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DAVID--A Shattered Hero Who'd Returned to Claim His Beloved...
Even he wasn't sure how he'd survived, but Davidfdavas finally free
after six years in captivity... a lonely man whdsee and voice were
unrecognizable as those of the husband and fath@dween declared dead.
Only his dreams of sweet, vulnerable Kathy andbhaisy son Ben had kept
him going, but now that he'd come back, David weasur'e there'd be any
room in their new lives for him.

Ruggedly Masculine, and Definitely Untamed

Kate Moore had never given up hoping for a miracléring her husband
back-but raising a child alone had forced her twangup, transformed her
into a strong, sure woman. Men had pursued henéwer tempted her to
risk loving again... until the enigmatic handymahoi befriended her son
gazed at her with fierce intensity. Could he somehold the secret key to
her shuttered heart?



PROLOGUE

Keeping well to the center of the narrow, worn pBiivid turned another corner.
In the maze there was always another corner, alveanaher passage that
inevitably looped around to lead him back the wagdme.

His feet were encased in iron boots, so that éaghvgas awkward and laboriously
slow. His gaze, watchful, cautious, moved uncegdimn side to side. The thick
thornbushes that lined the sides of the labyriothetimes came alive, reaching out
to tear at his body, and he was never able to fastenough to get out of harm's
way.

God, he was tired. Tired of dragging his feet fatvéred of fighting the grasping
thorns. But he couldn't stop. He couldn't take timeest. Something inside him
forced him to keep going, forced him to take one slaggish step. Then another
and another. Around the next corner he came t@eephe recognized. He had
passed this way before. Many times.

This time, however, something was different. Dyrattead, there was an opening
in the thick hedge. Sunlight streamed through tg@ graking a spot of misty
brightness in the gloom.

Was it another trick? If he drew nearer the openmaguld the hateful branches use
the opportunity to rip at him again?

David had to take the chance. The brightness wesstible. He had to get closer.

Dragging his feet forward, he tripped several tindsis haste to reach the breach
in the never-ending green wall, but at last he thase.

He glanced around, all his senses alert as he d/otehe trap to be sprung. When
nothing happened, he leaned closer, slowly, céyefuid looked through.

On the other side of the hedge was a world of woBteen was a different color
there. The green of spring, the green of reneviatdwere glorious flowers on the
other side, bright skies, and singing birds.

On the other side of the hedge was life.



On the other side was Kathy.

She stood in an open field, her body bathed wittiegigght, and as David watched
she turned her head and looked directly at him.

His heart began to beat with a jarring force aspushed forward into the small
gap, indifferent to the barbs that went deep imdochest and arms, unmindful of
the thorns that ripped at his face, turning it iatbloody mess.

Moving furiously, he fought the hedge. He had tot@der. He had to let her
know—

"He's coming around. . . . Help me hold him dowrdb@ella, have the
hypodermic ready. The next few minutes are goingetpainful as hell."

Although the voice came from a great distancepitssence was intrusive,
disturbing. Clenching his teeth, he blocked it bigt.couldn't let it distract him. He
couldn 't afford to acknowledge the voice's commeetith reality. He had to focus
all his energy and attention on his battle with¢hecifying branches.

He was halfway through now. If only he could piliégs free, he would be on the
other side. He would be in the world where Kathg.wa

Oh God, something was happening.
Glancing around frantically, he groaned as darknasgan to fall over him. The
branches were pulling him back. The hedge wasrgait close around him,

blocking the sun, sealing off the way back to Kathy

He could still see her through the last remainiag,dut she was in shadow now,
her face twisted with fear as she took a slowtstefward.

Sweet Jesus, she couldn't see him. She was vwalkiygKathy was leaving!

He couldn't lose her again. He couldn't. He hafind a way to stop her, to make
her understand that he was here, that he was @wiexything he could to get to her.



Pushing the branches away from his face, he scebasrename. Again and again
he screamed. But the sound was all wrong. Her naaselost, twisted by the
nightmare hedge, and only harsh, rasping soundg ¢em his throat.

Then, as though some remnant of the pitiful n@aehed her, she looked back,
tilting her head slightly as she strained to see.

An instant later her eyes grew wide with recognitiehe saw him! She was coming
back.

But it was too late. Already the dark, stagnanegread closed, sealing him off.

Closing his eyes, David moaned in an agony of i and pain. If only he had
fought harder, if only he had been able to taken if only—

It was all gone. The world of brightness and wonas gone.
Kathy was gone.
And David was back in the maze alone.

"So you're finally going to wake up," the voice refality said as David
opened his eyes.



ONE
"Are you going all the way to Dallas?"

The seat next to David Moore was empty, so he ldd&eher afield to find
the source of the question. Seated across theveasl@ young woman who
had gotten on the bus at the last stop. Brassygudd framed a face that
would have been attractive had it not been hiddedteua heavy layer of
makeup. She was sitting sideways, her feet propped the seat beside her
as she studied David with undisguised interest.

For the past hour he had been held in thrall bek@nging mosaic of green
that lined the highway, but he didn't mind the iniption. Listening :0 a
Texas accent was as pleasing to him as watchirexaslspring.

"All the way to Dallas," he confirmed.

As though something about his voice intrigued tiee, woman tilted her
head to the side and smiled. "Paying a visit tollgecity? Looking for
work?"

"Going home," he said softly.

"You say that kind of sad. Has it been a long tsimee you've seen your
family?"

He nodded once, slowly. "Six years." The words vienely audible. "Yes,
it's been a long time."

If one said the words quickly, if one didn't giveen any serious thought,
six years didn't sound like so much. But when a hethcounted off every
interminable minute of those six years, it wasrglome. A long, long time.

Six years ago time hadn't been all that importamavid. At thirty-two, he
had been a professor of economics at a small,igi@st university in
Dallas. He had a beautiful wife and the world'gbtest ten-month-old
baby boy. His personal life was perfect, his prei@sal life secure. He was



cocky back then, smug, certain that he had aliithe in the world. But that
was six years ago.

Sweet heaversjx years.

David closed his eyes, his body tense as he fougbés of distant fear,
echoes of desperation, memories of soul-shattérimginess.

It was over. He had to let it go. Because as long as any fragmokthe
nightmare remained, as long as it still had thegrde shake him, he wasn't
yet free.

"l sure hope DeeDee remembers she was supposek tm@ up.”

After glancing again at the redhead across the,d3vid sat up straighter
and looked around. The bus was already pulling theostation. He had
been lost in his thoughts for over an hour.

"My friend DeeDee is coming to pick me up," the wanmexplained. "At
least she's supposed to. | told her not to go ditparty last night because
when she drinks, her brain is somewhere else émuale of days."

When the bus came to a complete stop, she ross tedt and met his eyes.
"DeeDee is really a dead loss as a friend," sh&dwah "but when someone
needs you, what are you gonna do?"

Giving her an understanding smile, David pickeagmall canvas bag and
followed the handful of passengers off the bus. [&/the others huddled,
waiting for their luggage, he stood apart from thgtancing around, trying

to get his bearings.

"Is someone coming to pick you up?"

It was the redhead again. She had moved to stasidebleim, a cosmetics
case in one hand and a vinyl garment bag throwmatigover her shoulder.

"No." He shook his head slowly. "My— No one knows here."



She smiled, her black-lined eyes flirting openlgiag"So you're just going
to show up and surprise them? How fun. They'll likat. Do you need a
ride? DeeDee won't mind. You don't mind, do youeDee?" she said to a
young blond woman who was approaching as fast asKietight skirt
would allow.

"Kerry, you silly, silly slug. You didn't tell mehere would be so much
traffic on this side of town," the newcomer scolded voice that carried
across the entire area. "And wouldn't you know, ridxdio in John's old
clunker picked today to commit suicide. | can'vdrivithout music. | really
can't. | think it's something in my genes. I'm hatg. | was born with it.

My mother is always telling me how, when | wadéitt would—"

"DeeDeg for once in your life will you stop talking lorgnough to listen?
I'm trying to ask you—"

"That's all right," David said, his voice low anddky. "I can make my own
way home. But | appreciate the offer," he addelealsegan to move away.

