one playing
ventriloquist here."



Tory removed Cecil from her hand and leaned hinirsga vase of flowers
on her desk before dropping to a crouch to gatpehe puppets still strewn
all over the floor. "Does your mouth ever turn uptlae corners, Mr.

Stewart?" she asked as she filled her arms witbritbdlcreatures. "What
does it take to make you smile?"

"I smile,” Dan said, frowning as he retrieved thamita envelope he'd
dropped earlier. "l smile a lot."

Troy chose not to say anything more on the subject.

Dan wasn't ready to let it go. "If | was supposeflé¢ amused by seeing you
fly through the air with the greatest of ease, Mis&gse, let it be said here
and now that I'm not into amateur acrobatics qusgtlek humor."

She stood up, clutching an armful of colorful cuges. "Okay. No flying
somersaults or pratfalls. Now, would you do me\aifa Would you use
your superior height to get down that basket | afsr in the first place?
The world is cruel to short people. We have to t@kances and put up with
difficulties you six-footers never dream of." Sheust out her chin and
added, "Including being talked down to by certadole."

Dan bit back a retort as he put the envelope oy'3desk. He noticed the
ocean view from her window and was puzzled for anmat. The office
building wasn't anywhere near the waterfront. Hiké&m more closely, then
raised his eyes heaven-ward, shook his head, anttavget the basket that
had spilled its contents on them earlier.

"Thank you," Tory said primly when she'd dumped phgppets into the
basket and placed it on her desk.

"l like your office,” Dan said, for some reasonitiy to make up for his
earlier condescension. "All these bright colors the offbeat touches ... |
feel as if I've wandered into the middle of a Sé&yrmorning cartoon. It's
refreshing.”

"Hardly your style, though,” Tory commented, stfkkeling slightly
defensive.



"We all have to present ourselves and our surragsdin a certain way,
Miss Chase. You happen to be in a business thawvsliou a bit more
freedom than mine does. Now, if you were an acanint. ."He picked up
one of the puppets. "May | ask you something? ttyl not to be
patronizing."

"l didn't say you were patronizing."

'Yes you did. And | suppose you were right. Bugéd back to my question,
Miss Chase, what's with the hand puppets?”

"I don't have any friends," she couldn't resistirsgy"l get lonely, so I've
had to create my own social set.”

"Okay, now that you've got the kidding around oluyaur system, what's
the real answer?" Dan asked patiently. "Or am lcioraous?"

"Actually, | wasn't kidding. Well ... | was, butwas telling the truth too.
When | was growing up my family moved around asot] did find it hard
to have friends."

"And you did get lonely," he murmured, fighting theesane urge to take
Tory Chase in his arms and cuddle her.

"A little,” she admitted, wondering why she wastting so freely to a man
she wanted as little as possible to do with. Yet sbntinued, "l used to
commune with invisible kindred spirits. | guess folks heard me and
thought it would look better if | were talking toreething—anything. So
they gave me my first Cecil, the great-grandaddyisfone. My menagerie
grew over the years, and | learned a smatteringeoitriloquism and

mimicry. It all helped when | started out in thedétion- planning business
by organizing children’s parties. | still handléesv kids' bashes, but only
the old-fashioned kind, not the flashy exercisesxcessiveness."

"You refuse to handle glitzy affairs for the jun®et? | hear they're pretty
lucrative."



"They are, and | have nothing against going all foutyoungsters. | just
don't want to contribute to creating jaded six-yelals."

"So you're off to do your own brand oh& Muppet Showhis afternoon,"
Dan remarked, increasingly unsettled by the thihgswas discovering
about Tory Chase. It was one thing to be powerfattsacted to her, but he
didn't want to start liking her too much as welhelcombination could lead
to some kind of emotional connection. Complicatiang connections. He
didn't like them. Especially where women were coned. "l didn't realize
my function planner still got involved in actualrfiemances,” he added
absently.

His function planner, Tory thought, wishing she cowsent his proprietary
phrasing instead of feeling a treacherous thrilttekng up her spine. "l
retired my act a year ago, except for family andritir occasions."

"Charity occasions?" Dan said, his interest caught.

"You know—uvisits to hospital pediatric wards, tisatt of thing,” Tory said
with a dismissive shrug. She didn't like to talloabher efforts to cheer up
the lives of youngsters who needed it. She feltdtidar too little of that
sort of thing, the heavy demands of her businegsguleeply into her free
time. "Anyway, the magician I'd hired for a littleoy's birthday this
afternoon has the flu, so I'm going to fill in withy puppets."

Dan looked at the selection of whimsical creataras marveled at the wild
imagination that had gone into designing them. "Waid you get these
things?" he asked.

"I made them,” Tory answered, then grinned as shkeld at them from
Dan Stewart's staid perspective. "l guess youtfiedn pretty weird, huh?"

"Pretty weird, yes. But wonderful," he said. "Kiefist love them. Do you
play all these parts? So many different charactgmesent a lot of voices."”

Tory laughed. "Heavens, no. | do Cecil and playuatbwith a few extra
voices, but mostly | let the children take turnsrkiog the puppets and



talking for them. It helps them break the ice withe another and gives
them a chance to stretch their own imaginations."”

Dan picked up several creatures and closely exahtiveam. He toyed with
the thought of letting Tory in on one of his mokstsely guarded secrets, if
only to shake up her apparent image of him as aohness drone. But he
resisted the temptation and zeroed in on the fhag had landed on his
shoulder. Thrusting his hand inside the body, hedtrworking the
pink-lined mouth, at first just opening and shugtify then scrunching it up
in various ways and finally positioning it in a hibte sort of smile. "Is this
frog the kind that turns into a handsome princgoif kiss him?" he asked
casually.

Tory's pulse lurched. Was Dan Stewart flirting witér? Impossible. But
just in case . . . "Frogs never turn into handspnieces," she said with a
sparkle of mischief in her eyes. "That rumor wastetl by some ambitious
amphibian with a yen for royal smooches, a flairdelf- promotion, and no
scruples about false advertising."

Dan raised one dark brow and studied Tory for g lmoment. "Do | detect
a note of cynicism?" he asked at last.

"l don't think so. Realism, maybe."

"Realism." Dan glanced at the frog puppet on hisdrend nodded. "Yes, |
can see how important realism is in your life."

Tory couldn't help laughing. "So | have a few lap3&’hat can | say?"
"That you'll have lunch with me."

Her heart screeched to a stop. Had Dan Stewaragkstd her out to lunch,
or was she hearing things? Come to think of it, Dad Stewart just made
her laugh? The Bad Humor Man himself? Of course,lsdn’'t madé@im

laugh. That was a whole other challenge.

"Tory?" he prompted.



Good lord. Now he was using her first name. Thigse moving too fast.
"Lunch?" she said in a small voice. "When?"

"Now, naturally. It's noon and | assume you havedt so | thought we
could go somewhere and talk over a few ideas ®@ptioduct launch.”

"I don't have all my ideas worked out yet," shetgsted. "How could 1?
You just gave me the brochures with the descrigtaithe new lines."

"l wasn't referring to your ideas," Dan said firmlyhave a few of my own
I'd like to discuss with you. Of course, if today't convenient, we can get
together another time."

"Today's fine," Tory said. After all, he was thesat, she told herself, so if
he wanted to take her out for a harmless littlectuto force-feed her his
hackneyed ideas, she might as well get it over.Witith a fleeting smile,

she finger fluffed her hair, grabbed her purse, staded for the door.

"Miss Chase," Dan said.
Tory turned. Back to last names, she thought witah of regret. "Yes?"
"Aren't you forgetting something?" Dan asked, cagkone brow.

Tory looked around. "Do | need my briefcase? | haveotepad in my
purse."

Dan shook his head and hunkered down on one kiee. rhight want to
slip these on, Cinderella," he said as he pickedngof her shoes and held
it so she could slide her foot into it.

Mortified, Tory swore under her breath. But sheidied to take the line of
least resistance and let Dan play Prince Charnfingpably it was a novel
experience for him.

The fact that he was extremely adept at slidinglecate high-heel shoe
onto a woman's waiting foot was something she medenot to think



about—even when his hand, lightly touching eadhesfankles in turn, sent
coils of heat twirling all the way up her legs ahcdough her whole body.

All of a sudden a simple meeting over lunch seeatsalit as harmless as
sending Granny to the movies and inviting the BagiBVolf in for tea.



Three

"Leapin' Lizards?"Tory said when she stepped inside the offbeatuesint
Dan had chosen, a converted warehouse with algepink iguana peering
over the edge of its roof as if watching for a hantacould scoop up for a
light snack. 'You chose a place callsshpin' Lizards?"

"Don't let the name put you off,” Dan said, enjayihory's surprise. She'd
been too quick to jump to conclusions about himineing he never smiled,
implying he had no sense of humor, telling him digm't want to work on
his account because they didn't "mesh," whateveh#il she'd meant by
that. He had no idea why he wanted to shake umismonceptions, but he
intended to do it—without revealing the one detzalt would prove he had a
lighter side. "The food's great,"” he went on blgh&The salsa has-a kick to
it, the guacamole's smooth, and the blue corn daigsthe best in town.
And the Newt Burger? Oh man, there's nothing dikéea Newt Burger."

Tory stared at him, her expression dubious. "A NBurger? Isn't a newt a
... areptile?"

"l was kidding," Dan said, rolling his eyes.

"You? Kidding?"

"Another one foRipley's,"he shot back.

Tory ignored the comment. "And you've been to thsaurant before?"
"Many times. Haven't you?"

She shook her head as she took in the colorfulosodings. The
psychedelic creatures perched on the pale yellolg \aad lurking in the
cactus plants looked like bigger versions of heppgats, so it seemed
logical to assume that the place had been chosdrefeake. Yet it wasn't

Dan's first visit. "lI've never seen this restaurhafore," she murmured.
"I've never even heard of it."



"It opened a couple of months ago," Dan explairiedn nodded to the
perky blond hostess who greeted him by name andeshthem to what
she called his usual corner.

Tory kept looking around, her eyes huge as she itottke scarred wooden
tables and brightly painted chairs, the Navajo agsthe clusters of plants,
and above all, the menagerie of papier-maché dessatures conjured up
from someone's off-the-wall imagination.

When they were seated she couldn't help voicingimaizement. "Don't get
me wrong, Mr. Stewart. | think this restaurant dightful. But you? In
these surroundings?"

"Why not?"

Tory lifted her shoulders in a little shrug. "Ise casual. It's designed for
people who know how to have a good time."

"You think | don't?"

After pondering the question for a moment, Torylethi"Maybe you do,
but I'd have expected your idea of a good timeettubching in some chic,
exclusive spot. Or better still, in a businessmelals where everybody sits
around in leather chairs interfacing about thedtrgarket notches on their
alligator briefcases."

Dan found it fascinating the way Tory's melodicosand twinkling eyes
could take the sting out of her most impudent comisieBut he wasn't
about to let her get away with poking fun at himer if his pretentious
speech during their initial meeting deserved lanmirgp He was the client,
after all. He had to establish limits. He pinioneel with a level gaze.
"Touche, Miss Chase," he said quietly. "I have biesswn to slip into the
verbal quagmire of computerese, but only in momehéxtreme agitation.
I'll try not to do it again.”

Tory swallowed hard and felt the heat of a bluskeging over every inch
of her skin. Disarmed by Dan's bluntness, shedetrdher guard. "Touche



yourself, Mr. Stewart. But | was the one on the bkeat during that
interview. Why should you have been agitated?"

"Good question,” Dan said, then made no effortntgweer it. His attention
had been drawn by the heightened color of Torgsary skin. Watching
the flush inch down her throat to the shallow vieia collar of her shirt, he
found himself picturing how far the rosy hue woutdvel and what
intriguing hills and valleys it would cover.

As Tory saw the direction of Dan's gaze and gueisedlirection of his
thoughts, her heart started skipping beats likeoffbeempo cadence of a
drunken bongo player. Beginning to have troubleattieg, she'd have
undone the top button of her shirt if there hadhbaee. On the other hand,
as the steel blue eyes remained focused on hehasht® resist the urge to
pull the edges of her collar together and ask tagewto find her a safety
pin. Several safety pins.

Annoyed at herself for allowing her troubling cliegile throw her into a
tizzy, Tory cleared her throat and tried a new lfieonversation. "What
does the J stand for?"

Dan dragged his gaze and his thoughts away fronr #woyable
meandering. "l beg your pardon?"

"The J in Daniel J. Stewart. What does it stan@'for
"What do you think it stands for?"

"I have no idea. Is Wonathan?You don't look like a Jonathan, but you act
like one."

"How does a Jonathan act?"

"Like you. Serious. Sober. No nonsense. By the wdy do you keep
throwing my questions back at me? | can underdtaaitca man who's made
his mark in a cutthroat industry like yours tenalplay close to the vest, but
being secretive about your middle name is going fab isn't it?"



"Let me respond to your questions and commentsdarg Dan said with

deliberate gravity. "Thd doesn't stand fafonathan| toss questions back
at you because I'm curious about your answershiagle a habit of playing
close to the vest, which could be the reason Iweiged in this cutthroat
industry. But | wasn't being secretive about my eatrsimply wondered
what you might guess. Now do | get to ask you ainqsmt question? Or
perhaps an impertinent question, like the onestgnd to come up with."

"Of course,"” Tory said warily.

"Thank you. Here it is. Why are you so determireddt my hackles up?"
Tory caught her breath. "Am 1?"

"Determined? Yes. Succeeding? Not yet."

The warning was clear. Tory decided to heed itul@eve start over?" With
another swift glance around the restaurant sheuvet "This really is a
super place."

"I like it," Dan said.

Neither or them spoke again for several moments.

"Well, so much for that topic,"” Tory said when sloelldn't stand the silence
any longer.

Dan looked around for a waiter, caught one's eyd,maotioned him over,

then folded his arms on the table and said, "HamgMiss Chase. The
cavalry's on the way. | imagine we can fill a gdbcee minutes discussing
the lunch specials.”

She laughed and relaxed a bit. The waiter arriustigs it dawned on her
that Dan Stewart had amused her a second time.igte not be ready for

Second City, but perhaps he did have a dry sensemabr hidden under
those immobile features.



By the time she'd given her order Tory had madeastn. There was
something she had to know, something she didr'sfezd found out from
Roger McCormick. As soon as the waiter left shdexftientatively at Dan.
"At the risk of succeeding in getting your hacklgs | do have another
question I'd like to ask. I'm not sure whether ot gou'll consider it
impertinent.”

Dan braced himself. What now? "Live dangerouslysdMiChase," he
answered. "Fire away."

"What made you offer me your account after I'd |sggd we wouldn't
work well together?"

Treacherous ground, Dan mused. He had no inteticedmitting that
Tory's abrupt exit had shocked him into realizingidhbeen allowing
personal feelings to cloud his business judgmem. dn't need to know
that he'd have preferred to keep their relationgitipan unprofessional
basis, that he'd have hired someone else excepH#ampenings was the
right agency to plan this particular event. "Maylpgst don't cope well with
rejection,” he said after a moment's consideratiowas an honest answer
in its way. Hedidn't cope well with rejection.

Tory smiled. "Nobody does, Mr. Stewart. That's whiyirned you down
before you could turn me down."

"I know."
'You know?"

"I'd have done the same thing in your position."nDaidn't bother
mentioning that the real reason she'd turned hiwndweas that she'd taken
pity on him and handed him an easy out. "Why wexe 3o certain of what
| was planning to do?" he asked instead.

"Because my whole presentation was based on ta&irighthearted,
humorous approach to your product display, anduldiot jolly a smile out
of you to save my life. | couldn't even get yoult &itention.”



Dan found it hard to believe any woman could beirsaware of her effect
on a man, but he was sure Tory wasn't being coyddibted that she was
capable of it. "Obviously you'd won more of my atten than you
realized,” he remarked.

Tory nodded. "It seems | had. | guess | undereséichgou, Mr. Stewart."
"I'd like to think so, Miss Chase."

The waiter arrived with com chips, a mug of Mexidseer for Dan, and a
glass of iced tea for Tory.

"You still haven't answered my question,” Tory safter they'd clicked
glasses and toasted the success of the projeal.dhéhy did you give me
the nod? | know you weren't going to."

"How can you be sure? You went huffing away fromt tihterview without
waiting to find out how it might have turned out.”

"l did not huff away."

"You huffed, Miss Chase. | know a huff when | see,0and yours was a
first-rate huff. But to get back to your questigay won the account for the
simple reason that you're the best person foraheHerhaps you want more
details. | know Roger has outlined why your agemeg selected, so | have
to assume you're just being female, fishing for ploments.”

"For shame, Mr. Stewart," Tory said, then purseadips for an exaggerated
tsk-tsk. "l wouldn't have expected such a sexistroent from you."

Watching the rounding of her full, soft lips andtancing lights in her
eyes, Dan was tempted to demonstrate to Tory Clasdow sexist he
could be if he put his mind to it. But since herdighlan to get involved in
that way with a woman who threatened the self-abie'd nurtured all his
life, he carried on with their light banter. "AnywaVliss Chase, suffice it to
say that | decided you must be very good at what go. Given your
penchant for telling a potential client to sticls ldccount in his ear, you



couldn't have survived for the two years since yioun's start-up if you
weren't an outstanding event coordinator.”

"l think that's a compliment,” Tory said with agsit frown. "But for some
reason I'm not sure."

"You're an independent woman," Dan observed. Hieeplizip a corn chip,
dipped it into the salsa, and impulsively reachebss to hold it up to
Tory's lips. "To a fault, some people might say."

She crunched into the salsa-laden chip and chehaayhtfully. "Some
people would be wrong," she said after she'd swaib "Independence is
never a fault.”

"Mmm. That statement is open to debate. How dolj@uthe salsa?"
"Great."

Suddenly they both froze, staring at each othahag belatedly realized
that they'd just shared an intimate moment.

"Jeremiah?"Tory said in a small voice after several chargsmbads.

Dan answered without hesitation. "No, Rieremiah.Why is my middle
name so important to you?"

Because trying to guess it gets me out of somdefntost awkward
situations,Tory almost confessed. Instead, she managed iaestriaugh.
"If I don't get the right answer, there's this hpge of straw | have to spin
into gold overnight.”

"Don't worry. | can assure you I'm not Rumpel Qilt&kin's brother
Jumpel,” Dan said, his expression deadpan.

Tory burst out laughing, as much from nerves asseament. But it struck
her that Dan had caught her off guard with his ugnor athird time. She
was just getting used to that surprise, when shieagtbthat he was gazing at



her with a penetrating warmth and a strange, fayaxaression that wasn't
funny at all. "Mr. Stewart?" she murmured.

"l was just thinking," Dan said softly. "Spinninggaw into gold should be a
cinch for Tory Chase. Everything around her seemtake on a special
luster to begin with."

Tory's breath caught in her throat. "Oh, Mr. SteWwahe said in a ragged
whisper.

Suddenly he scowled, a muscle in his jaw tighteniAg least, that's the
kind of thing I've heard from people who've workeith you. Miss Chase,
SO I'm counting on you to weave your inimitable mafpr Stewart

Enterprises. We're risking our corporate neck whik move into the new
lines, and that's no exaggeration.”

"l understand,” Tory said, deciding that her imagjion must have slipped
its moorings and floated off to Never-Never-LancvwHcould she have
thought, even for a moment, that Dan Stewart's renvas more personal
than a reference to her event-planning skillshiw we have to strike the
proper balance between whimsy and serious intentSkéwart,” she went
on. "You mentioned that you have some thoughtshendpproach we
should take?"

Grateful that his lapse into sappy romanticism¢i@ae unnoticed thanks to
his quick recovery, Dan settled down to brass tatkee main thing I
wanted to do was suggest the names of some stagdfgogou might want to
talk to. Roger is new, so | don't expect him townehich of our resident
mad geniuses would be most helpful—or where to fir@n at any given
moment."

Tory dug into her purse for a pen and notebooklkaghn writing as Dan
talked. She took notes all through lunch, jottirgvd names and stray
thoughts of her own as well as Dan's. The time nédzby, and it was Dan
who suddenly glanced at his watch. "When are yaa atuthat children's
party to take over for the sick magician?"



Tory looked at her own watch. "In less than halfhaar. I'm sorry, but |
really must go.”

"Of course. | didn't mean to keep you so long," Bar, signaling for the
check. "How was your burger, by the way?"

"Terrific. And a big relief," Tory admitted. "Evehough you said you were
kidding, | was half afraid it really would be maodieground lizard.

You know how restaurants are these days. Chefsamle anything just to
be different.”

"True," Dan agreed. "But if there's one thing yam count on with me, it's
that I'll never take you to a place with that kisfdchef. My taste buds are
too traditional.”

Tory gave him a bemused smile, then looked downbagen gathering up
her belongings.

Dan frowned. He knew she was puzzled about his caminThere was no
reason for him to take her anywhere. Perhaps ske esalized he'd
manufactured the excuse for this lunch. He coulkkehgiven Roger the
information to pass on to her.

As he took his billfold from his breast pocket asdracted a credit card,
Dan promised himself he wouldn't kid himself agalout this woman. He
would stay in the background where he belongedetrigioger take care of
all communication with Happenings. He would put yf @hase out of his
mind and drive her from the dreams she'd crept witb her expressive
eyes, her spell-casting voice, her infectious smile

"All set?" Dan said, pushing back his chair andiggtto his feet.
Tory shot him a surprised glance. "Yes, but . . ."

"Was there something else you wanted, Miss Chd3afi"asked, perfectly
willing to linger all afternoon but aware that dted to hurry away.



She shook her head. "Nothing | wanted, Mr. SteWahe answered, then
looked pointedly at the credit card lying on toglad bill the waiter had left
but hadn't collected. "Aren't you forgetting soneg?"

Dan sat back down. "l guess my mind was elsewlevas trying to figure
out the best way for you to get in touch with Hosv@eecher." A weak
recovery, he thought, but a recovery.

"Howard Beecher," Tory repeated, skimming throughrhental files of the
people Dan had mentioned. "He's your top researogét?"

"Right. The problem is that Howard doesn't showatighe office on a
regular basis. He works at home as often as ndthsrhome is in Ventura.”
He pulled a business card from his pocket and vwootthe back. "Here's his
address and phone number," he said, handing tdeadiory.

Dan's matter-of-fact statement about Howard Beéchanereabouts was
yet another surprise for Tory. Dan Stewart migh@aban-striper, but she
was learning quickly that his ideas weren't syitty the book. It seemed
that the tight ship he ran was an unusual one. yAtesaying, Mr. Stewart,
that you let some of your people work from homet? asked after the
waiter had picked up the credit card and hurriedyat@ process it.

"Yes, if they want to, and if the logistics allohat kind of flexibility."
"You don't feel it's necessary to keep them undpesrision?"

"Anyone who needs a lot of supervision doesn't worklong at Stewart

Enterprises," Dan answered. "Besides, Howard Bedue been with me
since | started this company, and he's the maisorefor its success. He
could lie around his house watching soaps all deyyeday and still be an
asset. He earned his salary for life a long time. ddne fact that he keeps
coming up with brilliant ideas for us is a bonus."

"Good heavens, a corporate leader who gives as nwdity as he
expects," Tory said softly, more to herself thasm. "It's like finding out
there really is a Santa Claus."



"Why am | getting the impression you have a lownam of corporate
leaders in general?"

Tory gave a little start, shocked by her outspatd@mment. "I'm pleasantly
surprised by your attitude, that's all," she murdlderkwardly, then tried a
quick diversion. "Is it okay with you if | get myapner to talk to Mr.
Beecher? She lives in Ventura."

Dan shrugged. "Fine. But warn her. Howard's .iffeént."
"Liz is used to people who are different,” Torywass! him.

Letting his gaze slide lazily over Tory, Dan nodd&des, | suppose she
must be," he murmured.

Laughing nervously, Tory willed her body to stopspending to the

uncanny heat of Dan's cool blue eyes. Her bodyghrew continued to have
a will of its own. It didn't seem to understandtttiee man was indulging in
a bit of mild teasing. All it knew was sudden, avbelming desire. "We . . .
we'd better go," she said in a small voice.

Dan didn't answer. He was transfixed by luminoubemeyes, parted lips,
hardened nipples thrusting against thin silk.

The returning waiter broke the trance.

As Dan signed the receipt he told himself again biga had to stay away
from Tory Chase. She was an enchantress. An erethanan was a
vulnerable man. He didn't choose to be vulnerdflieank you for giving
me so much of your time, Miss Chase," he said gglit

"Thank you for all your helpful suggestions,"” slagdgust as politely.
As they left the restaurant, Dan was careful testébe impulse to rest his

hand on the inviting curve of the small of Tory&ck. Touching her was out
of the question.



But he couldn't block out the fantasy of whiling awthe rest of the
afternoon with Tory Chase in his bed and in hissariver slender legs
wrapped tightly around his hips as he lost himselfier sweet, tempting

warmth.



Four

There was no distraction for a troubled mind likedazen laughing
five-year-olds with hand puppets and uninhibitedgmations, Tory mused
as she let herself in to her office after a sudoéparty.

There was also nothing more exhausting than keaqgingith the energy
levels of a dozen five-year-olds with hand puppatsl uninhibited
imaginations.

She plunked her basket of furry creatures on hek,deok a few moments
to start up the coffee machine, then flopped dawher chair, leaning her
head back and closing her eyes.

Dan Stewart immediately strolled into her mind fase owned the place.
"Get out of my head," Tory snipped, her eyes flyopgn. She picked up
Cecll, fitted the puppet onto her hand, and tutmexdwrist so the rabbit was
smiling sympathetically at her. "Cec, what's wromgth me?" she
grumbled. "I'm twenty-five years old. Too maturedvelop a crush—and
on a client, of all things. I'm also much too hapygth my life the way it is
to mess it up with a stupid infatuation. Just beedDan Stewart doesn't fit
the stereotype I'd slotted him into doesn't meahduld let him turn my
brains to mush, does it?"

Cecil shook his head.
"I knew you'd agree with me," Tory said, then lagdlat her own silliness.

The office door opened and Liz walked in. "Wellititsn't our own Doctor
Dolittle,” she said cheerfully.

Sticking out her tongue at her partner, Tory sreddB@ecil off her hand and
tossed him into the wicker basket.

Liz grinned as she put down her briefcase. "Yow dalk to the animals
when you're feeling a little czg, kiddo, so I'm going to hazard a guess. You
had another rendezvous with Dan Stewart."



"How do you know?" Tory blurted out, getting up pour two cups of
coffee.

"Elementary, my dear." Liz perched herself on theer of Tory's desk and
gratefully accepted the mug of steaming coffee Tagded her. "To start
with, there's a certain tension vibrating from ydujumpiness. A hunted
look about the eyes has taken the place of thesagHfaction of a woman
who's always been immune to man trouble.” She digyme coffee, then
added, "Also, | was coming back from my morning tirggjust about the
time you drove off with your gorgeous client in tthabulous T-bird

convertible of his. What a beaut!"

