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Her Crime

Guilt ridden after a failed marriage and tryingrake things up to her
daughter, Christina Jones joins a small-town laactce, hoping a fresh
start will put her career and their life back cercl....

The Punishment

Saying no to personal entanglements is a big patieo self-imposed
sentence, especially since her marriage went smgyrdlthough she's
tempted when a volunteer fireman saves her front whght have been a
very embarrassing scene in front of the whole tawn.

His Appeal

But the volunteer firefighter, Bruce Lancasteractually the lawyer she'll
be working with -- and judging by the evidencetthieks her punishment is
too severe. Now he's on the case himself -- anchdilaes very persuasive
counsel for the defense!



For the McMenamy family, who welcomed me as theinpespecially John
Michael and Lucy Kate. | am very proud of both ofiyand what you have
done with your lives.

And to the staff at Francis Howell High School. fks for letting me work
with such great people.



Chapter One

She had never felt so incompetent in her life.ds\er fault the thick gray
smoke billowed, the fire alarms blared and the firecks honked
obnoxiously in the distance.

This time it wasn't because she'd burned the Thypwikg turkey. No. This
time she'd ruined Halloween.

Her eyes watered as the acrid smoke traveled fremarrge gym into the
elementary-school cafeteria. She could almost Hear ex-husband's
condescending voice over the clanging fire-alaritsb&Christina Sanchez
Jones, when will you learn to do something righ&Rd yet Christina had
graduated with honors from prestigious Harvard [Sskool.

"Mama? Are you crying?" a tiny voice asked as tlaesh bells finally
ceased.

Christina blinked and glanced down at her eightry@d daughter. Bella
sported black cat whiskers. A beaded black headbamgplete with furry

black-and- pink cat ears held her dark-blond hamyafrom her face. "We
won't have to cancel the Halloween party, will Wegma? There wasn't a
fire. Only fake smoke."

"No," Christina said, wiping the back of her lefarid across her eyes.
Through the cafeteria windows, Christina could #es a fire truck had
pulled into the parking lot. "We are not canceliie still have bobbing for
apples and a craft left to do. We just won't hdneehtaunted house."

"That's okay! | don't care!" Bella shouted. Shenaat back to the other
second-grade members of her Brownie troop. LikéaB#iey were dressed
in Halloween costumes. "The party's still on!" stteooped.

"Why don't you all go eat your snacks," Christinggested as a group of
firemen raced through the cafeteria into the gyheiTheavy boots thudded



on the freshly buffed floor. "Mrs. Sims," Christicalled, "let's do snack
now. Does that sound good?"

"Absolutely,” Mrs. Sims replied. Darla Sims wasuanofficial troop leader,
and within seconds, she had all the girls organsedcafeteria table, eating
pumpkin-shaped cookies and drinking witches' breweeacoction of
orange juice, lime sherbet and white soda pop.

Christina sighed and entered the gym. The firemerewhecking out what
was to have been a haunted house.

There really hadn't been a fire, but Christina $thtvave known better. She
should have realized that a smoke machine wouldnigtcreate a spooky
atmosphere, but it would also trigger the smokedasets and, in turn, the
school's fire-alarm system. She'd known exactlytwires happening the
moment the first fire bell pealed. Now her mothersce resounded in
Christina's head. The good woman had supportedtiiais divorce from
Kyle Jones, but she hadn't wanted her daughteraeento Morrisville,
Indiana. Too Midwest, too far from Houston, too #neavn and simply too
far from home and the myriad of relatives who liyest a short plane ride
over the Mexican border. "If you're such a hotdhatyer," her mother had
argued, "you should have been able to get arouatdsgwventy-five-mile
child- custody restriction in your divorce decr&@mu should have been
allowed to move anywhere. Like home. Morrisvillediana? Do they even
have a McDonald's in that town?"

The answer was yes. Morrisville did have the fémtd restaurant, right at
the Highway 74 overpass and next to the town's geeswstation—

A deep voice cut through her turbulent thoughthe¥l said you were the
one in charge."

Actually, the woman in charge of the Brownie trgogrriday-night

Halloween party was home with the flu. Her direetiohad included
plugging in the smoke machine. But that didn't gBaristina an excuse.
One of her role models was law-school graduatetlainty- third president
of the United States, Harry S. Truman. To paraghif@siman,The buck

stopped with her.



Prepared to accept full responsibility, she turaed looked behind her.

And into the clearest blue eyes she'd ever seenr&iisted her instinct to
step back, and took a deep breath. "I'm in chagies "admitted.

"So you're responsible for this?" The fireman madede sweeping gesture
with his right hand, his serious gaze holding hers.

"Yes," she replied as her breath lodged in herathro

He had to be six-foot-one, only a smidgen shoitanther ex-husband,
Kyle. As the firefighter continued to stare at Héhyistina shifted under his
appraisal.

She knew exactly what he saw: skin the color @ffat suntan, hair the color
of ripened wheat, brown eyes with a hint of goldd a genie costume
complete with exposed midriff and curled blue shibes$ were fast causing
her feet to ache. At five foot nine, she was mddk] and she'd long ago
accepted that she was the nonstereotypical oneriiviaxican family. She
didn't have the cliché dark hair and dark skintdad, her lighter hair and
skin came from genes dating back to the time ot&zomand intermingling
of Spanish and Aztec blood.

She regained her composure. She'd dealt with Halmged incompetent
and second rate long enough. She'd lived with nektimg anyone's
expectations, and she'd determined that, with rerento Morrisville, the
only ones she had to live with now were her own.

She was a takc-charge woman at this point in Ferihi control of her own
mistakes and her own destiny. She would lace orapherical boxing
gloves and step into the ring with anyone who wante teach her
otherwise.

She lifted her chin slightly to answer the attrnaetfirefighter who waited
impatiently. "Yes, I'm the one who plugged in tineoke machine. As soon
as the alarm went off, | knew why. | guess the ladhyp left me directions
for setting up the party thought the gym ceilingsvigh enough.”



"It wasn't."

"Obviously," Christina said dryly. She would not this college-age boy
affect her or her newfound empowerment. Howevehnga®ok off his black
helmet, she saw he was much older than she'd thougte twenties,
perhaps, judging from laugh lines that weren't Shgvany amusement at
the momentBut if he smiled....

The man shrugged out of his firefighter's coat. &nédath he was wearing a
long-sleeved navy Morrisville Fire Department Trshbsuspenders held up
his black firefighter pants. The man's musculaddindicated he was a
strong believer in physical fithess. Bodies weransthing Christina
noticed—especially after having been married tor@gssional football
player whose body was his life. The man in frorh@f wasn't bulky enough
to play pro football, but the hard, lean lines & physique communicated
innate strength.

The helmet had flattened the firefighter's darkwdair. Now he tousled
the strands with his free hand. "We'll use fansitoout the gym and
cafeteria and clear away any residual smoke. Thatsit all we can do.
You'll need to clean the rest up yourselves," . sa

"We will," Christina promised.

He shook his head, obviously still disgusted by foslish mistake. He
moved aside as a member of his crew carried inge taieel fan and
proceeded to set it up on the floor by the gym @adr. "You'll also need to
leave the outside doors open. Luckily for you, iilsseasonably warm
tonight. It won't get too cold in here."

"Yes," Christina said. She glanced down as a shaaitl tugged on hers.

"We want to see the fire truck,"” Bella said hoplgfukpeaking for her
friends. "Please, Mama?"

Christina shot the firefighter an apologetic loGkildren, she tried to tell
him. "Honey, he's busy, and you should not be ne He



"I'm never too busy for a group of kids," the figéfter said, surprising
Christina. He finally cracked a smile, one so enidgeshe suddenly wished
he could have directed it at her, too, insteachdf at Bella. "Come on, now
that all you little girls have got us out here, youst see the fire truck."

"Do you live at the firehouse?" Bella asked asfsilewed him, her long
black cat tail swishing behind her.

"Nope," the man said as the Brownie troop gatharednd him. "We're all
volunteers. We come from our homes whenever wethyetcall that
someone needs us."

"The smoke machine set off the alarm,” announcegavigthe girl who had
become Bella's best friend.

"And that's why we're here," he said with anotlaegé smile. "Now, walk
around this big fan—careful now—and you can alltbesfire truck."

The firefighter's grin widened, revealing straighhite teeth. It was a
Dennis Quaid smile, Christina decided, likeTihe Parent Trapor The

Rookie.She'd watched both films recently with Bella. Tdren, complete
with dimples, covered the firefighter's entire faddifetime ago he might
have been her type, she thought wistfully.

The Brownie troop dutifully followed him outsideagt the circular fan.
Careful not to bump into it herself, Christina hmeak at the door as several
firefighters began to show the girls the equipnnthe fire truck.

"Well, that'll keep them occupied for a bit," MiSims commented as she
approached.

"Yes," Christina said, her gaze never leaving ttens in the parking lot.
"Even though it appears everything's okay, | shqutzbably go out there
and supervise."

"That sounds wise. I'll get the crafts set up. Omds are pretty much
finished eating. At least one thing will go riglanight. | don't know what
Lula was thinking. A smoke machine."



"What a fiasco," Christina agreed.

"Mistakes happen to the best of us. Don't worryristima, those guys get
called out of their homes all the time and at allits. They know it when
they sign up to volunteer.”

"Volunteer?"

"Yes." Mrs. Sims's brow creased for only a secéhfihrgot that you're not
from here. Morrisville's fire department is an atllunteer force. No one's
paid. Even Batesville's fire department is entingdjunteer, and Batesville
is a much larger town that's home to a Fortune Tod@pany."

Christina winced. She hadn't realized that volunfee departments still
existed. Actually, up until two weeks ago, she hadralized quaint little
rural communities like Morrisville, population 423still existed. When
she'd first interviewed with the law firm of Lantasand Morris, she'd
received a tour of the place, but it had laste@dfalén minutes—the time it
took to drive from the Highway 74 exit, through ttoevn square, to the
farms on the other side of town.

"Most people around here who aren't farmers work rreles away in
Batesville at one of the Hillenbrand Industriesggihald Morris, the senior
partner, had told Christina during the tour. "Thare several other smaller
manufacturing companies in the area, but none avirge output. We're
hiring you for the case against the Morrisville Gant Company, a small
company located just on the outskirts of our toAitle VII class-action
suit is being brought on behalf of a group of Hispavomen, mostly of
Mexican descent. One priority for our success is tlarassment case is
having a partner who can speak Spanish and relatertclients."

"That's a task I'm ready for,” Christina had reglids a Hispanic female
herself, she was drawn by the opportunity to hélps¢é women. They
belonged to the same ethnic group as Christinatheythad never had any
of the chances Christina had had. She felt conghédidelp.

Of course, being an hour's drive west of her plidsimg ex-husband Kyle
in the city that revered him as a football god ak® a bonus to landing the



job. Bella could see her father, and Christina daonéet the court- imposed
distance restriction.

She'd been in Morrisville two weeks now, and hagduhe time to rent a
house, enroll Bella in school and get herself imgdlwith some of Bella's
classmates' parents, before starting work on Mondayember first.

When she'd been asked to help with the Browniesptrfunction, she'd
jumped at the chance. And had made an absolute ohdsgags.

She approached the fire truck, and caught an ogganversation.

"He's so hunky," one of the little girls was whigpg to a friend as the fire
ladder lifted skyward. "My mom's always wanting e@snman. Says my
daddy sleeps too much.”

"Mr. Hunk," some other little girl agreed, latchiog to the nickname.

With a smile to die for and a body to match, thexmes compelling. Mr.
Hunk. Christina could definitely agree with thasessment of the sexy
firefighter.

Then again, Kyle had been a hunk, and look whexehtad landed her. Just
because a man was as handsome as a prince didetmma one. These
days a woman was better off if she was selectihankfully, Bella hadn't
overheard the girls' conversation regarding thenfain. Christina had no
desire to explain what a hunk was.

"Come on, girls, let's do our crafts,” Mrs. Simdlexh from the cafeteria
doorway.

"Coming," Bella called.

"I'm going to go check the gym again," one of tirefighters said. He
followed the girls back inside.

Christina turned to the firefighter who had spokeher earlier. Mr. Hunk.
Although the moniker fit, she really had to purgsvattractive he was from



her mind. Finding a new man was not a priorityaBkshing her career and
raising her daughter away from the glitz of Cineitinvas. "Thank you for
your patience."

The firefighter shrugged, the high-wattage smilstbe&ed on the Brownies
dimming fast. "It's all part of the job."

"Yes, but it isn't actually your job. You voluntger

His blue eyes narrowed. "Exactly. | volunteer tothis job. We choose to
do it because we help the community. This has beerof my easier calls.”

"You're not disappointed when there's no fire?"i€thma pressed, oddly
finding herself wanting to understand what madeaa frke him tick.

His crossed his arms. "In a way | am. Once therediree high wears off,
though, believe me, we don't mind false alarmdlat a

"But you dropped whatever you were doing, and &niday night."

"Yeah, well, that comes with the territory." He pad as one of his partners
passed by with the big fan. "Seems like the plaadliaired out. Duty calls
to help load up. Excuse me."

Christina stood there for a moment. He deliberaigiypred her presence
and walked off, entering the school to retrievedtieer equipment.

She laced her arms across her bare midriff andvieit! at a safe distance.
Perhaps she was being too intense, too seriou&d Bben so driven her
whole life to prove herself—to her family, to Kyleerhaps she should just
take things at face value. Maybe the firefighteranteexactly what he'd
said. This was Morrisville, Indiana, and she wdssla learning to live in
new waters.

And just because Mr. Hunk was the first man whoalised her interest in
years—that meant nothing. Even if he found her ajipg, she wasn't ready
to date again.



She reentered the cafeteria, and within momenttasiieof the firefighters
had left the school. Soon the fire truck pulled gwaking Mr. Hunk with it.

Thank goodness she'd never see him again, Chrigtmaght. She could
bury the bad memory of this night forever.

BRUCELANCASTER TOSSEDhIS firefighter gear on the coatrack and hooked
his black helmet over a peg. He stepped throughatiredry room and into
the kitchen of his small three-bedroom ranch. Heapped everything the
moment the fire call had come through, and the fiNVIidared the ESPN
sporting event he'd been watching. His platefutlatken strips was gone,
his dinner now in the stomach of the very sleepy@mntented cat sleeping
innocently near the heat register.

Bruce set the bag of just-purchased fast food ekitichen table. Wise men
with chicken-loving felines knew how to make stogis drive-through
restaurants on their way home from firefightingsgig

Bruce sighed and snagged a French fry, the rustliritpe bag waking the
cat. Boris, more interested in food than sleep, ¢@de to investigate the
smells and was sniffing the sack. Bruce finished orore fry and put the
bag in the microwave for safekeeping. After evergfighting run he
always wanted a shower before he ate, and tonightne exception, even
though the fire had been a false alarm. He was mgakis way to the
bathroom when the phone rang. He glanced at ther@Bl and picked the
phone up. "Hi, Granddad."

"Hi, Bruce. | didn't have a chance to touch basth wou this afternoon.
Welcome back. You ready for Monday morning's megtin

"Yes. I've got some files here at home and I'liifaking final notations over
the weekend."

"Great. | told your father not to take that threenth cruise with your
mother. Not that | haven't always liked her, mimaiybut this is a crucial
time for the firm. We would never have hired somésaler as a full partner
while | was at the helm, that's for sure, especwdithe expense of a family



member. You should have been named to that spgoyéair. Or two senior
partnerships should have been offered. It's antitisat they weren't, and
I'm in a mind to go talk to Reginald Morris agatite's certainly not like his
father. No family values whatsoever. I'm sure ytather knew nothing
abouf it. If he did, I'd have to disinherit him.siwho is this upstart Chris
Jones, anyway? Heard he went to Harvard. Probablypaer-crust New
Englander who speaks six languages."

Tired, tonight Bruce didn't smile the way he noryalid at one of his
grandfather's legendary tirades. At seventy, Raychater had once argued
a case successfully in front of the United Statgg&ne Court and received
the majority opinion in his favor. Roy's father Hadnded the firm, but Roy
had been the one to build Lancaster and Morris theo reputable and
respected law firm it was today.

"I'm not certain who Chris Jones is," Bruce sawmy. He really didn't
have any idea. "I've been in Indianapolis for thstgour weeks, finishing
up the Benedict appeal. Since | returned only tagsdago, | still haven't
met the guy. Heck, I've barely been in the offidee case requires someone
who speaks Spanish, and I'm sure we'll get alarey'fi

"Always the politically correct one, aren't you?nry day everyone learned
English,” his grandfather scoffed. "None of thislticultural and bilingual
fluff.”

"And I'm sure our plaintiffs will learn English, asell. They are legal
immigrants, Granddad. It just may take them a wHikeeir rights have been
violated, English or none." Bruce raked a handugtohis hair. He hated
that his fire helmet made his hair stick to hisché&€an we talk later? | just
got back from a fire call. I'm off to the shower."

"Ah, firefighting. How | miss it," his grandfatherid wistfully, even though
he hadn't fought a fire in at least forty-five y@dWas it a big one? | didn't
hear anything on my police scanner."

"No, just a smoke machine that set off the alaribeaelementary school.”



"Ah." His grandfather sounded disappointed foraosd. "So, will | see you
at the club this weekend?

Golf season's just about over. This is probablyldise nice weekend we'll
have. The grass gets really brown in November,isbdcomes way too
cold for golf."

“I'm not planning on playing."”
His grandfather chuckled. "l see. A woman. Wedl detter let you go."

"Yeah." Bruce let the fib stand and, after sayirmpdpye, dropped the
cordless phone on his king-size bed. He'd beenowitla woman for a
couple of months now, and celibate for longer thaat. Maybe he was
losing his touch, but the appeals case he'd jugtedoon had meant long
hours and little free time to date. And he'd ndwegn the one-night-stand

type.

Now that the case was in the hands of the fededaldgs, Bruce hoped he'd
have some leisure hours to scope out some newdernatpanions. After

all, the firm had hired Chris Jones as a full, separtner. He could do the
work.

Bruce backed into the hot shower spray and leaomaehfd so that the water
cascaded over his neck and back. Who knew how hongfer he'd be able
to stay on Morrisville's volunteer force. While Beuwould have loved to
be a paid firefighter on some department in a lagyy, it wasn't what
Lancaster boys did.

For multiple generations they'd been lawyers. Heoke of his
great-great-great-grandfathers had worked in Casgmweith Abraham
Lincoln. The family accepted Brace's volunteerfigiting only because
the Morris- ville citizenry considered it an honarduty and a matter of
civic pride. The fact that Brace's grandfather bade served in the fire
department had also helped convince Brace's wa@nyarents that a few
more years wouldn't hurt. After losing one childair months, his parents
refused to lose another.



All'in all, Brace knew that he had a great life. tAeenty-nine, he was well
into his bachelorhood and enjoying it, much to dsamay of his parents.
Morrisville girls married early, and the few womke'd met in Cincinnati
didn't want to move more than an hour west to Phdlla, U.S.A. Heck,

the closest Wal-Mart was twenty-seven miles awaydreensburg.
Domino's Pizza didn't even deliver out here. Biidas it that way.

His thoughts drifted to the woman he'd seen at éatle Elementary. She
wasn't local; his gut instincts told him that. Ahdr ethnicity wasn't pure
Caucasian. Was she Mexican? The water pounded soivauk, and he
turned and let it cascade over his chest for a moimefore he reached for
the soap. Not all Mexicans fit the dark-skinnedkelaaired stereotype.

The surrounding counties had been experiencing rdluxi of legal
immigrants lately, especially those from Mexico.alhwas why the Title
VII case Lancaster and Morris was representing seasnportant and why
Brace wanted to take it to trial so badly. Thosek&ws deserved the same
legal protections that native-born American citgdrad. Just because the
immigrant women didn't know the civil rights lawddit mean that
companies like Morrisville Garment could circumvént

Winning this case would be a landmark, and he cadklthe wave of his
success with it for a long time. He agreed it hadrbimportant to hire a
partner who spoke Spanish and who could better aomuate with the
victims. He had taken French, which got him onlyfaasas impressing a
woman at Chez Jacques in Cincinnati.

But making this person a full partner? Admittedtystung Bruce that he
hadn't been named senior partner this year theewryone, including him,
had expected.

Luckily, he'd been in Indianapolis at the time dratl avoided the town
gossip, which for a week had centered on his bpasged over in favor of
an outsider. However, winning this case, even urgteneone else's
leadership, would seal his senior partnership.

Bruce tossed the soap back into the holder, reacngde shampoo and let
his mind again remember the woman he'd seen atlémeentary school.



She'd seemed frazzled by the fire alarm. She'd beauatiful, though. Her

brown eyes had been haunting, with a depth to thehadn't seen too often
before. He'd wanted to smile and reassure herhadtdeliberately kept

himself aloof and professional.

Unfortunately, she had a child, that cute littld dressed up for the party as
a black cat. A child made whoever the woman wadimits, despite the
absence of a wedding ring on her left hand. Ndikieel his women young,
single and dependent free. He wanted them to leetalpiick up and go on a
weekend trip at a moment's notice—which as a bagyér was often all he
could afford. That meant no strings. No restricsiohNo instant family.
Although, when he did marry he wanted a lot of kide knew too well
what being raised as an overprotected only chilslalieabout. He rinsed his
hair and turned off the water.

Besides, even if seeing her didn't break the paemnée'd set for himself,
he was on call this weekend, plus he had to fithehcase file so he could
discuss it with Chris Jones Monday morning. He bir things to worry
about than a woman with a child, no matter how bedwr intriguing the
woman was. Before he had to turn the water on agl@ismitime to cold, he
pushed her image from his mind and reached fotavel.



Chapter Two

The insistent ringing Monday morning that invaded dream of Antonio
Banderas sweeping her away wasn't her alarm ccker cell phone. It
was her doorbell.

Christina sat straight up in bed and studied herdmm. Something was
wrong, and it wasn't the fading of her very pleasiiaam. She blinked and
attempted to focus. Except for the shrilling dodirlibe noises in the house
were normal and the amount of light in her bedrogas the same as it
always was at this time of the day.

Except that it wasn't this time of day. It was auhearlier. She'd set the
clocks back yesterday, after her mother had rendintter during their
weekly Sunday- night chat that Daylight Savings &ilmad ended. The
clocks were to "fall back."

The insistent noise at her front door still hadsttipped, and Christina
shifted. The clock read 6:30 a.m. Who would be libie early? Bella's
carpool wasn't due for another hour. Christina doeviner robe and rushed
through her house. She peered through the peegnoémed and pulled the
door open. "Marci?"

Marci Smith stepped back a pace and frowned. "@ha® Did you
oversleep? Remember, I'm driving today. Is Bel&dy®"

Christina's head pounded. "School's not for andtber."”

Marci frowned. "What are you talking about? Schetdrts in twenty
minutes. Same time as every day. It's seven-thirty.

Christina's eyes widened. "It can't be. The clogkst back."”

Marci's jaw dropped. She covered her mouth withrHaerd. "We don't set
our clocks back. This is Indiana.”



"Oh, my God." Houston, Boston, Cincinnati—everyamthe United States
sets his or her clock back. Right? "You mean I'nhanr behind? | have a
meeting at eight-thirty and I'm not even showerad@ Bella!"

"You go get Bella. I'll wait here on the step. Me@gan the car, watching a
DVD. As long as | can see her, she's fine."

"Bless you," Christina said. She turned on her heelran. Never had she
moved so fast. She had Bella dressed, her teeshédiand her hair combed
in less than six minutes. Since Morrisville Elenagpthad a fantastic

hot-breakfast program, Christina experienced soefiefras she passed
Bella over to Marci. At least Christina didn't hate worry about her

daughter missing the most important meal of the day

She herself would miss it, however. She didn't h@awe for her normal

bagel, black coffee and perusal of tA&ll Street Journallnstead, she

rushed about, showering and shaving in under temtes and hopping on
one foot as she wiggled into her pantyhose andsshlmeost at the same
time. She applied makeup in record time, as well.

Perhaps it was a good thing that Morrisville washsa small town. She
made it to work only five minutes late. Her hedicked on the marble tile
as she entered the old brick building that had @éduke law offices of
Lancaster and Morris for more than sixty years.

"Christina Jones," she said when she reached taptienist's desk in the
middle of the cavernous lobby. "I have a meetintp\Meginald Morris."

"Welcome, Ms. Jones. They're expecting you. Theyheady assembled in
the grand conference room. Let me buzz them ahthésh you've arrived.”

That grand conference room had been the room iohgfie'd interviewed.
It easily seated twenty, and no doubt all the gepastners were already
there. Waiting for her?

She hoped not.



"Thank you," Christina said to the receptionist.eTornate fhree-story
building, complete with a rotunda, was over onednad years old. With
high, arched ceilings and balconies, it had se@®d county seat and
courthouse before a new building had been erentadather town.

"Someone will be down in just a moment,” the relcest said. "Feel free
to have a seat." She indicated a waiting area etiornate chairs.

"I'm fine," Christina said. She clutched the Herrbdsfcase that had been
her gift to herself for landing the job. She had®en a shoo-in for the
position. She'd competed against four other fitalis

Five minutes later, her feet beginning to thromfretanding so long in her
new two-inch Italian pumps, Christina turned as séiesed motion to her
right.

"Ms. Jones." Reginald Morris, the fifty-somethingumwith whom she'd
done almost all her interviewing, approached, ahd gave him a
professional smile.

This job was the ticket to her and Bella's futuféis job represented
Christina’s finally taking the reins of her owreliéind becoming the lawyer
she'd always wanted to be.

Even though she'd passed the bar, it had beenla svhce she'd practiced
law. She'd graduated Harvard Law School at agetiywienr, after intense

years of full-time study. She'd racked up wins ife&@ impressive cases
after law school, been promoted to full junior part and called an

up-and-coming, promising lawyer to watch. Then Kytnes had swept
into her life and swept her off her feet. He'd stesd that she quit work and
stay home once they were married.

She'd become pregnant with Bella, and not onceshadregretted those
years of "being home" with her child. But she wiasty-four now, and
getting a late start. So if Lancaster and Morrid haed her only because
they needed a Spanish-speaking female, fine. yfdhreade her full partner
only because it gave them much-needed diversitygesd. This job had
gotten her foot back in the proverbial door. Wogkmeant being her own



independent woman. It was a first step, and sla&e advantage of it. She
didn't know where she'd go from here, but she kinevould be up.

"Mr. Morris. Good morning,"” she said.

He gripped her hand and then placed his left hamdop. "Christina,
welcome. We are extremely delighted you're onbodadir unique talents
are going to win this case for our clients andu®r| have a premonition of
great things ahead. Let me introduce you to alk#@or partners.”

"l apologize that I'm a few minutes late." Christihad learned that it was
always better to be direct.

The corners of his eyes twinkled slightly. "Let qeess. You changed your
clocks."

"Yes," she admitted.

He chuckled and patted her hand before he let itExeryone who moves
to Indiana makes that mistake the first year. Qierst a rite of passage or a
bit of Hoosier State training. Of course, the I&gdigre recently passed a law
so that in 2006 the whole state will be on one tamiee. Details to follow in
April. We're this way."

"SO, ARE YOU READY to meet your new boss?"

"Lousy timing, Colin,"” Bruce said as his best fdepeeled himself off the
door frame and entered Brace's office.

"When's the meeting?" Colin asked.

Bruce turned his attention back to the mound ofepapn his desk. Even
though his paralegal had faxed or couriered evergthmportant to
Indianapolis each day, the paperwork had multiplitde he'd been gone.
"The big powwow started already. I'm not welcomélumne."



Colin winced. "Oh. That sucks. Even though you h@vevork with your
new boss, you don't get to greet this person latgr. Man, that's not fair.
You should have been named a partner this year.mew-I know I've got
away to go. | barely passed the bar, much to tiefas disappointment. He
claimed my grandfather was probably rolling in ¢mave."

"Bar scores are irrelevant. You passed. Besidssndt like you had to
worry about finding a job. You're a Morris and yaere coming to work
here."

"Exactly. And you're a fourth-generation Lancaséevyer who scored the
highest possible on the state bar that year and lvalsowon some pretty
impressive cases already. Your grandfather lovesu. yorour
greatgrandfather would if he were around. Hecknewy dad loves you,
which is why | don't understand his decision. Ybowd have been named
full partner, also. To be passed over by someotsgd®&jjust so the firm can
claim diversity... well, | see it as an affront. by a babe, too.”

"Babe?" The word caught Brace's attention. He pigkeshis legal brief and
swiveled as Colin closed the office door. Bruce toaadmit he hadn't really
been listening. When Colin got on a roll, he cobtl aslong-winded as
Bruce's grandfather Roy. Bruce had learned to hatle men out.

"What do you mean, babe?" Bruce asked. "Some ladig/su down? You
never lose out with women."

"Top of the bar exam, but still, as always, a lolisiener. You'd think as
your best friend I'd be used to it by now. | evetige things like your shirts,
which by the way your new tailor did a great job 8o tell me, how did we
survive rooming together all those years in colkegeyway, I'm not
talking about my women, though later I'll haveeat you about Gina."”

Bruce arched his brow. "Gina?"

"Gina," Colin accented the capital lettéand made the shape of a woman's
curves with his hands. "She even taught this dogeseew tricks."



Bruce waved his own hand dismissively. He and Cbhd always been
confidants—sharing secrets and drowning sorrowsnwieeded. "Okay,
Gina later. If you weren't talking about her earlteen who?"

"Oh, yeah, the new babe. Our new partner. Christina
"Christina?" Bruce frowned as disquiet stole oven.h

"Yeah, Christina Jones. Kyle Jones's ex-wife. Yoow, the Cincinnati
Bengals' tight end?"

"She's our new partner? Chris Jones is a femala®e® grandfather had
had it all wrong. Bruce instantly knew that had beeliberate. Reginald
Morris wasn't a fool.

"Boy, you have been out of the loop up in Indy, drdt you?" Colin
checked to make sure no one could overhear hine'sSme hot mama, if
you get my drift.

You know how | am with women. I've got to behaveseifor I'll end up
being part of that sexual harassment suit you ttlbe working on."

Colin attracted women like a magnet, but Bruce 'tlichre about that. Bruce
had worked on cases with females before, and all Ibeen totally
professional. If his new boss were Miss Americayouldn't matter.

But the fact that the senior partners had hiredraale as full partner,
instead of him, stung once again. However, he&aisve this blow to his
damaged male ego.

"You haven't heard a word I've said," Colin chastis

"Uh, no," Bruce admitted. "I'm rather tired. | hadate call. Kitchen fire. A
fry pan gone wild."

Colin rolled his eyes. Unlike Bruce, he'd avoidedunteering. "Lovely.
How about we meet for a cocktail tonight at thertop club. Say about



five? I'll be over at the Ripley County Courthowkeday, doing closing
arguments for the Watson case."

"That's fine. I'll call you if anything changes."

"Or if you need resuscitation after you see yow bess," Colin said. And
with that he opened Bruce's office door. "Oh. Heygela."

"Hey, Colin," Bruce's paralegal said as she stepyed/ery pregnant body
by Colin and into Bruce's office. "Bruce, they jp$toned. They'd like you
in the conference room now."

Bruce glanced at his Rolex watch, a law-school gaéidn gift from his
father. It was only eight-fifty. "Early."

"Maybe that's a good sign,” Colin said with a naiaht shrug.

"Maybe," Bruce said. He took one last sip of coffdeod up and grabbed a
breath mint. He popped the candy into his mouthsipged into his suit
jacket as the mint dissolved. "We'll see."

"l have to get the name of your tailor,” Colin saagain eyeing the cut of
Bruce's suit. "That is a great suit. Would work wers on the ladies."”

Bruce flicked a piece of lint off the subtle bluéengiripe. "Salvatore
Bandoria in Indianapolis. He and his wife are s#lienty and all they do is
make custom suits and dress shirts the old-fastiiovay, as they did in
Italy. They don't advertise. Remind me later teegrou the phone number.”

"I will," Colin said. "Good luck."

Those words brought back the reality of the sitirgtand Bruce shook his
head as he walked past his paralegal and his besdf "Thanks, but
hopefully | won't require any."

"Yeah, right,” Colin said with a wry grin. "You'ddf to that frying pan. You
of all people should know firsthand exactly how mmualamage frying pans
can do."



The fire late last night had scorched the entiré afethe kitchen, ruining
the stove and several custom cabinets. But it wasad as it could have
been. Deliberately not answering Colin, Bruce hddde the stairs. After
all, how hard could a woman be?

"HE'sS ON HIS WAY," Reginald Morris announced. He smiled at Chrastin
"More coffee before you jump in and get your feet®/

"Please," she said, and held out her cup. Unlikeeviiom Kyle, who had
plied her with too much, coffee from Reginald Mercouldn't hurt.

Besides, by acknowledging the truth of why she&hddred, she'd prepared
for the worst.

There was one other female partner, Susan Jerfdeshandled trusts and
estates, and at fifty-seven, she'd been with Laecasd Morris for almost

thirty years. Reginald Morris handled corporate,lasvdid three of the other
senior partners, including Reginald's brother, y.afihere were ten senior
partners total, including Christina, and all weresgent except for Roger
Lancaster, who was on an extended trip with hig aifd not expected until
the week after New Year's.

Christina accepted another cup of java just as\vement at the door caught
her attention. This must be Bruce Lancaster, deggrof one of the firm's
founders. Everyone in the conference room had b@ang about him all
morning—nhe'd just done a fantastic job on an appeltase in Indianapolis,
which was why she hadn't met him earlier.

"He'll be your right hand on this case," Reginadd old her. "He's the real
reason the women brought their issue to us initeegdlace. His cleaning
lady told him about her friends' plights, and hsisted they come talk to
him, since their complaints were falling on deafseat their company. He's
the one who, on their behalf, filed all the vioteus with the government.
But he doesn't speak a word of Spanish.”



Reginald's voice suddenly interrupted Christinetsospective. "Ah, here he
is now, Christina. I'd like you to meet the man {ldoe working closely
with, Bruce Lancaster."”

Christina automatically pushed her chair back andds The small crowd
of people around him parted, letting him come imto field of view.

Her knees weakened and she gripped the edge ohdahegany table for
support. "It's you," she said, unable to contral teaction as her stomach
figuratively dropped to the soles of her Ferragashoes when Mr. Hunk,
the firefighter who'd seen her at her worst, strimalerard and stopped.

"You," he said, failing to mask the shock crosdingjface.

Reginald's head turned as if he were watching @-Pong match. He
smiled uncertainly. "You two know each other?"

This was not the way to start her career returnst-by being late and now
by acting like a simpleton. "No," Christina replied

"Yes," Bruce contradicted.
"1 mean, we've met," Christina said, quickly comgriDamn the man!

"We have," Bruce said. He smiled widely, that chagrDennis Quaid grin
of superiority, of one used to being master ofdmgironment.

With the authority that only a member of a familyutd take, he patted
Reginald once on the back, all while not letting hiue-eyed gaze lift from
Christina's. "Reginald, Christina's an excellenbicé for our firm. Just
terrific. Angela's behind me with all the paperwa& how about | bring her
up to speed? Christina—may | call you Christina@ryour resume say
Chris? That's the name | originally heard from mgmgifather.”

Christina planted her feet and struggled for memalance. He had
bulldozed her over. A jury would love him. Mr. Hunlas good, very good.
"| prefer Christina.”



He held out his hand, and she extended hers. Hpedait firmly, the
amount of heat suddenly creating a most unwelcdroeks

"Christina, again let me welcome you to Lancasterorris. As | said, my
paralegal, Angela, is carrying stacks of papeteesmall conference room,
which I've commandeered for our use for the emgingth of the case.”

"Great," Christina said. He released her hand, hwhadlowed her
equilibrium to normalize.

Reginald cleared his throat and took command ofrdloen again. "Well,
then, we'll let you two get to work. After all, tenis money. Welcome
aboard, Christina. I'm going to leave you in BraaXcellent hands. He's
one of the best lawyers we've got, and he'll showall the ropes."

"Thank you," she replied. She had been throwneditns.

And then, one by one, all the partners filed outh& conference room,
leaving Christina alone with Mr. Hunk.

Now all pleasantness was gone. Bruce Lancaster tiasnman whose
partnership she'd taken. And both of them knew it.