"Kerry, Kerry, Kerry. Who washat?"

Already halfway across the room, David chuckledha urgency in the
blonde's high-pitched voice.

"Did you find him on the bus?" she continued. "Tdh@deepy eyes. That
voice. Whiskey and sex. Didn't his voice sound Nkeiskey and sex to
you? It gave me the shivers. | mean, it was a pégfsical thing. Why didn't
you offer him a ride?"

"You dimwit," the redhead said in a voice rich witisgust. "l ought to—"

The rest of her threat was lost as David pushed apoor and walked out
into the open air.

Starting down the sidewalk, he began to absorlieéleof the city. David
had passed through a lot of places on his way lmadkDallas was home.

Kathy was here, and that made it home.



As the sounds and smells reached him he let hid slide into memories
that reached much further back than six years. Goedhories. Safe
memories.

Like the day he met Kathy.

As usual, David had been late for a class. Preaedupith the charts and
graphs he would use in the morning session, heva#dad straight into her.

Books and papers flew in a dozen different diretj@and when he and his
victim both dropped to their knees in an attempsdd out the mess, he
listened for a moment to the blue velvet sound ef foice before
interrupting her apology.

"It was my fault. | wasn't watching where | wasrmgil never do,” he added
without repentance.

When she raised her eyes to his, he drew backdad m what felt like
shock.

The ash-blond hair that curled gently around hee f@as short and baby
soft, providing a frame for features that had a fikelicacy to them. An aura
of gentle elegance and subdued intelligence sudediher, calling to mind
the women who had lived in the south at the turthefcentury.

As she stared at him in return her lips curved sweslightly in a smile. The
look in her green eyes were distracted, as thoughtihoughts were
perpetually elsewhere.

She was lovely. Absolutely lovely.

But it wasn't her beauty that so firmly captured &itention. There were
plenty of beautiful women on campus, and being hyrbavid had noticed
them all. But like pieces of fine art, they wersideed to be enjoyed from a
distance.

This woman was different. Like a spring day, she wadelight to all the
senses. A phenomenon. An event to be intimatelemsmpced. And like



that perfect day in spring, she made a man waght¢h work and spend his
time in frivolous, delirious pleasure.

Tilting his head back, David frowned at her in cemication. "Do | know
you? I'm sure I've seen you. Are you one of my etis?"

"I was. For a little while."

"You dropped my class? Why?" he asked with chariatie bluntness.
"What have you got against economics?"

"Nothing . . . that is—" The distant, wistful smikas again playing across
her lips. "I'm afraid | switched to Professor Y&edass."

"Yates? You've got to be kidding." David quicklyosped up the rest of his
things and rose to his feet, studying her with mistoment. "You actually
prefer Boo Yates to me? Are you using his clagsatoh up on your sleep?”

It was strange. Although David could have sworn slas laughing, the
dancing light in her green eyes was the only deldetsign of amusement.

"You intrigue me, young lady,” he said, using hestoand most pompous
professor voice. "If | had more time, | would deti@ty get to the bottom of
this."

But David hadn't had more time, so he had relubtamhlked away from
her. For the rest of the day, at unexpected timdsaath vivid clarity, that
lovely, gentle face had drifted through his mindatgering his thoughts,
playing hell with his concentration.

That same evening when his front doorbell rangyae sitting in his study,
staring out the window, still thinking of her.

When he found the object of his thoughts on higstep, David frowned as
he rubbed his chin. Then, without greeting or prelarhe said, "Sincg's

inconceivable that you think Yates is a better etiug you must have
changed your schedule. You tried desperately tockwo another of my



classes, but because I'm so popular, they werdiadl. Is that how it
happened?”

Although she neither confirmed nor denied his tlie@ance again the
dancing sparks appeared in her eyes.

He leaned his shoulder against the door, perfegstiyng to be fascinated by
her. "Now why are you laughing?"

"I'm not laughing."

"Not on the outside, but inside you're gigglingelierazy. At my expense,
I'm afraid. Why?"

"You're vain," she explained, her lower lip quiveyi with contained
amusement.

"Anyone with a good mind is vain. It comes with tieeritory. So if you
came all the way here to tell me that, you wastad yime. | already knew."

This time she had to bite her lip to keep from lang. After clearing her
throat, she said, "I came to see if my Englistpéiper got mixed up with
your things."

Stepping back, he motioned her inside. "Yes, | hav&nd based on that
paper, | think I would allow you a little vanity gbur own."

"You read my—" She stopped walking and glancedrat fOnly a little?"

"You're young yet. Give it time." He frowned aswdden thought struck
him. "How young?"

"Twenty-one."
"Good," he said succinctly, then turned to leadwiag to his study.

David's conscience might have bothered him a liftishe had been as
young as she appeared. Her youth wouldn't havestbhim, but he might



have had a few qualms to overcome. Because the nidmeopened the
door and found her there, it had all became cl@avid had seen his future.

She moved across the room and stood gazing osiathe window he had
been staring out of earlier. He saw the sunligtitisg on her, pick- jig out
bits of platinum in her hair, and he hagvondered if when he came to know
what went on behind those misty green eyes, heddouk her is much as
he did at that moment.

Now, walking down a busy street in Dallas, Davicheenbered that day and
knew he hadn't loved Kathy as much when he carkadw her better. He
had loved her more. More than he had ever dreanasdassible.

Reaching in his pocket, he pulled out a handfuhainge and stared at it for
a moment. His destination was the far north sidinefcity. It was going to
be a long walk.

As he passed a small bookstore his movement, tefléc the dusty display
window, caught his eye. He stopped walking andddiio examine his own
see-through image.

Sun-darkened skin. Thick brown hair, long trougledeer the collar of his
cotton shirt. Gold-brown eyes that drooped slighatythe outercorners.
Broad shoulders that didn't match his tall, toomlgame.

Where David had been, mirrors weren't that comril@nhad rarely had the
chance to look at his own face, to study the chaisgeyears had wrought.
After staring for a while, he reached up to runtipe of two fingers across
the high cheekbones and down the hard line ofdws watching as his
reflection mimicked the action.

An instant later cold sweat broke out on his ugpeland forehead. His
hands trembled and his heart pounded with wildsingrthuds. Panic
reached out and gripped him by the throat withregfdhat almost lifted him
off his feet.



The acute attacks of anxiety weren't new. Theycktrat odd times and
without warning. One minute David would be fineg thext he suddenly
would be overcome by the need to run and keep omimg.

Turning abruptly away from the window, he clenclmnesiteeth and drew a
rough hand across his face. He pulled in a deegieady breath as he
searched for calm. Another breath, then anotheraaother, until the riot

within him finally began to subside.

When he started walking again, David's steps werees, less confident.
He needed decent clothes. Transportation. A ttkh in his pocket. He had
to—

Just then a delivery truck rumbled to a stop bekide The driver opened
the door and whistled through his teeth as he wiatkeund to the back of
the vehicle.

Moving a step closer, David studied the fading blietters on the door of
the truck.

SEUTER'S SAV-MORE
Discount Building Supplies

Ralph Seuter.

The owner of the thirty-odd Seuter's Sav-Mores thate spread across
north Texas was a cranky old man with more monay touth. He was also
the best friend David had in the world.

Reveling in the eccentric, Ralph had a routine tlatn't varied in thirty
years. He left his enormous west Dallas estateairi the morning and sat
for three hours at a truck stop while he drank emfivith a lot of other
cranky old men, all dressed as badly as he wasn fEnere he went to his
office at Sav-More headquarters. At eleven-thintyt one minute before or
one minute after, he left the office and drove asrown to Flora's Diner, a
cafe that had been serving chicken fried steak griglasy gravy in the same
disreputable building since the Great Depressidme Test of Ralph's



workday was spent harassing the managers of tlkeeSawv-Mores in the
Dallas-Fort Worth area.

Flora's Diner was only two blocks from where Dasitod now. If he
hurried, he would be able to catch Ralph at exabtyright time, after the
old man's hunger had been appeased and beforestidig set in.

Turning right at the next corner, David smiled,limgj up a mental picture of
the man who had been his first employer.