"Forget it, Liz,” Tory said, only half joking. "Da8tewart is my nemesis,
not yours."

Liz cocked one brow knowingly. "l was talking abdls car, Tory. The car.
I'll bet you didn't even notice you were riding anclassic.” Shaking her
head, she sighed theatrically. "That's what confdsemng brought up in

faraway places with strange-sounding names. Yoe havappreciation for
all-American institutions like those good old gaszglers of yesteryear. Yet
where would your own father have been without tHem?

"Living in a brick house on Main Street somewhard eunning a nice little
hardware store instead of uprooting all of us tvenflvpom one oil company
outpost to another every time his number came up foansfer,” Tory shot
back.

"And there's the rub,"” Liz said.

Tory scowled. "Where's what rub?"

"Control. Keeping it. Being your own person andmmg your own life."

"How did your meeting this morning go?" Tory brake

Liz went along with the abrupt subject change. ‘d&r&Ve have a huge
retirement party to plan. Spare no expense."



"You and | are going to be a busy pair for the nghile," Tory said. She
reached into her purse for the card Dan had givenwith Howard
Beecher's address and phone number. "Could youapagit to a mad
scientist in Ventura for the Stewart account?"

"Love to," Liz answered. "I've been crazy about reeigntists ever since |
saw 'Son of Flubber' on TV."

"You're just plain crazy," Tory retorted with arfeadtionate grin.
Liz raised a delicate browl'm crazy?"

"Sure. You want a second opinion?" Tory said. Shkega up Cecil. "Is she
crazy?"

Cecil nodded vigorously. "Definitely missing a caror two from the
bunch," he answered.

Liz sighed. 'You know, | feel sorry for Dan Stewdtie has no idea what
he's let himself in for."

"Not a thing, Liz," Tory answered, returning Cetailthe basket. "The man
couldn't be less interested. Believe me. | havéxth sense about these
things."”

Tory's sixth sense gave her no warning whatsoetienwhe phone rang on
Friday night.

She was soaking in a bubble bath amid flickeringdtes and scented foam,
a goblet of chilled chablis dangling in one hanel, head resting against a
terry-cloth pillow. As she languidly reached out tmke the call, she
congratulated herself for having given in to theuty of a bathroom
extension. She was sure it had spared her liviegnrearpet gallons of
dripped water, considering how much she loved bribbths.

"Miss Chase?" she heard as soon as she'd said hello



Her pulse bolted forward and her hand shook, sgilkold wine on the
slope of one breast. She let out a tiny yelp otkho

"Miss Chase, is something wrong?"

Oh lord. Tory sank further down under the protextover of the bubbles.
It had been three days since her lunch with Damw&te Three days of
waging a losing battle against his invasion oftheughts and dreams. Now
he was joining her in her bath. "Why no, Mr. Steywashe said brightly.
"Nothing's wrong. Nothing at all.”

Silence.
"Mr. Stewart?" she prompted.

"Have | caught you at a bad time?" he asked. "Ae.y. . busy? | mean . . .
if you have ... company..."

"Not at all," Tory said, wondering if he was progifor information about
her social life or simply being polite. She pladezt bet on thelatter. "Is
there something I can do for you, Mr. Stewart?"

He cleared his throat. "I- understand you're plagnio go to Ventura
tomorrow to meet Howard Beecher."

Tory didn't answer for a moment, distracted byg@esual impact of Dan's
voice. Deep, quiet, textured with a hint of rougtsieit seemed to float
through the atmosphere and caress her slick denalibold, unseen hand.
The man's dominating presence was so tangible, daurlgd have sworn the
raspberry fragrance of her bath oil had acquired\artone of spice and
citrus, and the moist air was so heavy with suttrgmise, she couldn't
breathe.

"Miss Chase, are you still there?"
His edge of impatience snapped Tory out of heri@reterie. She tipped

her wine goblet to her lips and drained it, thentke glass aside before
answering. "Mr. Stewart, don't you think a man wissts a lady in her bath



could let himself go enough to call her by hertfirame?" she couldn't resist
saying.

Another long silence. Then, "You're having a bath."
"A bubble bath, to be precise.”
"A . .." He coughed. "A bubble bath."

"Mmm. Candlelight, wine, and perfumed bath beatisallovely way to end
a long, hard day. Have you ever tried it?"

Silence again. Finally, "No, no, | can't say thaale. Miss . . ." His voice
trailed off into nothingness.

"Now, you were saying?" Tory asked.
"Saying? About what?"

Tory smiled. The imperturbable Daniel J. Stewaursted perturbed. Good.
It seemed only fair for her to be able to messigghkad a little.

considering his habit of scrambling hers so batly ®uldn't see straight.

But she had to search her mind to remember just dhrad been saying.
When she finally retrieved the information from heemory banks, she
scowled at the phone. How did he know she was pigrio go to Ventura?
Liz had seen Howard Beecher only the night befaral it was just that
morning that she'd told Tory she had to see theirfasng man and his
wondrous inventions for herself.

Then she remembered. Roger. She'd mentioned thequlavisit to him. He

must have told Dan. "You have an efficient grapeyirshe said at last.
"Yes. | do expect to drive down to Ventura tomorrdy partner was so
taken with your Mr. Beecher and Hmck to the Futuréouse and garage
lab, she insisted | meet him. Actually, | think Lliz dazzled. Starry-eyed
even, which is odd considering how difficult ife any man to impress her.
She's very attractive, so she's heard all the Uissl."



"I hope you're wrong about her interest in Howarekeé&her," Dan said,
sounding as if he'd recovered his usual poise. "&tdwives in his own
world. I've never known him to give any woman a lolen Five minutes
after she left him he probably wouldn't recognize tady if he smacked
right into her—which he's perfectly capable of dpin

"You haven't seen Liz," Tory shot back.

"And you haven't met Howard," Dan countered. "Bstgood of you to go
there on a Saturday.” After a moment's hesitati@nyent on, "I've been
meaning to drop in on Howard myself, so it occuti@dne that there's no
need for you to take your car. | could pick youanpund ten. Agreed?"

"Fine," Tory heard herself answer despite heration at his peremptory
tone.

"Good. Just let me check your home address." He iteaff in clipped
syllables, and Tory confirmed it. "Until ten tomow morning,” he said.

"Ten," Tory repeated. "I'll be ready."

There was a long pause. Finally Dan spoke agaimtaguing hoarseness
in his voice as he said, "Enjoy your bubble batisdMChase." With a soft
click, he was gone.

Tory sat up straight and replaced the receiver.s&red at it dreamily for a
while. All at once she became aware of the wildceyration of her heart
and the excitement coursing through her, and shautea groan, squeezed
her eyes shut, and slid all the way under the lm#bht if a good ducking
would clear away the nonsense in her head.

It didn't.



Five

Dan was almost surprised when Tory opened the oibber second-story
apartment fully dressed. He'd spent such a loegp#ss night picturing her
slender curves obscured by nothing but fragilestatiine bubbles, he felt
cheated to find her wearing clothes.

She was appealing, though. In her trim yellow sfa@kd a Hawaiian-print
silk shirt knotted at the waist, she was as braymd pretty as a tropical
garden. ,

Basking in her sunny smile, Dan surrendered tartbeitable. He gave up
wondering what had possessed him the night bedorall this woman with
yet another lame excuse to see her and be cldsert@\s he gazed down
into her heart- shaped face and sparkling eyestdpad battling the
mysterious power that seemed to have taken hdidofHe was bewitched.
There was no point pretending otherwise—at leashitoself. "Good
morning. Miss Chase," he said, barely refrainimgrfrgathering her into his
arms.

"Good morning, Mr. Stewart,” she said with an itii@es smile. She
stepped back to let him in to her apartment and tsieudoor behind him.

Moving past her, Dan breathed in the elusive soeraspberries in the light
floral bouquet wafting around her. His thoughtsaleack to the vivid
image of her in a tub overflowing with bubbles, egtes reflecting the
flickering candle flames, her skin awash in a pyotd glow. He wondered
if she tasted of raspberries. Wild raspberries. |Samal sweet and juicy.

In an effort to cool the instant heat that sizzle@ugh his body, Dan made
a quick visual tour of the living room. White waltables, and bookshelves
were brightened by bold floral fabrics on couched ahairs. Clusters of
leafy plants, blooming flowers, and cacti filledegy corner, a collection of
carved tropical birds tucked among them lookingis@ and real he half
expected to hear them squawk. The setting wasqiddieTory.



His gaze inched its way back to her, found her imoand lingered there to
savor her slightly parted lips, tilted up at thermss, full and kissable. . . .
"Nice place you have here," he said in a voicektth desire.

Still reeling from the shock of seeing Dan Stewdssed in casual white
pants and a red polo shirt that showed his lealu baifantasy- inspiring
advantage, Tory murmured, "Thanks. You too."

His dark brows drew together in a puzzled frown.

Realizing her words hadn't made any sense, Toyijnasmmended them. "I

mean, you . . . you're too kind." She looked owardhoulder as if checking
out the room to see what Dan approved of. "Actuyaltyne people think it's
a jungle in there."

"That explains why I like it," Dan said, glad tadei his powerful feelings
behind light banter. "I've always been partialuogles.”

"You couldn't have climbed so high on the corporate if you weren't,"
Tory commented. She reached into the hall closethéy handbag and
slipped the strap over her shoulder.

Dan cocked his head to one side as if trying t& pa distant sound. "Did
you hear that?"

Taken aback, Tory stood very still and listenedlhacowling. "What?" she
whispered after several moments.

"The familiar discordant note of Victoria Chaseg/gicism,” Dan said as he
reached past Tory to open the door. "What did thparate world ever do
to you, Miss Chase? Except provide clients for ygrivices, that is.”

"I've told you, I'm a realist, not a cynic.” Toryhigked past him into the
apartment building's hallway. As his after-shavedbzed her senses, she
wondered how Dan would react if she gave in tauttge to nuzzle her face
into the hollow of his breastbone and rub her claginst the silky coils of
hair at the opening of his shirt. She supposedkingtof behavior wouldn't



strike him as terribly professional. And she mustiorget that her
professionalism was what he was interested in.

Dan closed the door and stood to one side whilg [baked it, then touched
his fingertips to the small of her back as theytsthdown the hall toward
the stairs.

Tory bolted ahead like a revved-up Corvette. Ddledthis hand back and
curled his fingers into a tight fist at his sid¥ot seem a little edgy, Miss
Chase," he said, deliberately putting her on thierdgve to distract her
from the fact that at the moment the J in his natoed forJangled.

Annoyed that she was so transparent, Tory nevedbedmiled and gave
Dan the most innocent look she could muster. "Ediyfat gives you that
idea?" Without waiting for a reply she added, "Mayts just that I'm eager
to meet this wacky inventor of yours. Liz can'tree® stop talking about
Howard Beecher. And she says he has a couple ofs¢in going to fall in
love with."

"He has several, but | imagine she's talking als@ah and Ollie," Dan said.
"They're the ones with the most personality.”

Tory turned her head so Dan couldn't see the félepeyes. Trust him, she
thought. Trust Dan Stewart to think walking compsiteould have

personalities. "Who named the robots?" she asketidward a Laurel and
Hardy fan?"

"l am."

Tory's eyes widenedYou?You like Laurel and Hardy?"

Dan reused his brow. "Is there some reason | sha@ald

"No. No, of course not,"” Tory answered hastily. 80 named these little .
.. electronic people?"

"Since I'm their godfather, so to speak, Howardegane that privilege. But
| gather that you're a trifle skeptical about Saad Ollie.” Don opened the



stairwell door and stood back to let Tory go past.H'An interesting
reaction from a woman who's been known to let & pabit named Cecil
do her talking from time to time."

Tory laughed. "Chalk up another touche for youesMr. Stewart. But | am
not skeptical,” she argued on the way down thesstdijust finished saying
I'm eager to meet your electronic godsons and thmeator."

"Let me get everything straight, then. You're eaget skeptical. A realist,
not a cynic. You've also managed to sidestep mgtgpreabout what makes
you a realist about the corporate jungle.”

Tory wondered why Dan was so single-minded abottingean answer.

Did he take her remarks personally? She decidetiath@othing to lose by
being straightforward. "Okay, | guess | have to @adman old grudge. My

father worked for a multinational oil corporatioor fthirty years. Dad was
dedicated, and Mom was the perfect company wifeyTdid everything

they were supposed to—all the required socializitigg nose-to-the-

grindstone weekends and nights, the transfers eamryle of years. Then
there was a merger and a corporate shake-up. @werbDad went from

indispensable to in the way. He was given a goltemdshake and half an
hour to clean out his desk. He was fifty-two. T@ugg to retire, too old to
start over—or so he thought.”

They'd reached the main floor. Dan placed his Handy on the small of
Tory's back to guide her across the lobby. She'tdidmp. He didn't back
off. "And you say you're not bitter?" he remarkadedjy. "I think I'd be
pretty resentful in the same situation.”

She looked up at him and flashed a grin, her eyddenly twinkling. "As
things turned out, that merger was the best thatyeéver happened to our
family. My dad took the lemon he'd been handedtantkd it into tropical
punch. He got together with four other turfed-oxe@itives, formed an
investment group they call the Over- the-Hill Gaawgd in five years they've
parlayed their savings and their early-retiremettiements into financial
independence. Now nobody tells Dad where to livevioat to do. He's his
own man and he loves it, and Mom has a full-timsbland instead of an
occasional visitor. What's really great is thaew imonths ago the young



turks who replaced Dad went running to him, grdtefu pay for his
high-priced consulting services when they foundrtbelves up against hard
times and had no idea how to cope."

"It just goes to show that a winner always findsagy to keep on winning,"
Dan commented as he opened the building's main door

Tory swept past him. "It also goes to show thatngver too late to start
being your own person— or too early, for that nrdtte

"So you'll work with corporations, but you don'tmtahem to get a handle
on you," Dan commented as he fell in step besideabain, cupping her
elbow with his hand to steer her toward his caheparking lot.

Determinedly ignoring the sparks Dan's every tagaited, Tory lifted her
shoulders in a shrug. "Who does?"

"Who does what?"
"Who wants a corporation—or anyone—to get a haodlthem?"

"Some people are happy to exchange independencsefarity,” Dan
pointed out.

"For the illusion of security, you mean. But you'rght. Some people are
willing to make that particular bargain. | just ddmappen to think it's a fair
trade.” Tory grinned at Dan. "Neither do you, Mteart. I've done my

homework. | know you've been courted by the bigsgiBut you'd rather

paddle your own canoe than hop onto a luxury kit someone else at the
helm. You're built to be captain, not crew."

Dan didn't respond. He remained quiet the rest@®fstay to his car.

By the time he was behind the wheel of the blacitage T-bird and Tory
was buckled into the passenger seat, she was wogdeshe'd offended
him. "l wasn't taking potshots at Stewart Entegsjsyou know. You're
different. Your employees seem to be people, nothars. You haven't lost
sight of the human factor."”



"I'm not so different," Dan said, slipping on arpaf sunglasses. "Keeping
sight of the human factor can be difficult. Dowttigmpossible, at times.
You start with a lot of ideals, but you can't alwdyld on to them."

As he switched on the ignition, Tory studied himthwnew curiosity,
suddenly realizing that Dan was wrestling with ovgn moral dilemmas,
that he felt genuine concern about the strengttisfown ideals and
humanity.

"l decided to leave the car's top up,” he saidr &tmoment, as if reaching
for anything, even the self-evident, to distractylfsom the glimpse he'd
given her of his inner doubts. "There's been soomwstcuction on the
highway for the past few days, so it'll be dustg. y@pu mind?"

"Not at all,” Tory answered, realizing she'd bemigg at him, making him
uncomfortable.

Once again a heavy silence descended as Tory hbigdemg about just
what kind of pressure Dan Stewart was up againstudcessful maverick
was tolerated in his industry only so long befameone set out to absorb
or destroy him. And if Dan cared about his emplsy@emuch as he seemed
to, he was fighting to keep his company on toglieir sakes as well as his
own.

Dan was lost in his own thoughts, wondering if T@&kgase would feel
anything but disdain for him if he finally had tadckle under to the giant
corporation that was wooing him with promises ameats, trying to get
him to sell out and leave people like Howard Beec¢behe not-so-tender
mercies of their personnel department. Just whyy'$oopinion should
matter so much, Dan didn't understand. He'd nemarerned himself before
with what anyone thought of him. But he did careatwhory thought.

And thatwas something to worry about.



Six

Less than a mile before the Ventura exit the taffowed, then ground to a
complete stop. After several minutes a number iwkds started getting out
of their cars, shaking their heads as they crahed nhecks to look at

something down the road.

Dan switched off the ignition. "I'll go investigatde said.

For the first time since she'd met Dan, Tory hgokdect opportunity to
enjoy a long, leisurely look at him as he movedveei the lines of cars.

She liked what she saw.

She envied the breeze that was ruffling his dark thath invisible,
irreverent fingers. The hard lines of his featurgere made to be
memorized— and perhaps gentled—by a woman's tddehlips softened
as she thought about trailing them along a taud @rhis throat to the
hollow just above his collarbone, where her tonguad lap up an elixir of
spice and lime. Her hands tingled with a primewalging to know the silk
coils of his chest hair, the ridges of muscle andw under his warm skin.
His lean hips, taut flanks, and long legs conjurpdrisions that heated her
blood to a slow, lazy simmer.

Drawing a ragged breath, Tory looked away from [&re'd gone too far. A
heaviness had settled between her thighs, anddaet Wwas pounding so
hard, she was sure its erratic beat was audible.

But she couldn't keep her gaze from sweeping a&kan. He'd stopped to
talk to a small group of men who'd gathered toulisdhe situation on the
road. Standing with his hands shoved loosely in& gockets, he was
nodding and saying comparatively little while thbays seemed to be vying
for the privilege of explaining the problem to him.

Tory was struck by his effortless aura of commarite men had sized him
up, probably without being aware on a consciouslle¥ what they were
doing, and had accepted him instantly as the damhimale among them.
The pecking-order rituals of the human animal wereersal, Tory mused.



She'd seen them in action countless times in innaiohe settings. They
differed only in detail from one culture to the heone situation to another.

All at once her mouth felt parched. Her breathirgnglabored as her throat
seemed to close over. She told herself to stoghbé@iculous. All that silly
talk at her apartment about jungles must havelsmimpressionable mind
off on this primitive path. She had to drag it b&aclcivilization before Dan
returned, or she was liable to pounce on him likereess on the prowl for a
mate.

She concentrated on taking deep, slow breathglimatst choked when Dan
turned and started back to the car before she'ditm@dto calm herself.

She was still gasping a little when Dan openedith@ and slid behind the
wheel. She hoped he wouldn't look at her, or ifiltg wouldn't notice the
state she was in.

"We won't be stuck here too long,” he said. "A wmddump truck
jackknifed and spilled debris on the highway, l'stalmost cleared awa ..."
He stopped and turned toward Tory. He took offshisglasses with a slow,
deliberate movement, placed them on the dash,taretisat her. He saw the
flush spreading over her skin, the strange gahreireyes, the shallow rise
and fall of her breasts. Galvanized by the sudedsctrifying eroticism
radiating from her, he stretched his arm alongabeof the seat and brushed
the back of his fingers over her high, delicateett®ne. Her skin was hot.
A Dbarely perceptible quiver shimmered through hemd there was a
promise of captivating abandon in the way she ddse eyes.

Tory felt her grip on reality slipping. She wadls top of a long, slick water
slide. If she let go, she would glide into a pobpore sensuality, then float
as aimlessly as a child's paper sailboat. Battlingang on, she clutched at
the only scrap of idle conversation she could thafk "Tell me about
Howard Beecher," she virtually commanded, her vosteined. She
managed to gentle her tone as she added, "Youd®m $ go back a long
way."

"We do," Dan said, moving his hand to rest on that gust behind Tory's
head. Her soft hair grazed his thumb, her florafyme mingled with her



own elusive feminine musk to intoxicate him, and swollen nubs of her
breasts, straining against her blouse, were atsegrtation to his palm . . .
his lips . . . his tongue.

Yet somehow he carried on as if unaware of thektirag undercurrents.
"Howard Beecher took a chance on me when all Itbasffer was a vague
dream,” he said, intently watching Tory. "Howardjarage was our
corporate headquarters. Howard's mind was our elssdt.”

"Along with your business acumen, your courage/ yaith," she said with
unexpected firmness—though she didn't look at C&ire kept her eyes
focused straight ahead. And there was an extrainabpr husky voice, a
breathlessness that undermined her white-knuckbdtidscipline. "It
seems to me you took as much of a chance on Hoagdné did on you. But
how did you two get together in the first place@riiwhat I've been hearing
about him, you're the ultimate odd couple."”

"I suppose we are,"” Dan said absently, surpriseddoy's insistence on
giving him as much credit as he always gave Howardhe company's
success. She'd sounded almost protective. He shiokead slightly.
Ridiculous, he thought. Tory Chase, all sixty-fanches of her, being
protective of Dan Stewart? And Dan Stewart likingeing pleased by her
reaction? Utterly ridiculous. Yet an unfamiliar wah stirred deep inside
him. He fought it. The feeling could be addictieeuld set up a need. He'd
spent a lifetime keeping that kind of need at b4s.didn't plan to change
now.

Realizing he hadn't answered Tory's question, Das silent a moment
longer as he debated how many details to offer ath@uearly days, when
he and Howard had become friends. There was a damgelling this
woman too much. She would be too caring. Too cosipaate. He didn't
want her compassion. He wasn't sure just what dewdint from Tory
Chase—nbesides the alluring sweetness of her body€dmpassion wasn't
on his wish list. "Howard and | have known eacheosince we were kids,"
he said at last, his tone more curt than he'd dednBut he couldn't help it.
He was under siege. "What brought you together withr partner?" he
asked, deliberately putting the focus back on Borjie could have a chance
to regroup his defenses.



Tory wondered why Dan was so reluctant to talk abdomself, but she
respected his wishes. Despite the unsettled febisgearness caused, she
somehow gave a calm recital of how she and Lizrhatat the university in
Los Angeles, worked together on event-organizingnrogtees, and then
decided to set up shop after spending a coupleafygetting experience at
established function-planning and public-relatifimas in Los Angeles.

"So your independent streak doesn't rule out anpeship,” Dan
commented.

"My independence isn't a streak," Tory said, thouwgth somewhat less
conviction than usual. At the moment her independdelt like a fragile
thread. "It defines me. It's what | am. And thetparship is a loose one. Liz
has her accounts, | have mine. We share officeespeatp each other, and
occasionally work together on a particularly compbeoject, but either of
us could pull out at any time without doing harm ttee other or to
ourselves."

"So you always make sure you have a bolt- holeh Bemarked, an
inexplicable bite in his words.

Tory bristled, though she wasn't sure why. Whas#id was true. "If you
want to put it that way, yes," she said with a aleffilift of her chin.

"l can't help wondering something, Miss Chase."

Tory suspected she wasn't going to like what hew@sdering. Her chin
went up even higher, and her brows arched impdsiot&/ondering what,
Mr. Stewart?"

"How do you plan to deal with something that doesltow for easy escape
hatches? Marriage, for instance. Having childrend®you plan to avoid
that sort of commitment forever?"

“I'm only twenty-five, Mr. Stewart. | have plentyttime. That decision is at
least a few years off. I'm in no hurry to havenswer to someone, to follow
somebody else's dreams instead of my own. I'ttgggre when I'm good and
ready."



Dan slid his hand down from the seat back to ceprtape of her neck.
"Your view of marriage seems to be even more bthak your opinion of
large corporations. By the way, what if the decisstomes up before you're
ready?" he asked softly, with no idea why he wassying an issue he
normally skirted like quicksand.

Tory drew a sharp breath, but managed to answexgh't come up before
I'm ready. | won't let it."

Reaching over to flip open the buckle on Tory'd be#t while exerting just
enough pressure on the back of her neck to pultdveard him, Dan was
pleasantly surprised to find that she offered rgistance. "You honestly
believe it's possible to have that much controlravieat happens in your
life, Miss Chase?" he asked with deceptive blanslnes

"Don't you?" she countered shakily.

He reached up with his free hand to touch her lgbdjrst tracing their
outline, then stroking the soft pink flesh lightihile he searched her eyes.
"No," he answered after a long moment. "All of @den I'm beginning to
doubt whether | have any control at all.”

As Dan lowered his mouth to hers, his hand splagwey her arched throat,
Tory resisted for mere seconds, then yielded wigthaddering sigh. Her
arms crept around his neck and her lips parted evti a little coaxing of
his tongue. He tasted, stroked, delved, and exglaith ever- deepening
possession as Tory gave whatever he demanded faneldbiore. His hand
inched downward, skimming over the slope of heabréo cover one firm
mound, the nipple thrusting into his palm like ager kiss. She moaned
softly, and Dan was enflamed by the helpless solifidry, you're so
sweet," he whispered against her mouth. "Sweetwaardh and delicious,
and | want you. . . ."

"Oh Dan," Tory cried, "I want—" Abruptly cutting bher words with a
harsh intake of breath, she dropped her arms frmund his neck and
stiffened as if someone had hurled a bucketfucefwater on her. "Dear
heaven, what are waoing?"



Dan took a moment to calm down, then removed hisl fisom her breast,
placed three fingertips under her chin, and gdiftgd to make her look at
him. 'Why are you fighting me so hard, Tory?" h&eak conveniently
choosing to ignore the fact that he'd been fightieg until just moments
before with every ounce of resistance he couldpsctgp.

Tory fell back on her usual ploy. "Fighting youtesrepeated, seemingly
amazed by the very idea. But she couldn't backeugét this time. "I'm not
... Imean, I'mjust. .. thatis..."

"Take a few deep breaths,"” Dan said in a wry dralw the best way to
stop stammering."

“I'm not s . . . stammering,” Tory protested. Shpereed her mouth to
continue, but was saved by a cacophony of car hemmdsa trucker behind
them yelling, "C'mon, T-birdmnoveit!"

Dan swore quietly as he saw that the cars ahead wdmng again. He
released Tory, turning to put on his sunglassesstartl the car while she
shifted away from him and refastened her seat lé&leat timing, he
thought, not sure whether he meant his own orrdféds.

None of the silences he and Tory had endured irpés¢ could compare
with the tense quiet between them now. As the rempassed, Dan began
to have second thoughts. Perhaps it was just dstheetoad had cleared
when it had, and even that the trucker had beemtient. Tory was right.
What the hell had they been doing? What the helllebeen doing?" |
apologize, Miss Chase," he said gruffly. "My belvavhas been . . .
unforgivable."

"No more than mine,"” Tory pointed out. She wasystwhear the formality
return to Dan's voice. A part of her regretted wee of panic that had
destroyed a blissful moment. Yet she was shoclkad|nbelieving she was
capable of such a mindless response. No kiss shwaud that kind of
power, she told herself. No man should be ableveep away her defenses
so easily and completely. No caress should seaskierthe way Dan's
touch had.