Chapter Three

"Shall we?" he asked without preamble, demonsgaixactly who
controlled the situation. With a wide sweep of hght arm, he gestured
toward the double doors.

"Of course," Christina replied, her voice perfecthooled into the tone her
mother always irritatingly called "lawyerly neutral

Christina grabbed her briefcase and clutchedlietoside. This man would
not affect her, and whatever fight he wanted t& picth her, she would not
have it here, in the grand conference room, wheyerse walking by could
overhear them.

She stepped by him, taking little satisfaction thistnose wrinkled as her
signature floral scent reached his nostrils. Shes@a just outside the doors,
willing herself to remain poised and nonchalane $hd no idea where the
small conference room was located.

"Need directions?" he drawled behind her.

She arched an eyebrow, and smirked. "You mean gow khem?"
"Touche. Quick on her feet, with a bite to match bark. Please, though,
ladies first. The space we've been allocated themight, about three doors
down."

Christina drew her shoulders up and strode downhtdlevay. Luckily,
there weren't any curious faces to pass, and wsttonds she'd entered the
twenty-by- twenty-foot room. An early twenty-somietdh woman whom
Christina assumed to be Angela stood up. Her stbmpeatruded.

"Hi," Christina said. She held out her hand. "I'tmriStina Jones. You must
be Angela. Congratulations on expecting.”

"Thank you."



"You'll be working with me on the case?" Christasked.

"Only for the duration of it," Bruce told her smbabt. "I'm sure you'll have
your own paralegal at some point. Make sure Regihgies you one."

Making it very clear that although Christina mayé&aaken his promotion,
she wasn't getting his office staff, as well.

Angela’'s gaze darted between the two of them,sk®eifvas trying to decide
what the best course of action was. "I'll be herd Christmas, and then I'm
on maternity leave for at least three months,"ssli@. Her face broke into a
wide smile. "She's my first."

"I have a little girl," Christina said, trying tenti some common ground.
"Bella's eight.”

"Well," Bruce said with an obvious cough before Alegcould answer,
"that's all very nice, but we have work to do."

"I've got all your files stacked and your messaaesright there. Do either
of you need anything else?" Angela asked.

"No, thanks," Bruce said. "Just close the door ihelyou."

"Will do. Nice to meet you, Ms. Jones."

After Angela left, Christina faced Bruce.

"What?" he asked.

"You know, I'm surprised you didn't have her brahdefore she arrived.
Tell you what, Bruce. Why don't you get all youganoff your chest early.
Your paralegal, your partnership. Both now minehBps you should admit
you're upset. If we clear the air, it might helpnuark together. After all, as

you pointed out, we have a job to do."

"Do you have a degree in psychology, too?" He tidalt for her to shake
her head. "l didn't think so."



In a movement of control, Bruce sat down at théetaBhristina remained
standing. "Let's get a few things straight. I'mamtaster. I'm the founder's
direct descendant. Roy Lancaster is my grandfatREamember the
Supreme Court cas&/edlockv. Storm!He argued that one, and only one
judge dissented. | descend from multiple generatmilegal stock. | was
top of my class and got the highest score on thehad year. | could have
worked anywhere."

She jutted her chin. "Your point is?"

The right corner of his mouth twitched. "Tell mehwshould | be upset
about waiting another year for a partnership?#lold and gray and this
will still be my firm, my heritage. It will belongp my children, my sons and
daughters. So don't try to use your pseudo- psgglyan me. I'm not angry
about the partnership. You couldn't be more wrong."

He paused for a few seconds, and Christina knewitthator inside him
wasn't finished. He'd only just begun.

And as much as she didn't relish the conflict, $tend it slightly

invigorating. She could already tell that he hadzor-sharp mind. He was
quick on his feet, a man in control. He was se#fdasd, even when dealt a
blow. She had to admit this man intrigued andeisomething inside her.

"Hmm," he finally said, "let's see how clever yealty are and if we can do
what you suggested and clear the air enough savilhaan work together.
How about you start by telling me what | have takwvith. Since | was in
Indianapolis, | missed your interview with Reginaltbu only interviewed
with him, correct?"

"Yes, once past the initial screening."

"That's what | thought. Your hiring went quicklyolt many cases have
you won lately?"

"That's on my resume. I'm sure you could ask toitsé@r tomorrow ['ll
provide you a copy. | was a junior partner fasthked for a senior role at
my last firm."



"So you feel you're qualified to work here?"

"Of course. There were other finalists and RegirMddris thought | was
the best. | did graduate Harvard top of my clag&d hot just go there for an
MRS degree." She paused only briefly. "l also haygeccable references."

He rolled his eyes. "Ah, stop avoiding the questimat's not what | asked.
| asked how many cases you'd won lately. Do mearfand be frank. | can
at least respect honesty. Now you might understdndi'm truly upset. It's

been eight years since you've last practiced. i§hisy case. | brought it in.
I'm going to win it. While you might have had anprassive record years
ago, your major qualification is that you speakrggia."

llWe_ll

"Don't interrupt unless you have good reason t@dbijlt's impolite and
frowned on, especially in court. Let me simply sum You are here to be
the female attorney the women can relate to, ampdiatp interpreter. That's
not any type of sexual harassment, either, just d#finition and job
description. You haven't had trial experience iargeand I'm not going to
let you waltz in here and start over with a caseimportant and
groundbreaking as this one. You're an outsider, heand that can be as
grating as nails on a chalkboard."

1m—

He ignored her interruption. "None of these womdhkmow what Harvard
is, much less know where it is. Most of them dignén finish grade school.
They won't wear designer shoes. They can't evenditfiie clothes that they
make, even though they slave over each and evich.sThis is rural
Indiana, not some big city. It's not an area thaitl¢urally assimilated, or
that has resources that celebrate ethnic heritdge. may be the same
ethnicity as they are, but you are so far abovemthsocially and
economically that you might as well be one hungrectent white."

"Are you done?" Christina asked, her posture rigid.



"No, I'm not." Bruce swallowed, drawing his chedlght. "This is not
playtime. It's not some genie costume, set off akanmachine and
everything will still be okay. Harassment is real these women, and any
misstep might cost us this case, and their futwtearly. That | will not
allow."

Christina froze her face into neutral and residtesl urge to clench her
hands into fists and beat Bruce Lancaster intolp asi she once had her
cousin during a visit to Mexico City. She'd been.téle'd pulled her

pigtails.

Bruce Lancaster had done much worse. He'd inshiéedntegrity. He'd
judged her incompetent based on a series of elegtsd her control. He'd
also belittled her—almost, but not quite, as musiKge.

Bruce was a jerk, probably just as bad as the tregswould be fighting.
Mr. Hunk might be attractive, but he was not nice.

She took a deep breath and gave herself a mucbedea®ntinuance. She
and Bruce would finish this conversation latereahe'd proved herself.
Then she would rub his nose into every word hettl e deserved nothing
less.

"Well," she managed calmly, her face a mask to heteinner fury. "Now
that you've finished venting in a misguided attetopbut me in my place,
shall we actually begin to work on the case, ofl stk continue to simply
waste more valuable time?"

He stared at her, blue eyes wary, and she knew saeght him off guard.

"You see, Bruce—may | call you Bruce? | might navé a win record as
long or impressive as yours, or even have clogeuo extensive courtroom
experience, but that doesn't make me incompetdrad lan ex who spent
years trying to prove that | was, andhédidn't succeed in convincing me,
you won't, either. You've tried and convicted medshon circumstantial
evidence and preconceived notions. Let me asswrel yoon't fail.”

"I don't have time for you to," he returned, hisgéaever losing its edge.



"And | won't." Christina leveled her brown eyeshan and held his gaze
without blinking. Her body hummed with energy. "8by don't we do what
we've been hired to do for these women, hmm? $Shballand | declare a
much-needed truce, at least until you find somkeaeidence against me?"

He crossed his arms and studied her. His gazelédvfeom her tight
chignon, over the designer blue suit and down taneching heels. "The
jury's still out," he said flatly.

"Fair enough,"” she agreed. For now. Kyle had domoeigh damage over the
years to her self-esteem. Bruce Lancaster had entiing coming if he
thought she would simply roll over. She would nederthat again, for
anyone.

He gestured to a stack of brown expandable folaieosmie end of the table.
"Those files contain the original interview not&ge've done no formal
depositions at this time."

Bruce rose, moved a few steps and tapped a diffstack of folders. She
noticed his tightly clipped and filed nails—guy'sils that hadn't been
professionally manicured.

"These files contain the violation reports thatuwediled with the EEOC,"
Bruce continued. Christina knew the EEOC was thaaEg&mployment
Opportunity Commission, the government agency ixgé of overseeing
all Title VIl violations.

"Over there are the books I've pulled that have testory and applicable
laws. Precedent is on our side, but with the rechanges in affirmative
action legislation, there may be some chiselinghatsexual harassment
laws, as well. Some of the women's cases are ntoohger than others.
We've already filed EEOC complaints on all of theemd submitted a
demand letter to the company. If the company meetsdemands, we'll
settle. But if not, once the EEOC allows us torevéling in federal court
for multiple violations of Title VII. Where do yowant to start?"



"The beginning,"” Christina said, regaining somencalow that he was
being reasonable. "That's usually the best plaake The in chronological
order."

"Okay." Bruce nodded and returned to his seat. f8lh@ved suit and sat
herself opposite him.

They were still sitting there, engrossed in wortrf hours later when
Angela knocked on the door and opened it. So caughin the case,
Christina hadn't even realized that the time hasea

"l brought you both some lunch," Angela said.

"Thanks," Bruce replied easily, his demeanor redavas if his working
straight through the morning and lunch without eairwas commonplace.

"l hope turkey sandwiches are okay," Angela saidheeshanded Bruce the
deli bag.

"Perfect,"” Bruce said.

"They're fine," Christina agreed with a nod. Eviece she'd been pregnant
with Bella, sliced turkey had held little appealpstly she ate vegan. But
today she'd force herself to eat whatever sandwiglexe in the bag. Her
stomach growled. After all, it was after one.

Angela passed Christina the sack. "I bought twalkiof potato chips.
Bruce likes sour cream and onion, but | got yourplisls. Jones."

"Christina," she corrected. "Plain chips are fiidank you for getting
lunch."

Angela smiled. "Oh, it's no problem. | know howwem Bruce is. He
wouldn't eat at all if | didn't force- feed him. 8des, | had an excuse to get
a chicken salad sandwich from Kim's Deli. Ever sitfige been pregnant,
I've craved her chicken salad.”



Angela paused. "So, do you require anything elgesmall fridge on the
floor over there is stocked with water and pop."

Christina wished she'd known that earlier. Her ahrevas parched, and
some soda would do her good. Having been raisedouston, where
everyone called the fizzy beverage "soda,” Chassitill hadn't gotten used
to calling it "pop" the way these Indiana Midwestens did.

"l think we're fine," Bruce said. His expressiomathChristina to contradict
him.

"I'm good," she said. She pushed her chair batlea I'lf you'd excuse me
for a moment, though."

"The women's washroom is this way," Angela offered, if reading
Christina's mind. She held open the door, and @haigollowed her out.
Time to find more common ground and make some adiorewith Angela.
If not, it would be long case.

"My feet are already tired. Is there a masseuskeare?"

"I wish," Angela said, taking the bait and talkingve gained two shoe
sizes. My husband has the nightly chore of rubbimygeet. He hates it, but
it's heaven for me."

"You're lucky to have a husband like that." Kylelh#& done a thing except
complain that when pregnant, she'd appeared aseithad a basketball
wedged under her clothes.

"Oh, my Bryan is such a sweetheart,” Angela cordgulm'We got married
two years ago and it still seems like-'a honeynbAngela paused at the
bathroom door. "You seem really nice, ChristinanD¢et Bruce get you
down. He's a slave driver, but that's only becéigse so good at his job. He
can't do anything less than one hundred and teceperlt's not in his
nature."

"Oh, don't worry. I'm fine," Christina insisted.



Angela bought the white lie, for she said, "Perfect

He's a great boss. He really knows his stuff. Sttre highest on the bar, as
I'm sure you've heard. And whatever you do, dosliele any of his
so-called Casanova reputation. All made up by amgoyrisville women
who can't land him. He's too married to his worky#ay, call me if you
have any more questions."

"I will," Christina said as she pushed the doorropad stepped inside the
women's washroom. After finishing her business waghing her hands,
she took a long moment to study herself in the onirfTendrils of
wheat-colored hair had come loose, and she pinneah tback up. Her
brown eyes were puffy, the result of her thinkihg'd get an extra hour of
sleep during "fall back." Thank goodness for Andaimging food. When
Christina had fled the house that morning, she hagven a thought to
lunch. Tomorrow she'd pack one.

She headed back to the small conference room. Bvas@n the phone, the
remains of his sandwich lying on the restaurantppea. Next to it sat a
twenty- ounce bottle of cola, half-full.

"Go research the dissenting opinion Martin v. Blatt. The judges locked
two-one on it, and the uproar was so strong thatlehislature went and
voted in a law claiming that justice wasn't serviethink you'll find what
you're wanting for your closing arguments theree Wtinute | hang up, Il
put Jessica on it and have her fax you the docwsiient

Bruce gestured toward Christina's unopened fode distened to the caller.
Eat, he mouthed before speaking into the phone agdm,. I'wouldn't even

open that can of worms. You don't want the jurytadtk from the main

case. Always hammer your point, and reiterate fhatice should be
served." He paused. "Yeah. See you at five."

He hung up the phone and stared for a moment &tlar. "Get some pop."
He then pressed a button on the phone. "JessiageBIDig up the

dissenting opinion oMMartin v. Blatt and get it over to Colin at Ripley,
ASAR Yeah. It's that important. No, I'm not goingeo there myself today.



Just put a move on it. As if the deadline was ydstg Colin is counting on
you.II

He ended the speakerphone call and raised hid@pbserve that Christina
was still standing. "What? Do | have food on myefait

"No."

"I work through lunch,” Bruce offered as explanatiAlways have. It's
more efficient than taking five minutes to go odésand stare at the birds.
Too cold for that, anyway, now that the front moweugh last night."

Christina walked over to the refrigerator and witwd a 7-Up. Although
she could use the caffeine, there was- no Moumidain and she didn't like
colas.

"That was Colin Morris," Bruce said, unexpectedkplaining the phone
call. "You'll meet him at some point, I'm sure. $i@'junior partner like me.
He's also Reginald's son."

"He needed help on a case?"

"Surprises are never desired in closing arguments the opposing counsel
just landed a whopper. But Colin will rebound. Heays does."

"And you just popped the answer right off the téyaur head."

"Yeah." Bruce let the words, "I'm that good a lavlyyemain unspoken, but
Christina heard them and was begrudgingly impressédhave a
photographic memory and I'm good at trivia. Ontgheke days I'd like to go
on Jeopardy."

"I don't watch much television.” She didn't. Bellad discovered the
cartoon channels. When she was married, Kyle hddah@HS-DVD-CD
player and a plasma TV in every room. Christinaliidd use for more than
one TV and a DVD player.



"So, where were we?" Bruce asked as she unscréwedap and put the
soda bottle to her lips.

"I'd like a few minutes to eat in peace,” Christised. "Unlike you, |
deliberately avoid working through lunch. That waan have some time to
clear my mind. I'd go find my office, but that wdubke too much time."

"They really did just throw you into the job feest, didn't they? Fine. Eat.”
Bruce tapped his fingers on the table.

"Stop that,” Christina said automatically, and uapyped her sandwich.
Brace's fingers stilled.

"Thank you," Christina said. "That's better." Shekt off the top slice of
sourdough bread. Sliced turkey, some white chdesentight be Swiss,
tomatoes, lettuce, mayonnaise and black olives wederneath. Christina
pulled some plastic tableware from the bag, remabedknife from the
protective wrapper and began scraping the olivethefsix- inch sandwich.

"That seems like a waste," Bruce observed, hisgipkering.
"l don't eat olives," she informed him simply. "&@iy kind."

He shrugged. "Just make sure Angela knows whatikewand she'll get it
for you."

"I'll bring my lunch from now on," she said as giméshed scraping.

"You have a food account,” Bruce replied with aklveard roll of his
shoulders. "All the partners have an allowanceugiing the junior ones.
It's there for times like today, or for when youestain clients. Did they
forget to tell you that, too?"

"It probably slipped my mind since I'm not entemtag at this moment,"”
Christina said. Lovely. Now she probably appearaghenore incompetent,
making Bruce Lancaster feel even more superigustl prefer to bring my
own food. I'll only be able to eat half of this.”



She should remove the cheese, as well, but thesetveguld drown out the
flavor of the turkey. Pregnancy sure had changeddste buds as well as
her figure. She'd needed a nutritionist, a perstaaler and ten months of
hard work to get back to her prepregnancy shapéh&time Kyle had had
two road affairs, both with cocktail waitressesdhatcked up.

Christina had managed her weight with diet and @sgerever since,
although now maintaining her weight was more oéalthy choice, and not
anything that had to do with pleasing Kyle.

She returned the bread to the top of the sandwidltat the sandwich into
halves. She pushed one half aside. Then she save'Bmxpression. "Are
you still hungry? You can have the rest. SerioUsly.

"If you don't want it," he said. His arm snakedward and he retrieved the
sandwich. "Angela usually gets me a foot-long, tmatybe today she was
trying to keep everything the same."

Christina opened the bag of chips. It had beenv@arsince she'd indulged
and they were like forbidden fruit—too tempting.ehonly have a few.
"She remembered your flavor of potato chips.”

"To forget that is sacrilege,"” Bruce informed herthe conference room
phone began to ring. He lifted the receiver. "Briieacaster.” His face
darkened as he listened. "No, it's good you inpged me. Tell her I'll be
right there. She has to go in to work today. Soastay off the job. That
will allow them to legitimately fire her. Tell hehat she'll be safer today
than ever before."

He put the phone down and stood, his portion ofdagdwich remaining
untouched. "We've got a crisis. Can you eat thahenwvay? Or | can buy
you a hamburger on the way back? That is, if yozoraing with me."

Her decision was instantaneous, even though shedatle what he was
talking about. "Of course | am." She rose to het.faNhat's happening?"

"One of our plaintiffs is refusing to go to workdy.



She missed two days last week, and if she missky twithout a doctor's
excuse, the company will have legitimate reasdirecer."

"We're taking her to the doctor?" Christina askBduce was already
halfway down the hall. "No. We're taking her to wor



Chapter Four

Fifteen minutes later Christina understood whatcBrmeant by her being
an outsider. Not that it made his earlier commahtsut her competence less
offensive or any less grating. He'd been right alome thing, though: this
was a world she'd seen on TV, never in person. kvémexico City, her
extended family lived behind walls in an affluemtripof town, in luxury,
with hired help. She had heard about those whadlive poverty and
competed for handouts, but had never seen it fiaelfe

Here in Indiana, the wordghettoor slumdidn't come close to describing the
three single-story rundown motel buildings that satmbling next to a
barren parking lot. Two rusted-out cars languishedt to overflowing
garbage Dumpsters. The parking lot was a criss@bssacks filled with
brown weeds. A rusted swing set moved slightlyha breeze, and the
chain-link fence surrounding what had once beemaground pool had
fallen in places. This place was a land that tiorgdt.

"Oh, my God," Christina whispered as Bruce's F&@ @iesel pickup truck
pulled up next to one of the buildings. Yellowedtains that had decades
ago probably been crisp white moved in severalhef windows as the
curious tenants peeked out, then scurried away.

"Put an interstate through and it's amazing whapaas to places off the
beaten path. This whole place ought to be condenBedthat's another
lawsuit for another time. Earning just minimum watlese people can only
afford this lovely oasis."

"And they're all legal immigrants with work visasChristina asked, still
not quite believing what she saw. The day was glam overcast, giving
the whole area a cheap, B-horror-movie feel.

"All the women in the lawsuit are legal immigranthiat was one law that
the Morrisville Garment Company didn't violate. Timeigrant farm
workers, who are mostly illegal, have already viaedsfor the season. This



motel flourishes in the summer, with up to ten peapa room. No one but
the churches pay much attention."

"It's a hellhole," Christina said, stepping hetidta shoes around a crusty
pile of dog feces. A gust of dry wind sent dirttpdes flying. Any grass had
long browned.

"You'll learn to dress down except for court appeaes. Professional, yet
not flashy. The Average Joe does most of his ctosihepping at Wal-Mart
in Greensburg."

"You're in a suit," she pointed out, seeking cleafion. Her last employer,
then Kyle, had always insisted she dress to thesniBven her maternity
wear had been expensive designer creations.

"Yeah, but only because | had that meeting withpi#aeners. These people
immediately think of the immigration service whdmey see people in
suits."

Bruce walked up to one of the doors and knocketherpeeling paint. The
number seven hung upside down by one nail and leouecatically.

"Maria," he called. "Maria Gonzale®le llamoBruce Lancaster. Open the
door. | must talk to you. Clara sent me."

The woman inside answered with rapid Spanish, lreissill didn't open the
door. Bruce knocked again, "] Marigor favor!"

"Let me try," Christina said. Already several dobesl opened and heads
had popped out, only to quickly disappear like Whack-a-Mole carnival
game. "jMaria!lSoyChristina Joneda social de Bruce. Por favor abra la
puerta. Le necesitamos hablar. Es muy importante.”

"What did you say?" Bruce asked.

"l told her I'm your partner and | asked her torofiee door. It's important.”



"Oh." He appeared impressed, maybe stunned. Bustlar had little time
for satisfaction in her small victory as the womod opened a crack and
landed against the crash bar.

A woman peered out and launched a tirade in Spa@ististina translated.
"She says that the boss still tries to keep heherine too long and that the
ladies' toilets are broken and she cannot use @résmoom in her area. He
also leers at her and grabs his crotch.”

"McAllister,"” Bruce said, knowing instantly whom Ma meant. "He's the
worst. He's Donald Gray's nephew, which is probahé/ only reason no
one's fired him yet. I'm going to phone OSHA ahibet broken fixtures."

"One more federal agency being involved can't lourt case,” Christina
said. It was probably wise to call the OccupatioSafety and Health
Administration at this point.

"Rumor has it that they've been waiting for anyuesecto get into the factory
and snoop around for violations," Bruce said. "Maybogged toilets will
do it. While | call, you must convince her that stas to go to work. She
cannot give them a reason to fire her. Tell her Wik let the bad guys get
away with what they did. Say something. She mudbgeork today. She's
already late."

"She said that she doesn't have time on her beeage the facilities in the
other areas," Christina said. "She says she'sigedtbladder infection.”

"Oh, wonderful. Tell her the law provides even noion factory employees
with a bathroom break. If the toilets don't funatio her area, she can use
other ones without docked pay. We'll work out tlerect federal agency
for filing this new complaint later, but for todafie must go in. You have to
convince her. She doesn't even understand me."

Christina watched as Bruce pulled his cell phone ajuhis pocket and
punched a number. "Angela, get me the name and emuailsomeone at
OSHA," he said when she answered. "I want to knioitsi legal to have
nonfunctioning bathrooms on a factory floor. Afteat, report this to the
EEOC, as well."



Christina stared through the small sliver of opededr. Maria Gonzales
was a tiny woman, at most five- one. A roach crawdeit from under a
fallen leaf and scurried on the chipped concretac8 crushed the bug with
his foot.

Christina shuddered. She had a case to win anbl & jdo. No way would

she ever be incompetent in front of Bruce Lancasgain, and it was time to
prove herself. Besides, these women deserved nettdr bhan this hovel.
They'd gotten through much already by being dedléegal aliens. Just a
little more time and their lives would be so mudttér.

"Maria," Christina beganitiene que ir al trabajo."She saw the woman's
brown eyes widen with fear at being told she hagado work. Christina
shoved her foot into the opening, wincing as he&stbecame pinched
between the door and the wooden frame.

"No. You will not shut me out.” Christina pushed hand against the door
to allow her foot some breathing room. The peefiamt stuck to her palm
like children's stickers. Using rapid Spanish, 6tma launched into an
explanation about why Maria needed to go to work.

It took her five minutes of intense arguing, batfly Christina removed her
foot and Maria Gonzales fully opened the door. Brwas still on the phone
and had moved a distance away.

Maria stepped out of the motel room, and Christitaught that maybe all
the arguing with her mother had paid off. She'ddusee of her mother's
many emotional arguments almost verbatim on M&ddore Maria closed
the door, Christina could see an elderly lady ansivell child inside.

Maria's family. The reason she went to work, arelgbople Christina had
convinced Maria that she couldn't let down.

"We'll drive you to the factory, and then I'm goitm meet your boss,"
Christina said in Spanish. "Did you eat lunch?" i€tima grimaced,
knowing the answer the moment she asked the quesie'll stop and get
you something,” she said.



Bruce flipped his phone closed and approached.aMiastantly lowered her
head to her chest and gazed at her feet.

"Do not do that,” Christina snapped at her in SganMaria peered up in
surprise. "Do not cower with him. You have heritayeu have pride."
Christina nodded at Bruce. "We're ready to gold teer we would take her
to work, since everyone else on her shift has dyréaft and they took one
car. | also said we would get her some food fortdneak. | want to meet the
company president."

"Donald Gray doesn't see people.” Bruce said. ttieel multiple times."
"Yes, but | haven't," Christina pointed out as thegched Brace's track.
Bruce considered for a moment. "Why not? It canft.h

Christina drew her suit jacket closer once theyewerder way. She'd opted
for a silk shirt, and suddenly she felt exposedaanhigh-class wardrobe. No
wonder Maria wore an Indianapolis Colts sweatsimid faded blue jeans.
The woman was working in a modern-day sweatshop.

After getting Maria some lunch, they drove to thetbry in mere minutes,
and Christina guessed that in the warmer monthsymwarkers walked the
distance.

How strange, Christina mused. She herself had gotie finest schools in
the United States and had never felt discriminatort people like Maria
Gonzales experienced it daily. People like Mariptkbeir deep- seated
distrust of the government and struggled for theeAioan dream, all the
while attempting to assimilate into a culture tltkg not yet belong to or
whose language they didn't even speak. And theynbadea that the law
was on their side, providing them safe working ¢bods and the right to
be treated fairly.

Christina had pointed out to Maria that the Ameriggvernment had
issued her a green card when so many illegal imantgrwent without.
Maria had to go to work; it was up to her to createetter future for her



family. The law would help. Christina had promisediould. And she was
determined to keep the promise.

Bruce drove onto the grounds of the Morrisville @ant Company, giving
Christina her first look at the buildings that weltee scene of such
injustices. They were nondescript structures, like many other
manufacturing facilities. Bruce stopped at a gustndck, signed in, and
within moments, Maria had been seen safely to igl@yee entry door and
had clocked in. Maria's immediate supervisor haehb@owhere in sight,
and Bruce parked the truck by the main entrance.

"May | help you?" An extremely bored receptionistned her attention
away from her fashion magazine. She was aboutesghtprobably fresh
out of high school last spring. She brightened wisbe saw Brace's
dazzling smile.

"I'd like to see Donald Gray."
"Do you have an appointment?” the girl asked, Rpression hopeful.

Bruce shook his head and lifted the name platee,Jutead. "Not for today.
Could you call him and tell him Bruce Lancastegsd?"

The girl shook her head and bit her lower lip. &ht. He only sees people
by appointment. | can take a message, though. ¥alddeave a business
card.”

Christina watched as Bruce gave what had to beigsature smile. The
man could outsmile Dennis Quaid. If Christina didn't know hga well,
she'd be swayed, too » He had charm that could Igimyll one into
unprofessional thoughts.

Bruce pulled a card out of his pants pocket anddayith it as if it were a
poker chip. "Come on, Julie," he cajoled. "Call Honme."

"I shouldn't,” she said, wavering a little undez tkeliberate high wattage.



"He'll be glad you did. Trust me." Those blue egeiskled, and Christina
shifted her weight to the opposite leg, again askedging that Bruce
Lancaster's charm affected her, as well.

As for Julie, she picked up the phone and dial&@ks; this is Julie in
reception. Mr. Bruce Lancaster of Lancaster andrid@s here in the lobby
and wishes to speak with Mr. Gray."

Her gaze darted back from Bruce to Christina. "€lsesome female with
him." Julie lowered her voice. "She's wearing Pradacognize it from last
month'sCosmo"She waited a moment. "I'll tell them." Julie re@dahe
receiver. "Mr. Gray is unfortunately indisposed.t s legal counsel,
Elaine Gray, is on her way down."

"Thank you," Bruce said. He cupped Christina's wlaad moved her away
from the reception desk. "It had to be your Pré&laine Gray never comes
down, either.”

"What—your charm can't sway her?"

Bruce grinned again. "Not since | went to prom whitarilee Becker,
instead, no. She's thirty-two, went to Washingtarnversity, worked for a
St. Louis firm and then returned home two years affer a failed
relationship.”

"Out of curiosity, where did you go?"

Bruce turned slightly. "To Morrisville High Schodlike everyone else
around here."

"No. | mean to law school. | just realized that naty do | not have any
business cards yet, but | also have no idea almurthhyackground.”

He leaned closer, and she stopped herself fronpisigack. "I went to

undergrad at Purdue and then Indiana Universitgloomington for my

J.D. Yes, IU's public, but going there's a famibdition and it's one of the
best law schools in the country. Ah, here shensles Christina. You're our
ace. Make her worry."



Bruce extended his hand. "Elaine, how are you?rédnibking exceedingly
well. I'm sorry we just dropped in and I'm so gyadi could take time out of
your busy schedule to see us. Let me introducetgoGhristina Jones,
Lancaster and Morris's newest partner."

"Nice to meet you," Elaine Gray said politely a® sind Christina sized
each other up. Christina was five- nine, and Elgiradably five-ten. Bruce
was taller than them both, but not by much.

Elaine's hair was platinum blond, almost white whsampared with
Christina's natural honey-wheat color. Up on thediafashions from when
she'd been Kyle's wife, Christina recognized a Bé&ldGabbana suit when
she saw one, and that Elaine sported the latestubtaElaine extended her
hand and gripped Christina's. When she let go,stiha resisted the urge to
flex her fingers to revive them. "I take it youfrew in town," Elaine said.

"Relocated from Cincinnati," Christina confirmed.

"Well, | hope you like it here. The shopping's itge. | have to make
guarterly trips to New York to find anything decémtvear. So tell me, what
brings you both by? Our meeting regarding youelthatter isn't until next
week."

Christina kept her instinctive bristle hidden. &itl
VIl sexual harassment and ethnic discriminationenast "little matters."

Bruce, however, remained calm, as if he'd knowrtiyxaow Elaine would
react and exactly how to play her. "One of ourrntbe Maria Gonzales,
returned to work today. Her supervisor has beesatkning to dock her pay
if she leaves her work area. Unfortunately, becdlisevomen's facilities
are inoperable, Maria must leave the area in dalearry out basic bodily
functions. Elaine, my client should not have torfgaing to work. Her
supervisor cannot harass her for legitimate heaithsafety issues. On her
behalf, | have contacted OSHA, and my paralegdlalsb keep our EEOC
mediator abreast of this development.”



"Since the worker's complaints did not come thropgbper channels or
follow our company's reporting procedures, nonghis has reached my
attention,"” Elaine said simply. "I will of coursevestigate the matter
immediately."

"Excellent,” Bruce said. "l knew my clients andolutd count on you to do
the right thing."

Somehow managing to keep an unemotional and profedsexpression,
Christina stared at Bruce. That was it? Elaine'swan had been more
evasive than a fugitive on the run. "So you'll degh it?" Christina couldn't
help saying.

"We do take pride in our company,” Elaine said. Winer words were
simple, the frosted tone was loud and clear. "Mairthiese matters lately are
basic misunderstandings that are easily correctiflpeople would only
follow the proper reporting procedures. We evenSysanish publications to
educate our employees who speak English as trmnddanguage. Really,
there is no reason for ambulance chasing at bitd seeing Lancaster and
Morris lower itself to that."

"I'm glad you'll address it," Bruce said, ignoritige deliberate insult and
instead reaching for Elaine’'s hand to shake it. V&/already taken up
enough of your time. Ready, Christina?"

"Ready," Christina replied. She dutifully followdtuce out to the truck,
quite aware that Elaine watched them the entire.tim

Once they'd climbed in and Bruce had driven outthe#f parking lot,
Christina lashed out at him. "What were you thigidry ou gave her time to
fix any errors before the government shows!"

Bruce was unfazed by the outburst. "So what if i€lagets the restroom
fixed? That'll calm Maria down. Keeping Maria atiw@and getting all this
changed is the big picture here. Donald Gray'sobtigose guys who thinks
he's above the law. He cuts corners everywherete@mprofits. He justifies
his actions by saying at least he hasn't outsoutteedvork overseas. I'm
sure that if they show, they'll find something."



Christina slumped against the leather seat baak.wWBy did we go see
him?"

"Because your idea did have merit, even if the oedult was to show you
off,” Bruce said wryly. "It tells them we're sermenough to hire a hotshot
lawyer who wears Prada. Maybe they'll reconsidel settle, although |
doubt it. Knowing the Grays the way | do, they'mng to fight, and the
EEOC is going to let us file."

"So you're creating smokescreens."

He nodded and grinned. "Exactly. I'm very good h&td do—you'll learn
that. Speaking of good, you did a great job withrislaBetter than | ever
could have done. Very impressive."

A compliment from the insufferable Bruce Lancast€hristina turned
toward him, but was met only by Bruce's chiseleatfijgas he kept his gaze
firmly on the road. "Thank you," she said.

He didn't acknowledge her acceptance with a "Yomgleome," but instead
pressed on. This little trip has cost us precite completing what we
were working on, so we'll review the rest of thepgaa when we get back
and formulate a plan of attack. We'll probably warkil at least seven or
eight tonight. We can order dinner using those faodounts | mentioned
earlier."

"l can't," Christina answered simply.

This time Bruce did turn toward her. "What do yoean you can't?" He
glared.

"Bella's after-school care closes at six. | cag gt#il five-thirty at the latest
every night. That's it. When | was hired, | madat tperfectly clear, and
Reginald Morris agreed. Besides, don't you hayddg fireman?"

"I'm not on call tonight," he said tightly.



"Well, | am. Except when Bella is in school, | havenotherhood role 24/7.
And, unlike the factory workers we're representingow exactly what is
required of me on the job. Working past five-thiidp't."

"Such commitment,” Bruce said. He was obviouslyated. "We have a
timetable, Christina. Many of our clients work sedar third shifts. They
don't fit your hours."

"I will see what | can arrange when it's absolutebcessary,” she said,
refusing to concede. "But let's get some thingarclBon't you ever dare
guestion my commitment. | am committed to my daeghnhy family and
my job. | will work my tail off for Lancaster and ddris. | can't do any less.
Don't battle me, Bruce. I've had my boxing glovedar most of my life. |
had to fight to convince my mother about my goiagHarvard and later
about divorcing Kyle. Both experiences taught mdigbt first and ask
guestions later. | doubt that would do either obng good."

Silence descended as Bruce drove back into thengalét and Christina

studied her Cartier watch, a very expensive gifiithigpm Kyle when she'd

first become suspicious of his extramarital adegit How had it become
after three-thirty already? The afternoon had flown Highly aware of

Bruce's rigidity and the fact that he'd glancechet every few seconds
during the drive, she climbed out of the truck thement he killed the
engine.

"Christina, wait," Bruce called after her.

But as a blast of cold November air blew by, Cimstrefused to turn
around. Instead, she strode for the entry doorsirDAruce Lancaster. The
man was infuriating! One minute she respected édggll mind; the next
minute she wanted to throttle him. They could astecontinue this
argument inside, where it was warm.

REGINALD MORRIS TURNED AWAY from his executive office window. He'd
just spent the afternoon in an unexpected meetitigRoy Lancaster. The
old coot had arrived in full regalia—double-bredsbeisiness suit- wanting
to meet Christina himself. A firm believer in th@a-martini lunch, he'd

probably had one too many cocktails at the Morlisw@ountry Club.