David had been just sixteen when he took a pae-fiob at one of the
suburban Sav-Mores to help supplement his grandaristimall pension. It
was during Ralph's daily visits to the lumberyandttDavid had come to
know and like the older man.

The following year, after his grandmother died &walph gave his young
employee a home, David had come to love him.

It was Ralph who finished the job of raising Davite bought David his
first car, then made him work his butt off to pay his first speeding ticket.
He boasted to all his friends when David won a tedescholarship, then
dragged David off the campus by his shirt collaewtine partied too long
and slept through an important exam.'

Praising and censuring with the same thunderousrvigalph had taught
David about being a man.

It was on the night before David's wedding, as e lgaving for a night of
carousing with his friends, that Ralph had givengrotege one last piece of
parental counsel.

"l figure you're as close to a son as I'll everdhaRalph told him. "I know
you're twenty-nine and you think because you'veaspwst of your life in
schools, that makes you one sharp son of a bitghydu've still got a few
things to learn, the kind of things they don't teatcollege.”

"Is this a father-son talk?" David asked, grinnitéye you going to tell me
about the birds and bees now?" «



The older man gave a short bark of laughter. "Hudly, you know more

about sex than I do, or ever want to, for that exaome things ought to be
left to instinct. No, I'm talking about life now.m8l | know a damn sight

more about living than you do, because I've beangdih a damn sight

longer.”

Ralph paused, reaching up to rub his wide, squane jYou've been
through a lot in your life, losing your parents whgu were just a little kid,
then having your granny kick off before you got daand grown. But it
seems to me that none of that stuff put a real geepbu. You've still got
your original coat of paint.”

David, used to Ralph's bluntness, chucklddon't be so subtle. Jusbme
right out and say'm shallow"

But Ralph would not be put off by David's teasiHg. had a point to make
and he was not going to give up until he made it.

"l don't mean you didn't feel it,” he continued.Whs there when your
granny died and | know how it hurt you. But youngpple bounce back
pretty easy. | just want you to know it's not alwayoing to be that way.
Someday something will happen that will dig somarahter lines in your
face, put some gray in your hair."

David, eager to get to his bachelor party, gavepRRah affectionate punch
in the arm. "Look, you old geezer, you've been athdr, my mother, my
boss, and my conscience since | was seventeen gielr | don't have
what | need to survive in this world, it sure a#i nen't be your fault.”

The older man studied David's face for a momenbu'Yemember that
Roman god you told me about, the one who worked wmietal? | always
liked that fellow. Because he was about life. Réal Sooner or later that
guy catches up with all of us. It's going to happegou, too, son. You can
make book on it. And when you've been throughings you'll either come
out a useless pile of ashes or tempered steehg&rdhan you ever were
before. | just want you to be prepared for it. D&et'it ruin you, son. Use it."



Now, as he spotted the small dingy cafe down treestDavid wondered if
Ralph still remembered those words, if he ever ickemed their irony.

Just before he reached the cafe's entrance, theodened and a large man
wearing a shabby brown suit walked out. He movest pavid without
looking at him and made his way to a battered @@l F

"Ralph?"

The older man turned and looked at him, annoyahowisg in the lines
around his mouth and eyes.

"It happened just the way you told me it would, Vizbsaid in the perpetual
husky whisper that was his voice. "Vulcan finalgught up with me." His
lips twisted in a rueful smile. "I was prepared foe forge, but you didn't
tell me I'd have to take a turn on his anvil aslvel

All the color drained from the old man's face, ieg\t gray and slack as he
took an awkward step back and bumped into the @arr. d

Turning his head to the side, he stared at David marrowed eyesWho the
hell are you?"



TWO

As David watched the old man reached up to rakenateady hand across
his face. When Ralph's knees buckled, David leapidrd and grasped him
around the waist, supporting him as he openedahdaor and helped him
inside.

Moving around the car, David slid into the passesgat and leaned across
to loosen Ralph's tie and shirt collar.

"You old geezer," he scolded roughly as he work€alm down. There's
no need to get your bowels in an uproar. Isn't Wiat you always used to
say? You ought to think about taking your own adwace in a while."

Ralph groaned, moving his head uneasily. "Back@din't crowd me."

The older man's voice was stronger now and as gaufflways, but he still
looked pale. Opening his eyes, he blinked sevwenals, as though he were
trying to bring his eyes into focus.

"How do you know those things?" he rasped out. t Hiesalways called me
old geezer, that | used to tell him not to getdus/els in an uproar? And that
stuff you said about Vulcan's forge. How could you—

He broke off and suddenly sat up straighter, heeggowing avid. "Were
you with David? Were you with my boy when he died?"

My boy.David swallowed past the lump in his throat. The man really
loved him. This was turning out to be more difficitlan he had imagined.

Glancing away, David drew in a slow breath andreldehis throat. "He
didn't die, Ralph," he said in a slow, rasping \wkis

A long tense silence followed his statement, thaipR turned in the seat
and began grappling with the door handle beside Himon't know what
you're trying to pull,” he muttered, "but you pickéhe wrong sucker. You
should have checked out your facts. David Mooresiefyears ago to—"



Reaching across him, David pulled Ralph's hand afn@y the handle. "He
left to attend a conference in Gamarra," he firdsioe him, "where a bunch
of brains were going to get together and try tovesdall of that miserable
little country's problems."

When David had been asked to participate in theksa®g conference in

the small Central American country, both he andhiahad been

enthusiastic. It was a great honor to have beeitethvAlthough he didn't

like the idea of being separated from his wife aad, even for a week, the
chance of exchanging ideas with people he had osdyl about was

exciting, the opportunity of a lifetime.

"I'll miss you like crazy,” Kathy had told him, "byou have to go. Just
make sure you don't eat any strange food ... epsteany strange beds."

Now, remembering her words, David gave a hoarsghlaHe had slept in
some pretty strange beds, but not the kind Katlayldesen talking about.

"You owe me an explanation,” Ralph said, rallyiggia to pull David back
to the present. "If you had read any of the newsgsafrom back then, you'd
know that David was taken hostage when—"

"The conference was in its second day when thelugoa broke out,"
David continued. "And before the government comerebegin evacuating
foreigners, eight men were taken hostage by thel felbces.” He paused
and his voice grew thick and even more husky. idle academics, not a
single one of them prepared to be caught up inrd'wa

"And two years later the bastards killed them &ldlph said. "David has
been dead for four years. We saw pietures.They were lying in a pile . ..
like they were nothing, like they were yesterdangdsh. A bloody, ungodly
mess." He turned his head away. "Four years anahlgtill see those
pictures when | close my eyes."

David had seen the photographs as well. His capiadstaken delight in
showing them to him, letting him know that becaegeryone now believed
he was dead, there was no hope of rescue.



"His face was gone," Ralph whispered. "I have mgres when | think of
what they did to him, how much pain he must hawduesd before he died."

"Don't think about it." David's voice was hard, mauscles tense. "It
accomplishes nothing."

Sucking in a harsh breath, he fought to push thenones away. He
couldn't be distracted by them now. He needed tataia control.

"Ralph," he said slowly, "I want you to think ab@amething else instead.
Suppose in that bloody, ungodly mess, in thatgfildead bodies, one man
was still alive . . . barely. Suppose they took lorsomeone who could
patch him up. Suppose ..."

The word faded as, against his will, David remeratler man from the past,
a nameless, merciless doctor.

"I did the best I could. If I'd had a photograptwtork from, maybe | could have put
you back the way you were. Maybe. It was like worki blood-soaked jigsaw
puzzle. They told me to make you look human agairthat's what | did. Besides,
it's not such a bad face."

Not a bad face, David thought now, but not his.

He glanced at Ralph and found that the old manle&asng toward him,
studying the terrain of his face with narrowed pcisus eyes.

"What are you trying to say?" Ralph leaned clos®nd where the hell did
you get eyes that color?"

David laughed. "I didn't steal them, you old—" Heke off when his friend
slumped back against the seat. "Take it easy. Yiouldn't get so excited.
It's bad for your blood pressure. Considering ladl garbage you eat, you
should have been dead years ago."

The old man closed his eyes. "The anvil. You .aviD?" The word was
weak, barely audible.



"Yes, it's me."
"But your face ... your voice."