And come to think of it, why had she let Dan put bl the defensive? She
had a question of her own—the very one he had as&edhe decided to
put it to him. "Mr. Stewart," she said tightly, "wlareyou fighting meso
hard?"

He took so long to answer, she began to think reigmoring her. But at
last he said, "I'm not fighting you, Tory. | thinkm ... | don't know.
Shadowboxing, | guess."

Even more puzzled than before, Tory opened her mtutpursue the
subject, then changed her mind and backed offh&Hea phantom sparring
partner of her own to deal with.

The tension became unbearable. When Dan finallyeledehe car onto the
Ventura exit, Tory breathed a sigh of relief. 'igar to Howard's place?"
she asked a little too anxiously.

"No," Dan answered. "You'll be glad to know that duve shouldn't last
more than another five minutes, Miss Chase."

Tory clenched her jaw. Miss Chase again. Wonderful.

"We can look forward to a quick change of mood @snsas we're with
Howard," Dan added, not sure why he felt the neadadke Tory feel better
about the day ahead. His compulsion to erase ttie trease that had
appeared in her forehead was as inexplicable aythireg else he'd been
feeling since she'd walked into his life.

Barely listening, Tory understood only after sevaraments what Dan was
trying to do. She decided she ought to help. Bnogdavas childish. "What
change in mood?" she asked with an effort to smile.

Dan didn't answer right away. He wasn't sure hophtase his explanation.
Finally he gave it a try. "This . . . this distract between us . . . the way we
can't seem to . . ."He sighed heavily, then sumihag as best he could.
"Howard will be all business. He's so caught upvitat he's doing, we'll
probably catch his enthusiasm and stop . . ."



"Being distracted,” Tory put in, suddenly gloweriag him. She'd been
overwhelmed by passion. He'd been distracted.

"Right,” Dan said, grateful for her understandittdoward Beecher is the
perfect antidote to . . ."

"Distractedness," Tory muttered.

Dan shot her a sharp glance. She sounded annoyethy? She was the
one who'd called a halt to something that had psethito be very, very
good. She was the one who'd frozen. "Anyway," hée kamely, "we can

count on spending the next couple of hours in thestrmunromantic

atmosphere imaginable—for which I'm sure you'lgbateful.”

Tory managed another patently phony smile. "You'tcemagine how
grateful, Mr. Stewart. The last thing we want taldeith is the slightest hint
of romance in the air."

"Agreed. So we're going to the right place," Daid s&nowing he was
belaboring the point. What was it about Tory Chtmet reduced him to
babbling, anyway?

Moments later he pulled into a parking spot on street in front of an
unpretentious white stucco bungalow with a red+tlef. "That's Howard's
place with the open garage door," Dan said.

Tory saw Liz's car in the driveway.

Dan got out and strode around to the passengertaield the door for
Tory. She was already out and closing it by thestiva got there. "l know it's
not a big tiling to get out of a car all by youfsélut | get the feeling you
work at showing your independence at every oppdsttirhe commented.
"Are you trying to prove something to me or to yself?"

"Neither,"” Tory said blithely. "It's the way | arhdon't need to prove it to
anybody."



They started up the driveway. Halfway to the gardmn stopped in his
tracks and pushed his sunglasses down his nosgngeeto the small
building as if doubting the evidence of his own®ye

Following his gaze, Tory grinned. She wasn't sggwfi at all to see a
man—undoubtedly Howard Beecher—Ilocked in a tormtbeace with Liz
Collins.

Then her grin faded. So much for spending a coopleours in a safe,
unromantic atmosphere.



Seven

"There's something you ought to know about me,3#ewart,” Tory said in
a low voice as she and Dan stood frozen in the imididHoward Beecher's
driveway, not sure what to do next or where to Idblovesaying | told you

so." And | did mention something about my partned gour Mr. Beecher
becoming an instant item, did | not?"

"You did," Dan admitted. "But | still don't beliewve"

Tory grinned and waved her head in the directiorthef glued-together
couple in the garage. "What's this, then? Some kofidscientific
experiment? If it is, I'm dying to know what hypetis they're testing. Or
are they trying out some kind of glue? A new maigtmouth resuscitation
technique, perhaps?”

Narrowing his eyes, Dan shot Tory a look of feigneehace. "One of these
days, Miss Chase . . ."

"I know, | know. To the moon," she supplied outlud side of her mouth.

Dan blinked twice, slowly. "How can such a petgenlle manage to sound
so much like Ralph Kramden?"

"It's this low voice of mine," Tory answered offledly. "A permanent
frog in my throat. And | practice my imitations igéntly—for my puppet
act, you understand."

"Is there no end to your talents, Miss Chase? ¥arnazing."

Tory rolled her eyes. "I know. And sudisefultalents they are too."

"l imagine there are a few children around whokttimey're pretty useful,”
Dan commented.

Tory smiled, accepting the remark as a complinétaw long do you think
we'll have to stand around before that clinch isr@V she asked, beginning
to feel veiy uncomfortable.



"By the looks of things, we could be here all ddydn answered, deciding
he'd better take action before he gave in to tmeptation to follow
Howard's lead, throw caution to the wind, and Haarly back into his arms
for another long, thorough kiss.

He gave a little cough to announce their presdhdedn't work. He walked
a bit closer to the garage entrance and tried santaious clearing of his
throat.

Liz and Howard finally came up for air, turning taxd the driveway with
glassy eyes. "Oh hi," Howard said without the ldasbf embarrassment.
Keeping one arm around Liz's shoulders as theyedatiut to greet their
visitors, he smiled lovingly down at her. "That'ar)' he told her.

Liz nodded, smiling at Dan as she shook his hahdn treturned her
attention to Howard, gazing at him in rapt adomatio

Tory was transfixed by her partner, barely seeimgvétd Beecher. Even
though Liz's attraction to him had been obviousnfithe way she'd spoken
of the man. Tory hadn't dreamed things had gonarseand so quickly!
Liz and Howard had made love. The signs were umaketle, the special
bond between them almost tangible. But Liz was ye\®t as wary of
involvement as Tory herself, and she'd never beeratioring type. What
did Howard have that made him so special?

Tory took a closer look at him. For the past fewsdshe'd been too caught
up in her distrusting response to Dan to give &ésearcher much thought.

She was floored. It wasn't as if she'd expectedrd, rshe told herself. Liz
wasn't caught up in how a man looked, but she woiudph for an out-and-
out dweeb. Still, Tory had formed a vague mentagmof a typical skinny,
bespectacled, absent- minded professor.

Howard looked as if he'd be more at home on a eartbthan in front of a
computer. He was a blond, well-built, golden-skihhegreen-eyed
California dream in khaki shorts and a crisplyaeed sport shirt in a lighter
shade of the same color.



Something else belatedly dawned on Tduiyg, who always dressed to the
nines if she was going to see a client or anyon®tely connected to a
client, was wearing shorts as well. Short shortsd A midriff-baring top.
She looked fabulous. Sexy. Radiant. Her blue egesed backlit. Even her
skin and her shining blond hair seemed to haveiesdja special luster.

The thought struck Tory that Howard and Liz wouldka& beautiful babies
together. And Howard was gazing at Liz as if hikd to get started on the
project as soon as possible.

Tory slowly moved forward, beads of perspiratioedking out on her brow
and at the back of her neck, the cool breeze nahfat the wave of heat
sweeping over her. The atmosphere surrounding Hbard Liz was heavy
with the precise brand of raw sensuality Tory hiémsas battling.

It was going to be a rough morning.

"So you're the other half of Happenings," Howarnd danally turning away
from Liz long enough to favor Tory with a crookesiing

Tory nodded and thrust out her hand. "I'm delightedneet you, Mr.
Beecher," she said with the formality that drove beazy when Dan
resorted to it. "I've heard a lot about you."

"Ditto, but let's skip the last-name bit, okay?" $&d, then did proper
introductions between Dan and Liz. The first hiotyrhad that Howard was
more off balance than he pretended was when heeded to introduceer
to Liz.

Liz laughed indulgently. "Howie, Tory and | have thoremember?"

"Howie?" Dan repeated in a strangled voice, theickly recovered his
poise as he saw his friend's face turning scdtletean, Howard ... | think
Tory is looking forward to getting acquainted wiftan and Ollie, and
whatever other nuts-and-bolts characters you hawaimg around this
place."



"That's right,” Tory said with a bemused smile las and Dan went into the
garage. She liked the way he'd smoothed over tihaeassing moment. He
was a quick-witted and gracious man even when leiwa state of mild
shock. It was all she could do not to slip her anmund his waist and give
him an affectionate hug.

"What do you say we start with some coffee?" Howgarggested.

"I'd love some," Tory said eagerly. Perhaps a ggiaat of caffeine was just
what she needed.

Glancing around the garage she saw robots, gadgadsstrange-looking
games everywhere.

"A lot of these things aren't in the product brads,' she commented.

Dan was pleased. Obviously she'd done her homewbdve have to
introduce them gradually. Technology isn't the peob It's knowing when
the public is ready to buy. That's why our newdiage risky."

"But exciting," Tory said as Howard led the wayaigh a side door into a
large kitchen that seemed normal until she todksec look. "What goes on
here?" she asked, her eyes widening. "A courseokidg 2000?"

"You won't have to wait until the turn of the cemntio have this kind of
kitchen, at least in some form," Howard answerédlot of the appliances
are nothing more than slight refinements on commes already on the
market." He picked up a remote control and pointtéolward a small robot
in one corner of the room. "Take my coffeemakerjristance.”

The robot whirred into action, not only grindingdabrewing fresh coffee
but pouring it into mugs, adding cream and sugeaoi@ting to push- bottom
commands relayed by Howard, and finally scootinguad the room
serving it.

"Talk about taking the sting out of getting up hretmorning,” Tory said
with a delighted laugh. "Does that little guy de ttleanup as well?" she
added teasingly.



"Of Course," Howard said, unaware that she was\gKIl just have to set
up his equipment and supplies about once a weeakhantakes it from
there."

Tory shook her head in amazement and tried theeeoftt was delicious.
"Well, you've certainly hooked me,” she announ¢eeantone.”

"Precisely what we hope people will say about evarnber in our new
line," Dan remarked.

Tory grinned, already starting to get ideas forlthench. "They will, Dan.
We'll make sure of it."

He believed her. And her confidence and enthusiagant a great deal to
him.

For the next couple of hours he stayed in the backgl and let Howard
demonstrate the products they'd be presenting dsasi¢he ones still in
development.

Tory was like a kid let loose in a playground, dyililstening and learning.

The warmth Dan had felt earlier intensified andanged, flowing through
him like the Gulf Stream through the chilly watefshe Atlantic, melting
ice floes of frozen emotion that had been partiof for as long as he could
remember. As he watched the lights dancing to $ayes and listened to
the husky ripple of her laughter, he found himsstindering if the
impossible was possible—if all his years of teaghiimself not to feel
anything too deeply had failed to stamp out evparls of genuine emotion.

He wasn't sure whether he hoped so, or hoped not.

"Dan, what we have to work with here is fabuloub8itry said, turning to
him with a huge smile.

He snapped to attention. He liked the way shedl\saijas if she felt they
were in this thing together. And that smile of hersthat lilting voice . . . "Is



anyone interested in lunch?" he asked, his torenstl by the sudden
tightness in his throat.

"Why don't we go for a sail and have a barbecuehenboat?" Howard
suggested.

"What a great idea," Liz said, beaming at him. Tkbe turned to Tory.
"Howie has a beautiful big sailboat that he keeptha Ventura Harbor
marina. What do you say, Tory?"Tory wasn't suretwbasay. She loved
sailing, but she knew it wasn't the prospect oa@rnoon out on the water
that was making her heart beat faster. It wasttbaght of spending a few
more hours with Dan that excited her. Yet she ht=it She didn't want to
make Dan feel cornered into going along, and slspestied he was too
polite to refuse if he saw her eagerness. "We dainint on spending the
whole day here," she answered carefully. "I'm no¢ sve really . . ."

"Do you have other plans?" Dan asked.
"Well no, but . . . don't you?"

He shook his head. "I'm all for taking Howard uplos offer. Believe me,
it's a rare privilege to be invited aboard his bdtg keeps th&loonstruck
pretty much to himself."

"Really?" Liz said with a surprised glance at HosvdiHe took me out on
her the very first evening we met."

Dan gave Howard a quizzical look, but a burbleanighter escaped Tory.

Howard simply grinned and winked at Liz before tngiback to the others.
"So it's settled. Just give me a minute to shutgdhidown here so | won't
come back to a 'Sorcerer's Apprentice' nightmane e can be on our way.
We'll have to stop on the way for the barbecuenfiziand something to
drink."

"If we take both cars, | can pick up whatever wedé Dan offered.
"Besides, Tory needs more suitable shoes;"



Tory blinked. She hadn't thought about the fact she was wearing heels.

"We'll do a quick shopping trip and meet you atlibat,” Dan went on, then

briefly discussed with Howard and Liz whether tisépuld have steaks and
wine or hamburgers and beer. They decided on hayjatsiand beer while

Tory stood listening in a daze, nodding absentlyemvithey sought her

agreement.

A moment later she found herself heading back to'©&hunderbird, his
hand cupped under her elbow as if to steer hdrarright direction. It was
just as well, she thought. She might not get tloerder own. Everything
had happened so fast, her head was spinning.

For that matter, she'd been off center all mornaegpite her delight in
Howard's inventions and innovations. Each timedskiglen a peek at Dan
she'd had trouble believing that she'd shared sigreege kiss with him only
a little while before; that he had crushed herigmmdrms and caressed her
body with bold intimacy; that he'd possessed heutmso thoroughly, her
lips still felt swollen hours later, tingling andtang for more of the same.

But Dan's expression had remained so impassivil daeided she'd better
get through the remainder of the session with Hdvearbest she could, try
to hold on to her dignity during the drive homehwdan, and spend the rest
of the day doing a manic cleanup of all her closetd cupboards to work

off her nervous energy.

Instead, she was going sailing. With Dan. Sharirgadoecue lunch with
Dan. Shopping with him.

The last place she could have imagined ending tipDan Stewart was at a
mall, picking up beer and hamburger fixings.

Maybe it was all a dream.

As she got into the car Tory shrugged off her ammeereg and settled in to
enjoy the day—or the dream, if that was what it.was

Either way, she was having the best day she ceah@mber in a long time.



When they reached the mall Tory dashed into a dieeat store, while Dan
went for the groceries and beer, agreeing to maek at the car.

She raced through the aisles picking up white caffiass, white shorts, a
yellow halter top, and a tote bag to hold the @stbhe had on. When she'd
paid for her purchases she changed into them isttire's dressing room.

Feeling strangely shy and exposed in her new asgf#the strode toward the
Thunderbird, Tory hoped Dan was waiting behindwiheel.

But he was leaning against the rear fender, hie gaaving slowly over her
as he watched her approach. He'd replaced hissstaitk denim cutoffs.

Tory swallowed hard. The man had no mercy. Thoae Hps, that taut
waist, those gorgeous legs . . . Her spirits fatteas she wondered whether
her own legs were passing muster. They were slioughm she supposed,
and she'd been told they were shapely. But menl likgs that went on
forever. Hers didn't. How could they? She wasiH'etzough.

"You actually managed to buy shorts as well asoirbecue goodies?" she
asked in a breathless voice. "I didn't think | tdlo&t long."

"You didn't,” Dan said as he straightened up anct\weund the car to open
the passenger door for Tory. "I keep some casuadghin the trunk for
pleasant emergencies like this one. I'm sorry yanith buy clothes for the
afternoon, though. Would you let me—"

"Please, don't even suggest it,” Tory interrupted.

"l needed these things anyway." She sat down ordhseat, then swung
her legs inside in one smooth motion. "Besidejtltgem on special and
I've always loved a bargain.”

Dan lingered beside her for a moment. "You lodkUnable to finish, he
took a deep breath and let it out slowly as hisggaraked over her in one
quick, intense sweep. Finally he murmured, "Vegetiithen hastily closed



the door and strolled slowly around to his sidehef car, thinking as hard
and fast as he could about fishing, baseball, ané¢countants—anything
to give his libido a chance to settle down.

Nothing worked. As he climbed in behind the whéeké was a tightness in
his loins that demanded an immediate and imposstdase. His heart was
pounding as if he'd just finished a grueling delcathHe gripped the wheel
with shaking hands while his imagination glided oVery's sleek legs, felt
the tender skin of her inner thighs, the warmtiwieen them. . . .

Sharply pulling his mind back to reality, Dan woret# why he hadn't
moved the car so much as an inch. Then he redliedthdn't put it in gear.
He hadn't even turned on the ignition.

It didn't seem like a good idea to drive when hs imesuch a deranged state,
so he searched his mind for an excuse to delayggmgwhere for another
few minutes. As he stared straight ahead, an iatspir hit him. "I'd better
clean the windows," he said in a hoarse voice. yiduat pretty dusty on the
highway."

Tory hadn't noticed much dust on the windows, beihnvho owned classic
cars were notoriously persnickety. Besides, as d@out, went around to
open the trunk, and took out a rag and a spralebstie was grateful for the
chance to pull herself together. Never in her gl she known that the
hair-roughened skin of a man's legs could be sptiegnto her fingertips.
That the muscular curve of his upper arm could deetic. That the
underside of his clenched jaw could be such amiagjunvitation to her lips
and tongue.

His clenchedaw, she thought again. Was he, after all, asstassshe was?
And for the same reason?

A tiny smile tugged at the corners of her moutlslas watched Dan squirt
cleaning liquid on the right rear window, then dxina vigorous circles until

the glass squeaked a protest. He repeated thesproteeach window,
leaving the front windshield on her side till IaBhat one got a fast lick and
a polish, with a nonchalantly whistling Dan studysioud formations in the
sky while his hands worked by rote.



When he finally got back into the car he said, 'tTeals better . . looks
better. Looks much better, don't you think?"

Tory didn't mention the streak across her sidénefwindshield that hadn't
been there before. "Much better,” she agreed. Thelow-washing
interlude had served its purpose. There was a ehanw that she might be
able to resist throwing Daniel J. Stewart downlendar seat and ravishing
him in a Ventura mall parking lot.

"Okay," Dan said with excessive cheerfulness. "Naevwcan go."
An incredible thought struck Tory. Was it possitiiat Dan washy?

No, she decided immediately, remembering the wag kissed her. He
wasn't shy. But he was . . . something. Distraci2id@oncerted?

Right. And she was bewitched, bothered, and bevattieshe chided
herself, all at once impatient with her car-segtpslogy.

She made up her mind to accept the afternoon fat iwtvas—an enjoyable
interlude shared by business colleagues, and rpthore.



Eight

When Tory and Dan arrived at tihdoonstruckHoward and Liz were
already aboard. They were standing on deck in anaiinch.

Tory rolled her eyes. Trying not to think delicibpgnpure thoughts while
spending the afternoon with Liz and Howard was likeng to kick a
chocolate habit in a Hershey's tasting lab.

"I still can't believe what I'm seeing," Dan muéer
"To tell the truth, neither can |," Tory admitted.

"I've watched women do everything but handstandgyeb Howard's
attention. In fact, | seem to recall one extremallgletic beach bunny
actuallydoinghandstands. Also cartwheels and backward soméssand
this crazy double-jointed trick of putting her aekbehind her neck ..." Dan
stopped and cleared his throat. "Anyway, Howardh'tlidotice her.”

"But you obviously did," Tory drawled before sheauttbstop herself, then
swore under her breath as Dan's eyebrows shotrept,Ghe thought. She'd
managed to sound jealous. Retro-

74 actively jealous, at that. "The name of this baapriophetic,” she said
lightly. "Howard certainly does seem moonstruckih@ps he always knew
he would fall hard if he ever fell at all.”

"Perhaps," Dan agreed. He looked back at the caupb®ard and shook his
head. "Let's get this show on the road," he saidtiguo Tory, then raised
his voice and directed it toward the deck. "Permirs$o come aboard, sir?"

Tory smiled at his dry, teasing tone and wondered Bhe could have
judged Dan as humorless.

Breaking apart, Howard and Liz grinned sheepishi?grmission granted,"
Howard said, smoothing his palm over one side shhir.



They loaded the groceries and beer in a quick duakgade manner. Then
Dan went aboard and turned to offer his hand ty.Tor

She was perfectly capable of stepping onto a saiwithout help, but she
accepted Dan's gallantry and didn't mind a bit wherheld on to her a
moment longer than seemed necessary.

At least three times during cast off Dan brushedireg her when she
thought he could have avoided it. Of course, shenWwérying very hard to
stay out of his way as she pitched in with the tduimg chores.

"You're a good crew member," Dan commented at on&.g'You seem to
know what you're doing."

Tory had been noticing the same thing about hinh himipraise made her
glow with pleasure. "l always wanted to sail, here wasn't an opportunity
when | was little. All that moving around we didanr family discouraged

owning something as cumbersome as a boat. So léss&ns while | was at
UCLA and crewed in a few races," she explained. &W4bout you, Dan?
Did you grow up knowing your way around boats lik®st Southern

Califomians?"

“I'm not from California originally," he answeret'm like you—I took
lessons at college. The closest | ever got to & Wwban | was a kid was
when Howard and | built a raft with an old sheat dosail and a broom
handle for a mast. We were in our Huck Finn stage."”

Overhearing Dan's comment, Howard laughed. "l rebenthat raft. We
were going to take it to the Mississippi and ruragdfrom—"

"Unfortunately, we were in New Mexico at the tim&4an cut in, then
without missing a beat asked Howard which way theyld go to catch the
best wind.

Tory wondered why Dan had stopped Howard in thedieidf his sentence
and changed the subject so abruptly, but soon sisdaw caught up in the
delights of the afternoon to dwell on the matter.



The division of chores fell into place without mudiscussion. Dan took
care of the barbecue. Tory and Liz put out the banmg other trimmings
along with the deli salads, fruits, and cheesed beught for their picnic
afloat. The three of them took care of the cleaaftprward. Howard,
meanwhile, guided his craft with easy expertise amwntagious smile of
contentment.

Tory was sitting beside Dan at the bow with herdgn@rawn up to her chest
and encircled by her arms, her face lifted to tine, ®nd her eyes closed,
when Liz came forward from the cockpit. "Tory, Isjuthought of
something. Unless | miss my bet, you haven't pua dnop of sunscreen."

Tory opened one eye. "l forgot.”

"You always forget. It doesn't matter as a ruledwse you don't spent that
much time in the sun, but today it does matter. 'Moasking for a burn.
Here." Liz thrust a plastic bottle of lotion towafary. "Better late than
never."

With a sigh, Tory thankeldiz and accepted the bottle. She squeezed a bit of
the lotion onto her fingertips and smoothed it dver face and throat.

"Make sure you do your nose, unless you want toutyfor a stint as Santa's
lead reindeer,” Liz said, returning to her perclarndoward at the stern.
"And maybe Dan can do your back."

Tory narrowed her eyes and made a silent vow td.igeior that one. The
woman was in love, so she wanted everybody elbe 1o the same addled
state.

A sidelong peek at Dan made Tory feel better. Hasal to be asleep, so
perhaps he hadn't heard Liz's outrageous suggeBtmher back, indeed.

After a moment of gazing at Dan, Tory hastily agdrher eyes. Sitting
cross-legged next to her, resting against the lalv @f the cabin, his arms
folded behind his head and his eyes shut, he loalletbo appealing.
Relaxed. Unguarded. Almost boyish.



Tory began slathering the sunscreen over her lagkng, sweeping
motions, then smoothed it onto one shoulder, tryiogto wish it were
Dan's hand gliding slowly and sensuously over lkan. sShe realized it
wasn't doing any good at all to resist watching.hiime image of his face
and body had been imprinted too vividly on her imagon in that one brief
peek at him. Her pulse was thrumming unevenly,ceus of erotic energy
was gathering such power deep within her, she weadbow long she
could contain it. Her mouth felt dry. She moistehed lips with her tongue
as she applied the lotion to her other shoulder.

All at once, as if sensing that something had cadnghe let her glance inch
its way toward Dan again.

Her heart leapt into her throat when she saw teatds watching her. "Liz
is right,” he said quietly, shifting to reach ardumer body with one hand
extended, palm up. "You could get a bad bum."

"I know," she whispered. But Tory wasn't talkingpabwhat the sun could
do to her. Dan's warm breath was fanning the seaskin just behind her
ear, and the nearness of his body was sendingie&é¢atharges through
every part of her. Mesmerized, she squeezed a mafuictdamy lotion onto
his waiting palm.

She held her breath and kept her gaze fixed stralggad while Dan rubbed
his hands together to warm the liquid and spreadet both palms.

As he began massaging the backs of her shoulderg,stippressed a soft
groan of pleasure. Struggling to focus her minga@mething besides Dan's
touch, she concentrated on watching the boat'k blgépierce the rippling
waves below, spewing up feathery sprays of whitghfr Her hypnotic
trance deepened.

"Your muscles are all knotted up,” Dan murmuredymg his thumbs in
small circles down both sides of her spine. "I vdmil have thought of Tory
Chase as a tense person."

"Oh, | have my moments," Tory said in a small voice



"Don't we all," Dan said, wondering why he was tenting himself so
mercilessly. He'd covered every exposed inch ofy$oback with
sunscreen, yet he couldn't seem to stop going amdrover the same
delectable territory. He kept wishing her haltgr ¢ipped all the way to her
waist at the back instead of just to the bottonheaf shoulder blades. He
fantasized about tugging on the straps knottechatbiack of her neck,
pushing down the two triangles of the bodice, ameibkling her breasts until
the tips were standing at attention, drawn ouf aseking the moist heat of
his mouth. He found himself trying to envision ma#pples and aureoles.
Were they pink and fragile, like miniature rosebuddr dark, like late
summer berries?

Dan felt a strange vibration in his hands, as ibw-voltage current of
electricity were surging into them. When Tory begasway toward him,
his whole body tightened with urgent need.

He knew he had to back off, if only because he Bony weren't alone on
the boat. With teeth- gritting effort, he found tlesolve to pat her shoulders
and move away from her. "That ought to do it," bl dightly, though the
thickness in his voice was like a confession ofdeisret thoughts.

"Do you want some sunscreen for yourself?" Toryedskounding as if she
were talking underwater.

Dan shook his head. "I'm okay, thanks," he fibldeéd.was anything but
okay. He was in virtual agony.

Tory glanced back and saw that Howard and Liz wedkeng and laughing
together. "Maybe we should rejoin the others," singgested.

"Good idea," Dan agreed. Safety in numbers.
They managed to get through the rest of their adtem voyage without
indulging in anything more volatile than a few mieaful gazes and

supposedly accidental touches.

The Moonstruckraced the sunset back to the marina and madst iaguthe
sky began darkening to the intense indigo of Dayés.



Tory sighed as she helped pull in the sails. Slesvkshe'd just spent a very
special day. A memorable day. A day that wasrélyiko be repeated—not
with Dan, anyway. She'd accepted that he was pdijgidrawn to her but
determined not to get involved. Now he would drivex home, say good
night at the door, and go back to his real lifesstaly to some woman he
wasinvolved with.