The trouble with Roy was that, even though he'tte@tlong ago, he still
considered the company his baby. Hell, the oldhsyeven indicated in his
will that he wanted to be laid out in state in thieldle of the rotunda as if he
were some president. All of Morrisville, of courseguld expect nothing
less and would make their appearances and trugdlgrifortunately, Roy
Lancaster was as sharp as a tack, alcohol or WoreRoy had not been
very thrilled to hear about his grandson being paswer for a partnership.
He'd been more offended once he'd realized thaisGias actually a
Christina. No wonder Roy's son had escaped on llwnarise with his wife
while the deed was done. While Reginald missedWis deceased father
dearly, in a way it was good that he wasn't ardorghng up with Roy. One
former senior partner haunting the place was ntoae €nough.

Reginald exhaled his pent-up frustration. The magihad agreed that it was
time to diversify. With the growing Hispanic poptiéa in the region, the
ancient firm of Lancaster and Morris needed to wewaf it didn't want to
become a dinosaur. Thus, they'd hired

Christina. She'd been the best candidate, andrteammst determined to
succeed. Reginald had seen true motivation in @imiso excel, to prove
herself. She was hungry. And that was what he wiarf®meone who
sought a career with Lancaster and Morris, notgysb.

He watched from the window as she stormed acr@spadrking lot, Bruce

Lancaster storming after her. Reginald winced $ijgliHe'd known Bruce

would be angry at being passed over for a prompbahthe partners had
made it clear that next year was Bruce's year. Ettanwhat.

Unless, perhaps, his case bombed.

And from the way Bruce's new superior was outd@tanhim, things didn't
seem to have gotten off to a good start.

Reginald stepped away from the window, went todeisk and pressed the
intercom button on his phone. "Send me Bruce oeogelts in."

"Yes, sir," his secretary said.



Reginald nodded to himself. He hadn't had a ché&wrca one-on-one with
Bruce since his return from Indianapolis. Well,dhihown Bruce since
birth, had treated him practically like his own s&nuce just needed to be
set straight. He was a sharp boy and a good oree.Bface should see the
light and error of his ways.

And Reginald considered himself just the man t@hel



Chapter Five

As Bruce strode across the parking lot, irony stapbpim in the face along
with the wind. He couldn't believe he'd forgottbatthe'd promised to meet
Colin at the country club lounge at five. The celdd picked up, and Bruce
winced as the bitter breeze tried to sneak undestit coat. He'd been a
royal ass with Christina about working late, fothing.

Why she got under his skin so much he didn't haskie but the woman
grated on his nerves. He'd reacted without thinkwigich was something
he never did. He'd lost control, another sometitiag never happened. He
certainly couldn't be attracted to her— okay, maglietle, especially when
he thought of that genie costume—but she was wiitdibecause he refused
to fraternize with any female from work. No mattew great she'd looked
from behind as she stormed into the law firm.

Not that any of that mattered, or that he hadzedlhow wrong he was. Ms.
"Boxing Gloves" had no intention of letting him lamto the ring for
another round to straighten the matter out.

Damn, Bruce mentally cursed. Things in Indianaploid gone so well, and
he'd had such high hopes for his return to Morites\and this case. Work
was pure adrenaline—and Bruce thrived on it. Hedlopiecing together the
argument, was thrilled when the jury or judge netar the verdict Bruce
wanted.

Driven to prove himself and his place in his imgres lineage, not once
had Bruce missed settling down. He didn't undedstngle women with
kids, and because of that, his perfect job hadtjusted into a nightmare.
The holidays were coming, and they weren't goingewery merry unless
he and Christina Jones could work things out.

A prickle of awareness wiggled up Bruce's spine headifted his gaze.
Reginald Morris was staring out a second-story wwndan obvious frown
on his worried face.



Bruce gave a wave, but wasn't surprised when ibltveeturned. There were
two coveted offices in the ancient building, at ogie ends. The Morris
family office had a northern view of the parking &md Main Street. Bruce
would eventually inherit his father's office,.-witls quieter southern view
of the city park.

He actually preferred that one.

"Mr. Lancaster," the receptionist said as he edtéhe building without
slowing his step, "Mr. Morris's secretary calledvio He wishes to see
you."

And without her speaking the words, Bruce knew shhenmons meant
immediately. "Lovely," Bruce said to himself, avimig the profane cuss
word he'd rather have uttered. He saw the elewddor close, effectively
hiding Christina's face from view.

One thing about old brick buildings—the elevatoisved at a snail's pace.
Bruce took the grand stairs two at a time and ca@ghistina as the elevator
door opened.

"We need to talk," he said, stopping her exit.

Her shoulders tensed and her expression turnechhaugright now I'm
going to try to find my office. | have nothing fbdr to say to you."

He gestured to the ceiling. "It's probably on thied floor. There'd be no
space on the second unless they tossed someone.|l Twn't think
happened in the months while | was gone."

"I'll find out by myself," Christina said, savaggbyinching the button that
would shut the elevator door.

Bruce blocked the closing door with his shouldee. Winced for a brief
second before the door retracted. "I'll come upmwiha finished. Reginald
Morris asked to see me."



"Why?" A flicker of interest crossed her face andi& wondered if she
hoped he was getting fired. Like there was a fanck of that.

"I have no idea, but I'm guessing it's somethingualthe case.”
She frowned. "Then why didn't he call for me?"

"Who knows. | haven't had much of a chance to matkt him since | got
back. But if it is about the case, | promise tbyelu once | find out."

"I'm leaving at five-thirty."

Bruce's watch showed that it was nearing four. &ant to tell you about
that."

"Bruce." Reginald Morris's secretary's voice carearty down the hall.
"He's waiting."

Bruce stepped back and faced the secretary. "Trlll'm on my way."
When Bruce pivoted again, the elevator door hadadly slid shut and
Christina was gone. He walked down the hall angedpon Reginald's
office door.

"Bruce, ah, there you are. Come in." Reginald Mornvaved
magnanimously from the middle of his office. "Buday?"

"Very," Bruce replied.

Reginald gestured to the burgundy leather wingrstihiat stood in front of
his oversize mahogany executive desk. "Have atake a load off. | heard
that you were in the field today."”

"We were. We went to make certain that Maria Goezatent to work
today. The factory is having some restroom isstsnor has it that
OSHA's on its way."

"Ah, the feds. I'm sure they'll find at least onelation to cite to make the
hour's drive worth their while. So Christina wenthayou?"



Bruce tensed. Having grown up around Reginald Mprruce knew
exactly when the man had something up his sleeke. mow. "She went
with me."

"Did something happen? She appeared to be in guitery as she crossed
the parking lot."

"It's cold out there. Besides, she was excitedhid ier office,” Bruce said,
the half-truth sliding smoothly off his tongue. dbn't believe any of you
have ever shown it to her. She doesn't even havbusiness cards." Bruce
let his voice trail off, and was rewarded when Radffl squirmed slightly.

"No, | suppose we did overlook some details in rush to get her started
immediately. Coming into the middle of a case ®aals so hard. Which,
my boy.

Reginald paused for effect and Bruce hid his distaslthough he'd
practically grown up at the Morris house, he dtdited when Reginald
called him "my boy." Bruce was a man. Hadn't hevpdothat with all the
cases he'd won?

"Yes?" Bruce replied, as required.

"Son, you go easy on that girl. She's new. | knewdoming in as partner
over your head is hard for you, but the choice wagcessary one. In this
electronic age people don't have to use their lagaler anymore. They can
use one of the big-city boys, those slick upstari® have no sense of
tradition and are only out for big bucks and bileabours. You understand
tradition."

"l do," Bruce said. His life was proof of that.

"That's why, when we did this, we knew that if angavould understand, it
would be you."

"You should have given me a heads-up."



Reginald nodded. "We should have, but quite frankdy didn't want to tip
our hand too early, and by the time she was hitedhs too late. You were
on your way home from Indianapolis. We had to beretese. Your
grandfather's been breathing down my neck all day."

Reginald turned away for a moment and gazed owvithegow before facing
Bruce again. "I'm sorry for keeping you out of thep. But what's done is
done. And right now, | need you to be onboard amedned percent, even
though you don't like the situation. Put yourselOhristina's position. You
know all about dreams and modifying them to fittaer expectations.
Imagine what's she's been through, coming to Moliesafter the high life
in Cincinnati that she had. Rather the oppositeludt usually occurs. Our
young folk take off. You would have."

Reginald had him there, Bruce realized. Bruce wdade loved to be a
firefighter somewhere. But he was a Lancaster.dltier man continued.

"Bruce, I'd like her to stay. There's a whole pagioh out there we can
reach with her repertoire, and | want to reach thiewant you to help us
out, son. Be kind to Christina. Although your angeérthe partners is
justified, put it aside and work with her."

He couldn't stop himself. "She hasn't practicedight years!"

"Yes, but her credentials are solid and she's sisarpentor her. Your legal
skills combined with hers, and her knowledge of Mexican culture, will
allow us to take this company in the directiondéds to go in order to build
a positive future. You gave up firefighting in glity so you could commit
yourself to this firm. Your father and | are coungtion you, Bruce."

Reginald's office, that deep mix of burgundies, aggmnies and woodland
greens, subtly reinforced the idea of traditiorudar exhaled. "I know you
are."

"No, I mean we're really counting on you. Your gitather's traditional and
old-fashioned. He needs a hobby. That aside, yaugh, are the future of
this company. You're a brilliant lawyer and I'ddilgou to work personally
with Christina. Teach her the ropes. As | said,sshesmart one, that lady,



and she'll catch on quick. In addition, be hernfdieif you will, a male
compatriot she can rely on. She has no one. Shoartteher daughter the
town. Introduce her to Morrisville society. Go akoand beyond, Bruce,
within reason.”

Within reason—a euphemism for remain purely platobBion't look, much
less touch. Bruce sat there. As if he'd touch @haswith a ten-foot fire
pole. And even if he wanted to—that idea suddeaniydd like a devil on his
shoulder—he doubted Ms. Boxing Gloves would let kithin two inches
of her person before clobbering him.

"Okay, | can do that," he said slowly, as thougdtitg the waters to see if
Reginald had finished his spiel.

The old man smiled once, pleased with Bruce's ansiten he sobered.
"Great. I'm glad we've had this little conversatidhlhen you see my
grandson at the club tonight, please refrain fromntioning it. Colin
shouldn't be privy to everything that goes on atbhere."

Speaking of meeting Colin, did Reginald Morris hapées everywhere, or
was Bruce's life just that predictable? He tookdhe and stood. "Of course
| won't mention it. | can be the soul of discretlon

"That's one of your most admirable traits. Now, vdon't you go on up to
Christina's office and make peace? Let's end hstrday on a positive note."

The "Yes, sir" wasn't necessary, and Bruce leftaffiee without another
word. Reginald's secretary gave Bruce a sympathstile as he strode by.
He then took the steps to the third floor two #hee.

UNTIL THE MINUTE Bruce Lancaster stepped through the door, Chaistad
been thinking that her office wasn't all that tellei She was upstairs, on the
opposite side of the building from Reginald Mogisffice. The ten-by-ten
room had two windows that, when the blinds werenpparovided a
bird's-eye view of the park.



She wasn't sure what the room had been previoostyt was obvious that
they'd tried to make the place welcoming. The wakbal been freshly
painted a neutral beige and new carpet had betilats She had new oak
furnishings: a desk, two tall bookcases, a compuiéch and credenza and
two matching file cabinets. In an attempt to mdleewalls less bare, they'd
hung two prints of some pastel artists Christirdntlirecognize. The room
desperately needed homey touches—her daughtevsriariplants, family
photos, even those beanie baby stuffed toys pestptk on their cubicle
shelves.

"Busy?" the man who'd begun to annoy her more thamex-husband
asked.

Too busy for Bruce? Always. "No," Christina repliéer better judgment to
be civil winning. "What is it now?"

"Actually, | wanted to see if we could start ov€nu know, not let the sun
go down on this day without finding a way to coéXis

She stared at him, her disbelief clear. "And yonkhat's really possible?"

He gave her that charming smile she was trying tahdite. That smile did
things to her—for instance, disarm her despitedesire not to be swayed.
"Well, yeah, Christina, | think we can. We're beittults and professional.
Surely we can put this pettiness behind us."

She refused to give in easily. "l didn't realizead an issue with pettiness.
Seems to me you're the one with the proverbial chipis shoulder today."

"Probably,” Bruce admitted, the left corner of tiskaeeky mouth inching
guiltily upward. "If it helps, | apologize. | wa® ilndianapolis when you
were hired, so yes, | doubt I've taken much wetidAm used to being the
lead on all my cases and doing things my own way."

"Doesn't share well with others,” Christina quippesl she covered her
shock with a joke. He'd apologized?



"Exactly." Bruce raised his hands in a gesturaiofender. "I'm here to raise
the white flag.”

"Which means Reginald Morris chewed your butt." i€ima searched for
the truth behind Bruce's sudden change.

"That, too," Bruce admitted with a guilty laugh.dBas I'm family, and |
practically lived at his house growing up, | kno8 bark's worse than his
bite. He was probably more irritated that my gratickr came down and
haunted the place today."

"l didn't think your grandfather was dead."
"He's not."

"Oh." Christina contemplated that for a moment. Biecerity she was
observing in Bruce was genuine, not something cadrfor her benefit. "I
take it your grandfather can be a thorn."

"When he gets a notion something's wrong, it'$ las's never retired. Since
my father's on vacation, Reginald got the full khroh my grandfather's
visit."

"Ah," Christina said. "l see."
"You'll have an even better picture once you finalleet Roy. Trust me,

he'll be by at some point to scope you out per$prahd grill you
unmercifully.”

"That sounds delightful,” Christina said with a lebhaf her head. "I'm
starting to wonder if I've entered the twilight 2o wanted to take the job
in L.A. Unfortunately, my divorce decree limits ntyavel range to
seventy-five miles from Cincinnati."

"I'm sorry," Bruce said.



"Are you really?" Christina arched an eyebrow. '@e you just another
person saying the right thing and wondering jusy Wiyle Jones's ex-wife
needs to dirty her hands and work for a living?"

"I'd be lying if | didn't admit that the thought di@t crossed my mind at
some point," Bruce replied honestly. "But it's nafeny business. What is
my business is that | treated you poorly today, ldmalve no excuse."

She rested her chin on her left thumb and forefiage studied him. Could
he be different from other men?

Trust came so slowly for her. She straightened. didiable speak or lawyer
talk. That's a refreshing change coming from yoell\\et me assuage your
curiosity. | always wanted to be a lawyer. Help léss fortunate, give back
to the community, et cetera. Unfortunately, a matt vwmore brawn than
brains and more libido than integrity sidetrackeslatong the way.

"l couldsit on my pretty Prada-clad rear end and collgcsapport checks.

But that would make me just as bad as those softigty you read about.

That's not me. | can't sit idly by and do nothiagpecially when there are
women like Maria Gonzales in the world who deseswenuch better. So, |
choose to work, just so | can help people like ham going to be someone
and something besides Kyle Jones's bimbo. | waddahg enough.”

"And | respect that,"” Bruce said.

His answer surprised her, and she leaned back ichiag. An undercurrent
of an undisclosed nature buzzed in the room. "Dorgally?"

"Actually, yes. | wanted to be something besidest another lawyer in a
long line of Lancasters who have been nothing butanted to be a
firefighter. But duty to my family said otherwidecan play at firefight- ing,
but | can't move to a big city and become a fithet member of a force. |
know exactly what giving up a dream means. It mgansstart over and
learn to be satisfied with what you have."

"Yes," Christina said, impressed that he'd actualtgerstood. Perhaps
Bruce Lancaster did deserve another chance. "Twh#s it means."



"So have dinner with me tonight."

"What?" Surely she hadn't heard him correctly. TWwauld go against
everything that they'd just settled and....

"Dinner. Oh." Understanding dawned on his face easdmprehended her
expression. "Not like that. As law partners. Why'tlgou have dinner with

me. Let's continue this conversation somewhereeutral territory, away

from the office."

"l have to pick Bella up from child care.”

Bruce made his decision instantly. "Bring BellaregjoChristina, this job is
going to become 24/7 whether you like it or notll@8enight as well meet
me, since I'll probably be bringing work over o tveekends, especially
once the case gets closer to trial. And everyaradyding the Grays and the
EEOC, knows a trial is inevitable."

He was correct, of course, and Bruce had beensd gidh the girls at the
elementary school. Yet she hated her predicaméiif.f@8lowing a dream
was about sacrifice. She wanted to be successhdriown right. She didn't
plan to live in anyone else's shadow ever agaimgBella’s mom was a
noble calling in itself, but Christina still fourkeerself driven to have more,
if other women could blend career and family, shild, too. She wanted it
all.

"So, dinner? You, me and Bella?" he repeated.
She had to find out. "Is this one of Reginald'seos@ Be kind to the strays?"

"Yeah, perhaps he suggested it. But let me tel] ydan't do anything that |
don't want to do."

From Bruce's forceful tone and the determined $éti® jaw, she knew
those words were pure truth, with no ulterior mesyv "Okay," she
conceded. "Dinner. But we have to be home early.altschool night and
Bella's always in bed by nine."



"Good." He seemed pleased. But he might not begeseable after she
made her next demand.

"May | suggest a restaurant?" she asked.
He shrugged. "Sure."
"McDonald's PlayPlace?"

Bruce squinted. "What? | was thinking more like thab. That way you
could also meet some of Morrisville's citizens."

Christina shook her head. "I'm going to veto tB&tla's attention span will
last all of ten minutes, and that's only if thekclprovides crayons and
picture menus with puzzles and games."

"Ah," Bruce said. He sighed and gave an exaggersitedg. "Not even
enough time to order appetizers."

"Exactly. Bella's cute, but I'm nothing except r&t#t. Struggling with a
squirmy child is not how I'd like Morrisville sodieto remember me. She's
had it rough enough as it is being uprooted. Maybd time."

"McDonald's it is." Bruce grinned and Christina thle warmth of his smile.
She laced her fingers together underneath her chin.

"Great. We've successfully negotiated our first poomise. How about |
meet you there at six?"

"You'll have enough time?" he asked.
"It's five minutes from the elementary school.”
"Six is fine," he answered with a nod.

"I'll see you there, then," she said, and that that



But after Bruce left, Christina stared at the beigdls. What had she been
thinking? She'd agreed to go to dinner with Bruaadaster, resident shark.
Not that she found Mr. Hunk interesting. Well, pegok she did just a little.

Honestly, maybe a lot. His legal savvy was off tharts, and she had to
admit that she could probably learn great thingsnfiworking alongside

him. She'd studied with some of the top minds atvba, but Bruce was a
real in-the-trenches type of guy who rolled updieeves and got to work.
He didn't mind getting dirty, or doing whatevertabk to make people's
lives better. Despite their tenuous start this nmynhe had a few qualities
that awed her.

He'd grown up pretty pampered, she could tell, wighfuture in Morrisville
mapped out for him since birth. Her future had beened upside down
several times.

She didn't even know how long she planned on sgayitMorrisville. Was
the place just a stepping-stone, or was it wheegddind all her needs met
forever and ever? Not having any idea, she'd rettedute bungalow, not
purchased it.

Morrisville itself had been a culture shock afténénnati. The town's local
supermarket doubled as a deli, and the entire ibgildrould have fit in
Kyle's four- car garage. While the store proudlyasted that it had
everything, it only had one variety of everythingless you counted beer
and soda. Then you had two brands of each: Miler Budweiser, Pepsi
and Coke.

Christina had discovered that organic foods grayezally were available by
the dozen, when in season. The many roadside staodsclosed for the
winter, attested to that. But ethnic varieties apdcialties, even gourmet
sauces and bread choices besides basic white,t d@igist without a
minimum of a half-hour drive.

Christina sighed. Morrisville had seemed the pérfg@ace to reinvent
herself, to discover exactly who Christina Mirarilsse Sanchez Jones was
and where she wanted to go from here. She hadntedao go back to
Houston, another large city where she could be saefy, lost in the



crowd. Once home, her family would have pitied &&@ failure, a woman
who hadn't been able to keep her non-Hispanic mwan ¥vandering.

No one in her gene pool had ever suffered Christifase. All her cousins
and her two siblings had successful marriages aneaat two children.

Christina was the middle child, and she'd brokerfémily's cultural mold

by marrying Kyle. Her mother had railed againsbiit Christina had been
under the haze of starry-eyed love. Hindsight é&tdee straight.

Divorced people, Christina had found out these fgamsmonths, didn't fit in
anywhere. Married women were afraid you might toy Hit on their

husbands, and shielded them as if you'd grown temshand had a
contagious disease. Many of Christina's so-cabbeahér friends had simply
turned their backs: no odd numbers allowed.

As for the men: oh, they hit on you, and the adhgéthe good ones were
all taken or gay was true. The most inappropriad@ came on to Christina,
not for who she was but for what she had. They adwee ride, a woman

with money; a way to sit on their duffs and lietbe couch and do nothing.
After the first one-date test case, she'd refusedate again, and had
resolved that should she ever date again, no madvget close to Bella

until Christina knew the relationship was seriddslla had already suffered
the misfortune of becoming attached to some ofwbenen who hadn't

realized they were just one of Kyle's revolving-dogationships.

When Christina had decided to leave Kyle a yearadmalf ago, the decision
had been emotionally wrought and nightmarish. lHe&n more concerned
with his precious image and had kept asking howdsined to tarnish it.

The legal mess had been ugly. Their divorce hadentadertainment
Tonightand even been a joke or two ®he Tonight Showl'en months
later, her divorce had been final, and eight moather that she'd been in
Morrisville, having not wanted to spend another raamin Cincinnati.
Even her new neighborhood had not been pleasam.f@mer neighbor
had suggested that she'd tarnished the block aatdpdrhaps Christina
should find a new residence where more single gelo@d. So, while the
city might be wonderful, there were too many ghastd people who now
turned their backs.



Christina Jones, replaced by a younger arm ornaarehtliscarded with a
hefty settlement and monthly child support, hadobee yesterday's news
and a has- been. Morrisville was a clean slatgiote@d and unbiased. Here
she could mold herself, not have someone mold $iee. just hoped she
didn't somehow mess up her life yet again by makirghoice that didn't

work out. That was her greatest fear.

And letting Bruce Lancaster under her skin in aogtext spelled danger.
She had to admit she found him fascinating andrfate him dangerous.
He could upset all she'd worked so hard at accaimply, and with one
disarming grin topple everything she was tryingudd. But she could use a
friend, and wondered if that was possible.

"Still here?" Reginald Morris rapped on the door.
"I'm just about to leave," she said. "l have toBella by six."

He stepped into the room. "I just wanted to reteenamy welcome and
congratulate you on surviving your first day. Haghf, it wasn't too
hectic.”

Christina pushed a loose strand of hair behingtaer'Thanks. It wasn't too
bad."

"Good. | know we've forgotten some things—this adfis pretty bare. You
probably don't even have a stapler. Make a lisivefything you'd like and
give it to my secretary tomorrow afternoon. Shetter it all. Your
computer will be up and running tomorrow, as wietlo want to apologize
for our disorganization. We were just so excitedhéwe you onboard that
we let a bunch of little things slide. We shouldidadeen better prepared.
Bruce reminded me that we even forgot your busioasts. The printer will
have those delivered tomorrow."

"I'm glad to finally be here,” Christina said.

"So are we. Now, run along. Go get your daughtat aarly. I'm sure she's
wanting to see you."



Christina rose. "Probably. Thank you."

"It's nothing." He suddenly grinned. "Just rememtmereset your clocks
when you get home. You're an Indiana resident n@with a gentle chuckle
that indicated more amusement than censure, Regthsappeared back
down the hall. Christina grabbed her coat off tbataack. Five-fifteen.
Plenty of time for some mother-daughter time at @doefore meeting
Bruce for dinner.

"SOHOWD IT GO TODAY? She's hot, isn't she? A real looker."

Bruce sighed and stared at his scotch. He swine@mber liquid around in
the cut-glass tumbler. Perhaps meeting Colin incinentry club lounge
hadn't been such a good idea after all.

"l thought you wanted to discuss the case,"” Brade. $Or that girl? What
was her name?"

"The judge declared court recessed until tomorfdat much to tell. This
isn't something the jury’'s being sequestered tothey'll more than likely
have a verdict by lunch. As for the girl, you meaur hot new senior
partner, yeah?"

Bruce bristled, finding Colin's cavalier bachelottitade annoying,
especially in the context of Christina. "No, | didmean Christina Jones at
all. You mentioned..." Bruce racked his brain. B#cEllen? He drew a
blank. "That girl. You know. The old-dog, new- «gone."

"Oh, Gina. Yeah." Colin's face grew wistful, an@nhhe brightened. "We
were just two ships passing in the night."

"Lovely," Bruce said, discovering that his normadlminterest in Colin's
conquests and escapades was simply not presegt toda



"Oh, she was lovely,"” Colin said, Bruce's ironytloa him. "The type of
woman who is ideal—she was as much the 'love 'a@reave 'em’ kind as
me. Adventurous, too. | mean the positions—"

"TMI," Bruce inserted quickly, stopping Colin beéohe really got rolling.
"Too much information. Sex is not a spectator sport

"It could have been." Colin grinned widely.

"Ugh!" Bruce drained the scotch. "So you think jiney will come back in
your favor?"

Colin's expression sobered. "I believe so. Thairmhtion you pointed me
toward really helped. | didn't think old McGregadha whammy in him, but
| have to admit that he dropped a bomb."

"He's a good lawyer. That's the number-one ruléhis business. Never
underestimate your opposing counsel. Always remethlagthe case is like
a huge chess match and that you have to think ghreuery possible move
and have a contingency plan for the one move yghnfiave missed."

"Check, but no checkmate."

"Exactly.” Bruce pushed the empty tumbler toward tbunge's cocktail
waitress. "No, thanks. I'm fine," he said to hdeobf another.

"Only one?" Colin arched an eyebrow.

Bruce might have had two drinks total over the sewf an evening, but not
tonight, especially when he wasn't going to bengasinything until later.

Colin had already been late in arriving, and it wiasrly time to leave to
meet Christina. "I'm going to cut out of here eatlgan't stay for dinner.

Other plans.”

"You're on call?"

"No. | told Christina I'd meet her for dinner. We'going to discuss the
case."



"You dog. All this crap about not thinking she wast. Where are you
taking her? Into Batesville? The Sherman Housegheat atmosphere and
food. The Chateaubriand for two is great, as iFilet Oscar."

"We're going to McDonald's."

"Where's that?" It took a moment, and then Colinttgpred as he realized
exactly what Bruce had said. "As in the golden as¢hYou're taking her out
for a Big Mac? You're kidding me."

"Nope." Bruce suppressed some laughter at hisdiseexpense. The idea
did seem pretty hysterical. "We're going to disdirscase over fast food
while her daughter runs amok in the play area."

"Oh, good grief,” Colin said, disgust evident. "Kidlways spoil everything,
don't they?"

"It means that she's off-limits, so | won't havehice your sorry ass to
defend mine," Bruce said. Bella would make a gdoaberon and remind
Bruce that no matter how pretty Christina may Haeen today in her Prada
suit, she was not even an option. Although the afleawoman with a child
didn't seem so repugnant anymore. Not when it wasstiha. Maybe he'd
been narrow-minded about a few things. He stooquigkly. "I'm going to
leave. If not, I'll be late."

"Yeah, yeah." Colin shook his head. "I'm going & &one."

Bruce pointed and Colin turned his attention to rehtevo of their former
high-school classmates sat, wineglasses in hartth. \Bomen were newly
divorced. "Marti Jenson and Carla Lane are ovetha corner giggling
about something. You could always join them."

"Go," Colin ordered.

"Be safe," Bruce said.

"Always," Colin answered, and Bruce left the lounkgeowing Colin well
enough to know that he would be safe. They'd lostaf their close friends



at sixteen to a drunk driver, and as much as ihirag fun to occasionally
tie one on, neither Bruce nor Colin ever went aver legal limit if they
were driving.

Besides, a DWI wasn't good behavior for anyone. &by had Lancaster
and Morris handled several wrongful death lawstatsvictims' families,
but Bruce had also seen enough mangled cars whdmdldepartment had
responded to motor vehicle accidents. Those stgbtsa while to forget.

"Bruce," a woman's voice called.

Bruce paused and turned. Standing in the countup foyer was Elaine
Gray. "Elaine.”

She still had on the navy suit she'd worn earlwat day, but she'd now
tucked her platinum blond hair behind her earstesaig the style. She
clutched a small handbag. "I didn't realize yowecbre tonight.”

"Morrisville's a small world."

"That it is." She gestured to the coat he had draper his arm. "Are you
leaving? I'd love to talk to you about what you umgbt to my attention
today."

"We have a meeting next week, don't we?" Bruceetbsbe words she'd
used that morning back at her.

Her congenial expression didn't change at his b&tuce. | would never
guess you'd be one to pass up an opportunity. Wobelatice you more to
know that I'm buying?"

He merely raised his eyebrows at her and waited.&Apression turned
wry.

"You sure know how to make it hard on a girl. Hdveat if | say my father's
here and I've been filling him in on what you'veebeelling me. Will that
sway you? A little informal powwow? After all, isthat how most business
really gets done?"



The big hand on the Roman-numeral clock just alibeeclub's ornate
double doors inched toward six. Bruce didn't haveistina's cell phone
number. Damn. Elaine had him, and she knew itatl stay only a few
minutes,” he said.

Elaine smiled sweetly. "Follow me."



Chapter Six

He was late. Christina tapped her watch, as if ni@mvement of her
forefinger would somehow make the watch on hendeist roll back from
reading 6:26.

Even Kyle hadn't had the indecency to stand heCingat on her, yes, but
for the most part, he hadn't left her waiting Me@Donald's restaurant with a
bunch of legal briefs spread out over a booth tahigng dinner rush.

Luckily, she'd gone home and changed—at least si@tcdppear even

more out of place in Prada when everyone else jeares.

She'd tried to tune out her surroundings and wuk,all around her kids
shrieked their way through various tunnels suspeérfdem the ceiling.
Bella was having the time of her life.

Other mothers were there, and some were readimgogtievery mother in
the PlayPlace wore a gold band on her left handistina instead wore a
blue sapphire set in white gold, which she'd bougtkeep her ring finger
from feeling naked once the ostentatious weddihdiaé gone into a safe
deposit box just in case Bella wanted it someddterAall, Bella's daddy
had loved her mother once, even if only for a htirek.

Christina pushed the papers aside. She could heatiings at home. When
Bella raced up to take a quick sip of her appleguChristina told her, "Five
more minutes."

"Mom..." Bella began.
"Five minutes," Christina repeated. Bella's fadkbieefly. Then she dashed
back into the tunnels, and within seconds Chridtigerd her daughter again

shrieking with delight.

Christina thumbed through the legal briefs onelfimae, then simply gave
up. She had little concentration left at this poduist where was Bruce? She



hardly knew the man, and during the little timeytlhad, he'd annoyed her
and gotten on her nerves at least half of it.

But despite his flaws, she wouldn't wish him intdiech or anything like
that. Hopefully, that was not what had happenedgtdn She pushed
thoughts of where he could be out of her mind.&had to learn to do that
with Kyle. Thinking too much and speculating on thrknown could drive
a person insane.

As the middle child, she'd grown up being overlabkevershadowed by

her brother's sports prowess and by her baby 'sistieverness. Kyle had
overshadowed Christina, as well. How often hadssted behind him while

he'd hogged the media spotlight? That naggingrfgedif self-doubt, that

innate sense of invading doom caused by a partoefathfulness, had

driven Christina to believe that she wasn't gooough, and that, had she
been stronger, prettier, more something, her hubheuldn't have strayed.
She'd conquered that finally and after many lorgyryéad left Kyle Jones
behind.

But Bruce wasn't her husband. She shouldn't cafteife wonder where he
was, worry whether he was okay. She didn't know thiat well.

Irrespective of his easy demeanor with the kidea@tlementary school and
his sexy grin, she had to focus on the fact thavag just a colleague, and
he'd managed life fine so far by himself. She redu® be attracted to him,
so why was she concerned about his welfare anflinotis and angry? Had
his powerful charm gotten to her already?

There were worse things than being alone, and @a®eoaring for a man
who would never care for you. She would never athreart be damaged
again. Best just to leave Bruce in that box lab&mark colleague” and not
try to move him into one marked "friend."”

For some reason, though, like a craving for chdeatake, she wanted to
get to know Bruce. Yet the risks might be too high.

"Bella, time,” Christina called, relieved that heaughter instantly
complied, exited the tunnels and began to put osihees. Christina loaded



up her briefcase and drew on her coat. Bella hatfinished zipping her
coat, when a glance outside revealed that a hagd pickup truck had just
entered the parking lot.

"Let's go," Christina said, her sudden urge to psoaverwhelming her.
Fighting with Bruce again was not a path she watdddead tonight.

"Bye, everyone," Bella called.

"Bella, please," Christina said. One hand helddasrkeys and briefcase,
and the other she stretched out. Bella's warm fngpeerlocked with hers,
and Christina made a beeline for the playroom esiig her hip against the
crash bar to open the door.

They'd gotten through the restaurant and to thiedexir opposite of Bruce's
truck, when she heard his voice. "Christina?"

There was no way she could pretend not to havedhaar. She clutched
Bella's hand a little tighter and slowly turned wrd. "Bruce. What a
surprise."” Sarcasm she couldn't resist dripped fiemvoice. "Did you get
lost?"

"No." His grin was infectious and charming, but Shina refused to waver,
especially in light of the curious speculation déw interested onlookers.

"Have you eaten?" Bruce asked, offering no apofogis late arrival.

Her lips thinned. "Of course we've eaten. We'venliexre for forty minutes.
Waiting," she added haughtily, just to be sure getdhe point. "Now we're
leaving."

Bella's eyes had widened. "You're that firemang'sdd. "From my school.
My friends all called you a hunk. Mama, what's ak®f

Christina wanted to drop through the floor as metitered Bruce's blue
eyes. "Yep," Bruce answered easily, directing hemrtimelting smile
toward her daughter. "I'm the firefighter."



"Bella, we have to leave. You need your sleep tariig
"I'm not tired," Bella announced, obviously fas¢athby Bruce's arrival.
"Yes, but you are due for a bath tonight,” Christieminded Bella sharply.

"Let me get some food and we'll talk,” Bruce intzted. "Despite having
been at the club since five, | haven't eaten angtlhut one cold chicken
wing."

She blinked, as if that motion would somehow clear ears. Surely she'd
misheard him. He'd stood her up because he'd ld¢ka eub? The country
club, where he'd originally wanted to take her?

She peered at him. Bruce still wore the same it had on all day. He
didn't seem to have been imbibing at a happy ®hue.found her backbone.
Where he'd been didn't matter. If he wasn't intehgdhe had no excuses for
being late, especially when he hadn't even hadcdetesy to apologize.
"We're going," Christina said firmly. "I have totdgella home."

He shrugged. "Fine. I'll meet you at your place mdimtely after | grab
something to go."

The thought of Bruce even knowing where she livesdt saw panic through
her. Her little cottage was her personal haven."No

"We have to talk,” he said, his tone now commanditecupped her elbow,
the heat of his touch finding its way through therfc of her coat. "I just
met with Elaine and Donald Gray."

That statement got her attention and she jerkesklierut of his reach. "You
met with the Grays without me?"

"Well, yeah." He gave her a boyish grin that, desfs width, missed the
mark.



Her first case and already he was working behirrdbhek. So much for a
truce. He hadn't wanted her to join the firm in firet place. He had
effectively defined her job that afternoon, steypotg her as sidekick.

She'd kick him all right. Smack on the rear—

Christina resisted the urge to ram the heel obbet into his big toe. "l can't
believe you had a meeting without me! Donald Grayen takes meetings,
you told me!"

"He doesn't. It wasn't like that...."

How many times had Kyle said those words? Old patef behavior
reared their ugly heads, clouding Christina's ndlgmational judgment.
She cut off his explanation and reacted with gstimct. "Of course it
wasn't. Typical man. Leave the female at homen ¢his case McDonald's,
while you go off and take care of business. | ampetent, Bruce, and you
should treat me as such. None of this 'you Tarpa,Jane' crap. | can
forage quite fine and defend myself from wild beadt on my very own. |
am capable of saving myself. No man has to do it."

"l never said..." he protested.

Tiny fingers tugged on Christina's, reminding héregactly where they
were and that little ears were present. "We araggbhbme now," she said,
this time in her most forceful tone. "Alone. Youdah can discuss this
situation tomorrow in the office, where it's prigatAnd I'm much calmer,
she didn't add.