Another flash of memory. A heavy, brown boot comiogyard David's face
in a vicious kick. Pain that seemed to go on foreve

Clenching his fists, he took in several shallowaline. He had to stop this.
He didn't have time to deal with the old panic.

"There was some damage done to my larynx. Permat@ngtge."” He
shrugged his shoulders. "You get used to it."

It was the last beating that had ruined his voing, it was also the last
beating that had freed him. His captors, assumengds too weak to move,
had left him unguarded for too long. David had dealinto the jungle and
kept crawling until he passed out.

When he regained consciousness he was in a ditigyriom, being cared
for by a rural doctor and his family. For a whilexdd couldn't remember
how he came to be there. He didn't know why he wagsain or why he

couldn't talk. But as the days passed and he tedseal, it all came back to
him. Everything.

And that was when David began making plans to getd) as quickly and
with as little fuss as possible.

"l didn't want strangers telling you and Kathy abme," he told Ralph now.
"That's why | didn't go to the American embasgyad to sneak across a few
-borders, but | still think | did the right thingfter six years | couldn't stand
the idea of being stuck down there with a lot dhgfaced government
types giving me the third degree. | had to get htme

After a brief, tense pause he glanced at the msiddédaim. "Tell me what's
been happening with Kathy."

Ralph shifted in his seat and ran an unsteady Kfamodigh his thin hair.
"She goes by Kate now."



"That doesn't tell me any—" He broke off. "Why wdwhe do that?"

"You were the only one who ever called her Kathg.everyone else she
was always Katherine, but she said if she was gmirsgicceed in business,
she needed a name that sounded stronger, moreakdct

David shook his head, frowning in confusion. "I damderstand. What
business?"

Ralph shrugged. "Insurance money doesn't last éorev
"But her parents—"

"They would have supported her. So would I. Butwbaldn't allow it. She
said everything had changed and she had to chang8he had to grow up
and make her own way in the world. | have to adstfig's doing a pretty
damn good job of it."

David felt suddenly claustrophobic. He couldn'tetak what Ralph was
saying. It didn't make sense. Kathy. Sweet, vulleraKathy. A
businesswoman?

When he saw that Ralph was watching him closelyrdaranged his
features, hiding the riotous unease that was ogam @rying to take control.

"Tell me about my boy, Ralph."

Instantly the older man's face lit up, his mouthviowg in an outright grin.
"Ben’s all right. A genuine ring-tailed tooter." dlgrin slid away abruptly
and his eyes grew cloudy with sadness. "I'm sooty weren't there to see
him grow, son. Those people, did they—"

David shook his head emphatically. "That's alhie past, not worth talking
about. | need to think about the future now."

"Well hell, boy. You can't just show up, lookingkdi someone else,
sounding like someone else, and say it's not watking about. If you don't
want to tell me what they did to you, at least expwhy they held on to



you. I've heard about French soldiers being reteéeen Cambodia after
twenty years, and the Russians held World War Tisopers even longer
than that. | know it happens, but why?"

"Damned if | know." David's lips twisted in a craaksmile. "Maybe they
just didn't know how to quit. Maybe when the olginee regained power
and their original objective lost meaning, theytownred out of habit. Why
did they keep me alive, patch me up, and then gwmyamg to kill me?" He
shook his head. "l don't know and | honestly doare. Now, are you going
to help me or not?"

"That's a stupid question. Of course I'll help. \\ha you need?"

"What every son needs from his father, even arldtdg father." Grinning,
he held out his hand. "Can | have some cash ankklygeto the car, Dad?"

When Ralph laughed, David leaned back in the sedtdaew in a slow
breath. It was finally going to happen. After siays of thinking about it,
six years of dreaming about it, it was finally gpito happen.

"I'm going home, Ralph," he whispered. "I'm finadjging home."



THREE

Kate Moore sat at the small wooden table in thehleh, her chin resting in
one palm as she stared fixedly at the report intfod her.

Several feet away, at the kitchen counter, a womadrer midfifties stood
with her back to the room as she pounded away @it af pork. Veda
Johnson had been Kate's housekeeper, cook, adeémesritic for the past
three years.

"... ink smears on the table, paper clips all dierfloor. And who has to
clean it all up? Tell me that. You have a perfegthpd office down the hall.
Your computer's in there. Your files and charts ankdigh-finance
doohickeys. Why do you have to work in here all tihee, making messes
and getting in my way?"

"It's my house," Kate said. "l can work anywhekeaint to." She raised her
head to send the older woman an annoyed lookt that meat tender yet?"

"I like hitting it," Veda said without pausing irehdestruction. "I pretend
it's my ex-husband.”

Kate sputtered with laughter. "I should have knoWhich of your many
men are we having for dinner tonight? The one yaugbt rolling around on
the dirty laundry with your cousin the slut, or thee who emptied your
bank account and moved to New Zealand?"

"Neither." Veda held up the battered piece of pak, expression of
satisfaction settling across her features. "ThiFig."

Trip was short for triple because he happened todéhird L. D. LaSalle in
his family. Veda had married him on her fifteentithzlay and left him
before she turned sixteen.

"Trip LaSalle had two sides to him," Veda saidristpat the tenderloin that
she still held aloft. "One side was better thandgand the other side was
worse than bad, but | loved him more than all tthers put together. That's



why | still hate him after all these years. It's good to love a man too
much.”

Switching her attention back to her work, Kate rergd, "If you feel like
that, why do you keep hounding me to get married?"

"Because you have a boring life." Veda moved closkaking a wooden
mallet at Kate to emphasize her point. "The mogtitieng thing that's
happened around here in months was when your cempystem broke
down and you had to decide what kind you were gtortfguy to replace it."
She rolled her eyes. "Lord, give me strendgbring. It doesn't make any
kind of sense. There are half a dozen men who wmady you anytime
you say the word."

"You hate my men friends," Kate reminded her ask&gan separating her
work into three small piles.

"Bunch of God-blessed wienies," Veda muttered.bdats me how you
always end up with wusses. It's like you've goiga ®n your forehead,
'Real men need not apply.' " She made a short soluodntempt. "Lately
I've been thinking that maybe that's the way yountwa Dull, dull, and

more dull. I bet you'd choke on your tongue if ohgour powder puffs ever
put a serious move on you."

"l suppose all the men you married were 'real nfeartdon me if I'm not
impressed. If you're so interested in having a weglchave another of your
own." Pushing back her chair, she went to thegefator and pulled out a
bottle of mineral water. "You've done it so oftém surprised they don't
use a Magic Slate for the marriage license. It @auire save the county a
lot of paperwork."

"Very funny." Veda dropped the mangled pork in avbof marinade, then

turned back to Kate, her hands on her hips. "Simeee arguing anyway,

didn't you tell me you would hire someone to buidv shelves in the pantry
by the end of last week? Well, where is he, huh2Mis he? If | get killed

by a falling jar of pickles, you'll be sorry."



"No, | won't," Kate told her calmly. "I'll celebmat And I'll make sure they
bury you in that green dress. The one that makeslgok like broccoli
that's been in the refrigerator too long."

Regaining her seat at the table, she added, "Téecsgs sending over a
couple of men today for me to interview. You canase the one you like ...
because we both know this isn't about shelves.sitoply have some kind
of perverted passion for men with tool belts, tastoand visible butt
cleavage.”

"At least | know what I'm looking at and why I'molking at it. | bet you
don't even remember the last time you set eyesme siaked male buns."
The older woman raised one brow in speculation. K@ Junior been
dropping his drawers for you?"

The thought of Junior Thibideaux, a man who propaslept in a
three-piece suit, exposing his bare posterior nikate burst out laughing.

"Smart-ass," she said, shaking her head.

"Bitch," the housekeeper replied, smiling agairestwill as she took off her
apron. "I'm going to the store for fresh greenseyl probably won't have
that fancy lettuce you like. You and your dinneesgiuwill just have to make
do with plain old iceberg."

"That'll show me."

"Screw you, Kate Moore," Veda muttered as she piake her purse and
stalked out of the room.