It was just as well, Tory told herself. Dan Stewantild break her heart. She
had no defenses against him. He was the man sheswpgmsed to be

fending off with every ounce of willpower she coufdister, and suddenly
she couldn't muster any at all.

As they left the boat Tory smiled at Dan, then atMdrd and Liz. "Thanks
for today. | don't know when I've enjoyed anythesg much as ... as that
sail."

"It was a good one,” Howard agreed, draping his amound Liz's
shoulders.

Dan sensed Tory's bittersweet mood. He felt theesamy. But he'd had
some time to think since he'd lost his cool earlathing had changeéie
hadn't changed. And neither had Tory. For all heavé talk of
independence, for all her superficial avoidanceahmitment, she was a
vulnerable, soft, loving female who would give ladirto a man she cared
about. It would be so easy to appease his hungeefoto enjoy her until he
started running true to form—and started runnirgriqa. She deserved
better. The kindest thing he could do for Tory wbhe to take her home,
say good night at the door, and start thinking alioding a woman who
didn't need a man she could count on.

They were walking past one of the outdoor restasran the pier when
Howard suddenly said, "Hey, it's been a few houmseswe had those
burgers, and this is a great seafood place. WhY dercap off a perfect day
with a terrific evening?"

Bad idea, Dan thought. "Sounds good to me," hedhieianself say.



Tory's heartbeat skidded to a stop. She knew stietdoitell Dan she would
prefer to go home right away. Any excuse would Biting down on her
lower lip as she saw her companions looking atdmet waiting for her
answer, she hesitated.

Finally she murmured helplessly, "I'd love someced."

Howard was right, Dan decided as they finished elirand ordered coffee.
The dockside restaurant was a great seafood place.

But Howard hadn't mentioned one detail—the patio dancing. Slow

dancing. Slow dancing under the stars to romaséigy music. Dan knew
that dancing with Tory in that setting, to that meusvould spell the end of
all his noble intentions. Half-listening to Howatelling some childhood

anecdote, he made up his mind to whisk Tory otih@fplace and drive her
straight home as soon as they'd had their coffee.

Suddenly Howard caught Dan's full attention by meitug to the story of the
raft they'd built when they were youngsters.

"We were about ten,” Howard said. "We both hatexl fister homes we
were living in at the time, so we decided to séiimto the sunset.”

Tory looked sharply at Dan. "Foster homes?"

"Sure," Howard went on. "Didn't Dan tell you how wget to be friends in
the first place? We were both orphans. Well, | wasorphan, anyway.
Never knew my folks, or at least not so I'd rememaéaed | didn't have any
relatives masochistic enough to take on the saugplirat | apparently was.
Dan, on the other hand, was—"

"A precocious bachelor who left home very youngdhzut in.

Howard and Liz laughed at his flippant comment, Baty studied Dan
intently. "How young?"



He shrugged. "Three."

"Dan hates the wordoundling,” Howard said, shaking his head and
chuckling.

"l was the child of an unwed mother who tried tketacare of me and
couldn't manage it, so she left me with the mimisté a church in
Albuquergue,” Dan recited in a resigned monotoresaéimired Howard for
being so forthright about the checkered backgrotvey shared, but he
hadn't wanted to get into it with Tory. She wastewderhearted. She would
see it all as a real tearjerker. Already she wakifg at him with those huge
doe eyes of hers, all soft and sad as if she wanteshch back in time and
change the way things had been for him. He haéttber straight. "When
I'd overstayed my welcome the minister got the ll@cahorities to find a
foster family to take me in. Howard was alreadyr¢h@nd somehow we
kept dogging each other's footsteps afterward. We'tcknow it then, but
we were luckier than most kids."

"Luckier than most kids?" Tory repeated. "Are yeuticus?"

"Absolutely,” he said, determined to put his drelgtie tale behind them
and move on to something else. "We were forceédml valuable lessons
early. People skills, for instance. Temporary foperents usually aren't as
easy to con and lean on as permanent, real onesth®m there was the
creativity. The self-reliance. We had to devise awn games and
entertainment.”

"Such as building a raft and trying to reach thes$Wisippi from New
Mexico?" Tory said, dismayed to find herself blimgiback tears.

"Okay, so geography wasn't our best subject,” Hdv&aid with a grin.
"Anyway, we figured there had to be a tributaryuard somewhere."”

"Doesn't every kid decide to run away from homes@he point?" Dan
asked, then looked at Tory. He wished he hadn&. I8bked so stricken.
She was on the verge of weeping. And he was omdige of dragging her
into his arms to comfort her. "Didn't you pull tHand of stunt?" he asked
gruffly.



Realizing that Dan was uncomfortable, Tory silenthided herself for
being so emotional. "Every single time we movedtided to rim away
from home. | always wanted to go back to where \westibeen," she said
with a smile, trying to give Dan a break by puttihg spotlight on herself.
"Once | actually did go, but mostly | backed dovatfivay through packing
because | couldn't choose which of my dollies t@talong and which to
leave behind. | didn't want any of them to feel-ieSstopped short,
realizing with horror that she'd almost said shénftavanted them to feel
abandoned. How could she be so insensitive?

Howard and Liz smiled as if they hadn't noticedyl®paffe.

But Dan noticed. He also noticed that Tory was y@s&l he felt an almost
painful tug at his heartstrings. She'd been defigehe conversation for his
sake, and now she was afraid she'd hurt him. Sthe'thble wasn't walking
around with a chip on his shoulder. He'd gotterofithat burden more than
a decade ago. But the little girl who'd consideiezlfeelings of her dolls
obviously hadn't changed much. "What about thetwne you didn't back
down?" he prompted.

"l was afraid you'd ask," Tory said, though she glasl he'd encouraged her
to go on. Maybe she didn't have to walk on eggs hiitn. "The oil company
my father worked for had transferred him from Oklata to Canada.
Calgary, Alberta, to be specific. | was about seaerd as usual | hated
being the new kid in class. | wanted to go baakyoold school and be with
the friends I'd made there, so | told all my ddfisy'd have to stay behind
and take care of one another until I could sendHem. | packed a peanut
butter and jelly sandwich, a pair of pajamas, andpiggy bank. Then |
crept out the back door of our house and ran untldn't run any more."
She laughed and shook her head. "The jig was up Wiegged down a cab
and asked the driver how many pennies it cost totgeOklahoma.
Geography wasn't my strong suit either. | was 'sudbpe.”

"You were only seven," Dan said heatedly, leapmdper defense. When
Tory shot him a quizzical smile, he scowled anddmggushing food around
on his plate as he mumbled, "So what happened?”



"The driver told me to get into the cab, and whelidlhe quizzed me until
he got my address,"” Tory answered, staring at Basha tried in vain to
follow the workings of his mind. "By the time mys@ier had taken me back
home he'd persuaded me to give Calgary anotherceharde'd also
promised to introduce me to his own little girl,avhappened to be my age.
And he followed through. His daughter became my best friend, and to
this day we keep in touch."

"A happy ending," Liz commented. "Things usuallgseto work out that
way for Tory."

Aware that Liz was watching him carefully as sheksy Dan's guard shot
up like an invisible shield. "That incident couldve turned out badly. Tory
was fortunate."

"Or she brings out the best side of other peoplie, tountered.

Dan looked at Tory as if mulling over that possibjlthen gave his head a
shake. "You're assuming there's always a bestisidther people to be
brought out, Liz. Sometimes there isn't."

Tory decided she'd been the center of attentiog é&amough, so she jumped
in with an overly enthusiastic change of subje€@né thing's certain.

Somebody brought out the best in the chef thisiegehis seafood plate
is out of this world. Howard, as a food critic yi'won my complete

confidence."

The ploy worked. Howard, oblivious to the undereuts at the table—or
pretending not to notice them—chatted easily almthér restaurants he
liked until everyone was drawn into a lively dissias about the frantic
trendiness of California cuisine.

Once again Tory found herself enjoying Dan's dry; Wwis quietly ironic

comments, his satirical descriptions of meals be'dn served in some of
LA's most exclusive spots. "l like to think I'm openinded, but | drew the
line a long time ago at nibbling nasturtium petal®e said. He turned to
Tory with a wink meant just for her. "I'd ratherostrdown an iguana steak."



Remembering their lunch &keapin' Lizards,Tory laughed and somehow
felt very special because he'd teased her.

"Uh-oh," Liz said, scraping back her chair and diag up. "l sense a
private joke here. Howie, would you do me the h@nbhat's a Nat King
Cole song. It's sacrilegious not to dance to it."

Howard got to his feet and slid his arm aroundvisgist as they headed for
the dance floor.

"Liz is in for it now," Dan said. "Howard doesn'néw a waltz from a
widget."

Tory smiled. "Liz will teach him."
"He'll break all her toes."
"Care to bet on that, Mr. Stewart?"

Dan knew they were using banter to cover the amttmess of the moment
when he should have been asking Tory if she waké&ltb dance. He was
tempted to skip the chitchat, lead her onto therfland let Nat King Cole
work his magic. But he kept telling himself it wdalt be fair to carry on
with a flirtation he'd started in a moment of weass. "Miss Chase, |
believe I'll pass on that wager," he said lighthou look too confident.”

"I don't have your poker face,"” Tory said with axaggerated sigh of
disappointment. "Have you ever thought of beingagssional gambler?”

"As a matter of fact, yes."
Tory's eyes widened. "You have? Really?"

"Really. For a couple of years when | was in my leens professional
gambling looked like my best option. I'd discovetiedre was no money in
street fighting and cop baiting.” Dan hesitategntvent on. "When | was
still too young to be out on my own but too ornerype welcome in a foster
family, | was sent to a place euphemistically nefdrto as a home for



troubled boys. It was there that | discovered | waetty good at cards. By
the time | was old enough to be accepted into soigiestakes games, I'd
decided | was tired of fighting the world, so | dsay ill-gotten gains to
finance a decent education. Summer jobs as a dealézgas helped. So
you might say that my poker face earned me my MBA."

"Oh Dan," Tory murmured. "I'm so—"

"Stop right there,” he said firmly. "I don't wantyaof that oh-Dan stuff, all
right? I'm telling you these things because . ecduse ..." Frowning, he
realized he had no idea why he was opening up tg. Towasn't like him.
"Howard," he decided aloud. "Howard seems to ba mostalgic mood
tonight, maybe because of all the old songs thgjaging. His openness
must be catching."”

Tory was beginning to piece together enough ottupe of Dan Stewart to
understand him a little better—and to be more waithan ever about the
missing parts of the puzzle. She had a dozen quesstdo ask him, but not
one of them seemed to be any of her business. &mshely smiled and
said, "By the way, I'm not sure which of us woull’& won my bet." She
indicated the dance floor with a slight inclinatimirher head. "It depends on
what you call dancing."

Dan followed her glance. He saw Howard and Liz dltagether, swaying
as one and occasionally taking a step in approxitiate to the music.
Howard's eyes were closed and his blissful smiensel to be in place for
life.

"Oh hell." Dan groaned, pushing back his chair geiting to his feet. "Let's
dance, dammit.”

Tory's knees went weak, but she managed to standndpeven smile
sweetly. "Why, I'd love to. After all, how couldrésist such a beautifully
expressed invitation?"

Ignoring her gentle jibe, Dan led her to the dafloer as the music
switched to a Sinatra classic. He pulled her chose bent his head so his



lips were grazing the delicate outer rim of her. éaet me rephrase the
invitation," he murmured. "Tory, would you dancetwme?"

The sudden softness of her body, pliable and yigldi his arms, was all the
answer he needed.



Nine

The song was Willie Nelson's version of "Stardastt] the sky had turned
to black velvet studded with winking pinpoints aiiliant light. Tory didn't
know whether she'd been dancing with Dan for mmwotehours. She only
knew she wanted the night to go on forever.

At some point Dan had wrapped both arms aroundwaest, his hands
loosely clasped just above the base of her spime.ains were twined
around his neck as she rested her cheek againshigder, and her hips
were swaying in rhythm with his.

As Willie crooned his last lazy phrases, Dan's atigtgened around Tory
for a timeless moment before he relaxed his hold.

In a daze, Tory raised her head from his shoulder languidly looked
around. "Where is everybody?" she asked when shidlsd#t she and Dan
were alone on the floor.

"Gone," Dan said, sliding his hands up her back @amgling them around
her shoulders.

She blinked. "Gone?"

"If this were a marathon dance, we'd have won," @deh her. "And | just
noticed the waiters starting to make closing-ugesiand breaking into the
best guilt-inspiring yawns I've ever seen."

Tory looked around again. "What happened to Hovaaud Liz?"

"They left about five songs ago. Howard waved. loaked at him as if
she'd never seen anything so clever."

Tory laughed softly. "There must be something madir. I've never danced
until closing time before.”

"Neither have |. But maybe we'd better give thesepte a break and let
them go home." Dan draped one arm around Tory'stwaithey went back



to their table. There was a note waiting for th&an picked it up and read
it, "Didn't want to interrupt. Didn't want to bet@mrupted. Took care of the
check. Drive home safely. H."

As she and Dan left the restaurant and strolledl harhand toward the
parking lot where they'd left the Thunderbird, Togynarked, "Howard's a
man of few words, at least at certain times."

"l guess so. I'm not sure | know who Howard is amyre. I've never seen
him behave the way he did today and tonight.” ttuoed to Dan that he
didn't know himself anymore either, but he prefémet to delve into that
subject at the moment. It seemed safer to go d&ntplabout Howard.
"Nobody ever called him Howie before. Not twiceyamy. For some
reason he's never tolerated the nickname. But tnamit's all right. From
Liz, it's music to his ears. | guess the old salditue—a man who doesn't
fall easily takes a serious tumble when he findbes get tripped up.”

"The same thing appears to be true for a womarry Jaid. "Liz has been a
little batty ever since she met Howard. | didn'tidaee that sort of thing
could happen to her. She seemed so . . . invintible

Dan didn't comment.
Tory stole a sidelong glance at him and saw thajdw was clenched again
and he'd lapsed into troubled thought. She wondgrbad'd realized the

same thing she had—that they were describing tHeetse

A shiver rippled through Tory as she faced the htraf her own
vulnerability.

"Are you cold?" Dan asked immediately.

Farfrom it, Tory thought, but gave Dan an innocent smile. "breeze has
turned a bit chilly."

He released her hand and wrapped his arm arounshbatders until they
reached the car, then opened the trunk and took denhim jacket. "Here.
Put this on."



"Do you keep a whole wardrobe in the trunk of thibird?" Tory asked
with a soft giggle as she shoved her arms intgeitieet's sleeves. "It's like a
street mime's bottomless valise."

"You'd be surprised," Dan said, grasping her sharsldo turn her around.
He zipped up the jacket, then looked down at hee begs. "Maybe you
should put your other clothes on. Your slacks, ayvAre they in that tote
bag of yours?"

"Yes, but I'm fine,"” Tory said. She had no desired a quick change in the
parking lot or in the car. "I'm getting warm alrgddShe looked down at
herself and waggled her arms, shaking the sevechles of sleeve that
extended beyond her hands. "Your jacket probablgisomore of me than
my own things would anyway. But what about you?"

"I'm not cold," Dan said, opening the car door.I"\Were, there's a pullover
In the bottomless trunk."

Tory climbed in, made herself comfortable on thé& smather seat, and
suddenly realized how tired she was. She was aoyeriyawn as Dan slid
behind the wheel. "Excuse me," she said, then ydwgain. "I'm as bad as
the waiters."

"Hey, it's late," Dan pointed out, turning on tgeition. "And all that sea air
we breathed in today would make anyone sleepy."

"Did it make you sleepy?"
"No, but I'm tough."

"l have a feeling you're very tough. | certainlywan't want to tangle with
you." Tory didn't notice her double meaning urtig wvords were out.

"You wouldn't?" Dan said softly.

As Tory felt a blush creeping over her skin shedaathe jacket more
tightly around her. She was tempted to blurt oetttiath—that she would



love to tangle with him, this very night or any ethime he cared to name.
But he shouldn't need to be told. Not at this point

She changed the subject instead. Resting her lysanksathe seat back and
closing her eyes, she commented lazily. "This sdreautiful. Rides like a
dream. But it seems odd for a man on the cuttingpeaf a future-world
industry to choose a classic T-bird." She pausedduweral moments, then
said, "l have a theory.™

As Dan negotiated the car out of the parking lotlitg't respond to Tory's
leading remark. His mind was on her conversatisigdstep. He'd offered
her the perfect opportunity to give him either@pssignal or a go light, and
she'd left him guessing, talking instead abouthrs She wanted him. That
much he knew. And at some point during the evehiagesolve to protect
her from himself had evaporated like an ice culssdd into a boiling kettle.

But he needed to know what she felt emotionallyel as physically. He
needed to be sure that if she said yes to lovergakhre'd made the choice
when she was rational, not just in the heat ofnss& moment.

"Don't you want to hear my theory?" Tory piped up.
"Of course," Dan said, though he'd forgotten wihat was talking about.

"The way | figure it, you saw a car just like tloise when you were in your
street-rebel stage,” Tory ventured without liftingr head. She needed to
keep chatting because she was getting sleepyhandsdt thing she wanted
to do was end the evening with a snooze. "You sakirgy black T-bird and
you felt like the proverbial kid pressing his negginst the window of a toy
shop. You were on the outside looking in, and yom'tllike being there. So
you decided to get inside, and when you finally ens&idyou bought the one
symbol of your success that meant anything to you."

Dan was astonished. "Howard told Liz, right? And sbid you."

"Nope. | figured this one out all by myself." Togyinned with unabashed
satisfaction, her eyes still shut. "So | hit thd oa the head, did I?"



"You did. And now you think you're pretty smart,ab said, experiencing
another surge of the strange warmth Tory had akkoéstirring in him, a
kind of warmth that had nothing to do with his desior her. He liked
knowing she'd been thinking about him, figuring dus motives for
something as trivial as his choice of a car. Heyeyl her interest ihim,not

in his position or possessions. He loved the wag kughed at his
one-liners as if he were Robin Williams and Billiy§tal and Steve Martin
all rolled up in one, the way she listened to wighad to say as if he were
the oracle of the century. She made him feelvalued. As a person. As a

man. "Well, I've got news for you," he finally salds voice scratchy with
emaotion.

"Hmm?" Tory murmured.

Dan glanced at her. She was fading fast. Reachimgooruffle her hair
affectionately, he said, "Yoare smart, Tory Chase."

She managed a drowsy smile, sighed, and slippedh&t own world of
dreams.

When Dan pulled up in front of Tory's building skas still asleep.
Stopping the car, he debated whether to wake hemwply fish her keys
from her purse, carry her up to her apartment,taoki her into bed. He'd
already made up his mind that making love to hethim particular night
was out of the question. It would be like takingvaatage of Sleeping
Beauty. Besides, he had to leave for San Franamstite morning, and at
some point he'd realized he didn't want to speaadhight with Tory until he
could while away the next day with her as well.edsurely breakfast. A
long walk by the ocean. A bouquet of roses and ggha candlelight
dinner.

That revelation alone was a sobering thought. Sivieen was Dan Stewart
such a hearts-and- flowers romantic?

Before Dan could decide what to do about getting Tpstairs, she opened
her eyes and blinked several times. "Oh damn, Igtidto sleep.” She



flopped her head to one side to face Dan. "I'mysdrmwasn't fair of me to
leave you to handle the driving without having sarampany.”

Aroused against his will by a husky lilt in her geithat was even more
pronounced than usual, Dan said a silent "down loyhis libido and
reached out to give Tory's nose a gentle tweakn'tDreorry. Your purring
kept me company.”

"Purring?" She bolted upright. "You mean | snored?"

"Would I use such an unfeminine word for your dttl. . sighs?" Dan teased
as he got out of the car.

Tory buried her face in her hands. "I'll never plagain. Never in my whole
life."

Dan opened the car door. "Come on. Miss Van Winkti're home."

With a rueful laugh. Ton' shrugged off his jacket leave it in the
car—despite his protests that she should keep -#amd accepted his
helping hand.

As she trudged beside him up to her apartmentiretied about what to do
when they got there. Asking him in for a nightca@aup of coffee would
be so trite. Why not get straight to the pointahe wanted him in her
bed—and she did—she should say so. What was ttst that could happen
if she took the first step?

He might turn her down. That was the worst thataddappen.

When they reached her door she unlocked and opéenglle was on the
brink of suggesting a bracing espresso after dlermDan took matters into
his own hands. "Have 1 told you | have to head apSan Francisco
tomorrow? I'll be gone until next weekend," he sagl she turned to
him.Tory thought his voice sounded strained. Andwasn't making any
moves to go into her apartment even though thewwasropen. She knew he
was going to leave—and not for lack of desire. "Y®ws0 sweet," she



murmured, swaying against him and resting her cloeekis shoulder, her
hands curled into loose fists on his chest.

Dan instinctively slid his arms around her and éisghe top of her head.
"I'm swee? Why?" She'd caught him off guard. He'd beenddtt of things
about himselfSweetwvasn't one of them. Had she somehow found out the
reason for his trip?

Her answer surprised him. "You're sweet becausewg to make love to
me, and you know | want to make love to you," shid.s'But you won't do
anything about it because of my stupid fade-outl Bacause you'd have to
leave early tomorrow morning. You're so protectid@an. And so
chivalrous. A gentleman in the real sense of thedwea gentle man." She
snuggled against him and tilted her head so shéd qouzzle his throat.
"Could I have a nap right here? Just a little dfidoet it'd perk me up. Turn
me into a real tiger."

Dan toyed with the possibility of scooping her ugaarrying her to her
bed. Nothing more. He would tuck her in, then leave

Tory's body relaxed against his, and her breatslogred. Good lord, he
thought, shevashaving a nap.

He wondered if he could count on his self-contfdia carried her to bed
and climbed in beside her just to hold her. Shelsvduobject. After all,
she'd said she wanted him.

She'd also said he was sweet. Protective. Chivaliammit, why did she
have to be so trusting? Why did she have to semadlot when she looked
at him?

"Tory," he said, "you have to go in now. You catand around in this
hallway sleeping."

She gave a little start, then merely shifted hetal&ing curves and snaked
her arms around his neck. "One more minute," shemed, her breath hot
against the hollow of his throat. "Sixty secondsluofit-eye and I'll be ready



to pop out of a cake or do an exotic dance, if'shahat you want." She
giggled and moved her hips in a sinuous circld asgive Dan a preview.

He felt beads of perspiration breaking out on bisliead. He'd never ached
for any woman the way he ached for Tory. And she s@willing. What
was holding him back?

Easy question, he realized. Tory's sleepiness tvHsn'problem; he had
every confidence he could wake her up. The reaéiggs that she deserved
more from a man than he was in the habit of offgricood night, Tory,"
he said firmly, grasping her shoulders and setteigaway from him.

She wobbled and forced her eyes open. "Good night?"

“I'll call you when | get back."”

Tory snapped awake enough to feel very foolish. 8@fs," she said, trying
to make light of the awkward moment. "My seductiechniques seem to
need a bit of work."

"Your seduction techniques are just fine," Dan datitly. "But there's
something you ought to think about before we talk®.t. . this flirtation . . .
any further."

Tory blinked. Flirtation. Why did the word seemsiaggest that everything
she'd felt with Dan and believed he'd felt with Wass trivial? "What should
| think about, Dan?" she asked.

"That I'm notsweet!"he answered, suddenly agitated. "I'm a bastang, To
and | don't mean just in the literal sense. I'mkimel of man somebody
should have warned you about."

Tory smiled. "I know that, silly."

It was Dan's turn to blink. "You do?"

"Of course. You're the kind of man every female@ned about the minute
she becomes aware that boys aren't exactly likés. glr took that



consideration under advisement before | decidedrdither have one
glorious night with you than spend the rest of naysiregretting the fact
that | didn't. But | do have a quarrel with you ome point, Dan Stewart.
You most certainlyare sweet. You're an absolute dear, whether you choose
to think so or not."

"A dear," Dan repeated, shaking his head. "I'm swia a dear. I'm a
Knight of the Round Table. Tory, when it comes t@myou're twenty-five
going on fifteen."

She didn't take offense. She laughed. "Could bd.dame to think of it, I'm
probably much too inexperienced for you. So maybe inopportune
slumber was a blessing in disguise. . . ."

The rest of what she'd planned to say was lodterhbt recesses of Dan's
mouth. Cupping one hand behind her head, he lasdthgers through her
hair. The thumb of his other hand stroked a wilittisobbing cord of her
throat. His tongue parted her lips with one aggvesthrust, then explored
and tasted and moved rhythmically in and out & demonstrate the kind
of intimacy he would like to share with her.

Tory was on fire when he finally raised his head gazed down at her, his
eyes searching hers. She was dizzy. She couldmkt tBhe had no will of
her own.

"l trust we've put the question of inexperiencedst,” he said, every word
thick with passion. "But let me get this straighgry. You honestly do

understand that I'm not . . ." He hesitated, uagerhat he actually wanted
to say.

"Not a domesticated animal?" she suggested.

Dan frowned. "l guess that about covers it."

"See? | do understand,” Tory said with a triumphanile. Rising on her
toes and cradling Dan's face between her palms,gehdy kissed the

furrows between his brows, the outer corners okles, the tense creases
bracketing his mouth. "You win, you lovely manl. $bend the week giving



sober second thought to whether I'm up to tanglittig the likes of you, all
right? Maybe by the time you get back I'll have eota my senses and
decided to play it safe instead." She kissed hisutmosoftly and
affectionately, then sighed and moved away from. Ki@ood night, Dan.
And thanks for a wonderful day," she said as shat w0 her apartment.

Dan experienced outright pain at letting her go—atritie awful possibility
that she just might come to her senses while hdagagg his.

She started to close the door, and Dan began vgadkawly down the hall.
Suddenly she poked her head out. "Dan?"

He stopped and turned eagerly. "Yes?"

"I think I've finally figured out something."

He waited, one eyebrow raised, his heart racinghdi\have you finally
figured out?"

Tory gave him her sweetest smile. "The Jin your eaith stands for
Jughead, right?" She stuck out her tongue at hoind&sappeared.

Dan raked splayed fingers through his hair, wnegtlith the urgent
temptation to go back, pound on the door untilghened it, and make love
to her all night long.

She was right. He was a jughead.



Ten

It didn't take Tory a week to realize Dan had doeea huge favor by giving
her a chance to think things over. It didn't take & day.

She got up late on Sunday morning, took one bleged look in the mirror,
and saw what Dan had seen—a woman of twenty-fivéh whe
sophistication of a teenager when it came to nstiethe heart. She was
grateful to him for being so decent, but she wastifrexd. Good lord, she'd
thrown herself at him!

"Must've been a virus floating around Ventura," shdtered. "Some kind
of love bug." After all, Liz had been affected. Arbward. And maybe
even Dan, for a little while.

For averylittle while, she thought, glowering at herselamihad recovered
in record time. Well, she would have a whole weekét her temperature
back down to normal. Not seeing him was her bestfdrea cure. After
seven days without exposure, perhaps she couldchfacaithout risking a
relapse.