"Christina."

"I'm not listening," Bella commented.

But Christina would have none of it. Obviously, Beuwvas alive and well.
No emergency had kept him; instead, he'd beenatuhcozing, trying to

cut deals and undermining the very work she'd beeaght in to do—as his
superior, nonetheless!



"In the morning," she repeated for emphasis.

With that, she turned on her heel and left Bruemdihg there, his jaw
dropped in complete disbelief.

BRUCE GRABBEDthe brown plastic tray and headed for the talviferhal

woman. No woman had ever walked out on him, yeisiha had done it
without even a goodbye. Ms. Boxing Gloves had adstaknocked him
about.

But he wasn't down for the count. Far from it. Bru@ancaster didn't go
down over any woman.

Heck, it wasn't as though he had arranged the ngeetithout her, and he
hadn't had her cell phone number. One had to tale opportunities
dropped into one's lap.

If he was the typical male she'd stereotyped hinthes she was the typical
female. She thought she made all the rules anthiegorerogative to change
them at any time without notice. Bruce had beesdtand convicted for a
crime he hadn't known he'd committed.

Of course, he'd done pretty much the same thingetahis morning. He
winced at that mistake. Had it really been not eventy-four hours since
he'd found out that Christina Jones, the hot nuntbdéine genie costume
who'd accidentally set off the elementary- scha@ &larm, was his new
senior partner and, technically, his superior?

In the short period he'd known her, how had shexwhrhim for a loop?
He had to admit he liked her verve. She did what ie@omen dared. She

stood up to him. She challenged him. While theyen#off to a very good
start, she did intrigue him.



He began to unwrap the quarter-pound burger. Heammired her. Picking
up and moving to a small town like Morrisville, iada, where everyone
had known everyone since birth, had to be hard.

Bruce had grown up here, so he didn't feel anyoaiishock. And he'd had
his job handed to him. Christina hadn't worked muaid this job was

probably important to her, even if she didn't ndegimoney to survive. It
made her independent. He winced. She'd referrdebtself as inferior, a
Jane to his Tarzan. Not good. Was that how heraexviewed her? Bruce
decided that he'd eat crow later if that was whiatak to appease Christina.
And he wouldn't be making friends just because Radisaid for him to.

Christina deserved better, and Bruce was deternt;nked more considerate
at all times.

For now, though, hot food awaited. Bruce took a hitd savored the flavor
of meat and melted cheese. He'd never be anythibh@ learnivore, and
tonight he wasn't going to worry about his arteries

As he chewed, he gazed through the soundproof glatise kids in the
playroom. He assumed that was where Christina htghgalone. No, not
quite alone. She'd had Bella.

Bruce was alone: no one sat at the table with Hiowever, he'd long gotten
used to it—a man didn't have to be part of a twastorenjoy sitting down
at a table for a meal.

Yes, Christina had Bella. She would never be talbne, even after Bella
grew up and moved away.

That was what family was about. Having someone whs always there.
He could see how close Bella and Christina were their bond had raised
Christina in his esteem. He wanted a wife who wdaddust as committed
to their child as Christina was to hers.

Bruce piled three French fries into his mouth. Halways dreamed of
having a huge family, unlike his own. His youngesisad died of SIDS at
four months. Bruce had been four when it had oecljrand his parents had
never attempted to have more children.



Colin, however, had three sisters, and his housebean absolute chaos
compared with the quiet, studious atmosphere oftc®su Growing up,
Bruce had been at the Morris abode more than avirishouse.

Bruce finished the French fries and moved the ragepboard container
aside. He could understand Christina's frustratah him now that he

thought about it. Plus, he hadn't apologized fondpéate. He'd been a real
cad.

He grimaced. He'd made more missteps in one ddwyting woman than he
had with all the others in his life combined. Halih'é gotten one thing
correct from the moment he and Christina had met Tact ate at him. He
liked her, and he wouldn't have treated anyonenhig He'd really screwed

up.

He'd apologize and explain everything to Christoraorrow morning. The

meeting with the Grays hadn't been much, a loiziig up of opponents,

with questions like, "Is Lancaster and Morris realérious about pursuing
this?" and "How dare you file with the EEOC?"

Bruce had assured them that his firm was seriotisein demands. As per
EEOC procedures, Lancaster and Morris had requélseetiight to sue"
letter the day it had filed the complaints. If census and settlement could
not be reached, the EEOC was planning to step amidelet private
litigation take the Title VIl violations to federaburt. By filing the letter
along with the complaints, the official court figjrcould occur the moment
the EEOC stepped aside. Donald Gray's genial fadenbver lost its poker
quality, but Bruce had known the older man wasetick

Bruce finished his burger and washed it down wip.fMost people didn't
understand the law, and it was even more compticateen a federal
agency was involved. The majority of civil cases/arereached trial.
Basically, if the lawyers for both parties couldech agreements, then the
judges simply rubber-stamped those agreementshendadurt clerk filed
them, making everything legally binding. Civil casewere like
divorces—very few went to actual trial, althougmts could get ugly and
expensive as legal missives flew back and forth.



Bruce's cell phone began to shrill. He frowned whensaw a number he
didn't recognize. He flipped the phone open. "Bruaecaster."

"Bruce, this is Bob Orf down at Cyntech. I'm theedior of environmental
affairs. We've had a spill and it's big. Our firssponders are on the scene,
and we've notified OSHA and the EPA. County EM&rnsroute. We're
going to evacuate the surrounding area to a thimde-radius just to be on
the safe side.”

Bruce bit back an instinctive curse. Every manufast plant's nightmare
was to spill chemicals necessary to do the job.t€ymhad a big old tank,
and Bruce had a sneaking suspicion that the antamkt had somehow
ruptured. Assessing liability and getting to anygmial litigants before the
ambulance chasers was Bruce's job, since he wdavilger Cyntech kept
on retainer.

"I'll be on my way as soon as | call in and let taster and Morris know
what's happening," Bruce said.

"Great." The man's relief was palpable. "Luckilymast everything around
us is farmland. The spill will affect very few pdeg

Bruce pressed End, made a quick call to Reginaddagprised him of the
situation. "More than likely I'll be away for a feweeks," Bruce said.
"Christina can handle the work with Angela. Shegteat today. However,
| need to tell her what's going on. | didn't get heme number."

He reached into his jacket pocket and yanked asthall notebook and
pen he kept there. "Go ahead. By the way, do yawkmhere she lives? It
might just be easier to go over there on my wa@yotech."

"Looks like no sleep for you tonight,” Reginald daiShe lives at 324
Maple Street. On the outskirts of town."

Which meant only five minutes away. Bruce snappedniotebook and the
phone closed. He and Christina were about to Haatdalk tonight whether
she liked it or not.



"MAMA, WHY WERE You yelling at that man?"

Christina rubbed the towel on Bella's dark-blonal.léer daughter had just
finished a shower and was dressed in her favodte qf silk teddy-bear
pajamas. "We weren't yelling."

"Yes, you were," Bella said matter-of-factly as bare toes curled into the
pink bathmat. "You sounded like you did when yodndiknow | broke the
good vase on accident. Angry."

Christina removed the towel and hung it to dry be towel bar. She
reached for a comb and the hair dryer. "Sometindetsaget angry with
each other."

Bella's brown eyes revealed her confusion. "But whye you yelling at the
fireman?"

"He's not a fireman." Christina paused. Good giifw to explain. "Well,
he is a fireman. But he's also a lawyer. We wodetber."

"At your new job?"

"Exactly. At my new job. And we're working on a edsgether and we had
some disagreements over it." Christina began tdocout Bella's tangles.

"Does that mean you'll leave him?"

"Leave him?" Where had that come from? She wasthitBvuce enough to
leave him.

Bella tugged her head a little out of Christin@aah so that she could see
her mother. "Well, you left Daddy, and Daddy hadisagreement with
Elanna and he left her. | liked her. She wasrdradty as some of the other
ones."



Christina bristled. Christina resolved to talk whtdr ex-husband at the next
opportunity about his revolving-door women.

"No, sweetheart, | wasn't leaving him. We just hivkearn how to become
friends. Sometimes it takes adults a little lonten it does kids. With
adults, things can be complicated.” Christina tdriner daughter back
around and began to comb Bella's hair again.

Complicated—an understatement where Bruce Lancasisrconcerned.
The man was under her skin, and Christina reallydrot say why. Despite
her being annoyed as all get-out, warring with Bruancaster had a raw
invigoration to it that simply enticed. Christinautdn't quite describe the
feeling, except it was a little like the time shgldhped off a cliff into the
ocean. That had been on a dare from her cousiasthéy'd all made the
jump during a family vacation in Mexico.

There had been fear and anxiety, yet at the sangettiere had been a thrill,
and that, not her cousins' teasing, was what hatpethed her to risk the
unknown.

She'd jumped, and as her feet had hit the coolrwslte'd felt strangely
alive.

Bruce made her feel like that—made her want to fdwex walls and risk
again. Risk what, though? Christina wasn't surectbkaMaybe risk
ignoring all the rules she'd laid out for herself.

"I made lots of new friends tonight,” Bella saiait moticing her mother's
sudden contemplativeness. "Maybe it is easierifis. Like with Megan."

"Exactly," Christina said. She turned on the blawed, and she and Bella
sang songs during the five-minute hair-drying psscét was too cold to let
Bella's hair stay wet the way she liked it. In shienmer, Christina let Bella's
long hair dry naturally. Finally her daughter'srhaas acceptable for bed.
"Time to brush your teeth,"” Christina announced.shs reached for the
toothpaste, she frowned. Like this morning, was ltiea doorbell?



Christina experienced an odd sense of deja vu.iBwas now after
seven-thirty in the evening and it was dark oute Titsistent shrilling was
indeed her doorbell, and after a half minute, slaized that whoever was at
her door wasn't going to go away. "Brush your tgetimey, then go climb in
bed. I'll be back to check on you and read youtystoa minute."

Christina went downstairs and flipped on the lighitches as she entered
the foyer. Her front door had a long, oval, etclyéabs inset, and she could
see a large shape on the other side. Besides gitiggndoorbell, whoever
was there was pounding on the door. Her shouldiensped in resignation,
as if she'd known exactly who it was before heethltChristina, we have to
talk. It's cold out here! Open up!"

She tossed the dead bolt and undid the lock okrtble. "Hello, Bruce," she
said as she opened the door. "Considering | sambrt@w morning at the
office, what brings you by now?"

"Emergency,” he answered, bulldozing by her angpsig into the foyer.
Her sarcastic "Make yourself at home" died on g When he added, "I
wanted to tell you myself that I'm going to be ofithe office for about two
weeks."

Cold November air swirled around her feet, and €ima quickly shut the
door. "What?"

He gestured with his gloved hands. "Cyntech haglila Bm their lawyer,
and I've got to go do liability control. I'm going be on-site as soon as |
leave here."

"You're..."

"Working all through the night, yes." He must haeen that she didn't quite
understand the situation. "I'm going to be at Cghefacility, working with
their management on how to best limit their ligkilWatch your news later
tonight. I'm sure the spill will make it. Nothin@jppens around here, and
the evacuation area has a three-mile radius. OS&lgdson the way. I'll try
to check in with Angela daily, and she knows howdach me. Have her



give you all my numbers. I've worked from the fiblefore, so it'll be fine.
Just follow the directions | send.”

"You're going to issue directions on a case that geen't even working
on?"

He exhaled a sigh of frustration. "Christina, I'mat mquestioning your
competence. You'll need this week just to get uppteed. I'll take care of
rescheduling the Morrisville Garment meeting. I'aresthat after tonight
they'll appreciate the favor.”

"Oh, yes, your meeting," she snapped.

"An impromptu meeting that wasn't scheduled," hirted. "Are you
always this difficult?"

"No. I'm worse," she shot back.

"Figured." He moved toward her, his boots heavythenhardwood floor,

but she didn't budge. This was her house. He ctiuldHis blue eyes

darkened and adrenaline shot through her. It wabagih he was seeing
her for the first time. "You are the most impossilloman that I've ever
met."

"I'm sure that's a good thing," she said, tryingggep her voice light as the
moment changed into something she recognized nttdivant to give
credence to.

"l think it's a very dangerous thing," Bruce sé&is, voice husky. "In one day
you have turned my world upside down."

"It wasn't intentional,” she said, tugging on thearhof the long-sleeved
T-shirt she wore.

"And neither was my being late,” he told her smbotHht just happened.”

He had her. "Youware a good lawyer," she said, amazed and more than a
little mesmerized by where he was going with tfitse air hummed, and not



because of the warm air forced up through the fl@mts. Her body, inches
from his, reacted with surprising desire.

Hormones. Pheromones. Too much self-induced cslibdovoman had
needs, too, and when she and Kyle had first beanedaChristina had
fulfilled them all. She'd been without for a lorighé. That was what this
sudden awareness of Bruce Lancaster, this degirthi®oman, was. She
took a step back. Unexplained passion was not &aaep She had to work
with him.

"I'm sorry for tonight,” Bruce said, his gloved ldanatching hers. The
leather was soft against her fingertips. "I didm#an to leave you alone. I'm
not going to offer you any excuse. | know whenpolagize. | was wrong.

I'm sorry you were alone and waiting."

"I'm used to it," she said.
"No, you should never be waiting," he said. "Nat@nan like you."

Oh, God! To hear those words from any other mart! Buce Lancaster

was fire, and she wanted safe and sedate. Kyld&eaal volatile. This time

she desired normal. Time to regain control. Shevegtoo much to lose if

she didn't. She couldn't let herself be swept asvaey again and off the new
course she'd chosen for her life.

She removed her hand and in an instant rebuilivdethat his touch had
brought down. "But | will be waiting, Bruce. Foryoorders. On the case.
Unless by your admission | shouldn't wait. | shotalle the ball and run
with it."

He laughed, his chuckle a mix of pain and pleasi®, you're a good
lawyer, too. You almost got me there."

"l don't think I'm trying to get you," she said.
"Yes, you are. You want me to view you as competant trust me,

Christina, 1 do. There's no doubt in my mind thati'ye a top-notch lawyer.
You have a legal mind that can challenge mine,damdn, that's rare. Heck,



fighting with you captivates me. | can't make otepsaround you without
thinking every angle through. If | say you're béalitwill it be unwanted

harassment? You certainly aren't a Jane to my malna | have to admit
you pull something totally primitive out of me, ahdon't even know you.
You aren't my protegee, yet I'm determined to tegmh everything you
need to know in law, even though in the future $ume somehow you'll
trounce me with it. I'm damned if | do, damned ddn't, Christina Jones,
who wears boxing gloves and wants to knock me doMell, you've landed
some blows. I'm definitely reeling."

"I'm sure it's just stress,"” Christina said, tryitmgprocess Bruce's double
meaning. "This has been a lousy day for both of'mssorry | made that
comment. Getting divorced has been hard, what exttryone pulling on
me in one direction or another. | had no rightdaetany of my life situations
or my preconceived notions out on you."

"Fate can be cruel and she can be kind. The jili®ut on which way our
relationship will go. But I'm in for the ride, amertainly not down for the
count."

She frowned. What exactly did he mean by thathéfwentured the wrong
guess... He wasn't going to tell her. Instead Walited to the door.

"I'll be in touch, Christina. And not to bellow noyders at you. Just let me
know what you're doing, okay?"

"With the case," Christina confirmed.

"Of course,"” Bruce said, a little too smoothly. tdached for the doorknob,
and for the first time, Christina noticed that Breice who all day had been
totally confident, even condescending, appearetla $haken and unsure
of himself. Perhaps it was just tiredness. He aéiey all, not going to get
any sleep tonight.

"Mama, are you going to read to me now?" Bellaechll

"Just a minute, honey," Christina said, turningdoivthe stairs. When she
turned around, a gust of cold air greeted her.



"Good night, Christina," Bruce said as he steppgdite door and closed it
behind him. Within moments she heard his big dipggdup rumble off.

What exactly had happened here tonight? How hawyshchanged and
somehow gotten out of control?

"Mama," Bella called.

Christina pushed Bruce from her mind. She coulthirtk about that now.
And if she was smart, not ever.

As BRUCE DROVEt0o Cyntech, he couldn't believe what had happewhssdl,
nothing had happened. At least, nothing that Ghastvould ever know
about.

He'd walked into her house, and something had athnglmost
immediately. Maybe it was the way she'd stood themnly a pair of jeans
and a long- sleeved white T-shirt that had clunigeobreasts. Maybe it had
been her bare feet, each toenail painted with édtaail polish. Maybe it
was the way her blond hair had draped over herldam) the upturned ends
dancing exactly where his fingers suddenly itcleeld.

But stepping into Christina's house and simplyragéier at the end of the
day had been akin to a slap in the face. Her stgrithiere in the foyer had
hinted of domesticity, a domesticity that he'd srdg craved.

Christina Jones was more than under his skin. infdyer, he'd wanted
nothing more than to draw her into his arms, chewyupstairs and discover
exactly what her bed looked like.

Not a wise move for two people having to work omaassment case
together. But the temptation had been there, andalda't read her face
wrong, either. He'd been right about Bella's beirggpod chaperon.

The truck easily covered the distance to Cyntedie. firefighters blocking
the county highway recognized him and let him tigtoas soon as he'd put



on a HAZMAT suit. Within two minutes Bruce approadhCyntech'’s main
gate. The guard identified him, let him through aadioed ahead.

Work was always good, Bruce thought, as he steppedf the truck and
adjusted his oxygen tank. Work gave a man a purgmseething to keep
his mind off his troubles.

For Bruce Lancaster had just realized that whereistia Jones was
concerned, he had very deep troubles indeed.



Chapter Seven
"How are you doing?"

"I'm great, actually.” Christina pushed aside #gal brief and watched as
Angela walked into the small conference room, airsth stack of file
folders nestled in her arms. Perhagsddledinto the room was a more apt
description, Christina thought. Angela appearethdee become rounder
overnight as she inched closer to her delivery .deteChristina's final
months of pregnancy with Bella, she'd been unabseé her feet or tie her
tennis shoes.

"I've just finished the last of the court decisiomeeded to read,” Christina
said. She eyed the folders. "Are those all for me?"

"Unfortunately, yes. I've got the individual filea each of the women in the
suit right here. We haven't taken formal deposg#jownly informal

statements. Bruce wants you to read through alkethby Monday

afternoon."

Surely he didn't expect her to work over the weekérnwas already Friday,
and in a sense it had been a peaceful four daysstiha had gotten a lot of
work done. "Did he call?" she asked.

"About an hour ago to check in,” Angela admittede "had only a few
minutes."

"Ah," Christina said with a glance at her watch.was three in the

afternoon. Ever since Bruce had visited her Monagit, he hadn't talked

to her directly, instead simply issuing directioesthe case through Angela,
as he'd said he would do.

The first time, Angela had given Christina a syrhp#t smile, told her that
Bruce was up to his ears in work at Cyntech antlhte@ be back soon. By
now Christina was used to the situation. "Any iddegn he'll return?" she
asked.



"End of next week, middle of the following. Did y@@e him on TV last
night? He's quite a spokesman, isn't he?"

"He did well,” Christina admitted. Not only had Bris dazzling smile had
the young female reporter practically preeningant of him, but he'd also
likely endeared himself to the masses by usingnplaik anyone could
understand. Watching him, she'd found herself aWeéute could tug at her
with his sincerity, she could only imagine the teat of those who didn't
know him.

"He is good," Angela concurred, her admiration Far boss evident.
"Yesterday | sent everyone affected by the evacndive-hundred-dollar

appreciation checks. Even though people were owligposed for less than
five hours and no utilities were turned off, the aamt covers any

inconvenience they may have suffered."

"A preemptive strike."

"Pretty much. Cyntech is a large employer aroune,h&nd people in this
rather shaky economy of late are grateful to hafee there. The company's
union and pays well. A goodwill gesture like thisl\go a long way toward
defusing any community anger."

"While still not admitting liability,” Christina sd, impressed. Bruce's
preemptive strike would work wonders, effectivelyngnating any civilian
lawsuits. "I'm sure there was a carefully wordettietewith the checks,"
Christina added.

"Typed and photocopied myself and couriered ovemngela said. "Cashing
the checks means they agree."

Christina shook her head, her dark-blond hair swgharound her
shoulders. She'd worn it loose the past few dage. With the residents
appeased, Bruce can turn his attention to negugiatith the federal
regulators.”



"He'll have to. Cyntech's bound to be subject taspretty hefty fines. It all
remains to be worked out,” Angela said. "Well, hare the files. I'll be
leaving a few minutes early. It's my anniversaryigat.”

"Congratulations."

"Thanks. We're driving into Batesville for dinndil see you Monday.
TGIF—Thank God It's Friday. I'll get the whole weekl to sleep. | need it.
The baby's been keeping me up all night by kicKing!

"I remember that,” Christina said. "Have fun tortighd try to get some rest
this weekend."

After Angela left, Christina reached for the filelders. By the time she'd
finished reading the fifth one, a common thread émérged.

All the women at the factory were trying to makebatter life for
themselves. All of them still hadn't caught a breatcept for the fact that,
unlike a lot of others, they had green cards trederthem legal.

An idea began to form in the back of Christina'aenilhe more she thought
about it, the more she liked it. She decided ndetdhe fact that Bruce
probably wouldn't approve bother her. She was éinéos partner here, and
she could make decisions, especially if Cyntechlevdtne demanding his
attention. She'd run her plan by Reginald justgood measure, but only
once her arrangements were almost a done deal.

As for Bruce, she'd deal with him later.

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 18. Bruce tore off hi865 Golf- Holes-A-Day
calendar to the proper page. Going into his otficerork felt odd. First, he'd
been out in Indianapolis most of the year, and thed barely been back in
the office for half a day before being whisked awgyCyntech.

Sure, he'd stopped by the office, usually lateigitnlong after everyone
was gone. But he hadn't worked, or done any hoepakg at that time, like



changing calendars. He'd stopped by only to make things didn't build
up at Lancaster and Morris while he was at his taamy office at Cyntech.

Every day Angela had couriered over to him whatdwed needed and
forwarded important phone messages. He would readeverything, make

notations, send it all back and then she'd samit It was a system they'd
perfected over the years they'd worked togethee ditly difference this

time was that he dropped the stuff on her deskéliins

"Good morning,” Angela said as she entered. "lysegre here bright and
early."

"l wanted to get caught up,” Bruce replied befdemging up. Angela wore
a very colorful maternity dress today. "I've besnng to find the profile
folders on the Morrisville Garment case. | dide'¢ shem in the conference
room."

"Christina has them. I think she took them to H&ce. She's been working
mainly from there."

He frowned. While it was logical for Christina toovk in her office,
especially since it had windows and a view, hetdipghe conference room
as a home base for the duration of the case. He'tr@mmunicated with
her since leaving, having trusted her to follow Higectives. After that
rough first day and that sexually charged evertied] figured that it would
be better for both of them if they gave each ofoene much-needed space.

Not that having time away had changed anything. Nt he was back in
the office, the first thing he'd wanted to do wes €hristina. He restrained
himself. He'd never acted liked a schoolboy and'tglan on starting now.

"You had a call from Elaine Gray to confirm the elaf the rescheduled
meeting. She wants you to phone her personally.”

"l can do that." Bruce scratched the note on tlk fidext Monday, right?"

"Yes."



"Did you tell Christina?"

"That's why Elaine wants you to confirm personalristina talked to her
last week to set up the meeting."”

"She had a conversation with Elaine Gray? | dith@ve instructions for
that. Why would she have called her?"

Angela was already backing toward the door. "YdNe to ask her."
With a legitimate excuse to see Christina, Bruoedt "l think I will."

But when he reached Christina's office, she wésere. She wasn't there an
hour later, either, when the clock ticked past #ilmgy. Since the offices at
Lancaster and Morris were never locked, he tookrauta to stand in the
doorway.

She'd personalized the room since that first dagy@h drawings were
tacked to the oversize bulletin board now adorrong wall. Portraits of
Bella at various ages lined the bookshelves and deiminant space on
Christina's desk. Bruce stepped farther into tloer.6A few pieces of clay
pottery, obviously shaped by a child's hand, haamgment places on a
shelf. But it was the glimpse of one framed pictina drew him across the
room and had him stepping behind her desk, thefdiders he'd come
searching for temporarily forgotten.

He lifted the frame so he could better see theqhohad to have been taken
shortly after Bella's birth, but not much more tlaaweek. Bruce hadn't had
much experience around newborns, but he'd seem'€agisters' children
within a week or two of their births.

Bella rested in her mother's arms, her face angelsteep. She'd lost that
ruddy color of the first few newborn days. Her dtewere still baby full

and her nose pug, as if her head hadn't yet eleddgadm being scrunched
during birth. Her little red lips had thinned intorelaxed line, and her
downy hair stood in tufts. Already one could tak tbeauty of Bella. It was
there in the smooth, soft face that expressed gmme and trust and the



innate belief that the woman who held her, Chréstimould always love her
and treasure her.

Bruce hadn't ever seen this Christina before. Ssine, was eight years
younger and her blond hair was a lot longer, bait Wasn't what he noticed.
No, her face radiated happiness. There were ng bfetress, no hidden
metaphorical boxing gloves, no circles of tirednesderneath her brown
eyes.

The photograph had captured her as fresh, softatainished by betrayal.

Irrationally, he found himself angry. Despite hisropersonal beef with

Christina, he could never imagine cheating on ty®ys woman in this

photograph. If Christina had been his wife, he wlalilhave treated her the
way Kyle Jones had. She was a woman to be tregswed now. He wasn't
sure where this proprietary streak came from, aajpeevhen he was not

happy that she'd deliberately called Elaine Gray@mveniently forgotten

to relay the message.

Nevertheless, he found himself wanting to be hangbion.

"What are you doing here?"

Bruce put the photograph down quickly, as if it Hadned his fingers.
"Colin," Bruce said as he tried to get any percep®f being caught at
something underhanded out of his posture. "Whayawedoing here?"

"My office is two doors down."

Bruce didn't like the sound of that. "So you'verbeeming by and bugging
Christina?"

Colin stepped back a pace. "Actually, I've missedrhost days, and still
haven't met her. I've been in court, remember?haceback-to-back trials.
Thought today might be the day I'd finally meet tiesv senior partner.”

"She's not here," Bruce said flatly.



Colin seemed a bit put out. "That's obvious. But goe."

"I'm searching for some files that Angela said Stmma took to her office,"
Bruce said, immensely relieved that Morrisvillessident playboy still
hadn't met Christina. Heck, Bruce rationalized, reaction was only
because he and Colin were as close as brotherskramaling everything he
did about the guy, Bruce wouldn't wish Colin on Gtana. He was saving
Christina from a menace, rather than he himselhdgealous. The
rationalizations made this new feeling of ownershpre palatable. "I
haven't found them yet."

"Maybe she took them home."

"That was going to be my next step, Sherlock. Fantdwhere she is and
why she isn't here." With that, Bruce walked pastirtCand down the
hallway toward Angela's desk.

"Christina’s not here," Angela said immediatelyifasading Bruce's mind.
"Bella's sick. Christina's working from home tod&he called in a few
minutes ago. | buzzed your office, but you werthéte."

He'd been in Christina's office. "Did she takefitess home?"

"I don't know." Angela shrugged apologetically. Hhd my neonatal
appointment yesterday so | left early. Would yde Ime to call her and
ask?"

Bruce's frustration mounted, but he inhaled a deegath and calmed
himself. He'd contact Christina himself. "Don't worlbout it. I'll do it.
How did your appointment go? Everything the washibuld be?"

Angela smiled, that dreamy smile of a woman soorsde her child.
"Everything's perfect.”

"That's super,” Bruce said, backing off before Aaggt emotional. When
Colin's sisters had been pregnant, they'd criéthinark commercials and
sad country-music videos. Hormones were dangefongd. "I'm going to

try to catch up with Christina."



"Okay," Angela said. Bruce strode back to his @ffiele reached for the
phone, then decided against dialing. Phones coeldulmed off, calls
diverted to an answering machine. He buzzed Ang#im going to
Christina’s to work. Call me on my cell if you need."

"Will do,"” she replied, and within minutes Bruce sMa his truck, on his
way.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?" Christina asked without preamble when she
responded to the caller at her front door.

"Is that any way to greet me after me being awaynfthe office for so
long?" Bruce teased easily. He'd thrown her; heprise was clearly
readable. Her brown eyes had widened, a telltaishflhad pinked her
cheeks, and her lips had parted just so.

He inwardly groaned. Maybe he shouldn't be gazitgalips. Even devoid
of all glossy fabrication, they still had a suldleeen to them that made him
just want to flick his tongue over them and....

"You have some files | need,"” Bruce said, tryinggiurn to seriousness and
sanity. "And since you're not going to work todhlgrought myself to you.
| know.. .the sacrifices | make to make your lifsier."

Christina inched the door open and allowed himriere "Come in quick.
It's cold out. Bella's sick," she added.

"Angela told me," Bruce answered. Like the lastejnChristina wore a
faded pair of jeans. This time she'd topped theth asoft pink sweater set
that Bruce recognized as cashmere. Her honey-ablaie was pulled back
into an easy pony tail. As she stepped under thielipht, though, he
noticed dark circles underneath her eyes. "Howesdsling? You look like
you had a long night."

Christina sighed. "Bella tossed and turned conlstasid | didn't get much
sleep. She has what Megan recently finished. Asviru



"Symptoms?"

"Fever of 102, vomiting, although | think we're ifhed with that. Next
we'll have to deal with the other end.”

Bruce winced. Parenthood did have its less-glorimagnents. "Can the
doctor do anything for her?"

"l talked to him just before you showed up. He saysimply let the virus
run its course. Give her lots of fluids, a blandtdiThe usual. I'll go get
those files for you. You're probably in a hurry.”

"Nope. No rush. I've got time to spare. In fagtals thinking that maybe we
could just both work from here today, if that'd radkings easier for you."

"Here?" Christina squeaked.

"Sure, why not? You've got the files, and | grabbefé@w other things we
might go over. Are you set up in your office?"

"Actually..." Christina pointed, and through thelavay Bruce could see
she'd piled everything into neat stacks on hemginoom table.

"Ah," he said, realizing he hadn't had a house. tderdidn't even know if
she had an office. Last time he'd been here, hdidstood in the foyer,
wholly focused on Christina. That had been enoogihéike him to his core.

Now he took a moment to study his surroundingshiaight was a small
sitting room. It held two tall bookcases filled witather-bound volumes, a
Victorian love seat in a floral print that appearettomfortable and two
wing chairs that didn't seem they'd be much betiesit on. The dining
room, to his left, was double the size of thersgttioom, but the dining room
wasn't exactly huge, either. The mission-styleda&ioluld seat six easily, but
eight would be crowded. The room also containelimaccabinet.

Bruce suddenly remembered his package. He heldaufatge paper sack.
"I brought bagels,” he announced. "From Spencéiesh baked this
morning and guaranteed to be delicious.”



"Asiago cheese bagels?" she asked hopefully.

"Plus blueberry and plain." Bruce could see she teagpted, so he upped
the ante. "They make their own cream-cheese spréadsgot low-fat
strawberry, an apple butter and..."

Christina reached for the bag, and the paper &thék she took it from him.
"Okay, go sit down in the dining room. You can sthut only because
you've brought food. What can | get you to drink® Yave milk, water,
orange and apple juice. Oh, and coffee. I've beiakidg that by the gallon
today. It's hazelnut flavored."”

"A woman after my own heart,” Bruce said. "Hazeloaffee would be
divine. It's one of my favorites."

She walked into the dining room and Bruce folloved. "Have a seat," she
said.

He watched as she disappeared through another ambivay. Curiosity
about how far she'd gotten on the case had himdittne edge of the file
folder. And then, because he couldn't help himselfignored her notes and
followed her. The kitchen was about five feet bedyardoor that he guessed
led to the basement. "Can | help you with anything®asked.

He'd startled her again and she jumped.

"I'm fine," she said, quickly regaining her poigut Bruce still saw the
shake to her hand as she set the last bagel seag plate. "Coffee cups
are on that mug tree. Help yourself." She gestusdth her elbow,
indicating the location of the coffeepot. She reswthe last of the spreads
from the bag.

"l like your kitchen,"” Bruce said. The sand-wasleatinetry suited the
small space, as did the matching granite countertop

"It's small but well designed,” Christina said. &liteal estate agent told me
the previous owners had it redone. | didn't havehtenge a thing except for



the dish towels. Even the dishwasher is high emis Was the best rental
house I'd seen and it has an option to purchase."

"Do you miss it?" Bruce suddenly asked.
"Miss what?"

"The high life. You're in a three-bedroom housd'shadorable, but can't be
anything close to the mansion you probably lived in

Christina shrugged. "Yes, but even though it's guséntal, this house is
mine. All mine. | never had much use for ostentatibhave yet to see
someone drive more than one car or watch moredharnTV at a time. By
living here, I'm able to put part of Bella's chddpport money into a trust
fund for her."

Christina lifted a bagel and tore off a piece, whahe tossed, spreadless,
into her mouth. She chewed and swallowed. "I dealtt Bella growing up
spoiled or too pampered. You see enough of thaseate divas on TV.
Kyle can buy and give her anything except timehiend, stuff is just stuff.

| learned that when | walked away from it all. Oryoei take the chains of
fear off, it's amazing how free you are and how Imonore you appreciate
things."

"I wouldn't know," Bruce admitted as he processdwtwshe'd disclosed.
"I've never been in a situation I've hated that mtc

"Not even being forced to be a lawyer instead fillatime firefighter?"

Bruce contemplated that for a moment. "No, not ghan | love law, and |
like what | do. So in a sense | have the best df bwrlds. But I've always
been free to do what | choose. If I'd really wantede a firefighter, my
father and grandfather would have let me. My mothewverprotective and
wouldn't like it, but she'd have given in. So I'mtmng to be admired.
Unlike you."

"What do you mean?"



"You were obviously in a situation you didn't lizad you removed yourself
from it."

"It was more than not liking my circumstances. Liag\Kyle had to do with
how he treated me and how he didn't respect meyeople thought | was
crazy. | mean, he didn't abuse me, per se. Naogjt8lapping or anything
like that. So everyone wondered what | was thinlkigdeaving him. ‘Come
on,' they said. 'Sports jocks and rock stars atlathDeal with it." But |
couldn't. That wasn't the marriage | wanted."

She carried the plate of bagels as if it were ptote armor. "All my life
I've had to deal with the expectation that | woblkl perfect. Kyle was
another incarnation of that. The perfect providee incredible physical
specimen. | lived in his shadow and conceded whiad, changing myself
to his wishes. While | didn't have to walk five padehind, what Kyle did
was acceptable in his mind. His ego was first—Redfor women, his
desire for everything to be just so, his need lierlimelight and adoration
from everyone else. They came at my expense anghonghter's expense. |
wanted my marriage to be normal. You know.. .thanethough he was a
star football player, we'd still have family dineemnd family time. But in all
honesty, I've learned that normal doesn't exist."”

"l think normal is what you make of it. The Morfiamily was like that,
though mine wasn't."

"Normal is an illusion,” Christina said. "But it illusion that | want. Here,
in this tiny kitchen that doesn't scream money &arde, | can at least
pretend it exists. Bella should have a normal tiuttl, not be able to jet off
to London or Paris on a minute's notice."

"I'm sorry," Bruce said all of a sudden, with aréeness that came from
somewhere deep.

"Don't be," Christina said with a resigned smilaeSet the plate of bagels
back down. "I have enough money, | now have a gaaand | have a
beautiful



daughter. | see so much ugliness in the world tinast me, | know how
fortunate | am."

"You impress me," Bruce said quietly. He'd beenvsong about her from
the beginning and he hated himself for it. "I'mrgaf I've misjudged you at
any point.”

"Accepted,” she said, giving him the first true krshe'd ever directed at
him. It knocked his socks off.

At that moment, Bruce understood exactly how muchukile Christina
Jones could be. She was the type of woman a madd fadufor. Hard.

But she was a woman who didn't want a man. Didgsird one to come
rescue her, toss her on his horse and carry s trastle. She'd been there.
Done that.

She wanted her own horse and castle. Disquiet side Bruce. What
motivation did she have to try to love again? Beimgt once was bad
enough.