Chuckling, Kate turned to glance out the windowthaugh she liked
annoying Veda, the real reason Kate worked in ttehén was so that she
could keep a discreet eye on her seven-year- old so

Kate was very careful to put forth the image o&knt, efficient mother. She
didn't want Ben stifled by her secret fears. Butgality, she was a genuine
nervous Nellie, the kind of mother who panickedrguene her child was



out of her sight. Kate had lost too much. She agtlgear the thought of
losing Ben as well.

Now, as her gaze moved across the backyard, shindelamiliar anxiety
begin to nudge at her. Where was he?

Leaving her work, she walked out the backdoor dntbst immediately
spotted his red shirt among the lower branches @ingient cedar tree. Just
looking at the cedar made her itch, but its priakdedles never seemed to
bother Ben. He was probably drafting changes otréahouse he had been
planning to build off and on for the past six manth

As she felt the tension ease away she gave aasfih] amused now by her
own foolishness. Ben was fine. Better than finee World's best kid.
Superstar of sons.

That she could have produced and single- handatiigd such a wonderful
boy constantly amazed Kate. Not that there had@hbnistakes. She had
made plenty of them, especially in the beginningt fortunately, Ben
seemed impervious to her screwups. No traumasaNioigle neurosis. Just
a top-notch, lord-of-all-he-surveyed kid.

Instead of returning to the kitchen, she movedittinsghe wooden swing
that was suspended from the limb of a huge oakbagdn rocking gently
back and forth.

Kate had been a widow for four years and aloneifar
Six years. A lifetime.

Veda had told her more than once that she was d&@mgan injustice by
refusing to provide him with a father. Her parem¢sumed that every man
she dated was a candidate for marriage. Even Rafzhbegun to hint that
it might not hurt if she started thinking abouttsed down.

But Kate wasn't sure she would ever marry agaier@ tvas no way it could
ever be like it was with David. She could neved@awnyone the way she had
loved David. Even if it were possible, Kate woutdallow it to happen.



Her opinionated housekeeper had been right abautlong. That kind of
love hurt too much when you lost it.

As she sat staring at the house, her beautifubpersively renovated
house, she suddenly saw it as it had been eight gpem.

Back then she had been an inexperienced girl aityasvo, eager to please,
eager for happiness, eager for David. David, onother hand, had been
twenty-nine. Older and wiser. Totally confident.rQaetely in love.

On that particular day, two weeks before their wegdthey were lost.
David was always getting lost and he always vehéiymdenied being lost.
Exploring new venues, was the way he put it.

They had spotted the house at the same time. Takk Ban Sale sign nailed
to the weed-choked front fence looked almost asslthe house. To Kathy
the house was a setting for a ghost story or éos@dsong. But David hadn't
seen it that way. He looked beyond the sagginghparmd boarded-up
windows and saw a home. Their home. Something rdifte Something

uniquely their own.

When they returned from their honeymoon, althougpairs were under
way, the house was barely fit to live in. But lingt they did. They lived in
it and loved in it and tried to get a marriage goim the midst of painters
and plumbers and carpenters.

One night, as they lay together on the floor imfrof the fireplace in the
room that would someday be their bedroom, Davidugatbruptly and
looked down at her.

"Do you know what this is?" he asked, indicating thbject in his right
hand.

Kathy examined his face, a dear face, a face tlztenmer smile just by
looking at it. Even though her husband could neberdescribed as
handsome, he drew people to him, using nothing rtia@e a cocky smile
and a twinkle in his eyes.



David's eyes had fascinated her from the very lmagin They should have
been brown. At least that was Kathy's theory. Gaded out making them
brown but got distracted by something else for anmat. So instead of
brown, his eyes were golden. Not yellow like a &dlden. Like honey.
Like aged whiskey. Like sunshine seen through akgrhaze.

At this particular moment his smoky-gold eyes wérgleaming. They were
sober, and his brow was creased with concentration.

Kathy felt a lecture coming on. At times like thds&r husband not only
looked like an economics professor, he soundeddliieeas well.

"Do you know what this is?" he repeated.
Lowering her gaze, she studied the object in hislh&A champagne cork?"
"Wrong. It's a champagne cork."

An economics professor who, at the moment, wasstee to the left of
sober.

"But you have to think beyond what you see,"” hetveen "This represents
tonight. Everything about tonight. Eating cold reas chicken with our
fingers, drinking champagne out of the juice glasdee dean gave us,
making love on a canvas that smells like sawdudtpamnt."”

She leaned forward, looking more closely. "All tham that little thing?"
"You bet your sweet buns it is. And more. Much, muawore. This piece of
compressed cork is the memory of tonight. And smeenories last as long
as you want them to, this"— he raised his handjihglthe cork high— "is
forever." He cut his eyes toward her. "Follow me?"

"Anywhere," she murmured with a loving smile.

"Good." Rising to his feet, he pulled her up anddredragging her out of
the room.



"Where are we going?"
"We're going to hide our forever so no one canl sté&m us."

In the backyard, she walked behind him, both ofitimaked as the day they
were born, while he tramped around and looked tyinothe ragged
shrubbery, searching out secluded spots in theirald backyard.

Eventually he stopped in front of the oak tree.eAfivalking around it
several times, he reached up and began to clesathes out of a knothole
that was several inches above her head.

"This'll do just fine." He turned to her and helda the cork. "Okay, now you
have to kiss it."

She laughed and did as she was told.
"Now you have to kiss me . . . and this time useetongue.”
Again she did as she was told.

Fifteen minutes later David's breathing was erratid his hands roamed
restlessly over her naked back, pressing her clodéry didn't we bring a
blanket?" he whispered hoarsely against her lipd&aking love in the
backyard is a great idea— like all my ideas—butsiveuld have brought a
blanket."

"We didn't come out here to make love." She mogadret him, bringing a
groan from deep in his throat. "We came out het@de out for ever.

"That's no excuse." After giving her one last kidsg last loving stroke, he
pulled back and glanced up at the knothole. Thekigsed the cork in the
exact spot her lips had touched earlier.

And as she watched, his expression changed, grosengus, intense.
"This is forever, Kathy," he whispered, his voicaigh with emotion as he
stared into her eyes. "You and me. Forever."



"Forever," Kathy repeated then.
"Forever," Kate whispered now.

It hadn't been forever. It wasn't even two yeaes ldhat he went away from
her.

And then he died.

Kate turned slightly in the swing and raised hemchantil she located the
knothole, once again filled with dead leaves. Yeaad years of dead leaves.

A soft shiver went through her and she closed hes . esilently fighting the
shattering sadness, the soul-deep loneliness.

| can't do this again, she told herself. She cduléithe feelings overwhelm
her. If Veda came back and found her sitting iwieng, crying for the past,

she would give Kate hell. The older woman would &gl lecture and

forecast doom, telling Kate that if she didn't gehan, all her female parts
would dry up and fall out.

Veda had a way with words.
"Gotta get me a man," Kate said aloud, tilting veagk in the swing.
When she opened her eyes, a man was standingyivebind her.

For a moment Kate stayed as she was, looking at upside down,
wondering if he was real. When she realized whawgs doing, she hastily
stood up and turned to face him.

The man in her backyard was a stranger. A strangkra face that looked
like it had been chiseled from the side of a momntlh was strong and
ruggedly attractive, intimidating in its malenes¢e was tall and his
shoulders were broad. But as though he had beetéhtly, his height and
the breadth of his shoulders didn't match theathkis lean body. His hair
was longer than what was currently fashionable, lenavore a plain blue



cotton shirt. Both hands were tucked into the badckets of his
tight-fitting jeans.

He didn't move and he didn't speak. He simply stmothe opposite side of
the swing and stared at her. It wasn't a casuak.stBhe look was
penetrating and almost fierce in its intensity,stag Kate to take a small
step backward in involuntary reaction.

A moment later, when his gaze began to move atrastace, Kate had the
feeling he was searching for something, somethiagwasn't there.

And then he did the strangest thing. After giving liead a slight shake, he
turned and walked away.

"Wait," Kate called after him.

When he paused, she moved quickly to catch up. $6my if | seemed

rude. It's just that | forgot the agency was segdiou over." She made a
wry face. "I guess | was a little embarrassed teehéeen caught
daydreaming."”