But Tory hadn't counted on the complications armbsdary symptoms that
could crop up in a week.

They started right away.

Her favorite FM station, for instance, launched &ékénd in 'Frisco

contest, so every time Tory turned on the radio lsb&rd Tony Bennett

crooning about the place. She hated to admit tlabtvn heart seemed to
have wandered off in a northerly direction, or tBahta Barbara had lost its
usual glow, but she was getting an inkling of holgak her adopted

hometown could be if it were littered with painfabmories.

When she arrived at Stewart Enterprises on Wedgeaflarnoon for a
meeting with Roger McCormick, Tory found her pukseking up a fuss for
no reason except that the place was dominated b\s Peesence even when
hewasn'tpresent, and she knew she had a serious problegman hadn't



just slipped past her emotional defenses, he'dlrdan. Turned them into
a useless pile of rubble.

Tory was shown into Roger's office immediately, fohich she was
thankful. Concentrating on work seemed to be tHg mral cure for what
ailed her.

She sat down with Roger on his leather couch aackpl sketches and notes
on the table in front of him. After she'd finishedtlining her rough plans,
she said, "l wanted to get your okay before | ckeeabut the feasibility with
Howard."

Roger nodded. "I like it. All of it. But | thinkdught to talk to Dan before |
give you the go- ahead. You're suggesting quitepadure from the usual
staidness of Stewart Electronics."

"I'm not sure there'll be time to put this wholethtogether if we wait until
next week to get started,” Tory pointed out.

"No problem. Dan phoned an hour ago and left a rmsminere he could be
reached all afternoon. I'll give him a call.”

A surge of heat spiraled through Tory as Rogeugaind went to the phone
on his desk. She bit down on her lower lip and edoker eyes, silently
swearing at herself for being so excited by thespeat of talking to Dan.

But she couldn't help it. And surely skeould be talking to him in a

moment. He would ask Roger to put her on the l;mexplain her ideas,
wouldn't he? He'dvantto talk to her, wouldn't he?

She tried not to eavesdrop when Roger connectddah. She studied the
watercolor sketches on the wall. She mentally nedegha summary of her
plans so she wouldn't take up too much of Dan's.ti&he did everything
but plug her ears with her index fingers and whisSbixie." Yet she heard
every syllable Roger uttered and guessed at every of Dan's—including
thenohe must have given as his answer when Roger dskeidl he would
like her to get on the line and explain things Bdrd¢de didn't even seem to
want Roger to relay the gist of her ideas.



She was shocked. Crushed. She felt like marchieg tw/Roger, grabbing
the phone, and telling Dan she didn't want to talkim anyway.

But when Roger hung up she merely asked, "What'se¢hdict?"
"It's a go," Roger answered.

"Super," Tory said, gathering up her papers. "Aoe gure Mr. Stewart
understood the details?" The details he couldn'bdthered about, she
added under her breath.

"Dan was in a hurry,"” Roger answered. "All he saak that he trusts your
judgment.”

Tory snhapped her briefcase shut and smiled as thqaging for a
toothpaste ad. "I'm flattered."

"You should be. Dan doesn't give blanket approwalywvoften. He's a
hands-on executive."

Don't | know it, Tory thought. Her skin tingled at the mere memairpis
hands and what they could do to her. But a heavghweseemed to be
pressing down painfully on her chest. Dan had lle¢éoo much of a hurry
to talk to her for even a few seconds. It was dlehrted but effective way
to let her know he wanted their relationship bankaopurely professional
footing. Damn, it hurt! But why? She wanted the sdhing, didn't she? "I'll
call Howard so he and | can set up a time to wartktloe details," she said
pleasantly as Roger saw her to the door. "I wam'able to do any of the
things I'm planning if he doesn't agree they'resifda."

"Howard's here today,"” Roger said. "He was in atmgavith his research
assistants. I'm pretty sure it's over, though. \&wy't | find out if he can see
you right now?"

"That'd be great,” Tory said, checking her watclme Shad another
appointment scheduled, but there was enough leéwaljow for a quick
chat with Howard.



While Roger went back to his desk and phoned Howaiftice, Tory gave
herself a pep talk. She should be pleased thathBdrso much faith in her.
There was no excuse for letting her personal fgelget out of hand. There
was a job to be done for Stewart Enterprises. Toeershe concentrated on
the work itself, the less she would dwell on thenpany's devastating
president.

"Tory, Howard says he'll ice everything else to se&,"” Roger said,
hanging up. "He's one floor down. I'll take yourthé

"Terrific,” Tory said, brightening her smile. "Ydknow, Rog, I've never
worked with such cooperative people. You and Howaatlly make my job
easier." Your president, however, is another keitle. of barracuda!

Minutes later Tory was in Howard's office being ejesl like a long-lost

friend, and when she'd explained her ideas hisusigbm was a tonic. More
determined than ever to keep her attention focssgctly on the project,

she was careful not to talk to Howard about Dany Aaferences she did
have to make to Mr. Stewart were strictly profesalolt didn't matter that
Howard could give her some idea of what made Dz 8he didn't want to
know, any more than she would want to know whatereatime bomb tick.

All she wanted to do was stay a safe distance away.

Unfortunately, there wasn't much she could do ablawtard's irrepressible
openness or his chattiness—or his ingenuous eagmsabout the fact that
she and Dan seemed to have something special gtidag has never
wanted to hurt anybody,” Howard rattled on, mucfféoy's dismay. "But
he can't help it. You know how some women are, yballing for the guy
who won't give them a tumble. Dan's like catnightem. He's never been
interested in staying with one person very longt ®ith you ... | don't
know. | get the feeling it's a whole different bgélme. He really likes you,
Tory. | just hopeyouaren't going to hurhiim. You could, you know. You
probably don't believe it, but I think you could doreal number on that

guy.”

"I wouldn't worry about it, Howard," Tory said lig, struggling to ignore
the turmoil of emotions Howard was creating wite bonfusing insights.
"Dan and | understand each other. Now, about tluget of yours to make



Stan and Ollie talk like their namesakes," she,s@kring Howard back to
their plans.

To her relief, he didn't enlighten her any furthbout Dan.

It was while she and Howard were talking about paogning the robots for
voice commands that Tory tossed off a line in aiwvédIHardy impression
that made him tip back his head and laugh delightetHey, you're
talented,” he said. "l think | could use you topheith the voice commands
for these little guys.”

She shrugged off the compliment. "I'd be happydavttat | can, Howard,
but I'm not all that good. I just fool around witliferent voices so | can use
them for my hand puppets.”

"Hand puppets?"
"l occasionally do a little act for kids' partiesfie explained.

Howard stared at her. "No kidding? You do? My gadkls, is too good to be
true. Could | ask you to do me a big favor? Andrgeif, too, come to think
of it. You can watch the robots in operation, iatting with other
people—kids, mostly. And let's face it, if you qalease children at a picnic
these days, adults at a sales meeting should inela cght?”

"Right, but what's the favor?"

Frowning and scratching his chin, Howard said, tnder whyLiz didn't
mention your puppets. . . ." He stopped and clapedand to his forehead.
"Uh-oh. | forgot to tell her | needed somebodyitioir for the juggler who
sprained his wrist. For that matter, | think | e¥ergot to tell her about the
whole deal. | hope she won't be mad at me. . . ."

"Howard," Tory broke in, shaking her head in modsphir. "First,Liz
doesn't get mad at anyone all that easily, muchdegou. Second . . . what
on earth are you going on about?"



When Tory left Howard's office a little while latehe was still assuring him
she would love to show up with her puppets fordhiédren's picnic he was
coordinating for his service club the following Gatay afternoon. She
wouldn't have to go far. because it was plannedhf®ibeach and park area
on Santa Barbara's waterfront, a drive of perhapsninutes from her
apartment. "And Howard, I'm a ham," she said owar shoulder as she
strode down the carpeted hallway toward the eleyatishing to go on to
her next appointment. "1 especially enjoy perfogfor youngsters, so quit
thanking me. I'm flattered to be asked, okay?"

He grinned. "Okay. But thanks anyhow."

Tory laughed and pressed the elevator button. \&fmatdidn't tell Howard
was that she was grateful to have something thatowould help keep her
from daydreaming about what she'd been doing teeiqus Saturday.

Tory parked her car in a small lot on a side staseatlose as possible to the
waterfront and walked the rest of the way to thenigi area. She carried

only a yellow beach bag, leaving her puppets betinshe wouldn't have to

cart the basket around until it was almost timehrto perform.

Spotting Howard playing Frisbee with a group of ygsters in the grassy
park area above the beach, Tory went over to fatkmow she'd arrived.
"You're early," he said, dropping out of the gamgiteet her. He gave her a
quick onceover. "Is that a swimsuit?"

Tory nodded, sliding her sunglasses up to the tdgohead. She'd worn a
hot pink one-piece suit with a flowered sarongestskirt knotted over it,
partly so she could swim if she wanted to withooihg to a lot of fuss to
change, and partly because she always found chitdsponded best to her
when she sported bright colors. "Would you liketmgo down to the beach
and keep an eye 011 the kids there?" she askedjirkmdioward would
have a purely practical reason for commenting arclighes. Otherwise he
had eyes only for Liz.



"I'd appreciate it, Tory," he said with a grateduhile. "Liz has her hands
full. Some of our other volunteers seem to be'late.

“I'm on my way," Tory said. She pulled her sungégsdown over her eyes
again and kicked off her sandals, dangling thermftwo fingers as she
headed toward the water.

She and Liz had organized enough children's padiéave the drill down
pat, so they quickly had everything under contrad atarted to have fun
themselves, splashing through the surf playing maikeyball and a string
of other simple games with the youngsters.

When the volunteers arrived to help Liz, Tory segpmunder the beach
shower to rinse off the salt water, dried hersethva towel from her bag,
and finger fluffed her hair. After she'd put on B&irt and shoes she began
wandering the grounds, getting acquainted withcthielren she hadn't met.

She gathered from the organizers that most of thngsters were from
single-parent families and foster homes, and $eel lihe fact that Howard
was trying to do his part to give the next generatvhat he'd never had. She
was sure Dan would have been involved if he'd lieemwn—though it was
hard to picture him coping with a bunch of livelg

Never mind Dan, she ordered herself, scowling.

She had to make him stop popping into her headwéke an unwelcome
guest there.

"Miss," a freckle-faced boy of about six said, t@ag up to touch her arm.
"Miss, where's Deejay? Isn't he coming today?"

Tory's frown immediately turned to a smile for ymungster. She'd heard
several children mention Deejay, but she knew ngtlibout him. Perhaps
he was a disc jockey who was supposed to come lagdrusic for them.
“I'm afraid | have no idea," she admitted. "Whathis Deejay, anyway?"

The boy's expression suggested she must have iveendn Mars. "You
know, the clown."



"Oh. Well, | expect if Deejay is supposed to commell be along soon," she
said, hoping she was right.

Satisfied with her answer, the youngster scampawe to join the crowd
gathering around Howard. Tory remembered the sdbedhe'd been given
and realized it was time for Howard to start pugttinis robots through their
paces. Liz had joined him, so Tory wandered ovesttaad with her partner
to watch the show along with a gaggle of drippihgdren, fresh from their
swim. By the time Howard was wrapping up his parhe program, Tory
had been inspired with several more ideas for Danoduct launch.

She just couldn't stop thinking about that man tebaght with a sigh as she
went to get her basket of puppets for her turméngpotlight.

By the time she got back from the car she was ptbas see a clown
surrounded by an excited circle of children. Thadas Deejay had arrived.
He was a good clown, too, she noted. His polka-cdstume was a riot of
color, the Harpo Marx wig under his daisy-bedecksavler hat an
outrageous shade of lime green. And he hadn't etidgtwearing sneakers;
his shoes were huge and floppy, the way a clowrdsswere supposed to
be. They would make marvelous slapping noises wieenalked.

Tory thought she'd like to speak to Deejay to foud whether he was a
professional clown, not just a talented volunt&sarhaps he would let her
add him to the list of performers for Happeninggipa.

Deejay had his back to her and was hunkering danie level of the
smaller children, so she negotiated her way ardhedagged perimeter of
the crowd surrounding him. She wanted to see whéiisemakeup was as
spiffy as his costume.

When she finally reached a vantage point wherecehkl take a good look
without blocking a child's view, Tory found hersgtinning her approval.
Deejay had the most mournful face she'd ever seaerilife—an inverted
horseshoe of a mouth, squiggly black furrows orchedky forehead, large
black-outlined teardrops etched on his white cheéks was twisting

oblong balloons into the shapes of animals and ihgnithem out to the
youngsters, making sure he didn't miss the shy baeging back.



Tory wished she could move closer to hear his pattd get a better look at
him. He was keeping the children alternately giggland groaning with a
sad-voiced delivery of what seemed to be knockcknokes, and when he
plaintively asked if his audience could do bettbey eagerly proved that
they could.

Oh, yes, Tory decided. She had to try to get Deeaayher list of
entertainers. He was special. He cared. Theserkattered to him.When
he'd given every child a balloon creature, Deejagightened up and
quickly scanned the group, obviously trying to makere he hadn't
overlooked anyone. Tory started to weave her waputhh the crowd to get
to him before he left.

Just as she reached him, the gaze above his buibdu®se met hers.
The startled, steel blue gaze.

Tory stopped dead, her heart leaping to her thtbaon't believe it," she
whispered.

"Where did you come from?" he demanded, looking l#n absconding
accountant bumping into his boss at the Air Jami@&at counter.

With a vague hand gesture, Tory indicated wherédsheen standing.
Deejay, she thought as she stared into the fatlssnelges. And that sad, sad
face—who else could it be? "How ironic," she saiftlg. "I wanted to talk
to you about working for Happenings."

Daniel J. Stewart lifted one thick grease-penaivar"Hold that thought,
Miss Chase. If our new product line doesn't sedl Wway we've told the
bankers it will, | may need the job."

"Not likely," Tory protested automatically, stilkumned. "I've seen that
product line. It's a winner. A big winner. Besidas, | understand it, the
worst that could happen even if everything wentngravould be a takeover
of Stewart Electronics by a giant corporation, vathlum position in it for
you."



Dan shook his head. The daisy perched on his bdwligiggled playfully.
"No thanks. I've heard about those giant corponaticGomebody whose
opinion | respect once told me they run your lifel dhen dump you just
when you think you're coasting in for the finish."”

Tory was surprised that Dan remembered the ldateedf woe she'd told him
about her father's experience. And she couldnfi belng pleased by his
comment that he respected her opinion, even if aen being terribly
serious. But she realized she was in even biggabke than she'd thought.
Her knees had turned to guava jelly and the waghttiverwhelming sexual
desire was flowing through her, and all for this this clown! This clown
who'd decided he didn't want her. This clown whiefdsed to talk to her on
the phone just days earlier.

"What are you doing here, Tory?" Dan asked afleng moment.

"Same as you," she answered, struggling for a redanbattitude. "I'm part
of the entertainment.”

"Liz must have spoken to Howard about your puppets.

"Actually, I mentioned them myself. Howard hadrmtdt Liz about this
party. He'd forgotten." Suddenly a thought occutceedory. "And Howard
didn't mention a word about Deejay to me."

Dan shrugged. "He probably forgot that too. Of seui'd told him | wasn't

sure | could get here, so he might have put Demjawf his mind." Howard

hadn't mentioned Tory's involvement, either, Darsedu If he had, Deejay
the Clown might have had an attack of paralyziagefright. Dan was glad
he hadn't seen Tory in his audience until afted firished. Somehow when
he'd dreamed all week of a reunion with her, henthguictured it quite this

way. "How did the robots behave?" he asked, stmgdgb keep up a normal
conversation.

"They were perfect,” Tory said. "The children lowbdeém. Especially Stan
and Ollie."



"Those two usually do steal the show. | wish | dolbve made it back in
time to see Howard's latest refinements on therari §lanced down at the
basket under Tory's arm. "What about your pupp&t Bave you done it
yet?"

Good lord, Tory thought. She'd forgotten all abbat own performance.
"I'm supposed to be on in five minutes. But howldget my audience
together?"

Dan looked around. "One of the volunteers seerhs tounding up the kids
now. I'll go help." He started away, laboriousfiitig one foot and putting it
down carefully, then the other, as if walking oy tind in rubber flippers.

Pausing, he turned and caught Tory giggling. "Mindstick around and
watch your routine?" he asked, ignoring her fitrofth.

She pulled herself together. "Why would | mind?"

"No reason," he answered, then gazed at her fon@ kcharged moment.
"But if I'd known you were on the scene when | waaking those balloon
animals, | think I'd have burst every last onehefm."

As he turned andlalloped away, Tory smiled quizzically. Had Darstju
admitted she made him nervous?

She pulled her loyal rabbit from the basket andy&aighim onto her hand.
"What do you think, Cecil?" she whispered, holding puppet close to her
face. "Was the man trying to tell me something? Bedgive the teeniest
hint of having some kind of personal feeling forthe

Cecil thought it over for a moment, then shook head vigorously.
"Victoria Chase, when are you going to grow up?"dtelded. "Stop
looking for messages nobody's sending. Daniel dw&t could have
phoned you practically any night this past week Heudidn't. And he didn't
want to talk to you when he had the chance. Getinftp"

Tory glowered at the creature. "Cecil, go play ifoahole, will you?"
Suddenly deciding her light- hearted game of cosingrwith Cecil was



going too far, she whipped him off her hand andasgd him with an
electric blue brontosaurus she'd made the niglureef

"What's that?" she heard.

Turning, she saw a little girl with blond pigtaiésxd huge brown eyes
studying the new hand puppet. "Allow me to introglatyself,” Tory said in
the John Wayne drawl she'd practiced while at teeirsgy machine
concocting her latest creature. "Now listen upgnoih . . ."

Within moments she was surrounded by youngstensshi@v had begun,
and she was in her element. She began to relagrgay the children.

She even brought Cecil out of his basket exilepiog the reproach she
saw in his blue plastic eyes that said it waswhgt easy for a bunny to be
Tory Chase's alter ego, chief confidant, and un@fifianalyst.

Except for her constant awareness of Deejay induglience, Tory hardly
spared a thought for Dan Stewart.



Eleven

Dan was captivated. Enchanted. Rapidly losing tiiegavkeep battling his
feelings for Tory Chase.

She'd been on his mind practically every minut¢hef past week. On the
day of Roger's call he'd wanted to climb right tlgb the phone to reach
her, or at least to get her on the line so he cbeklt the gentle lilt of her

voice, the husky timbre that wouldn't stop hauntirg. But it hadn't been

necessary from a business standpoint to listeretadeas, and he'd been
telling himself so often to stay out of her lifee'th pretended automatically
to be in a rush to get away.

He'd regretted the lost opportunity ever since.

Throughout the drive back to Santa Barbara he'cidolimself getting
excited at the thought of seeing Tory. But he'dtKiginting his eagerness.
He'd depended on the children's party to keep bwonbusy to call Tory
during the afternoon, and leave him too tired by time it was over to
phone her afterward.

But he might as well have surrendered from thd,st&cause when Tory
had turned up in front of him looking so delectabl&er exotic South Seas
look, her lips parted and her breast tips stiffgniisibly against the material
of her swimsuit the instant she saw him, he'd sulee=d to the inevitable.
How could he do the decent thing when fate hadithroim such a tempting
curve? How could he back off from a woman who labké him with soft,
moist, desire-filled eyes even when he was done gfpwn makeup? How
could he steel himself against her sweet sensubbtyirrepressible sense of
fun, her playful charm?

He couldn't.

He stood watching Tory work her magic on the cleitdrand on him. Not
only was she funny and a delightful mimic, she lgtdwut hidden talents in
the young members of her audience. Encouragingtitdren to take turns
working the puppets from her basket and playing f@etend, she soon had



even the timid ones performing songs, imitatingirtHavorite cartoon
characters, and playing out impromptu skits.

She finally brought her part of the entertainmen ttlose by having Cecil
announce with an air of self-importance that it waee to return the rest of
the puppets to the basket so everybody could rae® tb the beach for hot
dogs and ice cream. The youngsters happily tordez¥ing Dan and Tory
standing alone, smiling hesitantly at each other.

Now that she wasn't performing, Tory was tongud-ti&he hadn't expected
to see Dan at this picnic. She hadn't expectecdd¢ohsm again at all—at
least, not until the day of his sales meeting. A& definitely hadn't

expected him to look at her with the promise ofsgas glinting darkly in his

eyes. Finally she spoke, her words hesitant. " guess I'm all through
here."

"So am I," Dan said quietly.

Tory bent to pick up her basket. "You really arenarvelous clown, Mr.
Stewart."

"Thank you. By the way, Howard's the only persormwhows I'm Deegjay,
and for all his openness he's never ratted on meeptyperhaps to Liz. |
have a feeling he tells her everything. And now'yetseen through my
disguise. The jig seems to be up."

"Not at all," Tory said with a ragged laugh. "liZLknows, she won't tell, and
your secret is safe with me."

"I know," Dam said quietly.
They gazed at each other for several moments more.

Tory broke the silence again. "The plans are movight along for the
launch. I think we'll make exactly the kind of sgitayou're hoping for."

"l expected nothing less, Tory. That's why | gawa garte blanche with this
project.”



"l thought it was because you didn't choose to talkne," she said, then
snapped her mouth shuitdidn't say thatshe thought franticallyPlease. |
couldn't have.

Dan studied her with unnerving intensity beforaliy saying, "I have faith
in your ability to make the right decisions, soidrdt need to hear details.
What's more, | didn't want to hear them. I'd préfeexperience the impact
of whatever it is you're going to do the way mytousers will—without
knowing ahead of time what to expect.”

"Oh," Tory said in a small voice, properly chas@nBut she felt much
better about Dan's reason for not asking for hetrdlay in Roger's office.

"But we both know | could have used Roger's caldmagxcuse to talk to
you," Dan went on.

So much for feeling better, Tory thought, her $piplummeting.

Dan saw Tory's crestfallen expression and couldelp being glad she
cared, but he didn't want to leave his remark hapgn the air between
them. Yet he hesitated, not sure how to explairutifamiliar feelings he'd
been wrestling with, the crazy vacillating he'd da@very time he'd been
within reach of a telephone.

"O-kay, so now we all know where we stand," Torigdsaith a lift of her
chin after several tense moments. She supposedesieeved the slap Dan
had delivered, considering her sulky comment. Bdttlde man have to be
so honest? She made a bid to salvage her prideally do appreciate your
vote of confidence,"” she said with a forced smiiknd | won't let you
down."” She pivoted on one heel and started achessttip of lawn, forcing
herself to walk normally when what she wanted tovds run as if she'd just
heard the starting pistol in a fifty-yard dash.

"You just did,” Dan said.

Tory stopped but didn't turn. "Just did what?"



You just let me down, Tory. You didn't wait for @ finish. You did the
same thing the first time we met. You're so quzké¢cond-guess what I'm
going to say and get your back up at me for sayjrgyen when | didn't say
it and probably didn't even think it."

She turned slowly. "You wouldn't care to run thanie again, would you?"

Instead, Dan stomped toward her, his enormous stogsing up and
down. "I'll walk you to your car," he muttered.

Staring at his feet, Tory choked back another lkskbiggle.

Dan heard the little burbling sound and sent hiealaful glare. "Will you
hang on a minute so | can change from these parftipgers to regular
shoes?"

"Why do you want me to stick around?" Tory saido'{®u need help?"

"I've needed help since the first day you walketb imy office,” he
answered.

Tory's laughter died in her throat. "What do youamf&'

Dan lifted one black grease-pencil brow. "If youndd&now what | mean.
Miss Chase, you're even more naive than | thought.”

"Even more naive? Well, Mr. Stewart, maybe | dealtewhat you mean,"
Tory shot back.

Dan heaved an impatient sigh. "Tory, I'm not gdiogtand here arguing
with you. My feet are killing me."

She laughed. She couldn't help it. Dammit, she ghguthe man could
always disarm her with some quip.

As he stepped out of the clown shoes, he dugh@edluminous pockets of
his costume for a pair of canvas loafers he'd sthsere.



"Don't tell me that getup is as bottomless as thekt of your car," Tory
commented, watching him. "Are you going to stadlipg a whole outfit
from your pockets like a magician's string of sittarves?"

"Just the loafers," Dan said, removing his redtplasse and pocketing it.
He picked up the oversize shoes and carried theketuunder one arm as
he rejoined her.

Tory thought Dan looked more ludicrous with his amped nose and
ordinary footwear than he had in full costume, $he didn't want to laugh
again. She was supposed to be annoyed with the moaamused by him.
"Come to think of it," she managed to say calmppu' said I'd be surprised
if 1 knew all the things you keep in the T-birdiku Would | have found this
outfit if I'd peeked?"

"Not with just a peek. | make sure it's well hiddeghind golf clubs and
tennis rackets and all the usual macho stuff."

"And why do you keep a clown suit concealed in yoam, Mr. Stewart?"
Dan lifted one shoulder in a self-conscious shiTig keep it handy."
"Makes sense," Tory said, nodding as if his anseally was an adequate
explanation. "A high-powered electronics executieger knows when he's
going to run into an emergency situation that cfafsa clown suit." She
shook her head and laughed, then said more serjdyslu were expected
at this party, Deejay. The kids were wailing fouyo

"Then it's a good thing | managed to get back.dswouch and go for a
while. Heavy traffic on the coast highway."

"Where else do you perform?"
"Where else do you perform?" Dan countered.

"l asked you first."



"Okay, okay. Hospitals, fund-raisers, Christmadipar. . . you don't need
the list. I'm sure | show up as Deejay in the samds of places where you
haul out Cecil and company."

Tory shook her head in amazement. "Daniel J. Stewau're the Clark
Kent of the Clarabell set. A closet clown. Do ydwacge your clothes in
phone booths?"

"No, | usually look for the nearest seltzer factbriReaching the busy
thoroughfare they had to cross, Dan cupped his hadér Tory's elbow
and studiously ignored the curious glances he \e#g.

Tory, realizing how strange the two of them loolesdthey hurried to the
opposite side of the street, couldn't hold backlaraipple of laughter. Yet
at the same time she had to blink rapidly to stahehflow of tears. There
was so much more depth to Dan than she'd imagined-sa much more
depth, as well, to her feelings for him.

Dan noticed Tory's strange emotional turbulenceou'e trembling,” he
said, frowning at her.

Tory didn't answer. Of course she was tremblingg ®hs holding back a
childish fit of hilarity because he looked so ingamous. She was struggling
against an inexplicable weeping jag because hesmal a touchingly
wonderful person. She was battling the most pnmijtinsane, intense lust
imaginable because he'd touched her. Tremblingvaf a wonder she
hadn't set off a minor earthquake the instant Diargers had made contact
with her elbow.

Dan didn't press the issue. They both remainedtdite rest of the way to
her car, where Tory put the puppet basket on te htben picked up Cecil,
undid a zipper on the rabbit's back, and fishecheutkey ring.