"I hear Bella," she announced abruptly. "Why dgot take all this stuff
into the dining room and I'll meet you there ineavfminutes. I'm going to
check on her."

About five minutes later, Christina traveled dovems, a groggy Bella in
her arms. Bruce stood.

"See, Mr. Lancaster is here," she said. "That'ssehmice you heard."
"Bruce," he corrected.

"Bruce," Bella said, attempting a small smile. Heart went out to her. He
could tell she ached all over.

"Bella's going to watch some television in the fgmndom while we work.
And I'm going to make her some toast."



"Plain bagel,” Bella said, seeing the tray on Hisd.

"Okay, honey. I'll toast you a plain bagel. Thatl We fine, although you
can't have anything on it."

Bella pouted but complied. Christina carried héo ithe family room, and
Bruce followed. Here again, Christina's touchesawgsible. The room was
only twelve by fourteen, but the two tall windowsopided an excellent
view of the tree-lined backyard. The room was datsat in warm earth
tones and plaids, and Christina soon had Bell&edatnto the sofa, a warm
blanket wrapped around her daughter.

"It's time for her Tylenol," Christina said. "ltjo get
it."

As she left, Bruce took a seat at the end of theelto"So | hear Megan got
you sick," he said.

Bella attempted a giggle but failed miserably amdced instead. "Uh-huh.
She was out of school for three whole days. | ia\get better because I'm
seeing my dad next weekend. He doesn't like it winersick."

"No?" Bruce said, for lack of anything better.

"No," Bella said. "It might make him sick, and hgtt to play football. The
Bengals might have a chance to play in the Supeid Bt they can't do it
without my dad."

"l see."

"I hate leaving Mommy alone for Thanksgiving. Shed$ going to Houston
this year."

"She usually goes to Houston?" Even sick, Bella wasountain of
information.



"We usually go," Bella corrected as precociouslypas who was ill could
manage. "But she has dinner plans. So | have tdeier. I'm hoping
Mamadoesn't catch what | have. She's a mom. Moerstallowed to get
sick."

"l think your mom's pretty tough."

"Mama is tough,” Bella said with a proud nod thabught on another
wince.

"Then I'm predicting that she probably won't catdhatever bug you've
got," Bruce said. He reached over and adjustechBdilanket. "Besides,
she probably had it when she was a kid."

"Like chicken pox," Bella said. "You only get thatce. I've never had it,
but I got the shot.”

"Exactly,"” Bruce said. He turned his head sligh@aristina was poised in
the doorway, observing the exchange. "Here's yglenbl," Bruce said.

Bella made a sour face.

"l also have your toasted bagel," Christina sand] Bella brightened upon
hearing that.

Within a few moments, Bruce and Christina wereesaicross from each
other at the dining-room table, the bagels andagfs®etween them.

"You're very good with her, you know," Bruce conmpéinted her.
"Thank you," Christina said. "l wasn't in the begmy."

Bruce had been opening a file folder. He stopped @bsed it again.
"You're not serious."

"Actually, I am." Christina's ponytail bobbed asgave a wistful smile.
"You'd figure that in my huge family I'd be usedn@abies, but when | held
Bella for the first time | was petrified. She wastgy, and all mine to care



for. Having a baby is a humbling experience. Thelavis no longer yours.
You are second. Someone else's needs must comerfishe won't survive.
You always weigh everything against the kid vamabéfore you do it."

"Like moving here, to Morrisville."

"Oh, most definitely. | wanted a place where | cbbélance being a career
woman and a mom, yet first and foremost it hadd@lplace where Bella
could thrive. If she fails, no matter who | am dnav greatness | achieve, it
all amounts to nothing."

"A long-term investment,” Bruce said, understanding

"A child is very long-term. At least twenty yeaisnot more, before she's
truly independent. | make so many decisions, 't know how any of
them come out until years from now."

"Bella loves you a great deal," Bruce said.

"And sometimes | wonder why," Christina said. Ass@s she'd said this,
she also wondered why the words had slipped OuB+doe, of all people.
Maybe it was because he was an attentive listeherjust naturally made a
person trust him and want to share everything. 8mas the type of lawyer
who could get any smidgen of information out of ¢lisnt.

Maybe it was the wide, engaging smile that chegikigmised all would be
right in the world. Maybe it was the baby-blue eyleat had fathomless
depths and that seemed able to read a woman's/¢batever it was, Bruce
Lancaster was the type of man who made a woman todiall for him.
Bruce Lancaster was danger.He reached acrosshleeaad covered her
hand with his. The contact had been designed &suee, to convey without
words that he'd understood her fears as a motherhiB touch should be
banned as a hazard. His fingers ignited somethandpps. They made her
feel, made her desire things that couldn't be.

"She loves you because you're her mother and yee loer. It's
unconditional.”



"I know," Christina said. She jerked her hand bdc&eing it from the
magnetic enticement. Damn him for understandingb&ng so, so...

She'd lost her train of thought; it had derailechewhere in the muddled
mess that was now her heart and her head. "I'ngdoioheck on Bella."

"Don't," Bruce said firmly. "Don't run, Christin&lot from me. We may not
have gotten off to a good start, but I'm not gdmgurt you. Ever."

"This isn't proper," she said, remaining rooteth® cane chair.

"What's not proper?" he asked. "If my touching youa show of

understanding wasn't acceptable, then | apologi¢ere working on a
harassment case. | of all people understand tles arhd don't intend to
violate them."

But therein lay the problem. His advance, his todnaun't been unwanted.
Hadn't been harassment at all. It had been wond&weet and caring. It
had been the touch of a friend, and God knows stlkel ise one of those. It
had also hinted at a sexual chemistry, the prowmis®mething deeper if
she chose to let it.

It was something to think about. With Kyle she'@goung, idealistic and
in love with the idea of being in love. She'd cluagthe ideal, deluded
herself that all would be okay.

But Bruce's touch had done what Kyle never coulcereccomplished in a
million years with a million dollars of fancy trieks.

Bruce's touch had shown her equality: that Brugelsa as a person in her
own right, one with feelings that didn't requirestjfication or
rationalization. He saw her as someone real, btgn arm ornament to be
taken out and played with on occasion.

His actions—mere friendship or those of courtshighichever—had
somehow hinted at normalcy. And she had to stapehcounter before it
went any further. No longer would her normal dependgny man.



"I—" she began. "This is too fast for me."

"Too fast?" Bruce queried. He did not want to phsh but yet at the same
time he had to know. He felt as if he'd been ruerdoy an eighteen-wheeler.
As much as he might desire Christina Jones, deepndwe knew he
shouldn't pursue her. For starters, he had to wdtkher. Yet he so wanted
to investigate the feelings he was developing @ to push and see where
things could go.

"This is too fast. Us. Partners. Friends. Whatévgoing on here that | can't
put into words. | didn't even like you when | filmet you, really met you, as
a Lancaster and Morris lawyer—although | did havadree with what the
Brownie troop called you. Mr. Hunk. You are that."

He simply nodded and waited. He'd learned with wothat if you paused
and gave the woman time, she'd tell you everytlymg wanted to know.
Bruce wanted to know it all where Christina wasaarned.

"I tried dating a bit after Kyle. It didn't work.d\None interested me, and all |
could think about was how | could be home with Belbing something
nurturing, something that would make her a bettesgn, a strong female."

"There's nothing wrong with that.”

"To my family there is. | should be remarried, prably to someone
Hispanic this time, and producing a horde of kigigte, | don't aspire to be
single the rest of my life. But I've come to peadth my status. It's okay if

| am single. I'm no longer afraid of being by myskbrought Bella into the

world."

Perplexed, Bruce frowned, but he remained silent.

"l can tell you don't understand. In life we picétips. Robert Frost's 'The
Road Not Taken' remains my favorite poem. Oncetgke a path, you can't
go back, because time has marched on. As for ngatriaeam not going to

marry again just to avoid social stigma."



"So you'll turn down the right man?" That thouglogbled and bothered
him.

"No, but I'm not out there actively trying to fifdim. I'm no longer twenty
and afraid of being alone. My priorities have chethgl'm probably not
explaining this well, but as I've said before, mynchappiness is secondary
to that of the little girl in there. I will not havmen in and out of my life,
trying them on, searching for something that mayexast. Sure, someday |
hope to be in a healthy relationship with a lovngn, but until then, | can
live without Mr. Right."

"So you'll sacrifice your own needs."

"Absolutely." The word burst forth with such firnemviction. "l would take
a bullet for my daughter, and being single is aaian that. I've been on
call 24/7 ever since the day | found out | was peed. Bella's birth didn't
put a dent in Kyle's schedule. Hell, he wasn't éhene. The game was too
critical for him not to play."

"There has to be a compromise,” Bruce said sinipigu say you want
normal. Normal has to be somehow having it all.”

"Bruce, not everyone is going to be happy and tinesfairy tale. Period. |

think that's a huge lie that someone somewhere rapde sell greeting

cards or perfume. | think that there are peopke, the, who catch snippets
of true happiness here and there, but for the past we're simply to be

content with what we have. Our purpose for beingisomeone else. We
aren't the ones playing the game. We're the coaChessatisfaction comes
down the road later, when the choices we've masldtra fruition.”

"But you're not content, Christina,” Bruce pointaat. "If you were, you
would have stayed in Cincinnati and not moved tariduille.”

"l didn't say that you had to settle for mediociityd second best. I'm not
living to grab my own brass ring, but to grab it $omeone else. | don't have
to have it for myself."



"Everyone needs it," Bruce said. "It's why | figines. There has to be that
part of us that belongs only to us and no one'else.

"Then mine is law,"” Christina said, the finality ver tone indicating any
current introspection of her life and personaligsmover.

"Then let's get back to it," Bruce said. He fullyemed the file folder. Not
that his interest was anywhere on the page in tbhim. He wanted to pick
Christina's brain more, to see what made her 8tle more than fascinated
him with her attitudes and opinions.

So far, all the women Bruce had met had been dgiggt married. They'd
been women on a mission, seeking that life parfaerone reason or
another. It could have been so that they'd belongesvhere—"I'm Mrs. So
and So." Or it could have been so that they'd la@eess to someone else's
money. Maybe some of it was love, but with all h@men he'd met, Bruce
didn't think that was really their motivation.

Except where Christina was concerned. He coulcheeemuch she loved
her child. It was there in the way she sacrificed dwn needs, in the way
she got up and checked on Bella every fifteen nemut

He* and Christina stopped working around one, andh for everyone was
chicken noodle soup and toast. Within minutes athy Bella was once
again asleep.

"She'll nap for a while," Christina said as she ted way back into the
dining room. "Thank you for being so patient witr H

"Why wouldn't | be?" Bruce asked. That Christin#l #tought the worst of

him in some ways was becoming painfully obvious] &e resolved to

change that immediately. "I like kids. | always wethto grow up in a whole
household of them. | was an only child so | wasagiswover at the Morrises'
house. Constant chaos. It was great. When | mbwsnt kids."

"l grew up the middle child,” Christina admittedt's' a unique position."

"Tell me about your family," Bruce prodded. "I'ttéito know."



"There's not much to tell. Both my siblings areywsuccessful. Cecile is a
pediatrician married to an internist. Two children,dog and a nanny.
Enrique runs the family business and has threereml"

"And you're the lawyer," Bruce said.

"I'm the lawyer,"” Christina said. "And | went tooarf away to

school—though Harvard is one of the best. Theychdte idea of me
working, so once they got over Kyle's being nongdrsc, they were more
than thrilled with my marrying him. Kyle Jones, tball god.”

A bemused smile crossed her face. "Though to Hean tell it now, they
knew he was a cad from the start and | should kawek to my own kind.
That was after the lecture | got on how divorceudthmever be an option."

"Bella says you won't be going home for Thanksgvin

"No, I'm not planning on it. It's a little too chamy and perfect. Overkill,
you could call it. Besides, | have plans."

"Plans?" Bruce said, managing to keep his toneraledDid Reginald
Morris invite you to his place? It's standing knedde that anyone who
works at the firm or is a family friend can attetiet Morris turkey day
bash."

Christina shook her head. "Nope, nothing like that.

"Your plans aren't staying home alone, are they2aBse that's not
acceptable. Reginald refuses to let anyone be ladome. Thanksgiving is
his big holiday. Even my grandfather will be thére.

"Oh, | won't be alone. Far from it. Actually, itgood you brought
Thanksgiving up. I'd like you to spend it with me."

Bruce eyed her suspiciously. The friendliness imitina's tone was too
forced. She'd never be good at poker; it was eviddée was up to
something. Although he did find himself wantingsfgend the holiday with
her.



"l usually go to the Morrises'," he said slowly.

"Not this year," Christina said. "Well, at least iab first. We have a dinner
to attend.”

That got his attention. "We do?"

"Why, yes," Christina replied, her expression gedrd'In fact, we're the
hosts."



Chapter Eight

They were hosting a dinner. Even a week after meroancement, he
resisted the urge to pinch himself. She'd steagddiim, which was pretty
impressive. No one else had ever accomplished that.

Reginald had been supportive when he'd stoppedrbge’® office in the
morning and said he'd be at the country club toavertit'll get me out of
from under the wife's thumb before my own bashstane'd said.

Bruce himself had to admit the past week had betameasting. He'd spent
Thursday and Friday at Christina's house. Therddieen in the office on
Monday and Tuesday, and they'd holed up in theezente room for hours
on end. It was now Wednesday afternoon, and sheatwe club, making
the last of the arrangements for their dinner party

Oh, yes, while the cat had been away at Cynteehmbuse had been out
proving that she wasn't afraid to play ball in kg leagues.

They were hosting a Thanksgiving dinner for allittidass-action clients
and their families.

He should be ticked off. Even though she was aosgrartner, this was his
case. Or that was what he'd told her the first Bay.to use the cliche, she'd
grabbed the bull by the horns and run. She'd josedvhat she'd wanted to
do.

And darn it, all the other work she'd done? Flasdéte hadn't been able to
make one complaint. Even the idea of a dinner wasmional. Maybe that

was why he'd simply mumbled "Great job" and keptrhouth shut. Bruce

was enough of a man to know when to quit. If Cimashad wanted to prove
her competence, she had—in spades.

He'd ignored the one knowing smirk she'd given that afternoon at her
house, and that had been that. A new partnership deen formed,
somewhat precariously perhaps, but a new undeistpredisted between



them now that hadn't been there previously. No éongas Bruce "in
charge," and oddly, he found himself not minding tiessation of control.
Being equal partners with someone worthy of you svpsetty cool thing.

And Christina was a one-woman dynamo. She'd resdd@dvith Elaine
Gray and her legal team for December sixth, givevgryone the week
between Thanksgiving and the meeting to get prepare

As for tomorrow, Bruce sighed. He was hosting ankisgiving party, more
specifically an early- afternoon holiday feast watlhthe trimmings. With

Christina at his side. Once he'd gotten over himirshock, he'd thought of
nothing else. He liked the idea of being with Héesides, he could still
attend the Morris bash after all was said and done.

Bruce glanced at the clock. Everyone else had éitetork early. He might
as well go home, too. Tomorrow would be an inténgstiay.

THANKSGIVING DAY dawned clear, bright and cold. Rumor had snow
moving in later that evening, but the afternoonustiaemain partially
sunny, according to the local weather forecaster.

Christina shrugged off her nervousness as she edleppt of bed. The
dinner began at one-thirty, ensuring that anyone tid worked second
shift the night before had had enough time to gi#aent night's sleep. For
some whose days and nights were backward, theydweehnically be

having turkey for breakfast, but no one had seetoedind or care. When
Christina had invited Maria Gonzales, the womanssehad teared up.
More than likely, turkey hadn't been on the daysnmat all for the

Gonzales family.

But a dinner for all the members of their classioscsuit and their families
was only the first step. Christina had talked talahurches and businesses
since the inception of her idea, and she'd mantagegdt a plethora of gift
certificates donated. Every family would receivensthing that they could
use to usher in the holiday season.



She herself was so fortunate; it was the leastshkel do. Now, if only she
wasn't riding to the event with Bruce, she miglst joe able to calm down.

"SO, are you ready?"

"I think so," Christina said. She nervously smodtbat a temporary crinkle
in her black knit pants. Bruce stood in her foyeaijting. Why she'd let him
talk her into going with him was still a mysteryutBhis argument on the
phone this morning had been so persuasive she&tc&od forbid they
ever be on opposing sides of a case.

Tonight's dress code called for casual, althoughs@ha knew by saying
that, that the women and their families would besded in Sunday best.
Everyone would be scrubbed clean, clothes neagiysed.

Christina herself wore simple black pants, a whiteadcloth shirt with a
stand-up collar, and a black knit vest with a ribvbd gray cat face on one of
two patch pockets. Her plain black pumps put heuathree inches shorter
than Bruce.

She had to admit her breath had caught in herttfsoa second when she'd
opened the door and let him in. He'd chosen to welark-blue flannel shirt

and tan chinos. The color combination sharpenedbhie eyes and

accentuated his dark-brown hair. He'd put on dozssboy boots, the

broken-in kind worn for two-stepping and churchl thiat was missing was
a Stetson.

Sensing her current appraisal, Bruce let looseghatof his and said, "So
I'll do?"

"You're fine." Christina managed to regain her cosyse on the little white
lie. He was more than fine, but she wouldn't strbke ego with any
additional compliments. The man already had allséixeual ammunition in
the world to use against her; she wasn't goingatalthim the gun, too, by
letting him know he'd had an effect on her. "Lgts"



The parking lot was almost empty when they arriWtien she'd made the
reservations, the country club's catering manageértbld Christina that the
club's annual Thanksgiving dinner began at five.

Christina pretty much assumed they'd be finishetth wWieir party before
then. While she had no embarrassment about begg wih any of her

guests, she didn't wish them to feel uncomfortaieinferior, or be

subjected to any speculative glances should they into any of

Morrisville's elite. And all but two of the womerowld be there. They were
both out of town visiting family.

"Stay there,"” Bruce ordered as he turned off thebling diesel engine.
Within moments he'd come around and opened her door

"You know, I've gotten out of this truck before imyself,” Christina said.
He grinned. "Yeah, but then you were ticked at me."

A blast of cold air brushed by under her coat, &mistina reached for
Brace's hands. Warmth caused her fingers to tiagl®ruce helped her
down. He placed a steadying hand on her lower kmgentle pressure she
felt through the heavy wool fabric. Then they hedriinside, where the
banquet manager greeted them and led them to ttgiearoom.

"Flowers?" Brace questioned, eyeing the table e ¢mtered the room.

"Absolutely,” Christina said. "They add a littleagh-our to any occasion, let
people feel valued. Come here. I'll put yours on."

Although perhaps that was a mistake. Because irerotd pin the
boutonniere to his shirt, Bruce had to undo a féwhe buttons. And then
Christina had to slide her fingers under the daftriel material, not even an
inch from the skin of his chest.

Being tall and this close, she could also smelHttershave he wore, a deep
musky scent designed to weaken women at the kAeksast, it was having
that effect on her. She trembled slightly and madagpt to stab him with
the long straight pin.



"Steady," Bruce said.

"I'm fine. See? Done. Now, please, if you don'tanwill you add mine? |
could do it myself, but | always manage to getdaioked."

"Sure," Bruce said, but the thought temporarilygbared him. He stared at
her. There was a reason that, in high school, dle/dys bought his dance
dates wrist corsages. Slide on, slide off. No pins.

He'd experienced womanly delights on many occasiand he was not a
fumbling boy any longer. But this was Christinagld®ing invited into her

personal space, if only to attach a flower to Hackvest, had him suddenly
as quaky as a teenager.

"You have done this before?" she asked, concerned.

"Of course," he replied gruffly. Did she have toedinso great? It wasn't
even her perfume, but her hair. The result createdsed awareness of her
as a woman, and a desire to be more than jusioharker.

"Be careful," she said. "Firefighters don't injyreople.”

"It's been a while," he said, forcing control ifiig fingers as they fumbled
with the large straight pin. He'd lifted the lefies of her vest, the one above
the cat face, and his fingers grazed the white madhteirectly above her
breast. He could feel the heat of her breath, sémsghythmic thumping of
her heart.

"Thank you," she said as he finished and steppel, Itlae white carnation
perfectly positioned. Her brown eyes had darkebet maybe that was a
trick of the chandelier lights. Or perhaps she, twad been experiencing
desire, need.

"You're welcome," Bruce said. He was spared angrotionversation or
thoughts about how dangerous Christina was talidol as the first of their
guests began to arrive.



The dinner was an unequivocal success, and ara00¢5n. the last of the
guests departed. Reginald Morris had come and ger&nding an
invitation to Christina to stop by his house ldteat day.

"You pulled it off," Bruce said as the room emptieglen the banquet staff
taking off for a quick break before they returneu alid teardown. "Well
done."

"Thanks," Christina said. "Aren't you glad you dtdsay anything?"

Bruce grabbed his water goblet. They were seatedeabf the round tables
sprinkling the room. He feigned stupidity. "Aboubat?"

Christina smirked, for she had him. "Ah, spokerelk true legal mind.
About the dinner. Admit you wanted to complain wiyen first heard about
it. Come on. Be a man and confess it."

He arched an eyebrow and was rewarded with a bldgw, why would |
want to do that?" he drawled. "Every lawyer knowsvihard it is to retract
a confession."

She pounced. "Ha. Just say that you didn't thimkag a good idea. Because
you didn't think | was competent enough to pubfit Because | did it all
without your permission.”

"Well, if 1 did think those things—for which of cese I'm not admitting any
guilt—you certainly proved me wrong, didn't you? Wwere more than
competent, and this was more than superb.”

Christina's smile widened into something real. "/Ausic to my ears and all
the thanks | needed today."

She was letting him off the hook this easily? "Asgto-please woman? No
way," Bruce joked. "Don't you have a plan to takgmose, rub it in some
dirt or something?"

"You're a cad,” Christina said. "l thought that tfa/ | met you but decided
not to stoop to your level."



A low blow, delivered with humor, but still one definitely deserved. And
because she hadn't delivered it with malice, hewvktieey'd again forged
new ground, putting their tumultuous start behimeht.

"Seriously, you did a great job today, Christinaa boing to echo what
Reginald said. Your gesture—this dinner—went a lomgy toward

building these women's confidence and trust inngsaur firm. And the gift

certificates were a classy touch. This dinner wgseat idea. I'm glad you
didn't run it by me."

"I had to do it. Those women deserve so much nforeerica is supposed to
be the land of opportunity, and they've had steliof it. Compared with

them, I'm totally assimilated. I've got the brasgyralready. Everyone
deserves a break that doesn't reek of charity."

"And this dinner didn't. You done good, ChristinaBruce joked,
deliberately using poor grammar. Then his expressabered. "Even if it
had been my idea, | couldn't have done better."

An awkward silence descended as each contemplate@'B admission. A
few of the banquet staff wandered back into thenr@md began cleaning
up. "Probably time to go," Christina said. She didvant to contemplate
this change of events further, didn't want to treaa/ ground that might be
too dangerous to her independence.

"You're right about the time," Bruce agreed, "esgbcsince we have to
stop by the Morrises' Thanksgiving dinner. Althoughth be told, | doubt |
could eat another bite."

"We're stopping by?" Her brown eyes widened. "l tgdnto go straight
home."

He shook his head and gave her a sympathetic glance heard Reginald
while he was here. He told you to come by. Thatmad® expects to see
you."

"You can't drop me off and make my excuses?" skedad can, but | won't.
This is the biggest party of the year that the Madlamily gives. Everyone



in the firm drops by at one point or another, ewérs just for a few minutes
on the way to somewhere else."”

"Well, if it can be brief, | guess we can stop éominute or two. Tonight |
planned on spending a quiet evening in."

The party would give him more time to spend with, laad Bruce realized
he wanted every one of those precious minutes. "tan be alone
tomorrow," he insisted. "Have the day to yoursedft. Tonight, humor me.
Think of it as being good for your career."

"But if | asked you to take me home...?" Christiegan.

"I would," Bruce admitted. She responded with @&x&ld smile. "But you
aren't going to ask, because you are dying to duidwhere one of your
bosses lives, and where your cantankerous parfoemt snost of his
childhood hanging out."

"Now, how could I resist that offer?" Christina rewed her carnation and
set it on the table. She stood. "Come on, letizelsa that they can clean up.
I'm sure they'd like to go home sometime tonight."

"You're not keeping that?"

She shook her head. "l used to press flowersabert | realized that as long
as | had the memory, | had what | needed. I've mbgen much of a pack
rat."

"| see," Bruce said, and for some reason, as shdesbff to retrieve her
coat, he removed the pin from her carnation andgted the bloom.

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER Christina found herself warmly welcomed into the
Morris household. Located on the outskirts of townthe more affluent
section, their three- story Victorian sat on thgesaters of an acre in the
center of the block. "It's a century home," Brudespered as Reginald said



hello, took their coats and set his guests loddeeh in the family about that
long, as well."

"The dining room is huge," Christina said, for iasv Even Kyle's palatial
estate didn't have this much room dedicated todbeating. The table had
been set for sixteen, and that was without squgethia fine china place
settings together. The room itself was decoratet amtiques and painted
in autumn colors.

"Bruce, great to see you." A petite female slid ngxt to Bruce, and
Christina watched as the woman gave him a warm Wlgpever this was,
Bruce knew her well.

"Anne Louise, how are you?" Bruce returned the gech required him to
bend slightly.

“I'm great. Adam and I've been busy." She pattadst@mach. "Number
four's on the way."

"Congratulations!" Bruce said. "I'm thrilled foryoAm I finally going to be
a godparent?"

"Maybe this time. Maybe next," she said with a tdénin her green eyes.
"Adam and | plan on having at least five. You rngallight to get working on
some of your own, you know. Speaking of which..rin& Louise turned a
pointed gaze in Christina's direction and thendsmBruce with a, "You're
being rude. Introduce us. This is...?"

"Anne Louise is Reginald's youngest," Bruce offe@tistina by way of
explanation. "Anne Louise, this is Christina Jorfgse's the newest senior
partner at Lancaster and Morris. She and | are worin the Title VII case
together. Christina, this is Anne Louise."

"Oh."

Christina sensed Anne Louise's momentary disappeint, as if she'd been
hoping Bruce had brought a date. Then Anne Louigghtened. "Too bad,
Bruce. We all keep believing you'll find someonenydvay, welcome,



Christina. Don't mind how cavalier all of us argaeling Bruce. I've known
him practically since toddlerville. His parentsdionly a few houses down
when they aren't traveling the world. It's a pleasio meet you and put a
name to the face of the newest senior partnerAhime Louise Schuster, a
nonlawyer, stay-at-home mom of three. My husbainttspolitics."

"So now you turn all bashful after you embarras® tde's Indiana’'s junior
senator,” Bruce added. "Elected the moment he duthety-one. Anne
Louise has to relocate her family to WashingtonC.Dfor part of each
year."

"Which is ironic, considering I'm such a homebodiat and the fact that
Adam and my father aren't in the same politicatypanymore,” Anne
Louise said with a laugh. "Dad got angry last etecand cast a straight
party ticket for the other side. Adam won his seatway."

"Speaking of which, is your husband around hereesamere?"

"Of course. He's in the family room, watching whate sporting events
happen to be on. This is his day to relax withghgs. Colin's back there, as
are the rest of my brothers-in-law. Come on, Cimast_et me introduce you
to all the womenfolk so that Bruce can go hangwith the guys. You'l
quickly discover that there's a very sexist divigiime in this house and that
we like it that way. Keeps the men out of our tend our conversation.
Can't talk about them if they're in the room. Wouyltl like a glass of
wine?"

"That sounds fine," Christina said, marveling & thendly atmosphere of
the Morris household. Things in Christina's housegeamuch more formal,
even at holidays. Here everything seemed so relae&ruce left them, a
few children ran underfoot, and quickly Anne Loums®lered at them to go
back down to the basement.

"We have beverages besides wine if you'd preferetioimg else,” Anne
Louise said as she also shooed a second grougtikivnstairs. "Can you
tell I'm craving a glass? Another nine months withdNo hot-tubbing, no
wine—remind me why do women do this again?"



"The result is worth it?"
"You mean controlled chaos?"

"That, too," Christina replied with a chuckle a® $bllowed Anne Louise

into the humongous kitchen that could only be dbsdras a chef's dream.
The original house had been expanded and the kitelas modern and
bright. Mrs. Morris had two Sub-zero side- by-sidfigerators, two sets of
double ovens and a huge oversize center islandstadin that could easily
seat six. The room had to be thirty by forty, anddluded a large kitchen
table, at which sat talking a multitude of women.

"You should see Mom's pantry,” Anne Louise confidsdshe reached for
an open bottle of wine from a countertop locatechyafrom the main
workstation. "It's the size of a small bedroom.Wdur of us, Bruce and all
our friends hanging out here, | think my mom fed #guivalent of a small
army on a daily basis."

"Bruce did say he was always here," Christina r&ethas she accepted the
glass of Riesling that Anne Louise poured.

"He was. He and Colin—my brother, who works at Laster and Morris,
too—he and Colin have been best friends simplyfdoever. They even
roomed together all through college and law schdetween you and me, |
think that Bruce was always happier being over .hElie parents never
really did recover after his sister's death. Theyen tried to have children
again."

"He had a sister?" The news rocked Christina. Bhacksaid he'd grown up
an only child, and the death of any child was abkvegrrible, no matter
whose family.

"She died of SIDS at four months. Right before blaten. He was four
then, so I'm sure it remains one of his memoriés pdrents treated him as
though he was fragile after that."

"Oh, my," Christina said.



"Exactly," Anne Louise said. "l have three, andiviet! with the baby
monitor next to my ear every night for months aftery were born."” She
rubbed her stomach again. "I'm sure | will withstbne, as well. She's due
in June.”

"l did pretty much the same thing. | have a daugtiella's eight now, but
when she was little | would get up in the middletloé night and hold a
mirror over her face to make sure she was breathing

"Our children are our lives,” Anne Louise said. tAthat's my eldest,
snagging carrot sticks. Good grief. He's growikg & weed."

Christina smiled and clutched her wineglass likiéetine.

"Feel free to wander around,” Anne Louise said."Dtet me keep you
cornered in here. The house is open—meaning, eweri®everywhere.
Don't hesitate to give yourself a tour. There'suimg room in the basement,
and we have a rumpus room upstairs on the thirdr.fldust introduce
yourself. I'd name everyone at that kitchen tabler dhere for you, but it
would take too long. Don't worry, no one bites."

"Except maybe me. If you'd like, I'l show you anoli® Bruce's voice
tickled her ear, making Christina jump. A bit ofn&i sloshed out of her
glass.

"Bruce,” Anne Louise scolded. "Don't scare the pgidr Look what you
made her do. Now, go get a paper towel and claamtéss up."”

"Yes, ma'am," Bruce said, retrieving a handful apgr towels from the
holder next to the bar sink. He bent down and neadew easy swipes.
When he straightened, the marble tile was dry. tGa®onew."

"You're such a menace," Anne Louise said as Bruadded up the towels
and made the shot into the waste- basket. "Alwaye been."

"And | always will be, since | aim to please. Sbtéke Christina on that
tour before you start making her cook."



"Nah, we have this down to a system,” Anne Lou&sd.s
"The carrots, Anne Louise," a woman wearing artlienCook apron called.

"I'm on it, Mom. I'm talking to Christina. She'sthew senior partner who
works with Dad."

"Hello, Christina," Mrs. Morris said.
"Hello," Christina greeted her.

"Hey, Bruce, are you two sitting at the head tabla¥ of Colin's sisters
shouted.

"We ate at the club less than two hours ago," Beaté. "Assign our spots
to someone else."

"Oh, yes, the dinner,” Mrs. Morris said, glancing for a moment from
whatever she was doing. "Reggie told me about Hat did it go?"

"Wonderful,” Bruce answered as he led Christinatbetkitchen door, Mrs.
Morris's attention already diverted by the buzzimyen timer.
"Overwhelmed yet?" Bruce asked as he guided Chaistown a side hall
that led by a half bath, the pantry and a set ok Isdairs.

"A little," she admitted. "And to think | was goirtg curl up with a good
book and enjoy an evening of silence.”

"Ah, sarcasm. | was starting to worry you'd lostiytouch.”
"l never lose my touch."

"That's good to know." Bruce cupped her elbow arelvdher aside for a
moment. And then totally blanked.

"Yes?" Christina prodded.



Bruce stared at her. Just what had he been absay®Even in a courtroom
he was always ready with a comeback, the next aegtintie was never
speechless. But the thought of her touch... "Uh."

She arched a blond eyebrow at him. "Cat got yoogue?"

As her mouth moved, he wished she had his tongueer mouth. He let go
of her elbow, and some sanity returned. "Somethkegythat. It's been a
busy day."

"Have some wine. The few sips I've had of it seetodtklp me."

He peered into her face. "Already had a beer. Qng'émit. I'm driving,
remember?"

Driving had never stopped Kyle. Another differefmgween the two men
became glaringly obvious. Christina decided to stmpparing them. Bruce
was by far the hands-down winner, and a complipagiee didn't need at this
point. The last thing they should do was to givetanthe undercurrent
humming between them.

But right now, in the tiny hallway, how she wantedjive in! She'd leaned
back against the wall, and Bruce moved close. Adl Isad to do was reach
up her hands and draw down his face to hers, pgresdips to his. Her

fingers itched to do just that, and she saw Bruegxsession darken.

He felt it, too.

"Oh, Bruce, there you are. Been trying to find you.

An elderly man dressed in a tweed sport coat aackidlacks stood into the
hallway, his expression revealing nothing. Chretfroze. This situation

was not what it seemed. It was not—

"l see you brought a date.”



Chapter Nine

At his grandfather's words, Bruce inwardly groan€tristina had been
about to kiss him, or at least she'd wanted to. Waid wanted her to, even if
she wasn't officially his date.

The interruption was as needed as a cold showeegumlly as unwelcome.
Now Bruce remembered what he'd meant to tell GhasRoy Lancaster,
the old curmudgeon himself, was here, and wanbngeet her.

Bruce had simply forgotten it until too late.

"Granddad," Bruce said quickly, "this is Christidanes, my new senior
partner."

Roy's face, long able to school itself into any-gerly facade, didn't show
any surprise or shock. His blue eyes crinkled aadsessed Christina, and
Bruce watched her shift uncomfortably. Heck, if &uhadn't grown up
around Roy, he'd be unsettled, too. The man wésaansoller.

"Ah, so you're the new partner I've been trying @éeifor most of the
month. Every time | drop by the office, you arehére."”

"We've been working from her house," Bruce said, toine imploring
Christina to keep silent. Her eyes widened witharathnding. While Bruce
knew she was strong enough to handle his grandfadbeng so was like
cleaning your house—it was nicer when someonedsts for you.

"We've also been out in the field quite a bit,” 8swadded. "We're getting
ready for our December sixth meeting with the Miuitle Garment
Company. Unless they surprise us and capitulatearea't hopeful for
resolution. Afterward, if none is reached, we expgbe EEOC to issue us
the right-to-sue letter we've already asked for."

His grandfather's expression revealed he wasntingrested in that piece
of news. "I heard you held a party."”



"We did," Bruce said, relieved that Christina wetihg him handle this so
far. "It was Christina's wonderful idea. It wenloag way in building trust
with our clients and showing them that the firmLahcaster and Morris not
only values them, but also respects them. That #inegy't just an income
source."

"And | charged it to my budget,"” Christina added.

As she said those words, Bruce winced. Roy Lanceaste the type who, in
the courtroom, could make rabbits magically pop afutats just when all
had been said and done and the trial was wrapgndlow his gaze had
sharpened into that razor expression that meantasefar from finished
here.

"Christina, | read your resume. Refresh my mem®pu went to Harvard,
correct?"

"Yes, sir," Christina replied, her use of the titlet lost on Bruce.
"Tell me, is my old friend Andy Buchanan still téétg there?"
"I had him my freshman year and then he retired."

"Ah," Roy said, as if mulling that fact over. "Dite ever talk about our
case?"

Bruce willed Christina to be quiet, but she fell Roy's trap. "Your case?"
she asked.

"Yes, the one | beat him olVedlockv. Storm.Even though he lost badly,
we kept in touch afterward for many, many yearsn€ol want to hear your
opinion on it, and then you can comment on thesése Supreme Court
recently announced it wouldn't hear."”