She smiled. "If you'll come inside, we can haveup of coffee .. . and |
promise I'll be much more efficient during the mview."

Without waiting for an answer, she led the wayh®lbackdoor. "I really am
desperate for help,” she said as she pulled open stiieen. "My
housekeeper is making my life miserable. Not thatd's anything new in
that, but she's been even worse than usual bewa\se been without help
for several weeks. She's been using a couple ofdighborhood teenagers,
and every day | have to listen to her complainibgua the music they play
while they work and how they never manage to gejdh done the way she
wants it done. So if we could work this out, youukbbe saving my life."

Kate didn't usually talk so much to a total stranget she was just a little
unnerved by the way he continued to watch herngjlgintently watching.



She poured two cups of coffee, took them to théetabhd nodded toward
one of the chairs. "Please ... sit down. As youpabdy figured out, I'm Kate
Moore, and you're .. . ?"

He didn't answer immediately. Raising one hand,whged beads of
perspiration from his brow and drew in several eady breaths.

A moment later, without meeting her eyes, he s#imith. McKinsey
Smith."He had the most unusual voice she had exardh Low, soft, and
husky. A strange, almost erotic sound that shivetedly down her spine
and made the hair on the back of her neck starehdn

She knew she was overreacting and told hersekistlvecause this man had
caught her in a vulnerable moment, the kind of munkate was careful
never to let anyone witness.

Giving her head a small shake, she pulled out & opaosite him and sat
down. "Why don't you tell me a little about yoursp@mployers and what
exactly you did—"

Before she could finish the question, the phong.remcusing herself, Kate
rose to her feet and picked up the kitchen extensio

"Douglas!" she exclaimed with pleasure a momesetldiWhen did you get
back?"

As she listened to the deep voice on the phone'«attention kept straying
to the man several feet away, who was still watghier closely, openly
listening to her conversation.

“I'm glad you had a good trip. Did you . . . I'mrgg | can't tonight. I'm
having someone for dinner. Veda's first husbandy amatter of fact." She
laughed. "It's an inside joke. Junior Thibideaugaming for dinner, and no,
you can't come too. You know you make Junior nesvo(ou do it on
purpose, which, | might add, is very childish oliyb



When McKinsey Smith shifted in his chair, she gkshcagain in his
direction. His expression had changed. The stunmaspus look had been
replaced by something she couldn't interpret. ARd&ain?

"Can you call me back later, Douglas? You've caaghtight in the middle
of something.”

Hanging up, Kate turned back to the man at theetdld something wrong?
Are you ill?"

With visible effort, his features relaxed and heahhis head. "I'm fine," he
said.

Kate didn't press him, knowing that some men reskbeing ill and saw it
as a sign of weakness.

When she regained her seat, she noticed curisshisieyes as he glanced
at the piles of papers on the table. "l work hemaetimes," she explained.
"Even though Veda gives me hell for being in heéchen."

"What kind of work?"
She took a sip of coffee. "Have you seen the QGiate Car Centers?"

He frowned in concentration. "The red-and- whitewashes? | must have
passed a half dozen of them on my way here."

"Not quite. | have only six in the whole Dallas-F@/orth area." She smiled
when she saw his surprise. "Yes, they're mineartexd the first one four
years ago. Now | have ten across the state art lddding two more to the
Houston area in a month or so. Next year | plan'to—

At that moment the back screen slammed with a bang).
"Okay," Ben said as he slid to a halt beside @kay, | got it this time. I'm

gonna put up the walls first, then I'll cut out thendows and a door. That
way—"



He broke off and let his gaze drift over the mamwias slowly rising to his
feet.

The room was suddenly electric with some kind oérgg, energy that
seemed to come directly from McKinsey Smith.

The tendons in his neck stood out as he swallowszet his gaze never
leaving Ben's face. He was openly staring at heyjsist as he had stared at
Kate earlier. But this time there was somethingdént in his eyes. It was a
poignant mixture that contained equal elementsrgéncy and joy and
uncontrollable sadness, and she wondered if hehadrsomehow evoked
painful memories for him.

"This is my son," Kate said quietly. "Ben, thisMs. Smith. He's applying
for the handyman job."

"How handy are you?" Ben asked, his gaze measuiidwgyou know how
to build a treehouse?"

McKinsey Smith nodded.

"You're hired,"” the boy said, then turned to takepple from a bowl on the
counter.

"Ben!"

He glanced back at his mother. "l won't take ugigltime. You can use him
too."

Climbing the step stool, the boy sat on the couater began rubbing the
apple across his stomach to polish it. "The sintk@little bathroom sounds
like this when the water drains out." He made @auhoise. "It makes me
laugh, but my mom says some people won't thinlsd'unny. | guess she's
talking about Mr. Allbright and Gardner Irwyn Berhelhey don't think
anything is—"

"Enough!" Kate said, swallowing with difficulty tkeep laughing. "We're
trying to talk business and we don't need you kdriée we're doing it."



Ben jumped down from the counter and gave the gémaane last look of
appraisal. "I think you'll do just fine. Your fingwails aren't shiny."

"And you figure the mark of a real man is unmargcunails?" McKinsey
asked in his husky- smooth voice as he raised one im inquiry.

"Right." Ben gave a short, succinct nod. "And wedareal man, don't we,
Mom? Veda says—"

"Get. . . out,"Kate said slowly and clearly. She had heard enabghit real
men for one day.

A moment later, with a flurry of movement and thensming of a door, Ben
was gone.

“I'm sorry for the interruption,” she apologizedvé never been able to
convince Ben that I'm the adult and he's the cl@didce again taking her
place at the table, she gestured for McKinsey Stoitito likewise.

"The work that needs to be done around here ismipticated,” she told
him. "Simple repairs, some basic carpentry. I'nestou could handle it."
She glanced up, meeting his eyes. "Did you brifigreaces? The people at
the agency probably told you | was too fussy alvdut works for me, but
the truth is, since whoever | hire will be livinger the garage and will
therefore have extensive contact with my son—whethey want to or
not,"” she added wryly, "good references are esdénti

"Ralph Seuter will give me a recommendation.”

She blinked twice. "You know Ralph?"

Ralph Seuter was her late husband's best friendreamdor, the man who
took David in after his grandmother's death. ButpRéad also been a
friend to Kate as well. Without Ralph, she wasnitesshe could have

survived after the death of her husband.

"Ralph sent me here,” McKinsey Smith told her, "tlo¢ employment
agency."



Smiling, Kate exhaled a sigh of relief. "You mu&t & saint if Ralph is
recommending you. He's Very protective of both me my—"

"I'm back,"” Veda said, stating the obvious as shéed into the kitchen,
her left arm weighed down by a canvas shopping bag.

Kate rolled her eyes. What she didn't need at toenemt was another
interruption. "Veda, this is Mr. Smith,"” she saiitheut bothering to hide
the frustration in her voice. "He's here to applythe job of caretaker, and
I'm trying to interview him."

After putting the canvas bag on the counter, Kdtelssekeeper turned to
look at McKinsey Smith, who had risen to his feeher entrance.

Veda slowly let her gaze drift over him. "What'atthi' she said suddenly,
pointing to a place behind him.

When he swung around to look, Veda took a momengx@amine the
posterior part of his anatomy, the part coveretidiy-fitting jeans. Smiling
in satisfaction, the older woman glanced at Katélaeld up all ten fingers.

McKinsey Smith turned back around and glanced fiéeda to Kate. "I
didn't see anything."

"My eyes must be playing up on me again," the oldeman said with a
shrug. "Do you have a tool belt?"

He stared at her for a moment, then a slow smilehed at his strong lips.
"l can get one."

Both women simply stood and stared, both amazedasuinated by the
smile that had momentarily changed him into a dgifié man.

"You do that,” Veda said, flirting openly now. Skleot a look in Kate's
direction. "Hire him."

Amused and exasperated, Kate turned back to Mciigsath. "I'll check
with Ralph, but it looks like you've got a jobl Bhow you the apartment



now, and we can discuss your salary. Can youtstaxbrrow?" She paused.
"That is, if you want the job."