"Clever," Dan commented.
"Cecil takes care of me in many ways," Tory saigigeadly, returning the

rabbit to the basket. She hesitated before tryinfit the car key into the
door lock. She doubted her ability to manage it.



"How long has Cecil been on the job?" Dan asked.

"Only about three years. He's actually Cecil therfo | was given his
great-grandfather for my fifth birthday. | startesdling all my troubles to
Cecll the First and it got to be an unfortunateitiab

"But a charming talent,” Dan said. He was wondenivigy Tory hadn't
opened her car yet. He hoped she was stalling]astant to leave him as he
was to say good-bye to her. "Do you really havgaaight now?" he asked.
"Wouldn't you like to stick around for a hot dog@riderstand they're . . ."
He tried to think of something special about tlamks. "They're all beef,” he
finally said. Oh good, he thought disgustedly. etrNow he was a wiener
gourmet. How could any woman resist such a smopénator?

Tory stared at him for several seconds, then cedldpagainst the car,
burying her face in her hands as she made odd &tibking sounds, her
shoulders shaking.

"Tory, are you laughing or crying?" Dan said witldden alarm. He had no
idea what he'd done to cause such a reaction.

“I'm not sure," she answered, her words muffleis juist that you're so . . ."
She shook her head, still covering her face witth beer hands. "I never
know what toexpectfrom you!"

Dan dropped his clown shoes and reached up tdufingers around her
wrists. "Funny, | was thinking the same about ydg 'said quietly, tugging
her hands down from her face. "And just for theord¢ you're crying.”

Instinctively bending to kiss her tears away, hanb his lips grazing over
her cheeks and finding her mouth. In the next mdrherwas wrapping his
arms around her slender body, crushing her aghaimst

Tory's hands searched for something to cling tofandd Dan's shoulders,
her fingers digging into his flesh. As her lips tedr under his tender
onslaught she was dimly aware of the odd tastdeeif greasepaint, but
she didn't care. Her tongue met his tongue, stgokind dancing with

uninhibited excitement, and the recesses of histimaere sweet and hot
and addictive.



"Ton ," Dan murmured when he paused to catch algre#obling gently on
her full lips as his hands moved in restless ciroleer her back, bare almost
to her waist. "Tory, why were you crying? Was icdese of the things | said
to you last week? Because | was fool enough to watnthat I'm not the
kind of man you deserve?"

"1 wasn't crying." she fibbed, her eyes remainitased as Dan began
showering soft kisses over her face. "And | doaltecwhether you're the
kind of man 1 deserve, whatever that means. | aaghing . . . and maybe
crying a little because you're so funny, and salkandso ...so..."

"Sweet." Dan supplied, his voice low and intimd#nd dear. Let's not
forget how sweet and dear | am."

Tory laughed again, tears streaming down her chéiks let's not forget it
for a moment," she said softly.

Dan's mouth covered hers again. He slid his thwmider the edges of her
swimsuit and slowly trailed them upward to featbeer the sides of her
breasts. A soft moan of pleasure escaped her tlarghther arms crept
around his neck as her body arched to make itrefasifis thumbs to inch
their way to her taut, eager nipples, lightly airgl and flicking them until
she was gasping with need. He dipped down to nialiasing trail along
the column of her throat, then traced the vee ofsmemsuit with slow,
searing kisses.

"Oh Dan, | want you so much." Tory whispered. "ltvied to fight it, |
really have. But | can't. | just can't.”

"And | can't fight wanting you," Dan confessedvéltried harder than you'll
ever know." He took a deep, steadying breath, stemightened up and
folded his arms around Tory, resting his cheek lun tbp of her head.
"Things are getting a little out of control herg said quietly. "We could
get ourselves arrested if we keep on this waypaldic place.”

Tory sighed and nuzzled her face into his throaeyTstood holding each
other, struggling to calm down until Dan finallyrtad his fingers around



her upper arms and put a few inches of space betthe& bodies. It wasn't
easy. He was battling powerful forces.

He looked down at Tory and opened his mouth tolspea

Nothing came out. Suddenly an expression of hedifuilt swept over his
features.

"What's wrong?" Tory asked, wondering if he'd heardolice siren and
they really were going to be hauled into courtifmtecent behavior.

"Look what I've done to you!" Dan said, sounding®@wnore stricken than
he looked.

Tory was becoming alarmed. "What?"

"Your face . . . your bathing suit . . . even ybiair! What the devil was |
thinking of? How could | make such a mess and ealize it?"

Frowning, Tory looked down at herself and saw &iseaf greasepaint on
her swimsuit, her throat, and even the upper slafdser breasts. She
crouched to peer into the car's side mirror. Heoletace was smeared.
There were smudges in her hair. Dan was rightwsisea mess. A giggle
escaped her, then turned into peals of laughtezy 'Bhn," she said between
spasms of helpless mirth, "what's black and whtkrad all over? Me!"

"You're not upset,” Dan said, astounded by Torgaction. He couldn't
think of another woman he'd ever known who wouldsiger it funny to
find herself covered with secondhand clown maketg.grinned. "You
really aren't upset.”

"Of course I'm not, silly," Tory said, straighteginp. "And if you think |
look bad, you should see what we did to your béalytisad . . ." She
stopped, her amusement fading abruptly. "Dan, garniling." Reaching
up to touch her fingertips to his mouth, she muedufRight in the middle
of the biggest, messiest frown I've ever seen rg@ctually smiling."”

"And you thought | was a hopeless case," he satlgu



Tory nodded, her eyes filling with tears again.

Dan reached out and took her keys from her. "Igstsout of here. | don't
have my car with me, so I'll drive yours while yooncentrate on shutting
off the waterworks."

"Good idea," Tory said, sniffling a little. "Wheage we going?"

"My place, all right? It's within walking distancand | have a big jar of cold
cream for taking off greasepaint. | also have al@m casserole in the
freezer that could be even tastier than an all-beeflog.” Dan put his hand
on the small of Tory's back and steered her ardaartie passenger side,
grabbing up his giant shoes and her basket of pa@uethe way.

"You aren't comfortable with displays of emotiomgry commented as Dan
unlocked the door.

"It depends on the emotion. | was very comfortabiéh the one we
displayed a couple of minutes ago."

"Quit hedging," Tory said as she climbed into the. ¢You know what |
mean."

Dan bent down to kiss the tip of her nose whileudianeously releasing the
lock on the back door. "If you mean it kills mesee you cry, you're right. It
does."

Tory opened her mouth, then closed it again. Skhdenbacomeback for that
statement. While Dan deposited the basket of pspged his shoes in the
backseat and strode around to the driver's sigesahvery still.

Once again she was wondering if she really was @#h or was having a
lovely dream. Just in case, she didn't want to nsageund or a movement
that might wake her up.



"Nice house," Tory remarked as Dan pulled into driweway. The two
words were the first she'd uttered during the feinutes it had taken to
reach the modest bungalow with the ivory stuccemot, terra-cotta roof,
and well-groomed yard.

"It suits me," Dan said, switching off the ignitiamd looking at his home.
Suddenly seeing it through Tory's eyes, he foundsklf adding almost
apologetically, "Ordinary, though. Nothing special.

Tory grinned. "lt's very special. Ostentation just't your style. And |
happen to like your style."

He studied her for a long moment. She meant itthieeight with some
surprise. She wasn't being polite. "I'm pretty isgsed with yours too," he
said gruffly as he turned to get out of the car.

He was walking around the car when a startling ghowstruck him: Tory
was the first woman he'd ever brought to his hohmel he'd done it without
a second thought, as if having her there was pérfeatural. What was it
about her that made him lower the drawbridge ophisate self?

Dan remained distracted as he held the car doordoy, then led her into

the house. He was a little hesitant about whabotortte they were inside.
Making love seemed to be the general idea, anditheshe wasn't going to
back off. But dinner was on the agenda as well, drete was the

greasepaint to deal with. He wasn't sure of thgpiette of the situation. Was
there a macho way for a man to suggest putting nesan hold while he

took off his makeup and put a casserole in the ®ven

Making a quick decision, he took Tory straighthie guest bathroom. "The
cold cream's in my bedroom," he said. 'Til get it."

In his room he took a moment to peel down to theftsiand tank top he'd
worn under his clown suit. As he pulled off his@mewig he heard Tory's
husky ripple of laughter from down the hall and\krshe must be looking at
herself in the mirror. Another grin tugged at higdips. All of a sudden his
house seemed brighter. Cozier. Full of life as néefore. He relaxed a
little. Everything was going to be fine.



He found the cold cream and took it back to Totye $/as standing at the
Spanish-tile vanity scrubbing one cheek with atthsue. "Don't try to do it
that way," he scolded, twisting the cap off the Jaurn around to face me."

Smiling, Tory obeyed. Tiny copper flames flaredha depths of her eyes as
she looked at him, her gaze moving slowly overbody.

Dan smiled back at her. He liked the way her exgo@scould be innocent
and lascivious at the same time. He liked the weyraised her face to him
and stood passively, trustingly, locking her gazh Wwis while he set the jar
on the vanity. He scooped out a mound of creanbagadn daubing it with
the fingers of both hands onto her cheeks and éar@hHe liked everything
about Tory Chase—at least, everything he'd diseaveso far. And he
hoped to discover a great deal more before too. long

"I like this cream," Tory said. "It's almond sceshte
"I'm glad you approve,” Dan said.

Her gaze went to his lips. "You have a wonderfuilsnban Stewart,” she
murmured. "l can't wait to see it when it's notreunded by that huge
frown."

"Maybe you never will," he teased as he reacheddweral tissues to wipe
away the greasepaint- streaked cream on her fislag/be the frown is real
and the smile is makeup."

She laughed. "Let's find out.” As soon as Dan Iradied cleaning her face
and had tossed the used tissues into the wastepsis&alipped her fingers
into the jar and gently slathered cream over théslgaed of Dan's sad
clown mouth. "Lookin' good," she commented when tié®ied away the
frown.

Dan rested his hands on Tory's waist and let hapve all the remaining
vestiges of Deejay. He couldn't decide what heyagenore—fussing over
Tory, or being fussed over by her.



"Just as | thought,” she said at last. She wipedheds on a fresh tissue,
discarded it, then reached up with tentative fisgerthe outline of Dan's
lips. "That smile is real."

Dan hadn't realized he was still smiling. He wasalprised, though. He
was ridiculously happy.

"You know," Tory said with a playful gleam in heyes, "you clean up
rather nicely."

"I wish | could say the same for you," Dan coundere
Tory's lower lip jutted forward in a pout. "You [st8l

Dan laughed quietly, dipping two fingers into the ¢f cream. "It's just that

| missed a few places on you. Your hair, for ins&@arBut there's not much |

can do about the smudges there, except . . ." éic®e\became an intimate
caress. "Perhaps ... in a shower . . . later." Aspoke, he smeared the
cream onto Tory's throat and further down, a feeh@s below her collar

bone. "But here . . . Now, this is an area | cankvam."

He watched the amber of Tory's eyes darken to Bl bronze. Her
breathing grew shallow and irregular. As his fingesr moved in small

circles just above the slope of her breasts hedctegl her heartbeat
accelerating. After he'd tissued away the crearhplo&ed his thumbs under
her swimsuit straps and tugged gently. "I shoulkhdone this sooner,” he
said. "It's sheer luck that | didn't get a stairtlom cloth.”

Tory thought he should have done it sooner too.uAlaoveek sooner. But
she said nothing. She drew a long, shuddering lbr@ad remained silent,
watching him. She wanted to burn every detail a§ thoment into her
memory.

Very slowly, Dan drew her straps down her armd)imginch peeling away
the fabric cradling her breasts. "Beautiful,” hédsan a sharp intake of
breath. "Tory, you're so lovely." Bending down,bdreshed his cheek over
each rose-tipped peak in turn, then his lips, tugh light and fleeting. He



straightened up and smiled at her again, "you'szyéing I'd imagined,
Tory. Everything and more."

As a quiver of excitement rippled through her, Tetgrted to reach out to
Dan but found that her bodice, pushed all the wayrdto her waist, had
imprisoned her wrists at her sides. She instinbtided a little shimmy to
work her hands through the scrunched-up arm opening

Dan let out a low grown as he watched Tory's inntdgeprovocative
movement, and when she began tugging his tankéop the waistband of
his cutoffs he wondered whether he was going te leemough self-restraint
to make love to her the way he wanted to. "Caréefd,warned as he caught
her hands and held them still, his voice thick vatBudden surge of need.
"I'm liable to lose control, Tory."

"That's okay," she said softly, smiling up at hiincan't think of anything
I'd like better than for you to lose control.”

"But not yet," Dan said. "There's so much pleasuit® had first." He gazed
at her for a long moment, then stripped off higtshind reached for her,
resting his palms on her sides just above her waistingers spread over
her back and his thumbs grazing the undersidesrdbieasts.

"Amazing," Tory said, exploring Dan's sleek conwwith both her hands.

"What's amazing?" he asked, a sudden hoarsendss wvoice as Tory's
palms lightly circled his hardening nipples.

"You look exactly the way | pictured you on thatrydirst day. ..."
Realizing too late what she was confessing, shgpstb abruptly and felt
the blood rush to her cheeks.

"You too?" Dan said, smiling.

Tory's eyes widened. "You mean you . . . you werergaining thoughts
that were ..." She laughed. "Less than businesslike



He drew her a little closer. "l wanted you from thement you walked into
my office, Tory."

"I had no idea,"” she murmured, sliding her armsuadohis neck. She

realized that Dan hadn't lost control at all. Hesmiacrushing her against
him, but holding her so the tips of her breastslyarouched his chest.

Tantalized into moving slightly from side to sid#e closed her eyes and
focused on the sensation of skin brushing skin,nwand textured and

stimulating to all her nerve endings. She felt Banbuth graze hers, his
tongue coaxing her lips apart, his fingers pressitgher flesh and drawing

her harder against him.

"Lord, Tory, you're so soft,” he said as he tedsdmnouth with gentle nips
and brief forays that made her crave so much nirisshands began moving
over her back, molding her curves to his body. $8f and pliant.”

Tory was reeling with pleasure when Dan trailedipis down to her throat.
His tongue dipped into a hollow just above her ablbne and found a
throbbing pulse point. He licked at the spot, thdsbled his way up to her
ear and whispered, "Tasting you is like plucking @i those spiky little
mauve petals from clover and discovering the cadheectar at the base.
Even when you know it's there, it's a sweet sueptasfind it." His warm
breath tickled Tory's ear, making her quiver witlight. "And | intend to
savor every drop," he added, bending to trailipis dver her throat and the
slope of her breast.

After what seemed like a breathless eternity toy,TBran took one of her
swollen nipples into his mouth. His tongue circted aureole and flicked
back and forth over the thrusting tip. Then he fatlas delicately as if
drawing the nectar from a tiny petal.

A helpless moan escaped Tory as Dan gave bothraasts equal, loving
attention. Her legs were shaking, threatening t@ @iut completely. She
clutched his shoulders, her head thrown back, frieesarched.

His hand went to the tie at the side of her skid aeconds later the sarong
was drifting to the floor. He covered her midrifitkvkisses while hooking
the fingers of both hands under her swimsuit arshjmg it farther down,



his lips following in its wake. When it droppedttee floor Tory stepped out
of it, as well as her shoes, and she was totadigubfully naked. Dan lifted
her as if she were weightless, perched her ondge ef the vanity, and
stood between her thighs, cradling her face betwieepalms as he took her
mouth with deep, untrammeled possessiveness.

Tory's hands slid upward from his shoulders urgilfingers were plunging
into his silky dark hair. Her legs curled around hiaist and she pressed
herself against him, the tiles of the vanity cagdiast her skin, Dan's denim
cutoffs rough against her thighs.

"Wonderful," he murmured. He slid his arms arourd &nd cupped her
bottom with his two hands. "Perfect. | feel as'ikljust been wrapped in
pure silk. Now, just hold on to me. | want you ity imed, Tory. Not here."
With a teasing grin he added, "Not this time, anyWa

His words sent tingles of erotic anticipation thghther. Smiling at him, her
eyes glazed with urgent desire, she tightenedripeofher legs and twined
her arms around his neck. She felt the play of teusppling against her
thighs as he carried her toward his bedroom, thelane of his belly
pressed against the very center of her feminiritiye was aware only
vaguely of her surroundings when Dan stopped, ledi$is lips over hers,
and lowered her to his bed.

Tory was reluctant to let go of him, but she figaklaxed the hold of her
arms and legs, lying back on the pillows to watch &s he stripped off his
clothes. "At last," she said with a heavy-liddedlsniBut so worth waiting
for."

"Tory," he said, stretching out beside her, "tha¢csal way you have of
looking at me ..." His remaining words were losishs drew him down to
capture his mouth with hers.

They began exploring each other, Dan gliding onedr@aer Tory's body,
learning all the sensuous hills and valleys, limggemwherever his touch
quickened her breathing; Tory's hands moving thinotigir own tour of
discovery, her fingers inching down his chest atwgach, teasing their



way along a hipbone, the crease of a thigh, atfé@thering along the hot,
silken steel of him.

"Tory," he said with a groan. "I can't take muchrenof this. Wait . . . wait
just a little ... let me make you ready for me."

"Oh Dan, I'm ready now," she said with soft urgerityglon't want to wait.
Please, Dan. | need you."

"And | need you, Tory," he murmured. "But | want itake everything
perfect for you, take care of you in every way ..."

"You will," she whispered, her mouth moving oves face and throat and
chest, leaving a trail of fire.

Prodded into surrender, Dan moved over her. Astighs parted for him,
he slipped one hand between their bodies and tdulsbe most sensitive
spot. She was ready for him. But moments latervedme exquisitely ready
for him.

When Dan eased himself into her, Tory exploded idiately in tiny
spasms of pleasure and sheathed him in moist waanthall at once she
felt as if her whole life had brought her to thiseoperfect moment, this
sense of tightness she'd never even dreamed of.

Dan slid his arms under her hips to cup her bodanhlift her to him. As if
reading her thoughts, he said gently, "Whatevédraigpening, Tory, let's
flow with it. Let's not fight it. Let's just see wte it takes us.”

His gaze remained locked on hers as he thrust poNyanto her.

Her eyes widened with surprise that she could Ipetpated so deeply, and
that it would feel so wonderful. "Yes," she whisg@mwhen her body had
adjusted itself to the welcome invasion. Filledhoy, she wanted to go on
forever feeling his movements within her. "Oh, yAgain. Yes, please,
again."



Dan's arms tightened around her as she took dlinef Hearts pounding,
they clutched each other and rode the white wdttredr erotic rapids right
to the brink of a cataract, remained poised thara timeless moment, then
cascaded over the precipice to drift down intcaaduil pool below.

Floating in Dan's arms, Tory knew she would newegret the moments
she'd just shared with him. Even if his words offeek before had been
meant to prepare her for an emotional withdravieg, time together would
make any future heartache easier to bear.



Twelve

"Your hair's a mess," Dan commented as he cuddbed ih the afterglow
of their lovemaking. "The greasepaint is makingtitk up in spikes. You
look like you tried to be a punker and decided lasfat before making a full
commitment.”

Full commitmentTory thought with a frisson of alarm. Dan was gsine
words in a playful context, but they scared heweay She suspected she'd
made a full commitment already. To him. Her bodg,renyway. To a man
she'd recognized from the beginning as her roma&éterloo.

Preferring not to let on how deeply moved and csedushe'd been by the
profound impact of their lovemaking, she tipped Kkodwer head and
wrinkled her nose at Dan. "Thank you, Mr. Stew#dur hair's lovely too.
Not quite as dashing as the lime green wig, butegdivine in its own
rumpled way."

He rolled off the bed and scooped her up in hissamone smooth motion.
"Shower time, imp."

Clasping her hands at the nape of his neck, TaigHad and gave her legs a
perfunctory kick of protest.

Dan paid no attention. He carried her to the batmr@and put her down

beside the shower stall, holding her to his sideeatirned on the taps and
tested the temperature. "Too hot," he said, anstégithe cold-water faucet.
Tory thrust her hand into the spray. "Now it's todd."

"Okay, Goldilocks, you tell me when it's just right

She grinned. When he'd made the adjustments tohsujtshe nodded.
"Perfect.”

Dan stuck his head into the stall, then pulled kawk grinned down at her,
his face screwed up and his eyes squeezed almatsagainst the water
streaming down. "Yep. Definitely perfect.”



"You're a nut," Tory said, laughing.

Dan wiped his hands over his face to get rid of dipping water and
pushed back his hair. "Okay, in you go," he ordeteekerfully with a light
swat to her bottom for emphasis.

Tory obeyed, and Dan stepped in behind her.

"I've never given anyone a shampoo before," he asille took a plastic
bottle from a rack hung over the shower head.

"l could wash my own hair,” Tory suggested.

Dan smiled and slowly wagged his head from sidade. "No, I'd like to do
it for you. Anyway, this seems to be a day fortéirs

"What firsts?" she asked, watching him squeeze reergeis dollop of
shampoo into his palm.

"Shut your eyes tight," he said as he latherechhar
"What firsts?" Tory persisted, keeping her eyesope

"Our first time making love, for one thing. Thesfitime my secret identity
has been discovered by someone other than Howardnbther."And the
first time I've ever experienced feelings that doshake up my whole
existencehe added silentlyThe first time I've made love to a woman and
wanted to keep her with me instead of making ngpesas fast as decently
possible. The first time I've ever believed | cauddve emotional staying
power.

"I wish | could hear what you're not saying,” Tagmarked, intently
watching him.

Dan froze and stared down at her, not quite cegbhathadn'theard his
unspoken words. But would it be so terrible if lotually told her what he
felt?



Yes, he decided instantly, resuming his pleasuttalsle He was treading on
unfamiliar ground. He had to move carefully. It veaee thing to risk getting

hurt himself, but to take a chance on speakingstmmn and hurting Tory
later was a whole other matter. "You're a nosielithing,” he said at last,
managing not to sound as strained as he felt. ‘Pfobably wish you could

hear what everybody's not saying. And | told yoshat your eyes."

"Sometimes you talk in circles, you know that?" yeommented. "But |
love what you're doing, and | don't need to closeeayes. | trust you.
You've very gentle."

"Too gentle?"

She giggled. "No, just right. In fact, you're soodoat this | could
recommend you to my hairdresser as a shampoo boy."

"There, you see?" he said with a grin. "Two jobeddfin one day. If my
company gets swallowed up in a general reshufthintpe corporate deck,
I'l have options. Shampoo boy or Tory's clown. Hawout you? If
everything fell apart for you professionally, whatuld you do? Take your
puppet show on the road?"

"l suppose so, but I'd really rather be . -. ." §lygled, then said defiantly,
"An exotic dancer."

Dan's brows shot up. "You mean a stripper?"

"I mean an exotic dancer,” Tory insisted. "But tié-fashioned kind."
"Every man's dream," Dan said, rolling his eyes.sWeet old-fashioned
stripper. What would be your gimmick? Fans?" Heopeal two handfuls of
lather up in his palms and carefully placed thenhenbreasts. "Bubbles?"

"I knew you'd get the idea,"” Tory shot back, laungfi

"I'm getting ideas, all right,” Dan said. He pulleelr hard against him.



"What | like about you," Tory murmured, "is whereuwy get your best
ideas."

It took Dan a very long time to finish her shampoo.

When they finally stepped out of the shower Toig saakily, "I don't think
I'll recommend you to my hairdresser after all. Yseem to have a tendency
to get distracted."

Dan bundled her into a huge towel and wound a smalhe around her
head. "That's okay. I'd rather be your clown."

"You'll have to be a smiling one, though. | like igwns to smile."

"It's just as well. | think I've forgotten how toofvn." Dan began diying his
hair vigorously with another towel.

"That's the nicest thing you could have said td'mery said softly.

Dan stopped, pushed back his towel, and lookeceiat$he meant it, he
thought with utter amazement. Another woman woudghtito be told how
beautiful she was, how exciting a lover, how speaiavery way. Tory's
eyes were shining because he'd said she made tget foow to frown.

Tossing aside his towel, he raked his fingers thinokis hair to smooth it
down a little, then reached for Tory and pulled inép his arms.

All at once he was gripped by a primitive urgereyeed that went beyond
the yearning for physical release. He had to mak Tis. All his. He had
to make her know she belonged to him. He had taimhpimself on her
very soul.

Tory, her gaze held by Dan's, sensed a changarinHiis arms suddenly
felt like tempered steel around her. When he lod/éis head to capture her
mouth, his kiss demanded her total surrender.

She was trembling with mingled shock and pleasyréhb time he raised
his head and looked down at her again, his eydsvad#r purpose as well as



passion. He reached up and unwound her makeshifariu The simple
gesture sent shivers through her, and she wasa'idwy. He took a comb
from the vanity and painstakingly smoothed her.hBary felt treasured,
yet unnerved by the complex tangle of her feelilagsl though she laughed
and teased him when he showed remarkable expwitis@ hairdryer, the
raw sensuality implicit in everything he did wasegyowering.

He tugged away her towel and remained silent falems moments, his
perusal of every inch of her body a blatant agtadsession. Lifting her in
his arms, he carried her back to his bed and ladvieee to the mattress. He
stroked her hair back from her forehead and kidsexdwith soothing
tenderness.

Then he made long, leisurely love to her, kissind &sting, savoring and
exploring, taking all her secrets and making thésn\When she whispered
a shy protest, he said gently, "I'm not going td jau, Tory. Not now, and
not later. Don't hold back. There's no need. Wefng past that point.”

To her amazement, Tory believed him. He wouldnft har. The warning
he'd given her only a week before didn't mattee $&eds of doubt Howard
had planted inadvertently in her mind with his ¢eiaabout Dan's history of
avoiding involvement fell by the wayside. She reldand gave herself to
him, and when Dan's tongue found the petals offéa@ininity, making
them open like a pink hibiscus bursting into fuédm, Tory soared with the
joyous liberation of her innate sensuality.

She was as soft as warmed honey when Dan coverdmtyg with his and
filled her with himself. He kissed her eyelids. $teoked his tongue over her
lips and delved into her mouth. He held her and mused tender
endearments, urging her to keep letting go, kegpdlhigher.

As Dan's quickening movements signaled that he edgsng toward his
own summit, Tory suddenly felt herself being drawro an erotic

maelstrom. It frightened her. It was like findingrkelf in the eye of a
tornado. Yet she was too exhilarated to struggéereq it, and even if she'd
tried to fight she knew she'd have been helplelasgi@g to Dan as she was
caught up in a wild, dizzying whirl, she surrenderenequivocally. She
gave up her separateness. She became part of him.



A moment later, he became part of her.

Whatever happened, Tory understood that there welldo turning back.
And that thought was the one that stunned her wherdless passion
inevitably gave way to returning fears. She'd takernrrevocable step.

For once, Tory Chase hadn't left herself an esbafh.

Dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, Dan stood at itehdn counter tossing
olive oil and red wine vinegar into a salad to gthwhe chicken casserole
that had started to bubble in the microwave. Tawgaring one of his shirts,
was setting the table in the dining room. He waddher flitting around the
mahogany table, her shirttails provocatively flyiagd her skin still pink
from the glow of fulfilment, and he felt anotheyst of sureness—at least
about his own feelings.