"Like Durninv. Tower."



"Especially that one. My personal opinion is th@hg new, younger judges
should be infused into the lower courts. Except Hmmetimes they aren't
yet savvy in all the intricacies of the law."

"So did you or didn't you vote for Adam Schustedditical party?” Bruce
asked, trying to wave the red cape in front ofadharging bull that was his
grandfather. "They ran on a platform of family wedu and more
conservative judges, even if they are younger.”

"Of course | voted for Adam's party. The party Reggted for would have
fleeced my social security benefits. Come, Chrgstiet's find somewhere
quieter.”

Christina gave Bruce a glance and he shrugged as

Roy began leading Christina out of the hall. Atste8ruce had tried.
"Would it surprise you, Christina, that | told Regid his son-in-law could
end up president? | wonder if he's got somethinigide should the secret
service start snooping around.”

"I doubt that's it," Christina said.
"I wouldn't,"” Roy said matter-of-factly.

Bruce watched Christina disappear. "Going to sarenon't help," a voice
behind him said.

"Yeah, | know," he said as Anne Louise approach8tde'll have to battle
Roy on her own. He'll either love her or hate her."

"The old curmudgeon,” she said. "You should hawendgm at Adam's
victory party. You would have thought he'd singhetiedly gotten Adam
elected.”

“I'm sure in his mind he did," Bruce admitted wahsmile. He could just
picture his grandfather holding court and waving thiink. "It's got to be

hard to be seventy and facing mortality, althougérgone says Roy's just
too mean ever to die."



"He's correct about the judges, though,"” Anne Le®gaid. "Adam says the
same thing. Some of them are there way past ihes:'t

‘Yeah, but we'll never see a constitutional amemdneéiminating judge
tenure any more than we would see one setting amam age for being a
federal judge.”

"You know, you'd make a good judge someday," Anoegise said.

"You think?" Bruce said. He shook his head. "Ndpelitics isn't for me. |
refuse to enter those rat-race elections for cocintyit court. And | haven't
been practicing for a full ten years yet to qualdy anything higher."

"That's the county and state level. As you saidigltare no minimum ages
for federal judgeships,” Anne Louise pointed oM¥culdn't Roy just love
for you to be a Supreme Court justice someday? Elayice Adam's in
there long enough he can pull some strings angiayea federal spot.”

"Yeah, if he's president of the United States, Ra@y said. Until then, |
doubt our current president knows who | am, muds lenows me well
enough to think about appointing me," Bruce said.

"You never know," she said.

Bruce gave Anne Louise a quick kiss on the foreh&klay, | can't stand it.
| have to go check on Christina.”

AFTER FIFTEEN MINUTES Christina had to admit she'd never met anyone
quite like Roy Lancaster. For one, he was a thirvegsion of Colonel
Sanders. Add a white suit with a black tie, and Ragcaster could easily
grace a red-and-white-striped bucket of chicken.

She'd already guessed that the refilled cocktail imchis hand was more for
show; that while everyone may have assumed he'd'drael too many,”

she'd noticed that the codger really had beenrsjppery, very slowly and
that the drink appeared watered down.



He wasn't nearly as inebriated as everyone tholtgitl simply mastered
the art of the show.

No wonder he'd been such a legal wizard. Once b&lgher into a small
study, he'd patted a wing chair on one side ofitkplace. He'd sat across
from her, the gas logs in the fireplace providingckcheer. After starting
their conversation with the admission that he hdagen too keen on her
being hired in the first place—his honesty a tatbichrow her, she was
certain—Roy drilled Christina rapid fire.

Five minutes into the interrogation, for that wishe could assume it was,
a grudging respect loosened the taut lines arousmdnbuth. A new light
shone in his blue eyes, and he reached over, gegtdthnd and said simply,
"You'll do."

Christina figured that whatever the test, she'd@adsMaybe not with flying
colors, but passed nonetheless. For now, that waeilgood enough. She'd
pitted her legal mind against Roy's, and that heehliough. She didn't want
a repeat, and she'd never play him in chess, either

"Here you are," Bruce said. He carried a freshgylalswine, Christina
noticed. Clever man. "1 figured you might like &lké

"Didn't have to come rescue her, boy. There's nergemcy here,” Roy said,
seeing through the ruse.

"Besides discussing some court cases, your grdaretfaind | have been
talking about the future of the firm," Christinadas she accepted the red
wine. She'd left her previous glass somewhereearkitthen after the spill.
"He said I'd do."”

"And she will, too," Roy averred, his blue eyesziolg. "Darn fine lawyer
she'll make. You could do a lot worse. In fact, yéien have."

"She's not—"

"Didn't say she was," Roy said sharply, and Chasbit her lip to hide her
amusement at the exchange. "Just said at least peltassociating with a



higher class of female this time. Don't want anylios at Lancaster and
Morris."

"Or in the lineage," Bruce said dryly.

"That, too,” Roy acknowledged with an exaggeratedf. H'Took your
mother a bit to win me over once she married my Aol speaking of her,
she hasn't been too pleased with any of your chaadate, either.”

"When it's time, I'll know," Bruce said. "Like golThe season's over. In
fact—" his brow creased "—it's snowing."

"We're supposed to get a dusting,” Anne Louise, saidering the room.
Christina wondered if everyone had felt the urgesdawe her, until Anne
Louise announced, "Dinner's almost ready. Timeke tyour places. Come
on, Grandpa Roy. We can't start without you in ywoaditional place."”

"Darn right,” he said.

As Roy rose to his feet, Christina followed Bruggance out the window.
"That's not a dusting," she said. "Those flakeshaige."

"And wet," Bruce replied. He pulled out his cellgpie. "I'd better call in and
see what's going on. Usually, at times like thisrggne's needed."

"Firefighting," Roy announced for Christina's behéf told you | served
on the department, didn't I?"

"If you didn't, | can assure you that Bruce told,'mghe said. "Family
tradition."

"And we're big on tradition around here,” Roy anmmed. "Not that we're
stick-in-the-muds."

"Never," Anne Louise said. "Grandpa Roy. Dinner.uYe seated where
you like to be, at the end next to my mother."



"Did she make the cranberry sauce herself? No castugf for me," Roy
declared to no one in particular. He wobbled forament as he took a step.
Christina wanted to laugh. What a player. Roy waw feaning on Anne
Louise for support, even though he'd been fine atkvn with Christina.
They didn't make them like Roy anymore.

"Of course it's homemade cranberry sauce,” Anneiseoteplied. "My
mother doesn't allow anything canned in her kitalngliess it's out of season
and she's desperate.”

With that they departed, leaving Bruce and Chrastaone in the small
study. Christina rose and moved to the window. BEme¢he darkness, it was
easy to see that the snow was heavy, and fallstgAdready a quarter to a
half inch had deposited itself on the roads, laamd roofs.

Bruce snapped his cell phone shut, and Christin@etlaround. "Some
dusting,” he said. "We have way too much moistarghe air. They're
predicting anywhere from one to two feet.”

"One to two feet?" Having gone to college in Bost@ristina was no
stranger to snow, but two feet was a lot.

"Yeah, it's a fast-moving storm. Like the one wel lha December 2004.

Dumped one to two feet all the way from southersdduri to Lake Erie in

a very short time frame. St. Louis and Chicago sathking, while Kentucky

had every major highway closed. Even places asdath as Houston saw
snow—for many, the first in decades. You're aboutave that quiet night
after all, because I'd better get you home befoeerbads get bad. Even
though the fire department said they don't regoiyeservices right now, |

have a feeling I'll be paged in later. A lot of ppare going to get stuck in
this."

"Okay," she said. She reached for the glass of wanghe could return it to
the kitchen.

"My grandfather wasn't too hard on you?" Bruce dskethey walked.



For Bruce to worry about her was sweet, and hiseantouched her. "l can
see what made him such a good courtroom litigéhat;s for sure. He's still
pretty sharp.”

"He was one of the great orators of his time. Tlam modeled himself after
Abe Lincoln. Be a self-made man and keep it shait@ncise. He cites the
'‘Gettysburg Address' as the best speech ever writere, I'll take that.”

Now in the kitchen, Bruce emptied the contentsesfdlass into the sink
and set the goblet on the countertop. "Our coatpabably upstairs. If you
wait here, I'll go for them."

"Okay," Christina said, using the moment to surthey cavernous kitchen,
now empty of adults. Only a rowdy group of childreat at the kitchen
table. Their ages ranged from four to about elewasnl, all were happily
stuffing their faces with food. The two older baysre arguing about which
game system was best—Nintendo or Playstation—eagls oice getting
louder as he argued his case. They were lawyergimaking.

Bella would have loved celebrating ThanksgivingeheZhristina mused.
Although Kyle's family treated Bella like a prinsgsince she was around
all adults, Bella was to be seen and not heard.v&heéd have enjoyed
playing with the other kids in such an informal eamment, especially with
all the girls, who appeared to be about Bella's @gwl while Christina
hadn't toured the finished basement or third-flp@yroom, she had a
feeling that they would be kid-friendly spaces atarheaven.

"You seem down," Bruce said as he returned with vaeol coat. "Is
everything okay?"

"I'm just missing Bella," Christina answered. "Shptobably in her best
party dress at a be-seen-but-not-heard party at'«ylarents' house. Her
only cousin is still eight months old, so she ha®ne to play with."

"Next year if she's spending the holidays with ygay'll have to bring her
here. Reginald and Loretta will insist.”



"l can't plan that far," Christina said. "I'm stiinting my house and taking
things one day at a time."

"Come on, we'll talk at your place. Let's begin mgkour way to the door.
While | was upstairs, | used the truck's remotetss®d by the time we're
finished with the goodbyes, the truck should bemed up. If not, both
front seats have heaters. I'm man enough to adatit turn them on."

Twenty minutes later, Christina was glad for thesat warmers. The
temperature had dropped and snow was thicker baNjing blanketed
everything in sight with more than an inch of snaleady. Most of
Morrisville was relatively flat and the roads styfa, and the large
four-wheel-drive truck handled the snowy trek watise.

Bruce pulled up into her driveway and again asgistéh her exit. She
managed that fine, but her black pumps were Iitié¢ch for the snow, and
she slipped on her walkway.

"Steady. I've got you," he said, cradling her satgjainst his broad chest.
Snow touched her face and melted on her nose pad"liooks like it's
getting even heavier. Let's get you inside. Thethasg you need is to catch
cold."

A thought struck her, and Christina turned arouAdl.those people at the
Morrises'—they were just sitting down for dinner."

"Oh, most of them will stay for the night, includimy grandfather. He'll
hold court until at least ten. The rest live cles®ugh to walk home if
necessary. Loretta's known for keeping a box ofaeltits and gloves for
emergencies like tonight's.”

Christina had left the front light on, and the mfporch provided a brief
respite from the falling snow. She rummaged infhase for her key, and at
last lugged out the oversize photo key chain Bedd made for her at a
children's museum. "You'd think that the size o$ tihing would make it
easier to find," she said, her fingers shaking, rastconly from the cold.



Why was she nervous? Bruce wasn't going to congiderincompetent
because she'd taken a few extra seconds to finkklysr

There was no way she was nervous just because Baddeeld her close for
a moment to keep her from landing in the snow. Hede done that for
anyone. This wasn't a date. Buthee almost kissed her in the hallway. She
pushed that evidence aside. They were simply twdk wartners who'd
gone to a work function together. That was all.

He stamped his right foot on the porch and retdewe key chain from her
fumbling fingers. "Here, let me," he said. His wasloud of breath touched
her cheek.

Bruce unlocked the door and held it open for ledtirlg her step inside first.
He shut the door quickly and handed her back hgs.l&he dumped them in
her purse, which Brace removed from her hands. 'rédteezing. Let's get
those shoes off. They've got snow in them, whidhanily melt and make

your feet wet."

"I guess that's one benefit of wearing cowboy bdake said as Bruce
leaned down and grabbed her ankle. She stillechardted her foot. His
touch felt solid through her thin hose.

"Yeah, these boots are oiled enough to make theterpraof. A good pair
of cowboy boots lasts forever." He removed one shoen did the same
with other. "To the family room. I'm not leavingtiryou're warmed up."

"Really, I'm okay," Christina said. "This is notagssary."

"Yes, it is. Bella was just sick, and | am notilegtyou become ill and miss
the meeting with the Grays."

"Like that would happen. I'm too tough,” Christseid, but already he was
leading her into the family room, guiding her ottie couch. As soon as she
sat, she realized how tired she was. Even the figjtts weren't enough to
keep her from yawning. And was Brace now sittingtrte her, rubbing her
stocking-clad feet?



"See, even tough girls can use a little TLC," Brgegd, continuing his
wonderful ministrations. "We ate early this aftesnoWhat are you going
to eat later? You must stay nourished."

"Some soup," Christina said, closing her eyes. @gecans with pop tops
was simple. She concentrated on how heavenly kefdk. The man was a
god. The way his fingers worked magic against thh and balls of her feet
should be bottled. She'd make a fortune if shedcsell what he was doing
to her instep to the highest bidder....

He could continue this all night and she'd let hirao bad his cell phone
was beeping.

She focused her eyes slowly, her pupils againrggtised to the white light
that flooded her family room. The hands that haghben her feet were now
checking a cell phone.

"Lousy timing," Bruce said, and Christina couldagree more. Bruce held
the phone to his ear, removing it once he'd hdadriessage.

It was probably best that the foot rub was ovepeemlly since she didn't
know where it would have stopped. The call had ddnex from making the
choices, yet Christina didn't find she was gratéMihat is it?"

"There's a three-car pileup on a highway exit rafmp.got to go. Tell you
what. How about you make me a late lunch tomorroa HI do your
sidewalk and driveway."

"You'll shovel my driveway?"

That Dennis Quaid grin widened wickedly. "Didn'tyskwas going to
shovel. | have a snow blower. A real man's machioe, not one of the
wimpy ones that barely cuts a path. Besides, we Bamne conversations to
finish."

She had to admit she was confused. "We do?"



"We do," Bruce said. He moved into her proximityddeaned down. His
face loomed and Christina's lips parted slightlyaste going to kiss her?
And would she mind? Should she stop him?

But his mouth pressed her forehead, instead, atihthe touch of his lips to
her skin was not chaste or brotherly. It left hevang more.

She couldn't read his expression, only recognieegdhighness in his voice
as he said, "If that's unwanted, you can slug ntesale me tomorrow. See
you around one. We'll talk then."

"One o'clock," Christina echoed, watching him @ratross the floor and
leave the room. Within moments she heard her fdmar slam and the
reassuring rumble of the big diesel truck as iwdroff into the night. Only
then did she rise and go dead-bolt the front door.

But his being there couldn't be locked out, attlewd in her mind. He'd
rubbed her feet, and her body had wanted him tohichands higher, over
her calves, then up over her thighs. He'd kissedméhe forehead, and sure
the kiss had been quick, but it had contained semgttender, like the
softest touch of a rose.

Yes, she'd wanted more.

Darn, but the man had an effect on her. Christir@ok herself, trying to
eradicate the chill that now stole over her. Whatild have happened had
he not been paged?

Could she have resisted him? Or would he have shexway, with her a
willing and happy participant in her own demise?

Chemistry was a powerful thing. As Christina staidthe window and
watched the snow fill in Bruce's footsteps, anotieatization dawned. The
snow was a beautiful paradox—harmless and gorgewurer lawn, while
at the same time dangerous to those in that actdeatt on the exit ramp.

Just as the man who'd left was a paradox. Seemiragiyless, but oh, so
delightfully dangerous. He made her question hestemce. Made her



wonder if she could have it all, or if she'd findrelf left out in the cold
again, holding nothing. And that remained to bensee



Chapter Ten

Bruce arrived promptly at one. Christina had fohedself restless most of
the night, lying awake in her bed, trying to undiensl the disturbing effect
he had on her. She had also missed Bella's presandehad taken little
comfort in the fact that she'd talked to her daegfitst thing this morning
around eight. Bella had complained about not fgelvell, but Kyle's
mother had assured Christina that it was nothiag dhittle pediatric cold
medicine wouldn't fix.

Christina’'s maternal radar was zinging, but thess nothing she could do.
She'd brought most of the case files home, and sxeading them hadn't
relieved an internal sense of dread that somethagywrong.

Perhaps it was that Bruce was coming, and verygbplshe'd have to tell
him that whatever this sexual undercurrent was eetvthem, it would just
have to remain unexplored. Oh, she'd admitted teefifan the wee hours of
the night that she'd like to explore it, but thst Iof reasons for not
proceeding far out-weighed any temporary pleasaigan his arms might
provide.

But how to tell him? That was the question plaguieg. He'd said they'd
talk, so she was sure he was prepared for heliwaautd would take it like

the good sport he was. He had to be a good spomds already plowing

her driveway. He hadn't even knocked, just statiedask the moment he'd
arrived and exited his truck.

The machine was the beast he'd described it aghanghth it cleared was
impressive. He'd already cut a sizable swath idtheway and had almost
reached the detached garage's double door.

She let the sheer lace curtain drop back into pl8ahe'd opened three cans
of vegetable soup, dumped them in a pot and novehexything simmering
on the stove. She'd whipped together some quicg bigcuits, and those
were ready to go into the oven the moment he bdgasidewalk. She had



hot chocolate ready in a Thermos, and she'd fowerdelf so tense this
morning she'd baked a made-from-scratch chocoédte. c

She chided herself one last time. She wasn't brgalp with him. He hadn't
even asked her out. They'd never kissed. She wgasvan woman. But a
part of her longed for Bruce, the part he'd stimdten he'd reminded her
that she had needs. She craved that "normal."

Still, having it all was an illusion and normal wasnyth, as much as she'd
love to convince herself otherwise. She'd learhedruth with Kyle.

Hearing the snow blower cease, she knew Bruce wmrikbon stomping on

her back porch, kicking the snow off his heavy srmwts. She pictured

him in her mind as he brushed the snow off his @ankd snow pants, saw
him enter her laundry room and strip the garmefitiis body.

And then there he was, standing in her kitchen. tHierat constricted and
her mouth dried. Even wearing wool socks, the mas desirable. Could
those blue jeans get any tighter, and the navy-sdegved Morrisville Fire
Department shirt reveal more-honed chest muscles?

How could she be so crazy to think of letting him &and denying their
chemistry? Any woman would want this man to walkoimer kitchen,
especially with the warm smile meant just for her.

"Something smells really good," Bruce said as aglpd over. He lifted the
pot lid. "Mmm. Vegetable soup. One of my favorites.

"I don't usually eat meat,” Christina said. Kyledh#nought that a tad
freakish, but Bruce took it in stride.

"Nothing wrong with that. Vegetables are fine by.nmhéappen to like
them,"” Bruce replaced the lid. "And hot soup soupeldect for someone
who's been clearing snow."

"The biscuits should be done in a few minutes,"shd.

He leaned a little closer. "You made biscuits?"



"From a mix, but yes. The cake for dessert is hoademthough."
"You're going to spoil me."

She'd love to spoil him. "It was nothing," she dastead.

"So did you eat last night?"

"No," she admitted under his watchful gaze. "l wenbed early. How did
your call go?"

"No one was hurt. One of the cars is probably éatabut the driver and his
passenger walked away without injury. They got jutk

"l couldn't believe we ended up with eighteen irsché snow," Christina
said. "Some dusting."

"And it should all hang around until Sunday. Whe#ll8 comes home she
can build a snowman or something." He saw her ¢amed. "What is it?"

"She said she wasn't feeling well. Even though ragnether-in-law swears
it's nothing, I'm still worried."

"That's natural,” Bruce said. The timer dinged stiits?"

"Biscuits." Christina confirmed. "Do you mind egim here?"

"Not at all. Let me wash up first.”

When he planted himself at her kitchen table a feimutes later, she
wondered if she should have suggested eating iditiheg room. The table
would have been larger, and she would have beentaldit without her

knees accidentally touching his.

"Thank you for doing my sidewalks," she said, dexgdo start on a safe
topic.

"You're welcome," he replied.



Christina stirred her soup with her spoon. "Youn'o¢ making this easy."

He paused, a steaming bite of biscuit mere inctaes his lips. "What do
you mean?"

"This. We're law partners. And you're clearing miyelway and I'm feeding
you soup and biscuits and my legs keep gettinghtangyours."

"There's something wrong with that? This is a srtaddle and you do have
nice legs."

"Oh, you know it's more than this. You're driving razy. | can't figure out
which end is up. Maybe you should hit on me. Gevér with."

"Hit onyou? Like a punch on the face? A blow to your kh€an't do it. My
mother raised me to be a gentleman. Don't hit fadie

He knew exactly what she'd meant, but the lawydrinmhad shredded her
point just to be ornery. "You are so infuriatingtie said.

"It's part of my charm." His face suddenly lostplayfulness. "Seriously,
though, | sense you have something to say, ant vt we said today
was about. I'll cut to the chase for you. Not gdimdpappen.”

"What? Talk?"
"No. We're about to do that."

She settled back into her chair, relief minglinghadonfusion. Bruce scared
her, but not in the traditional sense. He madewsaat to break down the
barriers that she'd erected to protect herself. 8ugted to hang up her
boxing gloves, though she believed that wasn'tipless'So since it's not
going to happen, you'll back off and let me and teter this sexual
connection is be?"

"No." His penetrating gaze held hers. "That's wghaidt going to
happen."Her brow creased, and as she opened hehntos forefinger
inched up, indicating he wanted her to shush.



"Christina, this isn't romantic, and | apologize float. But someone has to
take control here. I'll move slow, but you must ersand something.
This—us— is something that | believe we must pufsue

Her jaw dropped. "What? We've known each othettla bver a month."”

He set his spoon back in the bowl and leaned toward'Exactly. And our
relationship has been like opening a Pandora'slb@thought of little else
since | first stepped into this house a few wea &want to know why
you're under my skin. Why you affect me so muchyWbu're so wrong
for me, and why you're so right. Why | never thaulyh fall for a woman

who'd been married once, but why now | can't imadailling for anyone
else. | want you, Christina. You can't deny a mantfying for more,

especially where you are concerned. When | plalay for keeps. And let
me reassure you, with you, you-me-us is not a géueemeant every word
I've said."

She simply stared at him. His hand was now covérerg, its heat infusing
hers with much-needed—and much-dreaded—warmtheflibé charm of
Bruce Lancaster sweep her away would be so sinvjglieshe'd let herself
be swept away before—with disastrous results. Brace was totally
different from Kyle, that he treated her like aualgpartner, didn't matter.
The fear of the unknown, of failing and flounderifigpze her. "I...I can't,”
she finally stammered.

"l know." His expression was full of understandimdnich didn't make the
situation easier. If he'd been angry, she coule:ipait on those proverbial
boxing gloves, flail on him and send him down antl o

"l understand, Christina. 'It's too soon," '‘Not thest time," '‘Bella,’ and a
million of other excuses that help you keep thatgutive wall solid and

safe around your heart. You've risked so muchitivas tried, and got it all

wrong, everything you've worked for and built wowdsh away like wood

in a flooded creek. | know, Christina. Believe rhknow."

"I'm sorry," she said, for what else was therealg?sNere she a character on
a soap opera, at this moment more than a milliomerowould be yelling at
the television, screaming how stupid she was.



But they didn't walk in her shoes. They didn't uistend. When you started
over, you had to stand alone. You had to save gtfurgntil she truly
succeeded at that, whether a month from now osyleam now, she wasn't
free to share her life again.

Life was a game you couldn't cheat at.
"So what do we do now?" she finally asked.

"Nothing," Bruce said with a shrug. He'd been tgyimith her fingers.
Abruptly, he dropped them and moved his hand babkstsoupspoon. "We
go on. We win this case. We become the best lavtherstate of Indiana
has ever seen."

She gave him a tentative smile. "Friends?"

"Friends," Bruce parroted, though the word tastetl But he kept his
disappointment well hidden from Christina. He'dssed the line when he'd
kissed her forehead the previous night. But he'dded something.
Anything.

She wanted to be friends. Ha!

How many times had he told a woman, "We'll be @gf? They'd always
smiled like a kicked puppy and bravely agreed. Tingither would call the
other and that would be that. Only one woman h&ttion directly, "We'll
never be friends. Let's not even pretend.” Thetdskalked away, refusing
even to glance back over her shoulder.

Being "just friends" with Christina was impossibRut if he rejected her
offer, he'd close the door. So he'd be her frigaidng that to start with and
ending up as lovers.

She wouldn't be privy to his intentions yet, thoudte'd answered
"nothing,"” but he hadn't saifye do nothingFor Bruce planned on doing
something, and even though lawyers had to sharehelt discovery

information with the opposing counsel, that dian&an they didn't hide a
few surprises up their sleeves.



The two of them finished their lunch in silencegle#o his or her thoughts.
"So, friend," he said after they'd cleared awaydlshes, "how about you
show me some of Bella's baby pictures and somdyamapshots so | don't
feel like an idiot if they ever visit and I'm hete?

She seemed surprised. "You'd like to see those?"

"Yeah." Anything giving him more insight into whdves was and where
she'd come from was more than welcome. He wanté&tdw everything
about her.

Perhaps it might also break some of the ice arbentieart, help her let him
into her life.

"They're upstairs. Wait here and I'll get them."

"I'll finish cleaning up," he offered. As he wadfing leftovers in, the phone
rang. By the third ring it was obvious Christingher hadn't heard it or she
couldn't reach it in time.

"Grab that," he suddenly heard her call, and Bar@agged up the cordless
receiver and pressed talk. "Jones residence."

"Who the hell is this?" a male voice growled inte receiver.

"Ms. Jones's answering service," Bruce said smypotithough he was
already more than a bit irked at the caller. He &attong premonition who
it was. "May | please tell her who's calling?"

"Yeah, this is her ex-husband. Get her on the phomoato."”

"One moment, pleased Bruce said calmly. He plakedohone down and
set off to find Christina. She was coming down skedrs, a load of photo
albums in hand. "You have a call. Your ex," he toddl.

"Oh, God. Bella," she said, thrusting the books ims arms. Bruce caught
everything and followed her. She'd grabbed the phoyn the time he'd
reached the kitchen. "Kyle?"



She put a finger to her lips and gestured to thket&8ruce placed the photo
albums down but didn't take a seat. "That's mypaviner. We're working
on the case. What? | was upstairs in the bathrdodo have bodily
functions, you know. No, | don't have a phone iréhthe way you do, nor
do | want one."

Stress firmed Christina's shoulders into a strdigktand her lips pursed as
she listened. Bruce unclenched his fists to freaesof his own tension.

"No, Kyle. Oh, good grief. You're kidding me. Letenguess. You can't
handle it. Oh, why do 1 even bother? Let me tallknyodaughter. Now."

Bruce shot Christina a curious glance, and sheredwhe mouthpiece with
her hand. "Bella's broken out with chicken poxniéed to go get her.”

"Why can't he...?"

But Christina had already turned her attention beckhe phone. "Hi,

honey. Oh, sweetheart, | know you itch. Yes, | knmu had the shot. But
sometimes you get chicken pox anyway. It just woa'is bad. No, it's not
because you ate any chicken strips. | know yourn@dron going to your
dad's game, but you won't be at school, eithérhde to call Megan's
mom. | bet more kids in your class have them. Yksee you soon. Hand
the phone back to your daddy."

Christina covered the receiver. "She has to conneghib

"Of course she does," Bruce agreed. When a chiklsiek, being with a
mother like Christina was always the best thingh@Wis Kyle leaving?"

"He's not."” She listened to Kyle for a second drmehtsaid, "I'll be on my
way in fifteen minutes." With that she ended thik ca

Bruce stared at Christina. "You're not driving tm&@nnati."
His voice must have held a question for she saids;'| am."

He shook his head. "The roads are still too dangeand it'll be dark by the
time you get there. Since it didn't stop snowingl@arly morning, in some



spots only one lane of the highway is open. At spwiat, the road crews
have to go home and take a break before they go daaicagain. I'm not
having you drive an hour-and-a-half round trip ia tark."

"l am getting my child."

"Of course you are. | didn't say you weren't. ldsgou aren't driving. If
you're going, you're riding with me."

She stared at him, but Bruce solidified his staaro® crossed his arms. This
was one argument he was going to win. "I'll waithe truck while you go
inside Kyle's and get Bella, but don't even botbeargue road conditions
with a firefighter. You can call me whatever namyes'd like, but on this
one I'm not backing down."

"Thank you. | actually hate driving in snow and.ice

Her sudden acquiescence startled him. He faltesedisanext argument
became unneeded. "Then it's good I'm taking yocaulee I'm used to snow
and have even had training in how to drive a fivek in this stuff. In fact,
last night | did."”

Poor recovery, he thought, but his explanation dhaak the job. Christina
was already reaching for her coat, so he dug iistgehans pocket and pulled
out the key fob. Within a minute, diesel noise rigdlacross the driveway.
So much for baby pictures and family albums. Malgber.

"So tell me," he said as they pulled onto the higgzwtwhy won't Kyle drive
her back here?"

"Actually, he wouldn't have been driving her hormeSunday, either. His
parents would have brought Bella here after theegaBut they have a
dinner tonight, so tonight they can't.”

"That still doesn't answer my question about whybae't bring her home. |
assume he has a car?"



"Four of them," Christina said. "But none that siavilling to take out in this
weather. Besides, he said it would interfere withtfaining schedule.”

"What, he can't be enough of a parent to changschisdule to take care of
his sick daughter? What kind of a man is he? Vdaih't answer that. You
told me he played football the day of Bella's blirth

"I know. | reflect back on my marriage and ask nifys&hat was |
thinking?' Really, | must have been crazy. | supdaganted what everyone
else in my family had, which was someone to loemeone to call mine.
Kyle waltzed in, swept me off my feet with fairyldapromises, and 1
thought | was in love. Then | learned’ that my peironly wanted to play
with me when it suited him, and then I'd betterpbeperly dressed, etc. It
wasn't until Bella arrived that | found someondowe me."

"But she's not always going to be around. Shefsld, miot a male partner.”

"True, but | have a lot of years left. Child-reayirs like putting yourself
through law school. You have to go through theydgilnd, and you learn
and grow because of it. Then one day, poof. Yaloree and ready for the
world. Raising Bella's like that. One day shelli tand I'll be on the ground
cheering her the whole way. Like this song."

Bruce pressed the control on his steering wheetgasing the volume of
the country station. Kenny Chesney's vocals onhitisThere Goes My
Life" flooded the cab.

"All the dreams of this guy in the song go up ino&ewhen his girlfriend
gets pregnant, but he deals with it. Then he reglthat his life, although
different from anything he'd ever wanted or imagdine worth something
after all when his daughter leaves to follow hezaiins. He has a higher
calling.”

Bruce placed his hand on Christina's, weaving imgefs through hers.
"You're pretty incredible, you realize that? Theywau sacrifice amazes
me. | wonder if I'd have it in me."



"Of course you would. You're about to embark omadrtrip just so that
Bella and | are safe. You're a knight, Bruce. A eroeday knight."

"I'm far from it," he replied gruffly. "Far from.it

And with that, they became silent, letting the marpbeat tempo of the
latest Tim McGraw song transition them to lessasgprective topics like
politics and sports. At last, Bruce drove up into exclusive enclave of
larger homes in the outskirts of Cincinnati. "Yowed here?"

"Yes," she said. "It seems so strange every tinwrie back. For a moment
| wonder what the heck | was thinking to give ltugd. | can almost hear my
mother's gasp of despair. After all, | was martetbotball's Most Valuable
Player."

Bruce drove up to a big set of wrought-iron gafesecurity camera turned
slightly, and he pressed the talk button.

"Yes?"

"Bruce Lancaster and Christina Jones. We're hepeckoup Bella."
Christina leaned over, almost into Brace's lapt the in," she shouted, her
face toward the camera. She then slumped backertteather seat. There
wasn't an answer from the speaker, only a clickadew seconds later the
black gates slowly opened inward.

"Everything will be fine," Bruce said reassuringlWe'll grab her and go."

Christina exhaled a frustrated breath. "Just keefram killing him. That's
all l ask."

"Hey, I'm not a defense lawyer. Our firm doesntidia those kinds of
criminal cases."

"Not even for me? Not even after you see what alescending jerk he is?
We'll see what he says about my clothes."



She was wearing blue jeans and a sweatshirt. Bragsmed. "l didn't
believe | was coming inside.”

"Oh, you're coming inside,” Christina insisted, giem rolling off her in
waves. "He already knows you're here. His secindy let him know, so
you might as well satisfy his twisted curiositystibe sure to trash his ego."
"We're guys. We're not supposed to do that kinstwff even to the wrong
sort. It's in the code.”

"When you meet him, you'll break the code, beliege Oh, his parents are
here. | thought they'd have left by now. It's altrfo®. Great. You can meet
the whole Jones clan.”

"A flurry of activity" was the best way Bruce coudéscribe the next fifteen
minutes. If anyone had been expecting Bella to dawen the long, curving
marble stairs, shrieking "Mama," they'd have bemelg disappointed.

Instead, a man Bruce recognized from the news #&sKggent opened the
large etched-glass front door. "Christina,” he sardply as he admitted
them into the oversize, two-story-high foyer thauld have graced the
cover ofArchitectural Digest.

"Nate," she replied tightly. Her greeting had beaty one word, but Bruce
now knew enough about Christina to recognize thatuldn't stand the
man.

"There you are." As the agent shut the door bekiedn, Kyle's mother
walked into the room, her long ballgown swishindhet feet. Her hair was
piled on the top of her head, and she had a daitded of pearls at her
throat. "I'm sorry, Christina. Except for a fewitegl sniffles this morning,
she seemed fine. | feel terrible that we have tendtthe charity ball. We
can't get out of it, or you know I'd take care ef.h

"It's okay," Christina said. "I'll just get her atiten you and Duke can be on
your way."

"Between you and me, Duke doesn't really want tenat"



But instead of listening, Christina was halfwaythe stairs. She paused and
turned back. "Bruce?"

At that moment, seeing her alone on the largecstsg, he realized that what
she'd said was true. He was her knight. He'd sgalls, climb the highest
mountains and slay the largest dragons for her,aingithout her loving
him back in the slightest. Ms. Boxing Gloves wasthe ring, and she
needed him in her corner. And by God, he was gtrige there.

"I don't think so,” Nate began, but Christina stegim smoothly.

"Nate, Bruce works with me at Lancaster and Motie's one of the top
legal minds in the field. | finally found myself éhbest. Besides, he
kickboxes with underprivileged children and figfites for fun. He's not a
man to mess with in any capacity.” Christina sndrgkghtly and waited for

Bruce to catch up. Kyle's mother simply stood thetepefied.

"Padding my resume a bit?" he whispered as theybeld the stairs.

"Nate's a snake," Christina replied. "He's probabtyning off to find Kyle
now. Kyle doesn't make a move without him. Natthestype of guy who
understands the idea of bite or be stomped onaB®lin this part of the
house. She kept her old room. Except for toys éotties, | was the one who
bought all new stuff."

"l can't imagine how hard a decision it was for youeave," he said. "I'm
glad you made it."

"It was the worst thing | ever had to do. Theralselasy way to say that
mommy and daddy don't live together anymore anttypneuch can't stand
each other. But as this was Kyle's home beforetlihim, | chose to leave
and take Bella. Trust me, | didn't fit into my neighborhood, either.”

"Mama?" a groggy voice called, and Christina rushei the pink
bedroom.

"I'm here, sweetheart. Let's get you home, splotsHy



"They itch," Bella complained.

"I know. We'll put you in a nice hot bath with sosecial ingredients to
make you feel all better. Plus you can take yowrmghflavored medicine.
That will help, too."

Christina was putting antihistamine and colloidatinoeal into terms a child
could understand. Pride brimmed within him. She eeatainly something.

Unable to keep silent, Bruce said, "Hey, Bella.eThd bumps tugged his
heartstrings.

"Bruce!" Her little face brightened. He and Colimdhhad chicken pox at the
same time, so Loretta Morris had pretty much iesishat Bruce stay at her
place. Bruce's mother hadn't minded; after hiessstleath she'd never been
really good with illness, even the common cold.

"I've had chicken pox," Bruce announced, "so yod bacan play together.
In fact, I'm going to bring my video game systeneiofor your television if
it's okay with your mom."

Christina glanced up sharply from where she saBblfa's side. "Oh,
Mama. Please?"