"l want it," he assured her. "But if it's all rigivith you, I'll get here early

tomorrow and look at the apartment then. As tcstdary, pay me whatever
you think is fair. A safe place to sleep, regulagats, that's more than I've
had in a long time. A long time," he repeated m tisky-whisper voice as
he opened the backdoor and left without anothedwor

"Strange man," Kate muttered, staring at the door.

"Interesting face," Veda countered as she movéuktcounter and began to
unpack the groceries. "Personally | like that rujgaountain-man look.
Did you notice his eyes? Unusual."

"Not that unusual. David had eyes that color." Katal noticed his
smoky-gold eyes immediately. "The shape was diffgtgut the color is the
same." "

"I'm not talking about the color. That man's higtizrin his eyes. You don't
get that look from picking daisies. I'd say our neandyman's been on a
couple of tours through hell.”



FOUR

"You could at least have given me some warningJpRacolded. "When
Kate called and started asking questions about kex¢i Smith, | almost
didn't catch on in time."

David carried the portable phone across the roothséood next to the
window that looked down on the backyard.

It was the evening of his first day at work. Wralen had been at school and
his mother had been out attending to car-wash bssjavid had followed
Veda around as she pointed out the things thateakedding in the house
and yard, taking mental notes as she talked abatg &d Ben and life in
general. During his lunch break, he had moveddwsgossessions into the
apartment over the garage.

Six years ago the small apartment had been usgakess quarters. A place,
well removed from the house, for his wife's parewotstay during their

frequent visits so that she wouldn't be shy aboaking love while they

were there.

The apartment was more utilitarian now, the fumatuand colors
hotel-room neutral. An attempt, he guessed, te&esh occupant add his
own personality to the room.

David would add nothing. The three-room apartmeas weat and clean
and it had a strong lock on the door. That wabalheeded.

"A handyman?" Ralph continued with disbelief. "Wiathell were you
thinking? Remember that lamp you made in shop? D#rnyg nearly
electrocuted me. | don't want to hurt your feelirgmn, but the truth is you
were always a dead loss with tools."

"Not anymore." David's lips curved in a wry smil¥ou find out you can
do a lot of things when your life depends on ite Ihad six years worth of
experience at manual labor.”



Ralph swore quietly under his breath. "Where were kst night?" The
older man was no longer trying to hide his anxi&#yhen | found out you
hadn't told her, and you didn't come back heret Mgprried."

"I'm sorry. | spent the night driving around. | ded some time to think."
He dipped his head and pushed a hand through iis'lheouldn't tell her,

Ralph. I alImost did several times, but then | wasthkt thinking about—"
Breaking off, he shook his head. "I just couldn't.”

"l was afraid the changes would hurt you," Ralpi saietly.

David drew in a slow breath. "l knew it would bdfelient. | knew life

wasn't going to stop just because | wasn't heseéat. But | thought | could
deal with it. | was wrong," he admitted in his levhisper. "I found out |

couldn't simply walk up and say, 'lt's me. | looKetent, | sound different,
but nevertheless it's me. Make room for me.""

In the past six years David had spent a lot of tilmeking about what he
would do when he finally got back to Dallas, but lred never given a
thought to the problems his resurrection would terea

"You didn't tell me she was the Car-Wash Queenrdfene of the damned
things on every corner and she owns them." He ppausis fingers
reflexively clenching the phone. "It looks like &héeen having herself a
high old time while I've been gone. How does shepk&ack of all the
men?"

Kathy had been a virgin when she and David marriexally trusting,
totally giving. Sweet and shy in bed.

The woman who hired him wasn't shy.
Yesterday, after leaving the house, David had dgortbe public library to
look through back issues of local newspapers andamaes, making

copies of every article that mentioned her name.

Later he parked on the side of the road and coratedthis attention on the
years after his alleged death, discovering thatattieles contained more



about her personal life than about her businesgelined that thisatewent
through men like hand towels.

"That's not all there is to it,” Ralph told him nohis voice gruff. "You
didn't back out of telling her just because shesaessful businesswoman
and, as a widow, has a few men friends."

Yesterday, when David had heard her talking onptifene to one of her
men and realized that this man as well as othedsbean touching her,
loving her, he wanted to lash out at her and thdenwanted to spread his
pain around, let them all share in it.

But Ralph was right. That wasn't the real reasohdun't told her who he
was.

"l couldn't find Kathy in her,"” he said slowly, hsaly. "I don't know this
woman. She's beautiful. She's sexy as hell. Bonltd&know her."

His gentle, vulnerable Kathy was gone. Kate hadnaier place.
David's need for his young wife had never gone aavalynever diminished.
During the six years he had been held hostagertlyething that kept him

alive was his desperate need to get back to Kathy.

But just like in the dream, Kathy was gone. Andeagain David was left
alone in the maze.

"No, not alone," he said suddenly.
"What?"

"I'm not sure about a lot of things, Ralph. I'ml $tying to sort everything
out in my mind, but one thing is absolute and ungiray. | have a son."

There had been something in one of the latest regyesp, in the society
column, that David hadn't been able to get outiefnind. The columnist
had hinted that marriage was imminent for Kate Moand it seemed that



everyone in town was making bets on who she woluehse to be her next
husband.

"l took the job without really knowing what | wasidg,"” David said
slowly. "I think | simply wanted to hang loose @mwhile, look things over
while | figured out what to do. But I'm glad | dicheed to get closer to Ben,
see how his mother's plans for the future are garajfect him. | need to be
with him, Ralph. | need to make sure my boy is tigehnd happy. And that
he stays that way."

"And if not?"

David shook his head. "I don't know. I'll think alhdhat when the time
comes."

Cutting the connection, he dropped the phone andethto sit in a wide
armchair near the window.

Ralph was frustrated. Frustrated and worried.

He needed to hear David's assurance that everytvootd be all right. He
needed for David to open up to him. But there viknegs David couldn't
talk about. Not yet. Not until he had worked themt io his own mind first.

For starters, he needed to find the reasons béhéndnger and resentment
he felt for the woman who used to be, but was mgdo, the woman he
married.

David's lips twisted in a wry smile. Adjusting tee&édom wasn't as easy as
he had thought it would be.

How much of his present disorientation was dueaick lof sleep? he
wondered. Would there ever come a time when hedvoelable to pass a
whole night without waking in a cold sweat? Whenuldohe stop feeling

nervous about going where he wanted to go and delvaj he wanted to
do? When did the word "free" start to have real mreg?



When the door opened, David glanced up sharplywkie on his feet in a
defensive stance well before Ben stepped intodbmr

"I knocked," the boy said by way of explanationyt'lgou didn't hear me. |
knew you were in here 'cause | saw you when | vpais the cedar tree."

Letting out a slow breath, David regained his seak forced his muscles to
relax as he studied this boy who was his son.

Seven. His son was seven years old. He couldn& tpke that in. Last time
David had seen him, Ben had been a chubby toddllbaby. And now he
was half-grown.

It took all of David's strength to keep from gratpithe boy and holding
him in his arms. Dear God, he hated having to ghaystranger to his own
son.

But that would change, he assured himself. He sirhpd to be patient.
Catching up on all the years he had missed wolkl tiene.

"I'm hiding," Ben told him now.

David raised one brow. "Is that right? You're noihgd) a very good job of it.
| can still see you."

The boy giggled. "Not from you, silly. From Unclelidn. He told me to call
him uncle, but he's not, so | don't see why | haveall him that."

Ben moved as he talked, looking around the roospenting it. "Don't you
have any pictures?" he asked, glancing over higldea "I have pictures all
over my house. Aunts and uncles . . . real uncles,like Uncle Julian.
Some cousins and one dead grandpa and one alivépgraand one almost
one—that's Ralph. And there's lots of pictures gfdad."”

He stopped walking and swung around. "Want to qaetare of my dad? |
can sneak back in without them seeing me and getashow you. | likethe
one where he's riding a horse best. He doesn'tlikela cowboy, though.
He looks more like one of the policemen who rideuad in the park. But



not exactly like that either. My mom says he wasazcher at a college and
he taught 'nomics and that's about buying andhgediuff. He's dead now."

He said the last words flatly, as though he welkertg about something he
had seen in a movie, as though his father's desdhnbthing to do with
reality.