He knew he was different with Tory than he'd eveerbwith any other
woman. For the first time he didn't want out. Heswt looking for a
painless way to end something he wished he hadrted.

But Tory's reaction—her innermost reaction— waseay\big question
mark. Dan knew she was as profoundly affected by tbvemaking as he
was. He would never forget her weeping, her cliggio him, her
whispering his name over and over like a litanyt Buentually she'd
become so quiet, so pensive.

He wished he could keep her in bed permanentlyt Waa where he could
be sure of her.

No, he corrected himself. He didn't wish any suthg. He loved Tory for
everything she was, not just for her passion.

The salad utensils remained suspended in midairtbeewooden bowl as
Dan's own passing thought came back and hit hiendikannonbalDid he

love Tory? How could that happen? Wasn't he the Bawart who'd
always believed he was incapable of love? Coukhw the first thing



about it? After all, he was a good Californian. tdad his annual quota of
pop-psychology books. He'd figured out that he hagkperienced enough
affection in his formative years to give him thesigaskills. Love was a
learned emotion, and he hadn't learned it.

Had he?

No. He hadn't learned a thing about love. It hagtup on him and hit him
right between the eyes. If it hadn't caught himweras, he'd have dodged
it. He'd have reasoned it out of existence. Helgt iaund a way to rob it of
its power because it scared the hell out of himvadls had. Always would,
probably. But could he live with the unnerving rgabf loving a woman?
Could he live without it?

"That casserole smells so good," Tory said, retgtd the kitchen.

Dan stared at her. "I'm not going to want to letl go," he heard someone
say.

Tory stared back at him, her eyes huge and startled

He realized he was the one who'd spoken. "I meaight" he added
hastily, then frowned and tried again. "Or tomornmoight. Or ... or any
night, dammit.” Resuming his salad tossing withoviyis movements that
threatened to land more lettuce on the counterfland and possibly even
on the ceiling than in the bowl, he barreled atesad he honestly believed

Tory would go along with his craziness. "I ... Idm this sounds a bit
premature, but . . ." He cleared his throat. "Hdww staying here with
me?"

"Staying with you?" Tory repeated in a small void&hat do you mean?"

Dan stopped throwing lettuce leaves around andetuta face her. "What
do I mean? I'm not sure. | guess I'm asking yau tdo sleep in my bed, and
in my arms,” he said, taking both herhands in hi drawing her closer to
him. "I'd like to open my eyes each morning andys®elying next to me. |
want to brighten my closets by hanging your clotbheside mine . . . and
brighten my days by sharing them with you."



A lump rose in Tory's throat. She did want to sl@gan's arms every
night, to open her eyes each morning and see himg lyext to her. But
everything had happened so quickly. Too quicklye 8fasn't ready for the
kind of commitment Dan was implying. She wasn'teswhat kind of
commitment hewasimplying. "Stay with you for how long?" she asked
after several charged moments.

Forever, Dan wanted to answer. But Tory's question and dtecken
expression stopped him. "Do you think I'm rushingpgs a little?" he said
with an embarrassed grin.

Tory was perversely disappointed by his quick edtrédut she brought
herself up short. What had she expected after omnedtafternoon,
especially with a man of Dan's experience? A pralfoénd even if he'd
offered one, she would be an idiot to take it sesip. For all she knew he
was in the habit of going overboard at the begigraha relationship and
regretting his hasty words later, when he coolegird&he had to give him a
chance to think things over. She needed to do $@mreethinking herself.

She managed a smile. "Yes, I'd say you're rustimgs a little," she said
softly. "We don't know each other, Dan."

Dan didn't agree. He knew everything about Tory tbanted. He believed
Tory knew everything about him that really countBdt he had to admit
there were a few details missing, so he undersheochesitation. He was
asking her to give herself into his keeping, yehhdn't made her feel safe.
Just because his own conversion to loving instédebwing was so sudden
and so complete, he was expecting Tory to keep pacm what he'd heard,
love didn't work that way. And maybe part of leaghio love was trying to
open up to Tory a little—outside the bedroom. HE/ dmoped he wouldn't
do something to lose her before he won her. "Bepitvith me,” he said
with a smile. "I'm new at this kind of thing."

"So am I," Tory admitted.
Dan kissed her hands before releasing them, theegiup the salad bowl

and gave it to her to take to the dining room. "Y@awen't had any serious
relationships?"



"Semi-serious. Not life threatening, though."
Reaching for a pair of pot holders, Dan froze. éltiireatening?"

"Lifestyle threatening," Tory said with a sheepisigh. "I guess that's what
| meant.”

Dan finished getting the pot holders. "I think ymeant exactly what you
said. All those years of being shunted from pitampost by your father's
career left their mark. Nobody's going to be iroaipon to run your life but
you, right?"

Tory wasn't sure about even that resolve anymaresiie wasn't going to

admit her confusion to Dan. Not yet. Not until $tz&l a chance to get used
to being a slightly different person from the ohe'd been just a few hours
earlier. So she shrugged, put on her best Mona dns&e, and made no

comment.

"l agree," Dan said after a moment, as if she'dvansd him. "Let's not get
into such a heavy topic right now. It's bad for thgestion."

Tory laughed again and turned to take the salatig¢alining room while
Dan whisked the casserole from the microwave. Goadl she thought.
Had she really used the teliie threatenin@ Was she that negative about a
serious involvement?

More than negative, she had to admit. Terrifiedd Avith good reason. She
yearned to accept Dan's invitation to "stay" wiimHor as long as he

wanted her—and she had no guarantee about theXgectancy of his

desire—yet what she'd said was true. She hardly k. For that matter,

she hardly knew herself anymore. Where was the Tbase who'd been so
convinced she would always be in charge of her destiny? Dear heaven,
if Dan asked her to move to the South Pole to ik him, she might just

dash out to buy a snowsuit and a Dale Carnegie hbokit how to make

friends and influence penguins. But sane, matuoplpedidn't do that sort
of thing on impulse. And wasn't she a sane, maiarson?



Dan was right about one thing, she decided. Thisctwas bad for the
digestion. She hadn't even eaten yet, and her stomvas doing a manic
tumbling act.

Despite her queasiness Tory sampled Dan's casseEmiEeemed so proud
of the dish she had to do it justice.

With the first bite, she was pleasantly surprigéot bad, she thought, then
tried a second taste, and a third. "Fabulous,"sstiie when she'd polished
off every morsel of her dinner. "Along with all yowther talents, Mr.
Stewart, you can count being a great cook. I'm @sped."

"I'd like to take the credit, but | can't—except the salad, that is,” Dan
confessed. "My freezer's full of casseroles andelagoods and home-
cooked TV dinners | didn't make. Once | learned howoperate the
microwave | had this meal preparation thing aced."

"You had to learn how to operate a microwave?" Batg, pretending to be
horrified. "Daniel J. Stewart, wizard of the electics industry, had to learn
how to push the start button on a kitchen appliahce

"Listen, | don't care who you are or what kind ofmpany you run. Those
instruction booklets are hell to follow."

After laughing and shaking her head in mock despairy asked, "So who
did make the casserole?" The minute the words weteshe wished she
could call them back. Who, indeed? A lot of womé&h believed in the
old-fashioned route to a man's heart.

She tried to think of a way to change the subjedDan wouldn't have to
answer her stupid question, but he replied befbeecould come up with
anything. "This dish and all the rest of the freeg@odies were part of my
latest care package from Mrs. Stewart's Cozy Caleset he said
cheerfully.

Tory's fork slipped from her fingers and clattetecher plate. "Oh," she
said, staring down at it. Mrs. Stewart? Nobody t@d her about a Mrs.
Stewart. Dan wasn't married. She'd have known ifveee married. Of



course, he did live in a cozy house with antiquaihings and beautiful

paintings, the colors and accents all muted pastets earth tones that
suggested a woman's touch. Even his dinnerwardmngis and pretty, not

at all the kind of china a man would choose orolaia. A woman had been
involved in putting the place together, and not guslick decorator. Perhaps
Dan had been married but was divorced. Or separatéeast. But . . .

"Tory, you're doing it again,” Dan said, breakimgoi the turmoil of her
thoughts.

She jerked her head up and faced him. "Doing what?"

"You're judging me. You're leaping to the worst gibke conclusion on a
thin shred of evidence. I'm sorry about that thdlegls remark of mine, but

|—
"You mean this Mrs. Stewart is no relation?" shd sath a rush of hope.
"No, that's not what | mean."

"She's your ex-wife, and you've had one of thogéized divorces?"

Dan frowned and gave her a baffled look. "What gauean idea like that?"
"All those casseroles,"” Tory answered, beginningébfoolish. Good grief,
she'd have heard if Dan had ever been married. Withatake her so eager
to jump to damning conclusions about him?

Dan shook his head and heaved a deep sigh. "Ldwmiow | shouldn't have
referred to a Mrs. Stewart without explaining whee ss, but | never
dreamed you'd invent a wife for me, or even an @g-Wou know better,

Tory."

She managed a feeble smile. "l guess | do. Budufwe never been married,
who's Mrs. Stewart? She can't be your mother.”

"Why not?"



"Because you don't have a mother."
"Everybody has a mother," Dan pointed out reasgnabl

"Well, of course everybody has a mother, but digotirs deposit you on a
church doorstep when you were three?"

"She was still my mother. We lost touch for a fexass, that's all.”

Tory searched his eyes, wondering if he was putti@egon. "You mean
you're . . . you're close to her? So close she saieals to fill up your
freezer?"

"She says it's her chance to catch up on all thesyef cooking for me that
she missed out on," Dan said, smiling.

Tory looked down at her plate. "And did she helpatate your house?"

"Right down to the salt and pepper shakers," Daswanred, his smile
widening as he realized just how much had beenggomin Tory's mind

while he'd been sitting there being thickheaded hat stewing meant she
was jealous. And if she was jealous, he didn't raueh to worry about.

Eventually she would accept the inevitable.

"I had no idea,"” Tory said shortly after severalnnemts of mute shock. "I
simply had no idea at all that your mother wag stithe picture. It never
even occurred to me."

"I know, and that's my fault,” Dan said. "I've fgliilty ever since our outing
in Ventura. | was so busy being flip, | didn't stimpthink until much later
that I'd left you with the wrong impression of myother and of the
circumstances."

"What arethe circumstances? Did your mother eventuallyagkland find

you? Did she take you out of whatever foster home were in?" Tory
asked, her imagination instantly conjuring up agpant moment for the
little boy Dan had been.



"Actually, | went out and found her," he said. "Ahgas on my own by that
time. All the foster homes were behind me."

"So you searched for your mother after you'd gropw®"

Dan smiled. "The truth is, | didn't start to grow wntil after our
reunion—or rather, our confrontation. But techricdl was an adult.
Eighteen. Not the age of reason for most peopl carntainly not for me. |
was seething with anger, and the woman who'd discame—which was
the way | saw things then—seemed like the logi@adt to lash out at.”

Tory felt a wrench to her insides, as if she weqgegiencing the pain of that
eighteen-year-old."I'm so sorry, Dan. Sorry forthk things you've gone
through, and sorry for . . ." Pausing, she gavaalldaugh. "For apparently
not having grown up yet myself, even though | waised by two loving
parents and have no excuse for being such a dope."

"Sure you have," Dan said, getting up to go arcwner side of the table.
Taking her hand, he drew her up into his arms. 'Mécaiwoman who grew
up thinking it was normal to talk to hand-puppeinaads."”

Beginning to recognize Dan's affectionate teaslhiogy didn't even pretend
to take offense. She slid her arms around his wai$trested her head on his
chest. "Did you lash out at your mother when you the chance?" she
asked.

"l didn't get that chance. For some reason | lettek me her side of the
story first, and then it was game over for my ariger

"Why doesn't that surprise me?" Tory murmured.

Dan cradled her face in his palms and smiled davwrega "Doesn't it?"
"No," she said huskily, her eyes glazing over witbisture. "It doesn't
surprise me one bit. You're too compassionate andgto stay angry if

there's the slightest reason not to. This timeovkifor certain what the J in
your name stands for." '



"It's Jugheadremember?"
"No. It stands fodust WonderfuDaniel Just Wonderful Stewart."

He shook his head, chuckling. "I like that, but theh is that the J doesn't
stand for anything."

"What do you mean, it doesn't stand for anything?"

"I mean | added the initial when | went into busisel thought it sounded
more solid citizen than plain Dan Stewart.”

"l guess if Harry S Truman could do it, you coul@dry reasoned. "But
Harry didn't put a period after the S. You're tyickou put one after the J."

"l didn't, to start with. Other people did, so litgmying to correct them."
"You really don't have a middle name?"

Dan grinned. "My mother was too poor. She coula@fford extras of
anything."

A sob caught in Tory's throat without warning aedrs spilled from her
eyes.

"Now, there you go," Dan said, wincing. "This iswhdidn't tell you last

week my reason for going to San Francisco. | kneuwid/get all weepy on
me if 1 did. You're so emotional, Tory. Everythipgu think and everything
you feel is right there in those big eyes of ydorghe whole world to see.”

"I suppose | could try to be less transparent,"cffered, suddenly eager to
do anything she could to please him.

"Don't you dare," he said. "I like you exactly tivay you are, even though
your tears kill me and I'll do just about anythitggavoid getting them
started. But I'm aware that among the rare fadlawnel Just Wonderful
Stewart is a tendency to keep his feelings too tidllien. | plan to change
those ways. I'm counting on you to give me lessons.



Tory giggled. "Well, you'll learn by example if yapend much time with
me."

Dan's arms tightened around her. "l plan to spelat af time with you,
Tory. If you won't have me, I'll stand under youndow and serenade you
like a troubadour. ..."Dan gave her a quick hug @rah draped one arm
around her shoulders to lead her to the kitcheat'Slget some coffee and
I'll tell you all about my mother—including the hbness she's made a
fabulous success of at a time in life when mospjeeare looking forward to
retirement.”

"Mrs. Stewart's Cozy Casseroles?" Tory said.

Dan took two mugs from the cupboard and startedipguhe coffee he'd
put on to brew before dinner. "That's what shesdadk company. We like to
think of her products as comfort food for nostalgippies. | get my meals
on the house, of course. One of the reasons | \wassh late for the

children’s picnic yesterday was that | had to peayaall the dishes | brought
home from San Francisco.”

"Your mother sounds delightful,” Tory said, thenseal her brows as
something Dan had said finally registered. "Saméiszo? So you went
there to see her? That's what you didn't wantltone?"

Dan handed Tory her coffee and led the way toitireg room. "Mom had
to go to the hospital for a battery of tests thared her, and | felt she
shouldn't be alone. But everything came out filwel, was able to get back
here in time to play Deejay."

"Good lord," Tory murmured.

"What is it?" Dan asked, darting her an anxioukloo

She curled up on the couch and pretended to shadyainted-desert colors
of its tasteful abstract design. "It's really nathl' she said with a fleeting

smile. "Except that you're turning into a saintdsefmy very eyes. | think |
was more comfortable with you when | thought youene . . . arogue.”



"A rogue?" Dan repeated, settling into the dussereather armchair across
from her and putting his feet up on the hassocHloti't believe I've been a
rogue for quite a few years, Tory, but | promisel yon no saint. | could
provide testimonials to that effect if it would pél

"That won't be necessary,” she said hastily. "Bayloe you could throw in
a few hair-raising tales of your wasted youth wiyen give me your life
stoiy—which | hope you're about to do right now."

"Honey, I'll curl your hair if | do a tell all,” heaid with a chuckle.
"Good. Start talking."
To her surprise, he did. He took her on an emotiaoli@r coaster ride.

Despite his matter-of-fact, quip-brightened nawgtishe heard the stifled
sobs of a little boy who couldn't understand whesemother had gone and
why she'd left him.

She lived through the nightmares of the child wHzéen taken from the
foster family where he'd begun to feel safe and Ieeh sent to another
home where discipline was meted out with a stioénton to the next family
after the authorities had spotted one too manysbsui

She found her jaw clenching as a tentatively setemeyear-old had been
given up too soon by kind, affectionate foster ptadecause of the father's
sudden iliness. She saw a shell forming arounddye and wanted to hug
the young Howard for being Dan's friend.

Tory was almost cheering by the time the fifteearyeld realized he was
big enough to fight back, and she found herselriwdryet strangely rooting
for him when he "borrowed" cars for joy- rides aihed a cult-like

paramilitary gang that didn't do much besides eatith other street gangs.

Then came the day Tory had been waiting to heaotalwthen Dan had
confronted his mother to demand why she'd walkedyafrom him and
consigned him to such a loveless existence.



"As soon as she started talking | realized sheddnmeother option," he told
Tory in his usual offhand way. "Mom had been a was, romanced by a
fast-talking character on his way through town watlgreat line, a lot of

empty promises, and a phony name. It's an old s&igwart's her maiden
name, by the way. Connie Stewart. She addedWisefor the sake of

appearances. Having a baby on her own, trying i&e ria decently and

provide for it—hell, she just ran out of steam. &ibglly, | mean, as well as
in every other way. She collapsed. Ended up inaaityhward in a hospital

after leaving me with that minister, the one persba trusted. And he did
his best. He was a good man."

"But how awful for her," Tory whispered. "For bathyou."

Dan left his chair and went to sit next to Toryllimg her into his arms. He
was telling her details he'd never shared with woyan—and a few he
hadn't told even to Howard. It felt good to talkfer. It felt right. "My
mother always intended to find me when she got loacker feet,” he went
on, cradling Tory's head on his shoulder. "It néhegspened. The years kept
slipping away, and she couldn't seem to reach ¢iv@ pvhere she felt she
could give me a proper home—the kind she thoughad with foster
parents. So she stayed out of my life, moving ftown to town in search of
some kind of break, believing | was better off sitih her."

Tory looked up at him. "Oh Dan . . ."

"Don't you dare," he chided, then dipped his heakids the damp corners
of her eyes. "I've had a happy ending, remembprléd my life together
and | have my mother back. It turns out she's endit lady."

"And you helped set her up in business in San Fsaog Tory suggested.

He shrugged. "Maybe | gave her a little assistafies | started being fairly
successful, and | encouraged her to settle dowkrisco. She'd always
wanted to live there. It was the least | could@aiake up for the tough life
she'd had."



"A saint,” Tory muttered, shaking her head as itlear it. "I've gone and
fallen for a man who walks around wearing a shialptand could sprout
wings any day now."

Dan stopped breathing. "What did you say?"

"I said I've . . ." She clamped her lips shut. Gémrdl, she thought. She'd
blurted out her deepest feelings without realizhg was doing it. But she
couldn't say it again. She had to stop and thirkwimole thing over.

Dan knew exactly what she'd said. He didn't caa¢ she wasn't ready to
repeat it. "Stay with me," he said with sudden ooye turning her to face
him. "Just for tonight, Tory. One night. You canntke that much

commitment, can't you?"

Tory gazed up at him, wanting to stay but afraid should go. She was
only half kidding about his being a saint. Evergthishe'd learned about
Dan made her realize that he was a man who weatiglivhatever he did.

There were no limits. He offered a bottomless wélaffection, passion,

loyalty, and forgiveness.

She, on the other hand, suddenly felt like a sddieat who could never
measure up to his standard of loving. Handed elenyt all her

life—everything that really mattered, she knew noghe'd felt sorry for
herself for the superficial details that weren'tirety to her liking. She'd
planned to arrange her existence so that lovinghar@uldn't complicate
anything too much. She'd thought in terms of dolng parts of herself
when it was convenient.

Now she knew how things had to work if they werevtwk at all.
Was she up to it?
She shivered and closed her eyes against the pgngtheat of Dan's gaze.

Should she stay with him ... for just one night?



Thirteen
Tory stayed with Dan for just one night—six nighitsa row.

Each morning as she left his house to go backrtowe place to change her
clothes and get ready for work, he suggested songethey could do
together that evening, and each time she founaizeirresistible, even if it
was watching a video and making microwave popcdirey inevitably
ended up making love, Dan inevitably asked hemptnd "just tonight" in
his bed, and she inevitably said yes.

She'd taken to carrying her toothbrush and a fdveroeéssentials in her
purse, but she didn't leave them at Dan's house.

On Friday morning she looked at the date on thenckr and realized she
had to say no to his plans for that evening. "Inpiseed to help Liz with a
corporate weekend function at a ranch just outtisn,” she said with
genuine regret.

"Somebody has hired an event planner for a rettr&af? said, disappointed
even though he'd known this kind of thing had tpgem, given the nature of
Tory's business.

"It's not just a brainstorming session for a fewa@xives,"” Tory explained.
"This one's a real production number for the tagsby their biggest clients,
and everybody's spouse. Rhinestone cowboys evergwaenini-rodeo, a
mock shootout, a monster barbecue, a barn dance-raie it, we've got
it." She glanced at her watch and saw that sherwasng late.

"Sounds like fun," Dan commented.

Tory gulped down the last of her coffee and smisenlprised by the hint of
wistfulness in Dan's tone. Perhaps there was a V&ap hidden in the

depths of eveiy American male's psyche. "It wowddum if you were going

to be there," she said, picking up her dishes agate from the table and
headed for the kitchen. "As it is, | have a feelimgand | are going to wish
she'd thought of a more sedate theme for this @dshschedule is going to
be insane."



"You work too hard," Dan said, frowning. When Tanerely smiled and

started loading the dishwasher, Dan opened hishmouask if she really

had to stay at the ranch until the bitter end efahient. Catching himself just
in time to keep from saying a word, he pressedipsstogether. He wasn't
pleased by the thought of Tory sequestered withrect of high-powered

businessmen, even if there were wives on the sbemnége knew better than
to play the heavy. He had no right. And it would the dumbest move
possible with a woman who had a phobia about hawngnswer to

someone.

Besides, Dan still remembered vividly the lessod learned at a tender age
when he'd caught a lightning bug and tried to keapa jar. Its light had
gone out. By wanting to possess the creature,desttoyed it.

He loved Tory's light. He didn't want to do anythito dim its glow.

But he wished to hell he could pin her down andliolutely sure she knew
she belonged to him and only to him. It wasn't i fature to go around
wearing a T-shirt engraved with If-you-love-somathset-it-free
platitudes. What he really wanted was for Torydoegpt having someone to
answer to—namely, one Dan Stewart!

They finished clearing up the kitchen, and Torybiwed her purse in a dash
for the front door. "I'd better hurry. | have tw@gatings this morning before
| join Liz to head for the ranch.” She hesitatéant said, "Would you like
me to call you as soon as | get back on Sundayfzdtraure what time, but it
should be around the middle of the afternoon."”

Dan was astonished that she had to ask. Woulkidteer to call? How about
his urge tademandt? Cool it, he told himself. "That'd be nice," $ad with
a careful smile.

Tory opened the door and started out, then turmeldr@ase on her toes to
give Dan a peck on the cheek. "Hey, you know whkt?iss you," she said
softly.

Dan hauled her into his arms and gave her a piapsr A branding kiss.
When he raised his head after several long, searorgents, he said lightly,



"Don't you go letting any of those rustlers andtleus lure you off to
another corral, understand?"

Tory was taken aback by the fervor of his kiss edunderlying edge in his
tone, but she laughed and gave him a quick hugu't¥cute, you know
that?"

With a pained smile, Dan let her go. Cute. So newhs cute as well as the
sweet, dear, kind, and compassionate Saint Justgviuh.

Tory was right. She didn't know him at all.

She waved as she climbed into her car, blissfullgware that he secretly
wanted to hog-tie her to the saddle of his lifderoff with her into the
sunset, and never let her out of his sight.

It was almost five when Dan's phone finally rangSamday afternoon. He
stopped his frantic pacing and pounced on the imat& deliverer of good
or bad news, braced to hear that there'd beencdeat. Or that Tory had
eloped with the winner of the mini-rodeo. Or thiag'sl been kidnapped by
slave traders from an unknown planet.

Okay, so he had some minor insecurities to workhergdmitted to himself
as he lifted the receiver to his ear. Yes, he kepecting Tory to be taken
from him just because he cared so damn much forahesigging dread that
he recognized as a scar from his past but colddalh to rationalize away.

Falling in love had turned him into a crazy manylit did the same thing
to everybody. And there was no question about édHallen in love. Or

maybe he'd been in love with Tory long before sHi@dlly shown up to

settle sweetly into his life. "Hel-lo," he said tvitidiculous cheerfulness.

"Hi," Tory's husky voice returned. "l just walkeatd my apartment. Sorry
I'm so late."



Dan closed his eyes and let the relief wash thrdugh then quickly pulled

himself together. She was all right. And she wasecful. She didn't sound
like someone about to launch into a "Dear Dan"viate "Late!" he said

with feigned nonchalance. "What time is it?"

"Nearly five," Tory answered.

Precisely four minutes and thirteen seconds tg fDen thought, but said
casually, "Really?" | had no idea. | was just purig around here, catching
up on my housework." If you could call wearing agban the floor in front
of the phone housework, he added under his breath.

"Wearing a pretty apron and all, | suppose,” sh, $aughing.

Dan smiled. He loved Tory's low chuckle. Sudderdycbuldn't wait to see
her. But was she too tired? Was she planning tehcah home? "How was
your weekend?" he asked.

"A smash hit. And not as difficult as I'd expectédz always has things
organized better than she thinks. The reason Wwattk late today is that we
were waylaid by three people offering us assignsiemne from the

company that hosted this shindig, and the othera fwo of their corporate
guests. Liz is on cloud nine. We both are."

"And so you should be," Dan said, glad he hadroileg Tory's high by
letting on how hard it had been for him to keep Wikl imagination in
check. "Is Liz with you now?"

"Heavens, no. She's heading straight for Howarl#isepto give him a
play-by-play.”

Great, Dan thought. He liked Liz, but he wantete¢calone with Tory. He
hoped Tory wanted to be alone with him. 'You knowg¢ ventured
carefully, "it just so happens that Mrs. Stewdatsagna, bottomless goblets
of fine red wine, crusty bread, and free back ratesbeing given out here
this evening to petite brunettes with amber eyestaalthy appetites. First
come, first served.”



"Then I'd better hurry, huh?" Tory shot back.

Dan's lips widened in a grin. She hadn't missedad.She did want to be
with him. He decided to push things a little. "ARdry, when you get here.
will you stay with me?" He almost stopped theredrdided he'd better add
the traditional, playful rider. "Just for toniglutf, course."”

There was a long silence before Tory said, "Yougeer asked ahead of
time before. Usually it's when you have your armmuad me and | can't
think about anything but wanting to keep your asr@muind me."

"We've reached a new stage in our relationship,i Baid firmly. "I'm
asking ahead of time so you can pack an overnigbt Bhat way we can
stay in each other's arms a bit longer tomorrowningy. It's the same level
of commitment, but this time we're adding the eletr@ premeditation.
Think you can deal with that?"