"Okay," she said slowly.

"Great. I've got lots of E-rated games you andnl da together.” Well, he
didn't, but he knew exactly where to go borrow th&atween the Morris
sisters and their respective broods, they had &viegy

"You don't have to do this," Christina said as ¥s® to her feet.

"Yes, | do," Bruce insisted. "And this is not theaé or place to discuss it.
Let's get her home."

"My coat's downstairs," Bella said, her splotchgefaeddening more with a
million tears. "l wanted to play in the snow."



"And when you're a little better, you can, evertwahicken pox,” Christina
said. She moved to the closet, took out a suitaadebegan putting Bella's
personal things inside.

Bruce sat down on the edge of the bed, next tcaB¥ls not supposed to
melt for a while," he told her. "And it's dark. M@y next week when you're
not at school; I'll help you make a snowman."

"I'm missing school?"

"Yep. You can't go until all the spots scab ovdnafls the rules."” Bruce
touched his forefinger to the end of her nose, Wwhiagically remained pox
free. Bella attempted to giggle, but wasn't quipetau it. "Now, it's a long

drive to your house, and you'll be in the back gftnuck, okay? Are you
hungry, because | guarantee that once you gegeitisedtruck, the rumbling
will make you go to sleep."”

"Your truck rumbles?" Bella said, her eyes widek#.the fire truck?"

"Yep, but not as loud,” Bruce said. "The fire trisclliesel engine is much
bigger than mine."

"I think I've got everything that | sent,” Chrisinannounced as she
scrutinized the room one more time. "Honey, yonekd to get dressed.”

"She'll be fine,” Bruce said. "Let me carry her.dlgft the truck running, so
it'll be warm. Bella, did you know that diesel emgg aren't happy if you
turn them off and turn them right back on in coldather?"

He had her hooked. "No," she said.
"It's best to let them run. So my truck's alreaitg mnd warm. We'll just put
some slippers on you here, and your mom can pagk sfwoes. All that's

missing is your winter coat."

"Downstairs," Bella said again. She reached ovdrcunched a stuffed cat
to her side. "Can't forget special kitty."



"Of course not," Bruce said, and he hoisted Bella his arms. "Gosh, you
are a big girl."

"I'm sixty-eight pounds!" Bella proclaimed. "l wéigd myself last night on
Daddy's scale.”

"You must be full of turkey," Bruce said as he wadrBella through the
open doorway. He turned around for a moment, hee ga the luggage.
"Do you have that? | can come back for it."

"I've got it," Christina said, carrying Bella's te luggage. "Let's just get
her home."

They reached the foyer without incident, and ssipgly, it was empty.
Perhaps Nate had made himself scarce and Kylessarad left. Christina
set the suitcase down. "I'll be back in a second."

"Mama is getting my coat," Bella explained. "Dadts a whole room of
coats by the kitchen."

Speaking of the man, wasn't he even going to camartd say goodbye to
his daughter? If Bruce had had a daughter, he wioadeé. And what was
taking Christina so long?

SHE'D ALMOST MADE IT. She'd grabbed Bella's coat and mittens from the
coatroom, gotten safely through the kitchen anddeseh tackled in the hall.
What was it about hallways lately?

"We need to talk,” Kyle said. Christina could seatdN hovering in a
doorway a few doors down. He was trying to be unae and discreet,
and failing miserably.

"l don't have time right now, and especially notewiNate thinks he can
eavesdrop.”



Nate's head disappeared behind the doorway, bust@ibrknew he was
still there, watching out for his precious client.

"I don't like you introducing Bella to strange meiyle said without
preamble.

Christina stared at him, her jaw dropping in digidelHe hadn't changed
much since she'd seen him last: same good looksveven he was wearing
black jeans and a Bengals sweatshirt. But now shé&csee the man he
truly was, especially when compared with someonkirasd and caring as
Bruce.

"Oh, good grief! I do not believe you. You, the maho runs a revolving
door of bimbos, has the nerve to tell me what t8 My daughter just a
while ago told me she missed—oh, what was her ndfteetha—because
you'd left her. Bella's not sure whom you're da@@ny given time, just
that your women become discarded playthings. Alsaifs any example to
set for your daughter. Just consider this. Would wver want your
daughter to date or sleep with someone like you?"

"Beside the point,” Kyle said, rallying, ignoriniget argument. "The point
remains—"

To hell with being polite. "The point remains thah someone you can't
control, and you hate that,"” Christina cut in. "fs Bruce, we work

together and are friends. If that's a problens b’ back to court. | get free
legal services now. Did you know that one of then® partners won a
Supreme Court case? Really, Kyle, the phrase 'Kwben to say when'
applies to more than beer."”

Her chest heaved and she took a deep breath. dliesgivere on and she
was far from finished. "As for being a father, y@an't even manage to deal
with chicken pox interrupting your precious traigischedule. How Peyton
Manning manages to balance a successful careerfaanity is simply
beyond me, when you obviously can't do it. Perlige can get yousome
tips, since | can see your agent is back to hogeinndoorways. Now,
excuse me. Our daughter is sick, and I'm takinghbere."



With that, Christina stormed out into the foyer; hkond hair flying around
her shoulders from the combination of static anealine.

"Did he insult your outfit?" Bruce asked.

"No." Christina took another deep breath. SeeingcBrstanding there,
holding Bella, the suitcase at his feet, calmed d®mewhat. This man,
whether she liked the situation or not, had takesr dier future. And that
wasn't necessarily a bad thing.

She wasn't quite sure how to handle this new gifNathing was normal;
nothing was going as planned. She was to move twistdle, become a
great lawyer and raise her daughter. Bruce had koagd things.

Once again she'd put on her boxing gloves and dueih Kyle. At least

she was winning more and more rounds. Perhapsvimsomething. Like
Scarlett O'Hara, though, she chose to think alhdatiorrow. "Ready?" she
asked Bruce.

Bruce arched an eyebrow at her but only said, "Réad

"l am," Bella said, and within moments, her coattbe trio stepped out into
the cold but star-filled night and headed home.

CHRISTINA SPOKE LITTLE on the way, even less after Bruce drove the truck
into her driveway and they took Bella inside, feat Bome soup and tucked
her into bed.

She'd fallen asleep almost immediately, thoughasnit yet eight.

Christina didn't want him there, but Bruce also ¢hat, at the same time,
she didn't want him to go. A woman confused—thad tMa Christina.

"So much for photo albums,” Christina said as shme back down the
stairs. "I've taken way too much of your day. Thgok."



A dismissal, but he wasn't going to take it. "YeuwWrelcome. And don't feel
guilty. It's my job to rescue you—everything fronsmoke machine to an
insensitive husband."

"It's not your job," she said.

Oh, but it was, ever since she'd laid unconscitaisncdo him. He reached
for her hand, taking it in his. Her fingers trembleeneath his and he led her
into the family room. "I'm a volunteer, remembeo. ISe drafted myself.
You don't even have to sign me up. I'm alreadyethier

"You're too kind," she said simply. He eased hexmonto the sofa and
tugged off her boots. "Another foot massage? Yayoiag to spoil me."

"l intend to," he said simply, drawing her legsass his lap and beginning
to remove her socks. "Get used to it."

"It's not fair,” she said, and Bruce watched as¢hgorgeous brown eyes
closed in blissful satisfaction when he rubbedthisnbs under her instep.

"Life's not fair," he whispered. "Sometimes, thougbu do get what you
need."

"Perhaps," she agreed, her head lolling to one Bideheart went out to her.
She was tired. "Maybe it takes a lot of frogs twifa prince, or bumpy roads
or.."

"Maybe,” Bruce agreed as she lost the words to epriver jumbled

thoughts. "Maybe for some life comes easy, butherrest of us, it's more
rewarding later after all our mistakes led to pertan. Trial and error to

finally get it right.”

"But how do you know it's right?" Christina ask&dow do you know that
this time life hasn't handed you just another wrtag, another dead end?"

"You just do," Bruce said. "You just do."

"l would have expected you to say you don't,” skid.s



"I'm nothing like you expected."

Christina opened her eyes and turned her head dotian. Since he'd
shifted positions, his gaze locked with hers oveing distance of ten
inches. "No, you're not. You're much more. It ssane.”

"I'm man enough to admit that you scare me rightkba’ou are so
beautiful,” he said, running a forefinger down keft cheek. "And it's not
because you're pretty on the outside, which youYara're also beautiful on
the inside. It's in your new toughness, the wayllybght like a lioness over
her cub. It's in the way you try to make the waldetter place, as you did
for those women last night when you treated théme déiquals and fed them
dinner at the country club. It's in the way you lemihe way your mind
works, the way this line right here—" he touchetHicreases when you're
mad. You are the most competent and diverse feri\ade ever met,
Christina.”

He'd overwhelmed her, and a tear freed itself fthencorner of her right
eye. He gently flicked it away with his forefingand used the wetness to
trace her lower lip.

"We can't be friends, can we?" she asked, alreadwing the answer.

"No," he said simply, his smile so very gentle. "Wedestined for much
more than that as soon as you stop fighting it."

"I'm not ready."

"I know," he said. "You have a few more battlegight, a few more wars
inside yourself to win."

"You can't wait for me. | may never be ready. Irdiceven learn to swim
until I was ten. Quite odd for living in Houstonhere everyone has pools
they can swim in year-round if they're kept hedted.

He reached forward and silenced her lips withighefthis finger. Its coarse
texture felt so good, so fitting, that her lipstpdt although not to speak. He



leaned closer, his face hovering over hers, histhreweet against her
cheek.

And then, for the first time, Bruce's mouth fouretsh

Lips like sugar. The thought flickered in Christsyx@aonsciousness before
her mind and heart focused only on Bruce's sersssl

His lips were light, sweet and, oh, so infinitefntalizing. He nipped her
lips with his teeth. His tongue darted against logrer lip, wetting and
tasting before sliding slickly inside her mouthetglore its hidden crevices.
And at all times he was nothing but tender. This wat a kiss to plunder,
not a kiss to possess, not a kiss to provoke. whss a kiss to pleasure, to
plead.

It was a kiss of hello and of goodbye rolled int@oA kiss of remembrance,
of letting go and starting anew. It was everythamgl more.

Christina heard herself whimper. She could losesdiein this man. He
could sweep her away, make her pretend that evegythas okay. All it
would take was one more kiss—

"Mama?"

Christina jolted, her head banging against the leoaied crashing into
Bruce's chin on the rebound. He grunted in pair, diteady she was
pushing him aside, her feet hitting the ground amving quickly toward

the stairs. She found Bella at the top. "l hadc&adr@am, Mama. And | itch.”
Bella's hand went for her arm.

"Stop. Don't scratch. | have some special spragake it better.” Christina
took the steps two at a time. "Come with me."

She led Bella into the bathroom. "I got to go," IBeinnounced as they
reached the bathroom door.

"I'll be just a moment,"” Christina said. "Go on gney."



Christina closed the door behind her daughter aedtwo the top of the
stairs. Bruce stood at the foot, his black leajheket already on. He was
leaving. "Bella's awake," she said unnecessarily.

Bruce gave her a wry smile and put two fingersisolips, then blew her a
kiss as if sending it on the wind. But they stidleded to talk. So much had
happened today. While the evening had to enduitdedt end like this.

She started down, but her daughter's voice agappstl her. "Mama?"

"l just wanted to give you your privacy,” Christigalled. "Hold on. I'm
coming, honey."

First, though, she had to tell Bruce she was sdut. when she turned
around, all that greeted her was an infusion aftfreold air.

Bruce had already gone.



Chapter Eleven

He was true to his word. Although Bruce and Chwestivorked from her
home for the duration of Bella's chicken pox, aftext kiss Bruce reverted
to law partner.

Not that he didn't bring Bella a game system artlems video games the
day after that mind-drugging kiss.

But in the weeks that followed, he treated Chrastwith almost hands-off,
professional courtesy. He once again became thiealolic lawyer he was
reputed to be.

That was not the way Christina wanted it, althoagh'd rationalized that
maybe it was for the best.

Yet she hated not knowing what was behind thosp-tiaee eyes when she
caught him studying her.

As for the case, that had been their only commonr, except that Bruce
said very little about it, too. Even after the negtvith Elaine Gray and the
team of lawyers retained by the Morrisville Garm@umpany ended in
disaster, he didn't discuss things with Christina.

He'd expected the negotiations to fail; that shenkn

Morrisville Garment had refused to consider the wals demands, even
after Bruce had told them that he had obtainedigig-to-sue letter from
the EEOC. The company still maintained their inmmee that their
supervisors had not created a hostile work enviemtnWith no settlement
forthcoming, Bruce had simply stood and walked taatying Christina and
Angela scrambling to pick up documents and follom but the door.

He hadn't apologized or explained, but Christindnttaexpected him to,
even after the fact. When Bruce was working, he M@asRoy Lancaster in
one regard—he was a master at putting on a shanalbtupt departure had



told Christina how determined Bruce was. The achad had the same
effect on the Grays, although they still refuseddtile.

One hundred and fifty dollars of Lancaster and hdtsrmoney later, the

class-action suit about multiple Title VII violatis had been filed in federal
court the very next day. The news media instantlga up on the case, and
after a brief conference, Bruce and Christina heshdthe press conference
together.

Reginald Morris declared it a success, that theianbis was solidly in
Lancaster and Morris's favor.

Now the legal fury really began, as all women im $hit had to sit for formal
depositions in the presence of a court reporteruc®rplanned on
subpoenaing many of the garment company's manadestaéi as well.

Because of the upcoming Christmas holiday, duririgckv Morrisville
Garment would be shut down from Christmas Eve thinddew Year's day,
the Lancaster and Morris team had postponed thedftdepositions and
related discovery until the second week of January.

With the holidays drawing closer, Christina madghfl arrangements to
head to Houston the day after Christmas. As foc8rshe had little idea
what he'd be doing during her absence. They'd tkegit communications
on two topics: Bella and the case.

Christina found herself not liking it one bit.

The man had truly set her aside.

Not that his feelings weren't still there. She senhhem when he looked at
her—the hunger that couldn't be assuaged. He jdshbm well. He was
giving her time and space.

And she was discovering she didn't want or nedteeitWork didn't keep

her warm, and the file folders that occupied Chréss bed until late at night
didn't satisfy. She'd trapped herself in a webesfdwn making.



She was on her first big case, and all she feltfwestration at how things
were going. Worse, she'd had a sense of solidaiityAngela, and Angela
was starting her maternity leave on Christmas EMee replacement
paralegal came highly recommended, and Angela naasrtg her, but the
workload had already reduced the fresh-faced tenmgar tears once, when
she hadn't been able to find things in the timmé&®ruce referred to as "the
Angela standard."

Frankly, Christina missed Bruce. She missed theadp Simply, he'd
become a fixture, one she was fast discoveringlghret like being without.

He meant something to her, and when she let thedloge at her house that
fateful night, she'd chosen the safe and narrove'dSbhosen to remain
alone.

"MAMA , ARE WE THERE YET?"

"Almost, sweetheart," Christina said. It was the dfter Christmas, and
they'd boarded the plane that morning in Cincinriggila had been bored a
half hour into the flight. "Out the window you care Galveston Bay and
the chemical plant spires."”

"They're ugly," Bella said, craning her neck sosteld see out the airplane
window. "l like Morrisville better.”

"You haven't seen Morrisville from the air,” Chist pointed out. "And it'll
be warmer here. You can even swinabuelita'spool.”

"I'll swim in the summer," Bella said. "I like tlemow better."
"Hush, don't letabuelitahear you say that. She thinks the white stuff is
scary. You should have heard her when Houston mmivan 2004. She

wouldn't leave the house until it all melted."

Bella giggled at this picture of Christina's moth&he'd hate where we
live."



"Which is why she'll only come to visit us in thensmer, when it's warm,"
Christina said. She ruffled Bella's hair as the'§&vheels hit the ground
with a jolt. For the first time in years, as thams screeched to a stop and
taxied to the gate, Christina didn't experienceresss of homecoming. How
odd to think that in three short months Morrisvileed become her homeand
that her childhood town of Houston now belongenhfirin her past. Once
she'd missed it with a passion. Now it was simpbjaae to visit.

"Hola! Christina.;Hola! Bella." Christina's brother, Enrique, waited just
outside security. He looked well, she noticedodit forty minutes to gather
their luggage, and soon the bags were in the biaEkrque's SUV and they
were on their way to the family home in an affluéhspanic section of
Houston.

"So Santa stopped here, too?" Bella asked. Saudtdden very generous
this Christmas.

"He did, and he even left you some presents," Bericpnfirmed, as they
drove onto Christina's parents' street. Poinsetiizesd walkway after

walkway and porch after porch. "You'll find themden the tree."

"He also came to my house," Bella told her unclddt's why we couldn't
fly in until today. Mama said we should spend Cimmiss in our house this
year so Santa would know where we moved to. Hedslign the chimney
and ate all the milk and cookies | left."

"You like Morrisville?" Enrique asked, his questidinected at his sister.

"l do," Christina replied honestly. "I'm comfortabthere, much more so
than | was in Cincinnati, and Bella's in a greangntary school.”

"I have lots of friends," Bella declared. "And Iread a lot of Brownie
try-its already."

"Badges," Christina explained.

"That's great,"” Enrique said. "As long as you'rthbppy."



"We are," Christina replied, and as the words heit lips, she knew they
were true. She wasn't giddily happy, but she waserd. And contentment
could be permanent, whereas euphoria ended. Efarebte situation with
Bruce—and the jury was still out on how to handigt+-Christina realized
that her life was how she'd wanted it all alonge $lad finally reached
normal.

Yet something was missing.

A few minutes later they were enveloped in hugsCasistina's family
poured out the front door to greet her and Bella.

It wasn't until New Year's Eve, though, that thquisition in the shape of
her mother caught up with Christina. The housepaaked with friends and
relatives. The immediate family had celebratedaisly with the main meal
of the day around two, and a light buffet had b&srin the dining room for
all the guests who flowed throughout the house.id@iha reached for a
plastic cup. The multitude of beverage selectiockided orange juice, and
at this moment that sounded perfect.

"Christina Miranda, I've been trying to get you tayself all week."

Christina's mother materialized at her elbow, ahdsfina managed not to
spill her drink. Christina had always stood seveches taller than her
five-foot-two parent, and whenever her mother chbbeit Christina's full

name, Christina would ready herself. Her mothgspuckered into a pout
of disappointment. "We haven't had one good comafiers since you
arrived.”

"Mami, I'm sorry," Christina said. She couldn't add tleethat it wasn't
intentional. Talking to her mother was always Itkéking to a tsunami. It
washed over you and left years' worth of damage.

"I was disappointed that you arrived after the d}i. You missed the
posada.Bella would have loved being part of the procassie try to
maintain traditions around here."

"l couldn't get a decent flight out of Cincinnatitih afterward,” Christina
said. "Anyway, you always say that all the goodtgildon't work the



holidays and so not to fly on those days. Spen@imgstmas in Mor- risville
gave me some time alone with Bella."

"You should have been here, flying earlier if nesaeg,” her mother said,
refusing to concede the point. "You're letting Bétirsake her heritage. She
only sees us twice a year."

"She speaks Spanidilami,and she knows who everyone in the family is. |
have pictures, and | am not going to take BelldViexico to see distant
relatives until she's older and can remember fipe ffot to mention that
Kyle is her father and he has rights, as well. iIShgart of two cultures, and
we live in a town that, for the most part, is ctdily blind."

"America is never culturally blind. We created awn enclave here, yes,
and we have grasped the American dream and moladeohmn. But we do
not forget where we come from."

"Mami, that's all well and good. But Bella comes from ltleee and now, as
well. She is a child. And our family hasn't struggylin the past century.
Even in Mexico. If you want to see struggle andatiempt to make a better
life, I have several women you should meet. Jastdg/our designer clothes
at home. They'll never be able to afford them, @mndear them adds insult
to injury—they probably made them. Besides, Kyld Bhave joint custody
of Bella. We have to share the holidays. And tresryl thought it was
important Bella and | spend Christmas in our homd atart our own
tradition."

She'd mentioned her ex again, and her mother pdutiagever should have
let you go off to Harvard. It all started there."

"l had a scholarship to one of the best law schoolhe country. | was
going no matter what. | wanted to be an attornal/laam. Kyle was just a
detour on the way to what | want for myself. Ané tesult is my beautiful
child, without whom | cannot imagine my life. Stk is a silver lining in
every situation."

Mami seemed to concede this point, for she changedubgct. "What
about current prospects? Someone to share thisKgtestife with. Have



you spoken to Manuel? He's here tonight. You shgaldhat. You know he
was always interested in you."

"No." Christina's tone was harshMami, | am not about to begin a
long-distance relationship just because Manuel soimeen an appropriate
family."

Her mother squared her shoulders. "He's readyttie swn. He just got
promoted to vice president of his firm. It's nght for you to be single."

"And why is it not right for me to be single? Daesarry a stigma? Because
my marriage failed, then | failed? If so, half gheople in this country are
failures. And | can't buy or believe that."

"l just want you happy,” her mother insisted.

"Then let me be happy. I'm old enough to find happs by myself. As for
Manuel, I am not interested,” Christina said firpryeaning every word.

Sure, Manuel could turn heads a mile away, buthédlweek her thoughts
had drifted to what a single, dark-haired voluntéesfighter might be
doing. He'd haunted her.

Her mother made one last attempt. "Christina...."

"I have my life, Mami, and while | love you dearly and respect your
intentions, you must respect that I'm a big gid aan forge my own path."

"You've messed up," Christina's mother said, hewhreyes brimming.
Ah, tears to yank the heartstrings. But this timeytweren't going to work.
Still, Christina pulled her mother into a tight erabe. "And that's part of
life. You raised me, but now it's my turn to live my terms."”

"It seems so odd," her mother said.

"Millions of women do it daily. Work keeps me vdmysy, and that's what |
choose to do—carve my own path, not share somdses.&



"l just don't want you to be alone.”
"I'm not. | have Bella and...”

And | have BruceChristina had been about to say. But she dida& ham.
They could only be friends in the context of beliogers. And she'd turned
him away.

The realization that she wa®st okay with what she'd done sent Christina
reeling. She'd been so blind.

"Are you all right?" Her mother peered up at her.

"Of course," Christina lied. "I'm just a little ¢&id. Bella's been sick, and
looking after her was exhausting."

"Drink more orange juice," her mother said, rafifiChristina’s cup.
"Thank you." Christina moved a step away. "I'm gpoio check on Bella."

But Christina didn't try to locate Bella. Insteathe found a quiet corner.
She wanted Bruce Lancaster. Well, she'd known filata while. But
tonight she'd realized she couldstandnot having him. He had to be in her
life.

There were worse things than living alone, andwae living in fear. That
was exactly what she'd been doing. She'd beemdekter uncertainties
paralyze her. To live, she had to risk.

If this had been a soap opera, or even a romargiganChristina would
have been making her excuses, running throughitherta catching the
next plane and rushing to be in Bruce's arms. @hgyend the rest of the
night making love and satiating themselves.

But neither scenario was reality, as the little chamgging on hers
demonstrated. "Mama, I've been searching for youst Christopher says
that we're shooting off fireworks tonight."



"We are," Christina said.

"Goodie," Bella said. She tugged on her mothersllagain. "Do you think
that they're doing fireworks in Morrisville?"

"l don't know," Christina said. "Maybe next year'liMee there and we can
find out."

"Bruce told me he was going to a big party at tentry club. He said that
was where everyone goes, but it's not for kids."

Mami walked up at this moment and overheard the lagigmoof the
conversation. "Who's Bruce?"

"One of the junior partners in my firm," Christinaswered. "We're the two
principal attorneys on the Title VII case.”

"Oh," her mother said, obviously disappointed. &Heen wondering if
Bruce was a potential prospect.

"He's hunky," Bella said. "He put out the fake fatemy school.”
"He's also a firefighter?"

"Volunteer," Christina said. "The job is an honarMorrisville. Family
tradition. And there wasn't a fire. A smoke maclseeoff the alarm. Bella
was never in any danger."”

"He showed us the fire truck,” Bella continued, leges glowing with
admiration for Bruce. "And when | was sick, he lgbtume video games to

play."
"He sounds more than just a law partner."”
"That's just the kind of man he is," Christina sdBlesides, | had to work

from home, so if he hadn't come by, we would halkeri behind on the
case."



"You should marry him, Mama," Bella announced sundigle

"It's a little more complicated than that,” Chmstitold her daughter.
"How so?" Bella asked.

"You'll understand when you're grown-up."

Christina's mother simply arched a black eyebrasv,dquestion unspoken.
Christina checked her wristwatch. The digital ticisplay provided an

immediate diversion. "It's 10:50. Shouldn't we tstaunding everyone up
for the fireworks? It's still tradition in this rghiborhood to start an hour
before midnight and end at twelve, isn't it?"

"Yes," her mother answered. "Amazing how traditiorask."

And so convenient, Christina thought.

"Fireworks," Bella shrieked, and danced off to fimel cousins.

"We will talk about all this later," her mother ddiefore she stepped away.

Christina's smile tightened. Not if she could hielp

THEY WERE SHOOTING the fireworks off at midnight. The Morrisville
Country Club always put on a huge display, and tdmaperature had
freakishly warmed up to forty degrees. The melingw meant the grounds
were soggy, So most people who ventured outsidddaowd the patio
and watch as the fireworks exploded over the gixéen.

Bruce brushed some lint off his tuxedo lapel. WidHet Colin talk him

into attending this boring bash was beyond him.cBraouldn't care less.
Oh, the food had been good, and he'd danced & &ititl socialized, but
being here reminded him of Christina and the Thgivksg party she'd

hosted. He could still picture her smile, the way Wwheat- colored hair
wisped around her shoulders. He still had her ¢emman his dresser.



"I brought you more champagne for the toast. K&litional to share
champagne and a kiss."

"Oh. Thanks," Bruce said absently, accepting tlassgyfrom the woman,
who was his date for tonight only. She was Cokssort's younger sister,
and the blind date was fast going to hell.

"You're welcome," she said, fluttering her lasiegiardly Bruce groaned.
He'd kill Colin for this later. Colin and Kate weoa the dance floor, slow
dancing without a space between them. Kate Kendadl a former Miss
Indiana; her sister was equally beautiful.

Bruce wasn't interested in the slightest.

"Bruce, would you like to dance?"

Bruce set the glass she'd brought him on a nealdiy.tHe had no desire for
champagne, especially since he knew he hadn't aisey of her signals

all night. Now, after the latest, he was certaiimd to finish this farce.

"Linda, you're a sweetheart for asking me to dahat)'ve been ruined by
someone else and that's not fair to- you."

"What?" The twenty-three-year-old girl's green eyedened in surprise. It
was obviously not the answer she'd been expecting.

"Ruined. I shouldn't have even attempted to comeamught."

"Kate and Colin told me you've been sulking. | domhd."” Linda slithered
forward and tugged on one of the tuxedo jacket®ha. "I'm sure | can fix
it."

Oh, he might have been interested BC—Before Chasiihe man he was
BC would have taken Linda up on everything sheretfe

The man he was After Christina could love only mmenan, and she was in
Houston.



"Linda, I'm sorry, but | can't. | respect you, amyself. This is really
awkward and sounds cliche, but I'm in love with some. And while |
could indulge myself with you and I'm sure we cousldare a pretty
phenomenal night, I'm not that kind of guy. Aftaetfireworks, I'll drive
you home."

"She's a lucky woman," Linda said, her voice cdiedand tight. Bruce
could tell she wasn't the type used to being reggcbut that wasn't his
concern.

"So what's going on?" Colin asked as he and Kétti¢hie dance floor.

"He's in love with someone else," Linda announcéh an erratic wave of
her hand. "This double date is an absolute bust."

"I never said he'd fall for you," Kate said, seehmy evening with Colin
starting to head south. "This was just so you titiwve to stay home alone
on New Year's Eve. Colin and I—"

"Yeah, it's all about Colin," Linda shot back.

Bruce winced. This was turning ugly, even more®e that Colin had him
in target range.

"You're in love with someone? Are you making thp? Who is it?" Colin
said, ignoring the squabbling women. "You're naiirdpanyone, to my
knowledge."

"I don't tell you everything," Bruce said tightly.

"The fireworks are starting,” someone next to tistrouted.

"You don't have to ruin my night just because hetsinterested,” Kate was
saying. "You can't have every guy you see. Thimistless. | didn't buy this

gown for nothing. Colin, fireworks." Kate grabbed hand.

"I'm not finished talking to you," Linda shouted.



"Later," Kate snapped, and they left Bruce and &isthnding there.
"Come on," Bruce said. "I'll take you home."

"I'll stay," she said with a huff. "I'm not goingywvhere with you. There has
to be some way to salvage this worthless eveniage Knd Colin can drop
me off."

"Your call," Bruce said. As Linda headed for therdee, he strode for the
exit doors.

A vibration began suddenly in his jacket pocket, foun once Bruce wasn't
in the mood for the fire department. Some drunk paxbably splattered
himself and his car all over the road. Some Newr'¢dave this was turning
out to be.

He'd spent the past few weeks trying to give Cimasspace when he
wanted to simply draw her into his arms and kiss Bat he didn't want to
win her through sexual means. So he'd withdraweafed her clinically and
professionally. And that had not reduced his fediat all. It had simply
made the situation even crazier.

He pulled the still-vibrating phone from his pockatthe same time handing
the coat-check attendant his claim ticket. He fresvas he read the cell
phone display. A 281 number he didn't recognize.

Who besides the fire department would phone him litie? He snapped
open his cell and identified himself. "Lancaster."

"Bruce?" The voice seemed hesitant, almost aip#rson was surprised
he'd picked up. In a rare moment of shock and dhess, he dropped the
phone.

The caller was Christina.



Chapter Twelve

"Hey," she said when he returned to the line.

"Hi," he replied, his voice clear. "How are you?"

Christina clutched the receiver, her knuckles wiiitg. Everyone else was
outside on the street. The whole neighborhood taed out and everyone
would take turns shooting off fireworks from thd-de-sac until midnight.

She'd begged off, citing a headache.

"I'm good," she said. "Did | get it right? Is it dmight there? They were
about to drop the Times Square ball on TV befaralled.”

"It's midnight here," Bruce said. He could hear fineworks starting to
boom, and a distant chorus of "Auld Lang Syne."

"l wanted to hear your voice at midnight,” she wlei®d, and something
inside Bruce stirred.

"Happy New Year, Christina," he said.
"Is it?" she said. "Is it going to be happy?"

"Depends on your resolutions.” Oh, how he wantedigblay how he felt
flat-out! But she'd phoned him.

This was a path she had to walk herself. He caugsnto her. She had to
come to him.

"I haven't made any resolutions, except...."
"Except what?" he prodded. Now was not a time thiée pause.

"You're supposed to be with the ones you care aboutlew Year's. At
midnight. And with Bella here and you there, | sarfigured...."



For a lawyer who was trained to speak, her argumest persuasive
speech, was bombing—big-tim®&lease, she thought,say something.
Please make this a little easier for me.

Bruce must have picked up her telepathy. "I'm glad called,” he said.
"You see, | was just leaving the country club. lukbrather have been
alone than with someone | didn't care about."

Jealousy flared. Had he been with someone elsef&heo right to know.
She'd turned him away. And if there was any hofie.l8&l care about you,"
Christina admitted, the words coming out in a rush.

"As a friend," he said.

"No," she whispered. That much had become cleaghtri'No." She was
more forceful this time as she gained momentumu"Were right. We can
never be friends. Not without everything else.dlied that tonight."

He waited, giving her a few moments to gather heughts and put them
into words.

Christina loosened her grip on the phone. Most mieunld have saidSo
what do you mean@ What's nextBut not Bruce. He was so different from
other men. Perhaps that was what made him so peréax so difficult.
She couldn't follow the old familiar patterns ofhbior with him. He'd
never played games with her, so the rules of the-w@man-relationship
game didn't apply. Nothing i@osmowould save her here. She could only
save herself.

"I think I'm ready,” she said quietly. "If you $tWant me."
"Ready?"
"Yes."

"You want me," he said; the lawyer demanding dl@aifon. Christina
could respect that.



"Yes." The word came out weakly, but she drew Ireates. | want to try.
Take this to the next level. Whatever that entails.

"You're certain."The chance to back out.

She waited and let the opportunity pass. "I'm \eawgtain. I'm less sure of
how you feel, and if you still want me. Do you kntww impossible a
relationship between us is going to be?"

"l believe it will be very simple," he said, hisassurance crossing the
distance. "Lots of kissing. Lots of hugging. Lotk you, me and Bella
hanging out. That's normal, Christina."

Hope flared like a lit firecracker. "Are you sayi{

This time, he interrupted her and she was glad.foChristina, | had Miss

Indiana's younger sister as my mercy date tonijie. was young, beautiful
and absolutely no one | wanted to spend any tintk.wn fact, she and |
parted ways only a few moments before you calléoldl her | was in love

with someone else."

"In love with someone else?"

Years of being with Kyle had her momentarily thimithere was another
party, but she realized her mistake the very samoment he said, "Yes.
You. I'm so desperate that I'll take whatever criyob give me. That's
pathetic, really."

"You're not pathetic.”

"l am, Christina. I've tried to be as professicmal could be. But I'm in love
with you, and | doubt I could ever tire of you. »su say, it will be more
complicated than simply lots of hugging and lotsyofi, me and Bella
hanging out. I'm expecting you don't want anyon&rtow, and | want to
shout it from the rooftops."

"Please, not that. My relationship with Kyle waspsilic. Bruce, we work
together. If we fall apart in two weeks, it will laevkward for everyone at



the firm. I've just moved here. | can't uproot Bedgain. If | were single, J
wouldn't fear as much. But Kyle was such a whirliviMy marriage went
south. My whole life changed on a dime. | can'ttigmugh that again. If
we're to do this, you must give me time."

"I've been giving you time," he said. "Space."

"I need a different kind. Time together, but jusug. Please. This is hard for
me. | want you. I..." She paused. "I need youirnkiof you all the time. But
I'm scared. It must go slow. It's a paradox, | ©.g@p I'm such a strong
person, but where you're concerned, I've discovénmedne big chicken.
Those fifty-fifty odds seem so overwhelming. Andsthime | have so much
more to lose."

"I know," Bruce said quietly. "Believe me, | know."

"But | want to risk,"” Christina said, more firmlypw. "I want to take a risk
and be with you."

"Then we'll concentrate on that," Bruce said, "lbseal want the same
thing."

A silence descended as each considered what to do,
what to say now.

"I'm coming home Sunday morning," Christina finalyd him. "Can | see
you?"

"Of course you can see me. How about we do pizzaat place around
five? You, me and Bella. After she goes to bed,car talk and decide
where to go now." Warmth made her tingly. "I'd likext."

"Then, Christina Jones, go spend the rest of ymintnvith your daughter.
I'm going to go home and | will see you on Sundgy.a date."



A date. She hung up the phone. She had takenrtesteps. Small, but
forward-moving steps. She remained in control offtire, of her destiny.
Maybe shecouldhave everything. Maybe it could all be just fine.

"BYE, MoM," Bella said.

"Bye, sweetheart,” Christina leaned down and gasiaE big kiss. "You
be a good girl."

"Are you sure you don't mind her spending the riigMarci asked as Bella
ran out of the house and hopped into Marci's mmivVaou just got back
from your trip."

"l don't mind,"” Christina said. "School doesn'rstantil Wednesday and she
hasn't seen Megan in a while. So let them plagnluse the time to work on
the case. I'll be working from home until schoaumes."

"Okay. You have a good night. I'll bring her backnie about noon
tomorrow."

"That'll be fine. My law partner may be here, sa'tibe surprised if you see
a big black truck."

"Okay, | won't,"” Marci said, and with a wave, shelahe girls were off.
Christina watched the minivan drive out of sight.

Bruce would be the one surprised when he arrived few hours. But
Marci's phone call and offer to take Bella overnigad been too impossible
to resist. Tonight Christina was going to claim than she had fallen hard
for. Tonight she was tossing caution to the wind.

When she opened the door that evening, Bruce'djapped. Christina was
wearing nothing but a long, black silky nightgown.

"Come inside. It's cold out there," she said, usigehim into her foyer.
"Would you like anything to drink?"



He answered her simply by crushing his lips to Heiskiss sending her to
heaven in an instant. "Do you know how long I'vetadfor this?" he asked
when he surfaced for air.

"How long?" she breathed, her exhalation mixingwhits.

"Too long." He lowered his lips to hers for anoth@nd-spiraling kiss. His
mouth erased past history and created a new oree.qB8ivered as the
sensations he called forth just from a kiss shomkbdody. His lips nipped
and tucked, teased and pulled, sending any regnetsany doubts reeling
into infinity. Kissing Bruce Lancaster was bettban chocolate, and it
wouldn't go to her hips. Only his hands would, &mely drew her closer to
him.

"This gown has to go. It's driving me mad," he séiklla...” he began.
"Won't be home until tomorrow," she said.

"We were going to talk."

"Later," she said.

His answer was a growl as he lowered his mouthetonleck and planted
sensual kisses along the side of her throat. Heevas/fingers into the silk
fabric, hiking it so that her bare legs becameblésiThen he simply lifted
her into his arms, cradled her against his chastcarried her up the stairs.

"To the left," she whispered, the magnetic powehaf man rolling off him
in waves. The way he wanted her was evident intémsion of his
shoulders, the set of his jaw and the determinatidms step.

Never was Bruce anything but tender: his fingershay plundered; his
hands as they pleasured; his arms as they posseksslid the strap of the
gown over her shoulder blade, his lips following timaginary line he
exposed as the material fell away. They were irbdtroom, and he put her
down and bent his head to bring the tip of her $tragainst the warmth of
his tongue. Christina detonated, her body writhiith delight as he



suckled her to glorious release before bestowiagéme favor on the other
straining peak.

He peeled the silky black gown down, exposing heiriffy, then spanned
her waist with his fingers. And Christina froze hvanticipation as he knelt
before her and covered this area with kisses, #ls We lingerie pooled
around her feet and he worshiped her like a goddeg®siting kisses to her
stomach, her thighs and finally the V between bgsl

It was then that he laid her back against the bisdnouth simply finding a
new position as he continued to pleasure her. Aed her body bucked and
she rode him hard in a release that left her lifgstood then, at the end of
the bed, and she gazed up at him, watching asganlie slowly remove his
shirt. She'd never seen anything so deliberateo®use, his gaze never
disconnecting with hers as the shirt fell to tlo®f| revealing a honed chest,
that six-pack stomach and those hard male nipple€iaved to touch. His
belt went next, a click and a slide as it came umeda rasp as the zipper slid
down. Then the jeans dropped to his feet, and die#ioff shoes and pants
to stand clad only in boxers that did nothing tehinis erect state.

And then he was naked, and she couldn't help aahréoward him, her
desire to touch him rewarded when he brought hiniséder.

He placed himself in her hand, his trust in herigtrations and his groan of
enjoyment evident as she stroked.

Making love was all about risk, and as she movebritag her lips to that
most intimate part of him, she knew she was willilng trust Bruce
Lancaster not to deliberately hurt her. As her Bpd over him, in a gift
she'd refused to bestow on Kyle past his firstdilfty, she transferred to
Bruce the key to her heart. She gave of herseifbecause it was expected
but because she wanted to.

She wanted to please this man, to drive him craegake him experience
nothing but the passion she could give.

He groaned and slid away, intent on keeping somdlsance of control. He
turned his attentions fully on her, sending heriragato frenzy. He lay



beside her, and his mouth and hands roamed her tbodyuse her once
again. His fingers rubbed, concentrating on heit shé was wet, slick and
ready.

"I'm on the Pill," she said. She'd been on it fstFever since Bella's birth.
"I'm safe if—"

He cut her off with a mind-spiraling kiss. "Yeaflge department physical.
Clean and yours."

"Then take me," she said, and upon hearing thosdsyBruce did.

He slid his length inside her, filling her to thdthShe closed her eyes,
savoring the moment that already threatened tooebepinto a powerful

orgasm. Not that she minded in the least as heghtdwer to the first crest,
held her as she peaked and loved her as she slid oo satisfaction's

valley again.

Bruce wasn't in this for his fulfilment, and heldhéaking anything for his

own enjoyment until finally, after many multiplewods, she urged him on
and he obliged her with a pumping release thatIsento the place where
she became complete. He throbbed inside her, angathered him into her
arms, and together they drew breath and lay spent.

"Are you okay?" he whispered, leaving her onlyi¢éonext to her side.

Christina marveled at his concern and tendernésswonderful. That was
wonderful. 1..."lIt made me special. Yours.

He read her mind. "It was that way for me, t00."

"Thank you," she said. Somewhere she had armsegsdbut as exhausted
as her body was after love- making, she could satse Bruce's fingertips
as they traced her eyebrows, nose and lips. Shenatisn.

"You are so beautiful,” he said, and she knewtti@tvords were substitutes
for the three little words he wanted to say, wdrdsvould leave until she
was ready. His thoughtfulness touched her, andisised his finger before



he withdrew it. She had no idea where the relatigmgvould go, but for
now, as he drew a blanket over them, Christina ezagent. She was in
control and the rest would take care of itself.

"S0,SLEEPYHEAD are we getting that pizza at some point?"

Christina sat up so quickly she almost clocked Biuchin. He grinned as
she missed. "I've learned to move," he said.

"What time is it?" she asked. She had no idea.t'tiused seven. You
haven't been asleep long."

"Oh." It took her a moment to become acclimatetht darkness, and to
remember that there was no reason to fear Bellangpm the open door.
"You seemed to need some sleep.”

"It's been a long while," she admitted. "I...."

"Past," he said. "We only concentrate on the pteged future. It's been a
while for me, too."

Satisfaction overflowed her at that answer. He Wabke Casanova of the
legal world, no Don Juan out seeking the nextlthril

Without even thinking about it, she began to pet, Hstroking his skin in her
desire to touch and stay connected.

"That's not the way to get us dinner," he teased her brown eyes widened
as she saw exactly what effect she was havingran hi

About the same as he was having on her. She wanted\gain. Now. As
she took over and began to kiss him, he groanethddicould wait.

"Sowhois she?"



Bruce lifted his head. Colin stood in the doorwaythie small conference
room. It was Wednesday, the first day back to sctfovdella, and thus the
first day that Bruce-and Christina had returneth®office to work. Bruce
had arrived early; he didn't expect Christina foother half hour.

"Good morning to you," Bruce said.

"Yeah, | guess," Colin said. His expression soutEdr a guy who used to
room with me, you've been pretty invisible lately."

"I've been working," Bruce said. "The Title VII s in full throttle now
that we have the right to sue and the case hasfibe

"Excuses," Colin shot back. "It's January fifth dridhven't heard word one
from you since you dropped your bombshell."

"Like | said..."

"Work." Colin gave a resigned nod. "You're killimye here, Bruce. Not
only did I end up empty on New Year's because Lemld Kate got into a
fight, but you also haven't said one word about wby didn't tell me you
were in love with someone. Hell, did you think wadito bring her sister?
It's amazing how two women can have a row and finercommon ground
by uniting against some poor guy."

Bruce thought fast. Talking with another lawyer \adst like playing chess.
Each statement had to be thought out; each answedicted. And this
wasn'tany lawyer. This was Colin. While he wasn't the warldharpest
attorney, he was Bruce's best friend. He had tte to be irritated. They'd
been sharing secrets and swapping stories for.y€ats wasn't used to
being out of the loop.

"I'm sorry,"” Bruce said, choosing the easiest patiat of deflection and
diversion. "l tried to take her home. It wasn't mtgntion to ruin your night.
You were on a date with Miss Indiana."

"Which fizzled faster than a Fourth of July sparkkend you didn't answer
my question. Who is she?"



Bruce tried another tack. "The sister was makirgn@any moves, and |
wasn't interested. So | backed away."

"A state of affairs you've wiggled out of gracejutiefore. You don't use the
L-word, even to extract yourself from sticky sitioats. So if you said it, you
meant it. Maybe the explanation slipped out, butas truth."

"Close the door," Bruce said.

Colin stepped farther into the small conferencentand shut the door
behind him. He remained standing, his arms crogsedhis chest.

"l am very much in love with someone,” Bruce adedttThe Sunday night
and Monday morning he'd spent with Christina haginb@agical. They'd

bonded because of chemistry, and bonded furthglagdurned to work on

Monday afternoon after Bella returned. It was nowdiesday, and for the
first time in his life, Bruce understood true trdgiion. Sure, he fought fires.
He jumped into the fray, handled risks every day.

But his relationship with Christina was only fouays old, and if anything
went wrong, it would vanish quicker than a puffsaioke.

He chose his words to Colin carefully. "This redaship has to be the
slowest developing one I've ever endured. Sheiagadome time to win
over. I'm finally making progress, and I'm not abtmujeopardize that."

"Okay," Colin drawled in a deliberate attempt toghfor more information.
"You didn't do anything at the country club New ¥gaBut that doesn't tell
me who she is."

"It's very complicated. We're being very privatet aven telling our parents
or best friends. It's not that | don't want to telu, but | can't. I'm sorry, but
that's the way it has to be."

"What, is she ashamed of you? Married?" Colin pausening through all
the scenarios he could think of.



"Stop fishing. I'm not going to take the bait," Beustated flatly. "She's
special. This is it."

That stopped Colin and he stepped forward shati®.You mean..."
"I'm marrying her," Bruce stated. "As soon as $haVe me."

Colin's eyes narrowed and he scrutinized Brucdoli't believe it. You're
serious about this."

"Yes," Bruce said simply.
"And you're chasing her."

"Yes. You should try it. Might do you a world of @@ not to have women
fall at your feet."

Colin shrugged off that idea as if he were a hehsking off flies. "No way.
| think you've gone mad. You're chasing her. Yoy maver even catch her.
What then?"

"I worry about that. Not all relationships happartwenty-four hours. Oh,
we fought at first, and suddenly the reason wasdipunch in the gut. Do
you know what it's like having fate just smack yiauthe face? A giant
wake-up call. In one moment | realized that she ivdsverything I'd been
wanting and searching for. Yeah, it wasn't in tleckaging I'd been
expecting. | might have missed it had fate notriréeed.”

"She's ugly?"

Bruce rolled his eyes. Trust Colin to miss the aggl Colin was still too
much of a playboy to think beyond the box. "No. 'Sheeautiful. But our
relationship isn't simply boy meets girl. It's ma@mplicated. All | can say
is that | know she's it for me. That means I'llgakhat | can get. Sometimes
you have to hold on for the ride. The good ones teayyou first. See if
you're noble enough.”" He remembered Christina'’seeavords. "Like a
long-term investment.”



"This sounds ridiculous," Colin sputtered. "I'vevae heard you talk like
this. Relationships should not be work."

"They're always work. What they shouldn't be isypdi"”

"You sound like some shrink. We need to continue ltiter. I've got to get
some billable hours in sometime today. How aboinkdrat the club?"

"Can't," Bruce said. "Plans."
"With her," Colin said.

"Dinner," Bruce confirmed with one word. As Colinaok his head and left
the conference room, Bruce glanced at his watclalbaut the hundredth
time in the past ten minutes. Christina shoulddye lany moment. His heart
rose a little, thumped faster. How they would m#ks relationship truly
viable was beyond him, but they were going to try.

He'd fallen head over heels in love with his partitedidn't matter she was
his senior partner. Roy had called the other ragiat announced he'd heard
from Adam that Bruce's name was being floated abouta federal
judgeship. Eventually, Roy insisted, Bruce wouldagidge, the first in
Lancaster history. Bruce had let himself dreamafonoment, and decided
to worry about that if it happened. Reality was tiege and now, with
Christina and the world he wanted to create with hater, once she was
secure in their relationship, they'd shout therelérom the rooftops. But for
now, only four days into it, his loving her and hetting him was more than
enough.

CoLIN MoRRIs LEFTthe small conference room with a problem to sahes.
was extremely worried about Bruce. He'd never d@en act this way
before.

As a kid, Colin had always loved watching detecstiews and solving the
crime long before the main character did. In calege'd streamlined the
efficiency of the fraternity house in multiple aseancluding cleaning.



Everyone had been thrilled with that. Colin prolyalvbuld have made an
excellent engineer or scientist—designing thinga there solutions to the
world's problems. Instead, the Morris boys wereyks, and Colin found
solutions to the chaos people got themselves into.

Bruce had obviously gotten himself into a messir®best friend thought
himself deeply in love. And maybe he was. And beeaBruce was
twenty-nine, he was a man whose life didn't demanyg unwarranted
meddling.

But the woman was the unknown variable. Call Cgéided from the

women he dated; call him a skeptic, especiallyrdfte recently resolved
lawsuit on be-half of an elderly man's family. Whaeir aging father had
first started dating the younger woman, the mahitden had simply

assumed their father, a strong man, could handRuit when the woman
had begun siphoning off more and more money fargshiike property in

her name, designer clothes, joint credit cardsfairmely stepped in. Except,
they stepped in too late. By the time the lawswas wettled in their favor,
their father had lost one million dollars. The mgneould never be

recovered, but at least the woman was gone. Calthseen too much to
accept that Bruce's "love" was rational.

As Colin entered the elevator to his office on thed floor, he began
contemplating various scenarios. By the time hergatefrom the elevator,
he knew where he could find out what he wantecdhtmnk

THE KNOCKING ON THE DOORcaused a picture frame to bounce and made
Christina jump. She set her work aside, her inteves/ on the impeccably
dressed man standing in the doorway to her office.

She didn't recognize him. But that didn't stop Hite.smiled easily, strode
across the room and extended his hafd.l'just realized that we've never
met. I'm Colin Morris. My office is down the hallm Reginald's son."

"Hello." Christina did the dutiful thing and rose her feet. He shook her
hand, his grip causing Christina to wince.



"It's great to finally meet you. We've been misssiagh other these past two
months."

"We have," Christina said, her internal radar zmggio full alert. As much
as this appeared to be a social call, she knewatistely it wasn't.

"Have you seen Bruce this morning?" Colin askeshassat back down.

"No." The door to the small conference room hachbedesed when she'd
gone by, and she assumed he had someone in thlrkimi She knew he
was in the office because his truck was outsidaerparking lot.

"Bruce and | go way back," Colin opened easily. 'SHaore my brother
than my best friend. He practically spent every mwgkmoment at my
house. We roomed together as undergrads and tHaw atudents."

This she already knew, and she recognized thenfisbipedition. The
guestion was what was Colin's motivation? Fromyhérg Bruce had told
her about Colin, he wasn't the villainous type. Wgo&s, but not in a nasty
way.

"Christina, you've spent more time with Bruce thé&ave lately, and while
this is awkward for me, | don't know where elséuan."”

Colin walked to her office door and closed it. "loe¢ explain. Bruce had a
date New Year's Eve. Just a mercy date, the siétdre woman | was
seeing."

Christina noted Colin's deliberate emphasis omitie was.

"She made some moves, | guess, but nothing Bruderco handle. What
he did next, though, was out of character, andkfyai'm worried. He told
Linda— that was her name—that he was in love watm&one and that it
wasn't honorable for him to lead Linda on. Whilaththe Bruce | grew up
with, it's not like him to use the L-word."



"Maybe he's changed," she said, mentally lacintheoxing gloves. Just
where was Colin going with this, and just what Bxdce revealed? Colin
leaned over her desk.

Insecurities raised their ugly heads and she tagdmp them down. Bruce
had wanted her to go public, and she'd refused.léMoei honor her wish?
Or would he, like most people, let a little "setrdtde to his best friend?
Because she hadn't talked to Bruce yet this moysimg had to dance very
carefully here. "Maybe he is really in love," slagdsslowly. "Maybe he has
found the woman of his dreams."

"Oh, he is really in love," Colin said. "With you."

"What?" Christina bolted to her feet without thingiabout the effect of her
movement. "Bruce is a trustworthy man. He neverld/dave said such a
thing, even to you."

Colin straightened, his face lacking satisfactiddo, but you just did."

Her actions had revealed more than words. It waate to back up, but she
tried anyway. "l have no idea what you're talkihgat."

"Trust me, you've taken his heart. As his besnftijd'm concerned. He's
besotted. But your relationship isn't real. Itanclestine—he can't reveal it
to anyone. We don't get to share his joy. Why &2hColin gestured for

emphasis.

She stood stoically still.
"We're both lawyers here. Yeah, | trapped you.tBumk. If it's this easy for
me to figure out your relationship, it's only a teabf time before everyone

else does, as well."

"l think you should leave my office," Christina dabhe clutched the edge
of her desk for support.

Colin shrugged. "Just don't break his heart." WWhidt he turned and left.



Christina slumped into her chair. She'd blown tret, hadn't she? So much
for competence or for keeping secrets. Colin had gaat Bruce hadn't
revealed anything. But she had. One well-placedanid she'd fallen like a
row of dominoes.

A knock on her door had her jerking her head upicBrstood there, with
that wide, dazzling smile just for her. He steppeside, shut the door.
"Here you are. I've been waiting for you."

She stared at him, saw her future as she'd enegirslipping away. This
man loved her. For him to have to wait for her wiafsir.

And she couldn't commit. Too many variables. Tomynfgars to conquer.
She didn't want to be hurt again, to make the wrdmgices with a man.
There were too many steps forward that came witly lslides back to a
place only a tad farther than square one.

She couldn't put Bruce through that. Even here csléd tell he wanted to
pull her into his arms and kiss her senselessw@hnéed the same thing. But
then, anyone could walk in. Everyone would knoweytd watch with
secretive little smiles, gossip over coffee cups.

Their relationship would overshadow everything er hfe, especially the
independence she was clinging to like a lifeliniee 8idn't want to live in
anyone's shadow ever again, be only a Mrs. anteradwn person.

"We can't see each other anymore," she blurtedttaidgmile vanished.

"What?"

"People know," she said simply. "That wasn't pathe deal. | want to be a
lawyer in my own name. Maybe after the case. Mdgba...."

He shook his head. "Don't push me away, Chrisfban't do this again. |
realize you're scared. We've talked about this."



"And you understand | must have time. We can'tide. We had a great
night, but let's put it behind us. We have workitg which we'll keep in the
office from now on."

She'd slammed him sideways, and her own heart pbpkeing perhaps
how much she caredust retract the words. Just throw yourself inte h
arms. Just believéBut Christina couldn't.

Something held her back, a fear of something paealyer, and it was as if
she were outside of her body as she listened toeBsay, "If that's the way
you want it, Christina. | only want you to be happynd if this is what it
takes...."

And then she watched helplessly as Bruce left ffezeg closing the door
with a decisive, final click. The world she wishgtk could have crashed to
an end, not with a bang but with her own whimpedespair.



Chapter Thirteen

When she finally had the courage to leave her ®ffic hour later, the first
person she ran into was Angela's temporary replanenwho quickly
informed her that Bruce had left for Cyntech foz tlest of the day.

"l didn't realize Bruce had more work left with Ggoh," Christina said.

"Something about a permit application,” the templiegl. "Said he might
not be back in the office until Monday. Said yobnahdle the Title VII case
and that he'd simply discuss it with you when harreed.”

Meaning that he wasn't leaving any instructionshir, no reason for them
to contact each other at all. He was giving her space.

But this time, he wouldn't be present, not everth@ same room and
ignoring her. This time the break was permanent.

She wanted to cry, but instead, she squared her arant to the small
conference room and sat down to work.

Concentration, however, was difficult. She couldtyie Bruce in his
familiar spot. She could almost smell his cologi@&he'd run from
Cincinnati, but she couldn't run from MorrisvilBella was happy here. She
would have to find a way to coexist with Bruce, andouldn't be easy.

"Mama, why are you sad?" Bella asked later thattrédter story time.
"Mama'’s just tired,"” Christina answered as sheski€ella good-night. "It's
hard getting back into a routine now that schatéisted again and we can't
sleep in. So you get some rest. You're seeing gadrthis weekend."

"He told me when he called that the Bengals woeldhithe Super Bowl."

"Maybe, just maybe," Christina said. She clickeel light off and went to
her own room. Staring at her bed was painful. StteBruce had tossed that



comforter aside, rolled around on the sheets. &g up a pillow. Even
though she'd laundered everything, she could stiell his scent, still
picture how he'd rested his head next to hers.

Leaving Kyle had been easier. She'd been angrgrideted not to take his
infidelities any longer. The new had been a cldatesa sidewalk washed
by morning rain.

Now, even the bathroom adjacent to her bedroom taiased. She and
Bruce had showered together. He'd made love tagagainst the counter.
She could almost see him in the mirror, behind her,eyes glazed with
passion as he quickly thrust. She brushed her,teetied out the light and
left the bathroom dark behind her.

She hadn't lied to Bella. Sheastired. She had dep-ositions to prepare for.
A few more women to track down, as their casesjinstccome to light and
thus they would become part of the suit. And Brwosildn't be around to
help until Monday, and then, not like before.

Perhaps he was justified in taking himself outhsd situation. She might
have wanted to run, but she couldn't. She hadcetfze result of her fears.
She'd given in to them and found failure. Didn# sifso love to quote that
other famous president: "The only thing we haviet is fear itself'?

Franklin Delano Roosevelt had defined fear in li83Linaugural address
as the "nameless, unreasoning, unjustified tertochvparalyzes needed
efforts to convert retreat into advance."” He'd shedonly thing you had to
fear was fear itself.

Christina's fears had shut her down, ruined the thésg that had come
along. She could hear Kyle's patronizing voice ar lear: "Christina
Sanchez Jones, whenever will you learn?"

She had just learned that even though she'd gredifratm Harvard, in the
school of life she still had a lot of learning to.d

And the number-one thing would be how to mend & tbuoken heart.
Because she'd just comprehended that when yowstmweone and let him



go because of your own fears of commitment andidityp you aren't

protecting yourself. You're instead ripping a paftyourself out and

throwing it away. Fear keeps you from even playimg game, much less
winning.

And that hurt. Big-time.

LATE SUNDAY NIGHT Bruce was dreading Monday and his subsequent
return to Lancaster and Morris, when the emergédineycall came that he
was needed. He'd done everything that weekendrgehristina from his
mind—extra weight sets, extra work, extra fire dutyut she was still with
him as he drove the fire truck, and still with himthe empty, burning
restaurant that would be nothing but cinders when fire was finally
extinguished.

The icy wind whipped through the windows—the glagKim's Diner
having exploded under pressure from the raging. Adwe firemen worked
desperately to keep the flames from jumping tostinmeounding buildings,
and then they labored to keep the building secsiiel@egan to collapse.

Kim's, a popular breakfast and lunch eatery thesexd daily at three, was
about to become a smoldering ruin. The firefighteese ordered to leave
the building and move to a safe perimeter.

The joist didn't necessarily catch Bruce at unagabet it fell at such a
freak angle that he had nowhere to go and no pieaiele. Bruce's right arm
rose to deflect the impending blow, but the heaayward beam grazed his
helmet, tore at his right ear, landed on his sheulthd bounced off his
elbow.

He winced as smoldering wood met bone, ripped titiqurotective gear
and met flesh. Then the pain fully exploded in liead, the oxygen mask
skittered and the smoke blinded. Definitely timgéb out. The falling beam
had cost him valuable seconds.



He made to take a step and heard a sickening cldek.building was
collapsing. As all hell rained down, his last thbtigzas of Christina.

WHEN CHRISTINA DROVE into the Lancaster and Morris parking lot Monday
morning, the first thing she noticed was the abseri@ruce's huge pickup
truck. Not that this was odd. He'd been at Cyntbetprevious week, after
their altercation.

He was probably ignoring her some more, Christiraught as she exited
her car, raced across the cold expanse and ertheréetated building. Ten
days into January, and any resolutions she'd hraal fetter year had bitten
the dust.

The receptionist was on the phone, and Christina gaquick wave as she
passed by and entered the elevator. Angela's tempoeplacement had
already sorted the mail in Christina's in-box, &mdistina cleared her mind
and got to work.

A few hours later, a rapping at her door diverteddttention from the legal
brief she'd been highlighting. She set down herkeraand gazed up. Roy
Lancaster stood in the doorway, resting his hamdsi® cane.

He shook his head. "Amazing. For once | see thatrgaactually in the
office, exactly where you're supposed to be. Ancgatay when everyone
else isn't."

Christina rolled her shoulders to stretch them. 8hed her head and
glanced at the clock. She'd been sitting at hek t@sover two hours. No
wonder she was stiff. "Good morning, Roy. You $&® work. And | don't
have a meeting to be at this morning. As for no @lse being here, | don't
know anyone's schedule but mine."

"They're at the hospital,” Roy announced. "Thouyghtd be there."

"Did Angela have her baby?" Christina asked. "Slas wue a few days
ago."



Roy tapped his cane on the floor as if buzzingamsiver incorrect. "Do you
not listen to the radio?"

"National Public Radio," Christina said. She redlyd no idea where he
was going with this, but Roy could be eccentricntA read théVall Street
Journalevery morning."

"Bah. Those big boys don't cover us. We're tool mmd small town."

She stared at him, at a loss as to what to do.Hatte no move to enter her
office.. "Would you care to take a seat? | canyget some coffee."”

"Not staying. Going back to the hospital. Maybe ggahething to eat.”

"Is something wrong? Are you okay? I'm sure | c@arch Bruce on his cell
phone if you want to speak with him. | haven't skiem yet this morning."

Roy gazed past her, out one of Christina's windt@msess you don't have a
view of Kim's from here."

"Kim's? The restaurant?" Christina had driven lpnite or twice. What did
that have to do with anything?

"Burned down last night," Roy said. "Nothing bubble left. Word is Kim's
going to rebuild, but that's of course after th®unance investigation. She's
one of my former clients. | think Larry has her ndwalways eat breakfast at
Kim's."

"No one was hurt," Christina probed.
"Place was closed and empty."
"That's good," Christina said. She blinked. Roy ve#i standing and

watching her, his gaze solemn. Then it hit her. Ké&n't refuted her
statement. "Roy?"



He shook his head, and fear unlike any Christing éaer experienced
thundered through her like a runaway freight tréoy, what is going on?
Why is everyone at the hospital? Was Bruce onlasilnight?"

Roy simply nodded, and Christina bolted to her .feHte case, her
work—everything could wait. "l have to be there."

Roy nodded again. "Margaret Mary Community HospitalBatesville.
Cross back over the highway, make a right at thie-foay stop and then a
left. It's by the golf course. You can't miss it."

"Thank you."

As Christina flew out the door and into the unkno®oy took a moment to
survey her office and contemplate the events. Rytitme she got to the
hospital, most everyone else would be gone. Reabypoint anymore.
Time to move on. Bruce would want that. Roy turasche sensed another
presence. Reginald Morris stood directly behind.Hi@hristina just went
skittering into the elevator. | was coming up ttedrs. Did you tell her?”

"l did. You saw how she took it."

"l did," Reginald said. Both he and Roy had alrelbegn through enough in
the past twelve hours, especially after Colin'dyeaiorning confession in
the hospital waiting room about Bruce's love lifo what do you think
she'll do?" Reginald asked. "When she realizeeheo—"

"Don't know," Roy interrupted. "But I'm not waitirground here to find
out."

IT TOOK CHRISTINA twenty minutes to reach the hospital. She swatlthd
a policeman even tried to stop her for speeding,mbbably would have
strangled him, that was how worried and upset e w

She raced up to the information desk, her low puoijgking on the tile
floor. The sign indicated visiting hours were irfieet. "Bruce Lancaster's



room," Christina said to the elderly receptionitose nametag proclaimed
she'd been volunteering for twenty years.

"One moment,” the woman replied.

Christina wanted to scream that she didn't havenooment. Instead she
simply tapped her foot.

"Room 502," the woman told her. "He's...."

But Christina was already at the elevators, purghine buttons savagely.
On the fifth floor she made a quick turn and fotwedself outside room 502.
The door wasn't shut all the way and she could hedeast two voices
coming from inside the room. One was Bruce's. Rébeed. He was alive.

The other was...female. That voice gave a low la@jiristina listened a
moment. The conversation was not that of a patiedta nurse.

A rage unlike she'd ever known overtook ChristiBhae felt as though she
was inside a kaleidoscope. Past, present and fildisieed by her eyes. Then
suddenly the picture cleared, and Christina redlibe absolute truth.

She loved Bruce Lancaster. Really loved him. He hexspartner, the man
she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.cbbeén too blind, too fearful
to acknowledge it until this moment.

The man had given her his heart, and she'd handedk. She might have
to use every weapon in her arsenal, but she waptiaing what was hers,
what she couldn't live without any longer. And daitpshe didn't care who
found out or who got in her way, including the womiaside.

Time was a precious commodity and she'd alreadyedasay too much of
it. Christina Miranda Elise Sanchez Jones hadlfirearned.

She pushed the door wide, relieved the room wasiatp one. The
occupants couldn't see her yet, not until she etettie small hallway that
led past the bathroom.

She stepped into view.



A woman sat in the chair next to Bruce, but Chness gaze raked over her
for placement purposes only. It was the man irbfteewho commanded her
attention. He wore a hospital gown, and the bla&at bed sheets covered
him to mid chest. His right arm rested acrosstasach, in a cast held with
a dark-blue sling. His right ear was bandaged. theraubes or wires jutted
from his body; no monitors beeped. From what shadctell, he had at the
minimum a broken arm and some cuts and scrapes.

Two sets of eyes turned toward her. A second passfxe recognition
dawned and Bruce realized she wasn't the nurseist@®a."

She was as awkward as a girl on her first date. 9Bt had newfound
determination. "Bruce. Roy stopped by the officel &anld me you were
here. You know how vague Roy can be. He made mddilke you were

dying."

"That would be Roy,"” the woman said. "Mr. Exaggerat Bruce, do you
remember the time Roy...."

Christina ignored the story and studied the dadireld woman. She had a
fresh glow, as though she'd been outdoors recently.

"Your grandfather is correct about one thing, thglighe woman in the
chair stated. "He said this morning that it wasetifor you to leave the fire
department. You've had your sign. | couldn't agneee."

"Christina," Bruce said gently, calling her attentiback to him. A smile
had tugged at his lips, as if he knew she wasysaltChristina, I'd like you
to meet my mother, Hannah Lancaster. She wasgasirig."

"I am?" Bruce's mother blinked, but she stood mament straight out of a
movie. "I'll stop by your house later tonight arigeck on you."

"Il be fine," Bruce said. "l think Christina's o to be taking care of me.
That is why you're here, isn't it?"



He'd thrown her the opening line she'd been waitorg The man really
didn't play games the way most men did. He'd nikserto her. Hope began
to build. "Yes," Christina said. "I'm going to takare of him."

In the process of putting on her coat, Hannah Lstecgpaused as though
sensing something big was about to go down. Chasgixperienced her
scrutiny, but she didn't hesitate in her quest.f&bed Hannah. "He won't be
going home," Christina told his mother. "He'll tenay place. I'll have to
move his cat, but that's simpler than uprootingdayghter.”

Hannah sputtered. "And., .and you are?"

"The woman | plan to marry,” Bruce said. "As soagnsae agrees to have
me, which is why you should go, Mom. | love youllTead I'll call him
later, once they spring me."

"You're getting married,” Hannah said. "We leaveddrip, barely return
and—"

"Goodbye, Mom," Bruce called. "I'll explain everyih. | promise. Right
now | want to talk to Christina." He and Christwatched as Hannah left,
mumbling.

"You deliberately drive that woman crazy, don't YoChristina asked.

"Yeah," Bruce said. "But she always gets over lie'S my mom and she's
finally getting what she's wanted. No more fire @iément. Your arrival
saved me from her lecture. I've gotten it from g@ae ever since visiting
hours opened, and double from my family, who'venbhlere all night.
Come sit by me."

Concern laced her voice. "l don't want to hurt you.

"You won't. | have a broken arm and some bruisaslittake some time to
heal, but the doctors are pretty certain I'll haneill effects from the
concussion | also suffered when the roof collapse. saw her pained
expression. "Don't glare at me like that. They thegout fast. I'm fine. This
IS minor."



"Your grandfather scared me to death." Christimgerly sat down on the
bed, and Bruce's left hand found hers. His toudtt pemise and warmth.
"l thought something tragic had happened to yooodldn't handle it,"
Christina admitted.

"I'm sorry about that. Scaring you was probablyihisntion. There was a
little powwow this morning after Colin confessedtline'd paid you a visit
Wednesday. |, of course, then had to say that we \imished. Kaput.

Everyone knows our history. | realize you didn'tivehat."

"l don't care anymore," she said quickly. "The pistsn't matter one bit.
The fact that you're okay, that we have anothenchais all that matters."
She surveyed the hospital room. "We really don'wvehaomantic
environments, do we?"

He grinned, his smile lighting up his whole facBl Work on that in the
future.”

"Don't. Oddly, this seems somehow normal and rigbmance is what you
make of it. It's not candles, flowers and everygheise the greeting-card
companies portray it to be, although those thingsnéce. But trinkets and
flora aren't the keys to happiness, or | would hlagen deliriously happy
with Kyle. No, it's what's in your heart that rgatiounts, and that's where
you won me over, Bruce. Your heart is solid goldll fof love and
tenderness. You gave and gave to me without astragnything. In return,

| treated you terribly."

"Christina,” he began.

But she wouldn't let him stop her. "I made a mistand I'm sorry. | never
should have turned you away, never should havetlsag® words that day. |
was scared, but that doesn't make what | did rigbtvever, | was more
scared today when | thought I'd lost you. So I'mehe tell you that I'm

putting on the boxing gloves for one more rounduYave a piece of my
heart, and | had a piece of yours. | want thateplesck, and I'll fight for it if

necessary. | love you, Bruce Lancaster, and I'ndyda shout it to the
world."



"You are, huh?"

"You bet | am. You've never seen me determined."

The grin widened. "Really? You almost clocked net first day."
"This will be much worse," she promised.

"We can't have that," he said. His tone turnedseti”l love you, Christina,
and | want nothing more than to love you foreveereif it's on your terms."

"I've been thinking about those. I'm glad you waharry me, because I've
decided I'm going to insist on it."

He arched an eyebrow. "Is that a proposal?”

She nodded. "Oh, yes. It's the only solution topyablem. While I'm highly
supportive of modern living arrangements, we devéint Morrisville's
citizens all aghast over ours. And | think thatBalla's sake, I'd rather that
any results of our, ah, liaison be, uh, legitim&téth the number of those,
um, encounters, we'll have, I'm sure something tregbur."

"All very valid points,” Bruce said with a teasingd. "I always wanted a
large family."

Happiness made her smile. "Then we'll have to warkthat, as hard as
we're going to work on winning our case. After thgal proceedings are
over, I'm planning on starting an organization doi@te those women on
their rights, so that something like this doesvdréhappen again."

"We will win it—I know we will. You're my equal, Gfstina, and together
we can do anything. We have no limits."

"I've realized that. | love you. You make me congl&ou complement me.
| want nothing more than to be with you. With yail things are possible."

"They are, darling. | love you." He paused, anchtbecause she had no
reply, Bruce asked, "So are you going to kiss me?%io



Christina blinked. From his expression, she codll that Bruce was
serious.

"I've been waiting since you got here to feel ydips on mine,” he

continued. "The instant you walked in the door péd | knew why you

were here. But it didn't matter whether | was riglias going to come after
you the moment they released me, and no amoumgofrent would have
swayed me. You were the last thought in my mindmwihe roof caved in.

Time is too valuable to waste."

"It is," she said."Then kiss me, my sweetheart.”

She smiled as a love that knew no bounds increagsahentially. This was
her man, her future, her life. She'd found her tsedesire. Heaven waited.

"Only if you promise me one thing," she whisperedshe lowered her
mouth to his.

"What's that?" he asked, shifting to better reaamh h

"Once you kiss me, you can never let me go."

"Promise made, my love. Are you ready for thatKiss

She was. Nothing held her back anymore. No feainNecision. Whatever
problems she and Bruce might face, they would theen together. She'd
saved herself, and managed to get the castle amatitice, as well. "l love

you," she said.

"Good," Bruce said. His lips touched hers, stamfiage Closed on their
past. "l love you, too, Christina. My darling, mgdrt."

Then, with a long tender kiss of love that sentg$pgraling, Bruce settled
any doubt once and forever and opened a new fieephe that would be
their future.

Christina knew she'd finally come home, and whee life might not ever
be perfectly normal, life was finally good.