"Let me premeditate about it,” Tory said, then watet again for all of five
seconds. "I'll be there within the hour,” she saiith exaggerated briskness.
"But if any other brunettes show up ahead of mabse | took time to pack,
| get to give the back rub. Actually, more likeackside rub. With the toe of
my boot. Got that?"

"Got it,” Dan said, expelling the breath he ha@wén realized he'd been
holding.

After he'd hung up his grin broadened. Progresshbeght happily. Tory

was going to hang one outfit in his closet forw feours. And he'd kept his
overdeveloped streak of possessiveness under wkgpswould cure

himself of that fatal flaw before she ever found be'd had it in the first
place.

Today an overnight bag, tomorrow a new toothbrusiging in the guest
bathroom.

The woman's fate was all but sealed.



Tory swiveled from side to side in her fuchsia chiaer feet up on her desk,
her head tipped back so she could see the oceanpaster taped to the
window behind her right shoulder, her elbow resbnghe arm of the chair,
Cecil perched on her left hand.

"There's something wrong with me," Tory muttered.
"Now there'sa hot news flash," Cecil shot back.

"I've found the perfect man," Tory went on, igngrithe rabbit's sarcasm.
As her alter ego, it was part of his function toshecastic. He kept her from
taking herself too seriously. Of course, it haduoed to her that an adult
woman who tried to sort out the jumble in her hgdiltering it through a
hand puppet reallgouldn'ttake herself very seriously. "Dan Stewart is the
most perfect man in the universe,” she stated.

"Stay tuned, folks," Cecil said wearily. "Maybe Whkar something we
haven't heard before."

Tory shot him a look, then returned her gaze tosth&hing poster view.
"When Dan and | make love, it's sublime. But .Shie paused and let Cecil
take over.

"Too sublime?" he suggested.

"Exactly.” Tory heaved a great sigh, then grinddts amazing how you
always know what I'm thinking," She studied Cecil & long moment, then
took him off her hand and put him down. She wateget her head straight
without a prop. No more childish games when it camserious matters.
And the question of why she and Dan were keepintheip just-for-tonight
pretense was serious. On the few occasions whemeshi® work too late to
meet him afterward, or when he had to dash off dousiness trip, she
missed him dreadfully and couldn't wait to be witin again. So why didn't
she suggest bumping up the commitment to two njigintthree, or maybe
even a week? Why wasn't she letting go of all thebts that were getting in
the way?



The whole thing had taken her by surprise, that thegproblem. She was
afraid of waking up one morning, deciding it wasaaiistake, and wanting
her old life back.

She was even more afraid Dan would wake up one intprdecide it was
all a mistake, and wahis old life back.

After eyeing Cecil for a moment, Tory picked himagmain. Old habits were
hard to shake. Especially bad ones. "You know, @sery time | go
rocketing off into outer space in Dan's arms | khiti soar forever, but as
soon as | come back to earth it's as if I've lostleer little piece of myself
somewhere out there," she said, still finding isieato articulate the
complexity of her emotions when she had someone-edong—to
articulate to. "And Dan seems so passionate inyetdso casual otherwise.
If he really cared, wouldn't he be a bit more dediag of my time? More
bugged by pressures that keep me away from himb&layen a trifle more
... well, possessive?"

"Uh-oh,” she heard. She looked up and saw Liz stgndch the open
doorway. "Tory, are you talking to that silly rabbgain?"

Tory snatched the puppet off her hand. "I was po@ct a new routine,” she
said airily. "The old one's going stale.”

"Tell that to the kids who fell over laughing attlpicnic three weeks ago.
What's the matter? Isn't Dan treating you right?"

"Dan's treating me beautifully,” Tory said. Suddesthe frowned as a shaft
of reflected light caught her eye. She looked far $ource. It followed Liz
into the tiny office and went with her as she setihto her chair behind the
opposite desk. "Good lord, Liz, what's that on yioaind?"

Liz held up her left hand and waggled her fingethbught you'd never ask.
It's pretty, isn't it?"

Leaping to her feet, Tory went over to grab theHlag hand and take a
closer look. "It's gorgeous! But what does this ni¥a



"What does it usually mean?" Liz said, her toneesofng.

Tory met her friend's gaze. "Oh my. You and HowardOh lord. | can't say
I'm surprised. I'm just . . ." She swallowed hd&tunned.”

"So am |," Liz admitted. "Howard's the only one wdeems to be taking it
all in stride."

"Have you set the date?" Tory asked, still clutghiniz's hand as if she
thought she might have to save her from fallingaofliff.

Liz nodded.
"When? Christmas, maybe? Or next spring? A big Jvetding?"
"Try Saturday," Liz answered.

Tory stared at her. "Sure. Fine. Saturday's goad..U . any particular
Saturday?"

"This Saturday, Tory. Four days from now."

"But ..." Tory shook her head in disbelief and weatl a protest even
though she suspected it would be useless. Whemade up her mind, it
stayed made up. "We can't possibly put a weddiggtteer in four days,"
she pointed out reasonably. "If a client askedoudd such a thing, we'd
have her committed."

Liz smiled. "Will you be my maid of honor, Tory? Ward's asking Dan to
be best man."

"I don't think this is even legal!” Tory explodéd@here are blood tests and .
..and licenses . .. and . .. well, whatevertageé must be involved."

"It's all taken care of," Liz said calmly. "We'llgihg to Vegas on Saturday
morning."



"You're getting married in Las Vegas? In some tadkgpel next door to a
twenty-four-hour divorce court? Why the hurry?" farsling possibility
struck Tory. "Oh lord, you're not . . ."

"No, I'm not pregnant,” Liz said, laughing.

"Then why are you rushing into this thing? Elizdb€bllins, you aren't the
quickie-wedding type! You're supposed to have a ehuchurch
extravaganza. A ten-foot tram on your gown. Sommgthborrowed,
something blue ..."

"Which reminds me, could | borrow your little peadrrings?"
"Liz," Tory said, her voice strangled, "are youtmg me on?"
"Not at all. You know I've always loved those eags."

Tory rolled her eyes heavenward. "Okay, okay, mayuBut don't you care
about a traditional wedding?"

"After all the traditional weddings I've planned fher blushing brides, the
last thing | want is to go through that kind ofccis myself,” Liz answered.
"Howie and | will throw a party for our familiestkx, but for our actual

marriage ceremony we want something quiet and fg&ivend I've always

considered it highly romantic to get married in ¥eglt won't be tacky, |

promise."

"I shouldn't have used that word. Nothing conneactdfth you could be
tacky,” Tory said. "But please, pleapieasemake me understand why you
have to take such a drastic step so soon. How @amg absolutely certain
you want to spend the rest of your life with Howard

"l can't make you understand,” Liz said. "I caelt you anything that will
resolve your ambivalent feelings about your futwih Dan." She winked
at Tory. "l can't do that for you any more than iCe&n. All | can say is that
this step doesn't feel drastic to me. It feels trigiatural. A foregone
conclusion. Howard and | simply want to put theicddl stamp on the
commitment we've already made. Now will you be ¢hfer us?"



Tory took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 8hew she would never
want a Las Vegas wedding. She'd want to be mamietzhurch in Santa
Barbara with her parents on hand, a few speciahdis, Dan's mother, of
course. . ..

Oh lord. Now what? Dan hadn't mentioned marriagad Ahe hadn't
admitted to herself that she was thinking alongéhlines. Not until this
moment.

"Tory?" Liz prompted. "Have | shocked you that &l
Tory stared at her friend, then gave her headla hake. "No. Not at all.

And of course you can borrow my pearl earringsfalct, you can have
them. Now, what would you like me to wear?"

In a side room off the chapel that was nestled antmrner of a glitzy Las
Vegas hotel's top floor, Dan plucked a minuscuteat from the lapel of
Howard's tux. "You have everything? The ring?"

"No," Howard said patiently. "You have the ring."

"Oh. Right." Dan patted all his pockets until h&dind the gold band,
exactly where it had been when he'd checked fivautas earlier.

"Everything's in place in the honeymoon suite?"

"l imagine so. You said you'd take care of it."

Dan looked stricken for a moment, then nodded. "Gieanpagne’s on ice,
there are enough fresh flowers in the suite anldarchapel for a Rose Bowl
parade, there's a wedding cake and several trdysret'oeuvres, midnight
snacks in the mini-fridge. . . . Anything else?"

"l can't think of anything,” Howard said."Good. here's no need to panic."”

Howard's lips twitched with a suppressed smild.t'y to stay calm.”



"Right. That's important, Howard. Liz is going t® lvery emotional,
probably strung out. A bundle of nerves. You hawebe strong and
protective. Her personal Rock of Gibraltar. Gettingrried is a big thing for
a woman."

"True. It's a pretty big thing for a man too," Haodaemarked, checking his
watch. "So it's probably a good idea for me to shipvat the altar on time."

"Right. Showing up on time is important. So wha wou waiting for? Let's

go.”

They started toward the doorway into the chapdl!Jaun stopped short and
turned, planting his hands on Howard's should&oK, | have to say this.

I'm the closest thing you've got to a father omea®utch uncle, so it's up to
me to do the honors."

Howard couldn't hold back his grin. "I know quitdia about the birds and
the bees, Dan. You'd be surprised.”

"Fine. But do you know about women? | megeajly know about them?"
"Do you?" Howard asked.

Dan shook his head and sighed heavily. "Not a didaimg. But hear me out
anyway. Rule number one: Be gentle. Considerateddie"

"Gentle. Considerate. Tender," Howard repeatedif asemorizing the
instructions.

"Rule number two: Never take her for granted. Oneas your wife, don't
climb into your computer and get lost in your rabdtlueprints and forget
she's out there needing plenty of attention."”

Howard nodded. "Okay, no climbing into my compuegetting lost in my
blueprints. What's rule number three?"

"How do you know there's a rule number three?"



"You always have a rule number three, Dan."

Dan frowned, mulling over that remark for a moménén gave Howard a
wry smile. "l guess | do, at that. Okay, so herns:itMake sure Liz knows
you're there for her, but don't smother her. Tremagaur wife but never act
as if you own her, because you don't. She's agyaeishare her life with
you, not make you her whole life. Maybe you wor'tdible to help feeling
overly possessive. Maybe you'll want to keep lualisty closer tabs on her,
or try to dominate her, or ... or whatever. Just'dact on those male
urges, understand? Women don't have to put upthétltaveman routine,
and they won't put up with it. And—"

"Rule three seems to have a lot of subsectionsy/dtid cut in, reaching past
Dan to open the chapel door. "But | get the mesSade paused, then
added, "And since we both know the message wasdamienuch at you as
at me, give me a call when it finally hits its ma@ne suggestion, though.
Don't discount the value of male urges too muchm&io don't seem to
mind 'em." He winked as he started toward the .dltat me know when it's

my turn to be the nervous best man."

Dan stood rooted to the spot until Howard turnemhrgd, and beckoned to
him with a little hitch of his head.

Dan was vaguely aware that the bride was a visimngamy satin and lace,
but he saw only the maid of honor, resplendentate @pricot silk that
emphasized the amber in her eyes and the stramgadédah her softly waved
hair.

Howard's elbow nudged him in the ribs at some p@intl Dan realized it
was time to produce the ring. After a bit of funmigiihe found it, then
glanced back at Tory. Her eyes, as bright with isesital tears as he'd
known they would be, glinted as well with amusenarttis awkwardness.
He pretended to glower at her, which only makearerkle up her nose and
send him an impish grin.



Dan had his satisfaction a moment later. It wasubte-ring ceremony, and
Tory had carried Howard's wedding band on her thuindidn't slide off
without a fight. When it finally gave in it poppéato the air, and Liz, with
reflexes worthy of a major-league shortstop, redahé and caught it. The
ceremony continued without missing a beat.

Tory looked at Dan, her smile sheepish.

He lived up to his saintly image, raising his ewssif checking to see
whether his halo was still on straight.

But when Howard and Liz were pronounced husband waifd, the
playfulness between Dan and Tory abruptly ende@irTdazes darkened
and locked, and when the justice of the peace stiggehat a kiss was in
order Dan would have reached for Tory if the bade groom hadn't been
in the way.

The celebration in the honeymoon suite was fulvafmth and ebullience,
but brief. Howard and Liz had planned only one high Las Vegas,

returning Sunday morning to Ventura to spend adays on théoonstruck.

Dan and Tory were scheduled to fly back to Santeb&a on a late
Saturday afternoon flight.

"Wasn't that a lovely ceremony?" Tory said as theff the happy
newlyweds late in the afternoon. "l take back evesgative thing I've ever
said or even thought about Las Vegas weddings. diratwasn't tacky at
all." She giggled. "The honeymoon suite, on theepttand . . ."

"I liked the gold Cupid fixtures on the double-estzb," Dan commented as
he pushed the elevator call button.

Tory grinned. "And the round bed with the satinethe
The elevator arrived and the doors slid open. As &al Tory stepped onto

it he said, "One of the other hotels has a suiteeda like a sultan's tent.
Now that's what | call exotic.”



Tory stared at him. "How do you know about ..." Head snhapped
around, and she suddenly found the row of numbleuttdns fascinating.

Frowning, Dan studied her for a moment before vtrlzd on him what she
was thinking. "Dammit, Tory, cut that out!"

"Cut what out?" she asked innocently, though stewkprecisely what he
meant.

"I'm familiar with severed of the honeymoon hidegaa this crazy town
because | helped Howard check them out earliemtbek to pick the one he
thought Liz would like best. Not because | cavorteith showgirls in
heart-shaped tubs and heated waterbeds during myers as a dealer in
the casinos."

Tory grimaced, but changed her mind and lifted dfen defiantly. "Hey,
I'm perfectly justified in thinking you've had alodul past, mister. It
doesn't mean I'm jumping to judgmental conclusadrsut the present. | just
don't want to pry, okay?"

Dan's brows shot up. "Good point,” he murmured.

All at once a delicious temptation popped into T®mind. She turned to
face Dan and curl her arms around his neck. "Hdaped tubs? Heated
waterbeds? Sultans' tents?"

He gazed down at her, his heart suddenly beatstgrid'Are you thinking
what I'm thinking?"

She nodded, her lips tilting upward at the cormeis slow, sultry smile.

When they reached the ground floor, Dan went ditaiga pay phone and
made two calls—one to the airline to change theservations to the next
afternoon, and one to the hotel where he'd seemitimered suite he'd have
chosen if he'd been Howard.



Fourteen
Tory made some important discoveries that nightais Vegas.

She learned that making love with Dan didn't havenvolve a profound,
earth-moving, shattering experience. It could be feull of laughter and
silliness. Frivolous joy.

She learned that she didn't have to feel as ifxgre being taken over by a
stronger force; she could enjoy the sharing ofiegay.

And she learned that she liked mirrors.

When Dan covered her body with his and enteredwitérhis wonderfully
powerful thrusts, she could watch the rippling mesadn his back, the
tightening of his sleek flanks, the fit of his hijpsthe cradle of her thighs.
She was fascinated by the stark contrast betweerpdleness and his
sun-gilded skin. She was thrilled by the perfectdimy of her soft curves to
his unyielding planes. And she was moved by thersbeauty of the union
of male and female. It wasn't ungainly. It was gfat; it was poetic, it was
poignant. It was love in motion.

* % %

Dan and Tory made it to the Las Vegas airportijusime for the boarding
call for their mid-afternoon flight to Santa Barhar

Howard and Liz rushed up to the gate right behineairt.

Tory, standing in front of Dan, saw the other ceuphd blanched, then
turned several shades of red.

Liz gave her a wicked grin, but Howard was his Usaflappable self. "Oh,
hi," he said with mild surprise. "You changed yplans, too, did you? We
were having such a great time we couldn't tearebves away."



As Tory broke into a coughing fit, Dan patted hertloe back and managed
to keep a straight face. "Where are you two sitinge calmly asked
Howard and Liz.

"Near the back of the plane,"” Howard answered. "'ou

"The middle." Dan smiled absently at the flighteatdant as he handed her
the boarding passes, then looked over his shoatd¢oward again. "You're
still planning to go out on your boat?"

"Definitely,"” Howard answered. He turned to Tonand don't you worry.
I'll be back in plenty of time for the Stewart Bienics sound-and-light
show next weekend, and my assistants are workintpespecifications |
gave them for the touches you've asked for."

Tory smiled and mumbled something about knowing @hdd count on
him, then fell silent while the others chatted abthe perfect sailing
weather, the likelihood of an uneventful and unlaged hop to Santa
Barbara, and a string of other trivialities all thay onto the plane.

"I'm so embarrassed,” Tory whispered as soon aargh®an had settled in.

"Why?" Dan said, grinning at her as he took herdhand entwined his
fingers with hers. "l don't imagine we did anythidgward and Liz didn't
do."

"But they'remarried!" Tory protested. Her eyes widened and her cheeks
flamed even more brightly as she realized whatistead.

Here it is, Dan thought. The moment of truth. Wasréady for it? Was

Tory? Probably not, in both cases. Nevertheless,hbard himself

suggesting lightly, "Maybe we could make retroast@rangements, just to
make you feel better."

Tory frowned. "l beg your pardon?"

Dan took a deep breath and let it out on a slowntofithree, then spoke
calmly and deliberately. "Say the word, Tory. Jesf the word."



She stared at him, not sure what he meant. Shglhdoere was only one
thing hecouldmean, but still she wasn't sure.

The flight attendant broke the spell by appearimgide Dan, smiling
warmly at him and less warmly at Tory, and profigria tray of candies.
Tory took a cellophane-covered lemon drop. Her basdook as she
unwrapped it. She popped it into her mouth andarad down on it. "Good
lord, I nearly broke a tooth," she said.

Dan smiled. It wasn't precisely the answer he'dedojor, but he had to
admit his proposal had been a trifle ambiguous.

And Tory hadn't said no.

Since the working principle of his life had beettlthe absence of a no
could be the beginning of a yes, he sat back wydhg trip, his hopes flying
higher than the aircraft at its top cruising atligu

Dan strolled into the convention room of the hateérlooking the Santa
Barbara waterfront, where the main event of thev&teElectronics product
launch was in progress.

He was tense. He wanted to like everything Hapgmsnivad put together.
He wanted this particular sales meeting to be ilggdst success in his
company's history as much because Tory had plan@edbecause it was
crucial to the firm's future.

He spoke to each of the staff members at the gegistration desk, briefly
wondering why there seemed to be several moreeoi tihhan usual.

Then, just at the entrance to the rows of boothsrevleach new item was
displayed, he stopped in his tracks. On a largeamlevscreen, Benjamin
Franklin was beckoning to him.

Dan looked around, noticing that a few of the weosken the desk had
walkie-talkies, as did one of Howard's junior teichans standing behind



the screen. In fact, there seemed to be comparsomeel armed with
communications devices and remote-control hand surstationed
throughout the room.

"That's right, I'm talking to you," Ben Franklinidapushing his little round
glasses farther up on his nose and leaning forasitito take a closer look
at Dan. "Come in, my friend. Come and find out whatstarted that day my
wife told me to go fly a kite. There are wondersehérou'll see good old
American know-how at its best." Smiling, he waves Imand toward the
exhibits with a dramatic flourish.

Dan laughed, already pleased. He moved on a bistaod back to watch as
one of his most important distributors was gredbgda Ben Franklin
message—and not the same one he'd been given obeadwith approval.
Variety would keep the ploy from being too gimmicky

From then on it was all razzle-dazzle, fun withbeing silly. This was no
send-up,Jetsonsstyle. This was solid information presented withight
touch.

When it came to indicating some of the future dimts of Stewart
Electronics by showing what the household robotsaatous stages of
development could do. Tory had given them all ndoagges and worked
them into the exhibit instead of simply putting nheon display. They
conducted guided tours and mini-seminars, servieestanents in the area
of the room that had been set up for that purpadeanbuffet table and bar,
and rolled around the hall keeping everything tidy.

All the product lines were presented with the sakmed of flair,
crowd-pleasing humor, and infectious sense of eraint.

As the order books for available items startedhfillup at a record pace and
dealers requested further information about theslistill being developed,

all Dan wanted to do was find Tory to tell her hprud he was of the way
she'd handled everything.

He wondered, as he'd wondered often during thefpastiays, why he still
hadn't found the courage to smash through his nmaalgldhesitance and



properly ask Tory to marry him, instead of hintiaggthe possibility and
hoping she'd take the initiative. He knew what wasng with him, of
course. His old dread of rejection. What if shenéar him down? Why take
the chance of spoiling what they already had bymgsfor more?

He spotted Howard working the remote for Stananike@ls they served
canapes in the vicinity of the bar. Dan gave henfit the thumbs-up sign,
which Howard acknowledged with a slight nod worttiyoyalty.

Chuckling to himself, Dan went on searching foryl ¢te finally spied her,
her red dress a flashing beacon in the midst oftbed. But every time he
started toward her, she dashed off somewhere algays on the move to
make sure everything was humming along like cloakwo

When he finally did run her down and lead her offat quiet corner, she
beamed at him. "I think it's going well, Dan," shibispered, as if sharing a
veiy private confidence.

"l think so too," he whispered back, his love fer lvelling up inside him,
ready to spill over. "Stewart Electronics shoulbesolid ground for some
time to come, thanks to you."

"l can't take the credit,” Tory said, laughing amdking her head. "It's easy
to present terrific products. This job has beemalc" She glanced around
the room, surveying the happy results of all henping. Suddenly her
smile faded. She gasped. "Oh dear. There could Ii#eamishap in the
making."

Dan followed her gaze and saw what was developiige new Mrs.
Beecher had just walked into the room. Howard wasgg from ear to ear
as he waved to Liz with a remote-control unit, anthe next instant one of
the robots was veering away from where he belomgdlahg into the throng
in front of the display booths. It was Stan. Naittht made any difference,
Dan thought, watching in horror as the robot, bepra tray of exotic
canapes, headed straight for a very important ouesto

Dan wasn't sure whether to try to get Howard'shéitie or throw himself
into the path of the runaway robot.



A few people had become aware of the unusual ®tuabut they were
watching with interested smiles, as if they thougletscene was part of the
show.

Dan decided he had to act, and act fast. Maybelle get hold of Stan and
divert him before he mowed down half a dozen kesnts.

But as Dan started forward in the hope of wardifigdzaster he heard a
familiar voice ring out, "Stanley, stop that thistant!"

To Dan's amazement, the robot stopped and remaisadly where it was,
like a raw recruit waiting for the drill sergeantsxt order.

The onlookers drew a collective breath, then ladghed applauded
enthusiastically.

Dan blinked. He turned to gape at Tory.

She grinned and lifted her shoulders in a modestgsiiHow's that for a
hint of the versatility of these robots?" she daidhe appreciative crowd.
"We've just demonstrated how a remote control easwitched instantly to
voice activation, allowing easy correction of amesidered command."

Everyone clapped again, then returned to touriegetthibit.
Howard, finally noticing what he'd done, laughed &tew a kiss to Tory.

Tory grinned again at Dan, wondering why he waskilog at her so
strangely. She launched into a hasty explanatidoward and | have been
fooling around with voice activation. We were playiwith the idea of
making Stan obey commands from Ollie, so Stanl@yagrammed to obey
myvoice—at least, my voice imitating Oliver Hardy'svasn't sure it would
work, actually. | just went ahead and did it angéxb for the best.”

Dan kept staring at her, not saying a woktént ahead and did it and hoped for
the besthe repeated silently. The secret formula for bvifThe secret
formula for loving.



"Dan? Are you a bit shaken? You needn't be. Thexe mever a serious
problem,"” Tory said, frowning at him as he stoodr¢hin an apparent
trance. "Stanley is also designed to stop immelgiatehe comes into
contact with anything—or anyone."

What a crazy incident to push him over the edg®, tbaught. What an odd
reason to decide he would risk rejection or angtetse he had to risk to
make this woman his wife. What an offbeat way #rrethat loving Tory

was as natural to him as breathing, that he dmve to worry and pretend
so much, hold in so many of his feelings. He lohed. Genuinely, truly

loved her. If she loved him—and he believed she—eéiderything else

would work out.

"I can see it all now," he said, reaching for Teryands and drawing her
close to him. "At our golden anniversary celebmatiwhen people ask me
whether there was a specific moment when | kneaditb ask you to marry
me, I'll have to tell them it was right after yoidl dhe cutest Oliver Hardy
impression I've ever heard."

Tory started to laugh, then stopped abruptly asfaldan's words filtered
through to her brain. "What did you say?" she wéisg.

"l love you, Tory. | thought | didn't know how tove, didn't have the
ability. But with you | haven't the abilityotto love."

Tory didn't remember ordering fireworks for thiseat, but she was certain
they were exploding all around her. "What a timeyfou to revert to your
habit of talking in circles,” Tory said softly. "Bii's okay. | understand you.
Love is a great translator—and | love you, Dan @réw love all that you
are, and have been, and will be."

Dan was beginning to hear choirs and bells agaith,aabrass band thrown
in for good measure. Tory loved him. He decidediked Frank Capra

movies after all. Happy endings, sentimentalisne, whole thing. Tory

loved him. "Are you sure about that last part?ablkeed with a teasing smile.
"All that 1 am, and have been, and will be mighintwut to be a little

different from what you think."



Her eyes lit up with mischief. "Please, no moremrags."
"You don't want to hear about how overbearing I'am?
"No problem. | already know."

"Or how possessive | am? Deejay isn't my only sademntity. I've been
hiding all sorts of character flaws from you."

Her smile widened. "Promise?"

He drew her a little closer. "That's one thingn paomise for certain. I'm no
saint, Tory. Far, far from it."

"I'm so glad, Dan. Saints and | don't. . . well".
"Mesh?" he suggested.
Tory giggled. "Was | insufferable that first day?"

"No, | was insufferable. You're getting us confused wdlbh other. Which
leads me to think we mesh pretty well after all.”

With her heart in her eyes, Tory held her breath gazed at Dan, for once
thrilled to see his smile fade, his expression gsewous.

"Will you marry me, Tory?" he asked quietly.

A lump formed in her throat. She couldn't spealar$dilled her eyes and
brimmed over, spilling down her cheeks.

"Shall | consider this a yes?" Dan said.

Tory sniffed and nodded. She tried to give him &eswer in words, but
couldn't.

Enfolding her in his arms, Dan smiled and didnthieo trying to blink back
the dampness in his own eyes. "There's one otivey tlcan promise you,



Mrs. Stewart-to-be. From this day on I'll makefalting study of the art of
loving."

Tory finally found her voice. "You dear, sweet, beful, silly man, haven't

you caught on yet to the truth? You're one of tteagmasters of that art.
Ask Howard. Ask your mother. Ask all those kids wdre so crazy about
Deejay. And . . . ask me. You're the most lovingspe I've ever known."
She gave a husky little laugh as she added, "Ifdanit believe all those
sources, try the one nobody argues with. He'llyil."

Lowering his head to touch his lips to Tory's, Damrmured, "Which
reminds me. Do you think Cecil will give us his $deng?"

Tory sighed and melted against her all-time faeordient—and her
till-the-end-of-time love. "He will if | have anyihg to say about it."