David rose and moved to the window, his back tolbe. "Do you miss
him?" he asked softly.

"Sure. He got dead when | was little, so | dontieenber him, but | pretend
like | do. I look at the pictures and pretend likemember riding the horse
with him or playing baseball, stuff like that. Sumaiss him."

When David turned around again, Ben gave him a leok. "But that
doesn't mean my mom has to marry one of her frigmgtdo get me a dad.
None of them would work anyway,"

"Why not?"

Shaking his head, Ben rolled his eyes in an exmweggesture. "They're all
geeks. Well, Junior's okay, but not. .. but notgpdie just wears suits. You
can't do sports in a suit,” he said in a voice wtth contempt. "Everybody
knows that. If | need a father like Veda says lldinn't see why | can't pick
out one | like. I could find somebody a zillion &nbetter than Junior or Mr.
Allbright or Uncle Julian.”

David grinned. "Think so?"

"Sure. Like Mr. Sherwood, Bobby Sherwood's dad. direer wife left with

a somabitchin' cowboy, so he doesn't have one nigit and that's why |
brought him home to show my mom. And he liked kst fine. He told me
so. He wanted to take her to a place where theg bantests to see who can
drink the most beer and eat the most peppers witgetiing sick." He
sighed. "But she didn't go."

David swallowed a laugh. "Mr. Sherwood sounds tked people to me.
What did she have against him?"



"Girl stuff,” he said, rolling his eyes again. "Séed he says too many bad
words and he spits. She talked to me and talkeget@about how it's unfair

to not like somebody just ‘cause they're diffefemtn you, but she doesn't
like Mr. Sherwood just ‘cause he's different froar.tfShe says it's not the
same thing. She said she would defend his rigbptobuntil she was dead.
But she said she has some rights, too, and itsdigrto choose friends who

don't spit."

This time David couldn't hold back his laughterakihg his head, he said,
"You sure know a lot of words for a seven-year-old.

Ben nodded. "I had my brain tested last year."
"Yeah? How did it come out?"

"They said | had a real good one. They wanted teenmae to the third
grade, but I didn't want to, so my mom told them Inmave private lessons
where | can be smart, and at school | can be giduenb as the other kids."

"That sounds like a good plan," David said, abgupttning away again.

He had begun to pace before he realized what helenag. Dammit, he was
acting like a first- class jackass. He was getéithpent out of shape because
this Katehad handled Ben's schooling the right way.

Drawing in a slow breath, he reluctantly admittechimself that he didn't
want to approve of anything she did. It would becheasier if he found
only fault in her.

Making an effort to relax his tense shoulder musclee unclenched his
fingers. He would have to watch that. If he wasngadio make the right
decisions, decisions that would affect Ben's fytDavid had to find a way
to be objective.



Kate walked out the backdoor and stood on the pagtancing quickly
around the yard. When she heard laughter comirgi¢fir the open window
of the garage apartment, she immediately head#@whtrdirection.

At the top of the wooden stairs she found the dpen. Although she could
see her son clearly, McKinsey Smith was out ofrage of vision.

Ben, seated in an armchair across the room, wasdwen at the waist,
roaring with laughter as he yelled, "Do it agaimadyido it again!"

A moment later the boy straightened abruptly, &igghter fading. "Why are
you putting your shirt back on? | want to see yowscles jump again."”

And then Mac was standing in the open doorwaynfatier as he used the
tips of his fingers to tuck his dark shirt backoitis jeans.

"Ben," he said, without taking his eyes off hepuive been found."

Moving past him, Kate put her hands on her hipslanled down at her
son. "l apologized to Julian for you and he wagigigs enough to accept,
but it better not happen again. | mean it, Ben.tNiexe you're rude to him,
I'll let him read you another bedtime story."

"You wouldn't really,” Ben said, staring at hewindisguised horror.
"Oh yes, | would."

"It'd be better if you starved me. Or locked mé¢hia closet with a bunch of
black window spiders. Or cut off some of my fingéide glanced at Mac.
"He reads baby books. Last time it was Rumblesticke . and he used
voices."He rolled his eyes. "Like he's really going to slike a princess.
Yeah, right."

"Can it, short stuff,” Kate said, struggling to kdeer face straight. "Go back
into the house, go into the living room, and teliah good night. Then go
up the stairs, into the bathroom, run some wated, get into the tub.

Understand? All the way in. And put on clean undsmthis time."



Ben left muttering, "Well, | won't call him Unclbecause he's not my uncle
and | don't see why. . ."

She glanced at Mac, smiling an apology. "lI'd bettarn you right now.
He'll take over your life if you let him." She frowed. "Good grief, | forgot
to tell him to use soap. He always manages to dinoophole. What is it
about little boys and baths?"

As she turned to leave she added, "I'm sorry hedoet you. Feel free to tell
him to get lost. | can't guarantee that it will wobut feel free to try."

"He wasn't bothering me."

Something in his voice, strength or determinatsmmething that had been
missing the day before, had her slowly turning biackim.

"He was hiding from your boyfriend," he continuééind from what he told
me, I'd have to say he acted with great prudehtelé Julian' sounds like
the kind of man any sane person would hide from."

She blinked in confusion, and a moment later amgat rose in her face.
"What business is it of yours?" she asked tightlyst because my son
invaded your privacy, that's no reason to invadeenm return. Is this how
you normally speak to your employers? If it iss ifo wonder you were
looking for a job."

When she finished, silence spread across the reence that apparently
bothered her a lot more than it bothered McKinseytls

"This didn't come up at the interview yesterday"daid finally, the words
lazy and raspy soft, "so you can't really blame forenot following the
rules. Am | supposed to prostrate myself when yaikwy or simply pull
my forelock? Maybe you prefer something more subilew about if |
acknowledge by my self-effacing demeanor the dffiee in our social and
financial status?"

Unbelievably, there was amusement in his husky evoémd in his
smoked-honey eyes. The idiot was laughing at her.



Who was this man? What was he? Every word he sgtodeed that he was
intelligent and educated. So why had he taken agoeer handyman?

She was going to have a long talk with Ralph, stwdid with a frown.

"Don't be ridiculous,” she said finally. "The ortiling | expect from you,
other than a job well done, is politeness. Plduifashioned good manners.
Surely—"

Breaking off, she blinked twice. When had he movddKinsey Smith was
much closer than he had been before. Too close.

Keeping her breathing regular, Kate kept her clunrasisting the urge to
back away from him even when he moved a step clétmight as well
find out right now that she was not the kind ofgmer who was intimidated
easily.

And then, in an unbelievably outrageous move, ligegdropped to her
body and he focused on the low V of her blue dittube. He took no pains
to hide what he was doing. His expression was g@aasulting. And just as
openly sexual.

To have turned away from his examination would hbeen a sign of
weakness, so Kate simply stood there, unmovingeasontinued to stare,
letting his gaze linger long enough for her to feelgues of electric heat
licking at the exposed flesh between her breasts.

With a soft laugh, he slowly lowered his gaze te wide black belt at her
waist, then to the black palazzo pants that fit@tmy across her hips.

Arid every place his gaze touched, Kate felt thathe

A moment later, in a sudden flash of awarenessyetlezed what he was
doing. McKinsey Smith was testing her. Goading k&.was looking for
vulnerability, pushing her again and again in aerapt to discover her
breaking point.



He wouldn't find it, she assured herself. Katels@table side was too well
hidden. She had learned a long time ago to showvdtiniel a false face.

The crazy part was, it was no longer false. If poetend often enough that
you're strong, you become strong.

Even so, she decided it was time to put an enddastandoff. She had no
time for games, subtle or otherwise.

"I'll get back to my guest now," she said, allowingr lips to curve in a
polite smile.

"You do that." His voice was without inflection, this eyes, those absurdly
sensuous, incredibly knowing eyes, sparkled witlyleer.

As though he had won.

Well, he hadn't, she told herself as she walkeddine stairs. There was no
guestion about it. Kate had won.

She stopped abruptly in the middle of the yard.

Won what?

Heaven help her, she was going out of her mind. idms all McKinsey
Smith's fault. His little game had left her flushadd restless, making
rational thought difficult.

She ought to fire him for that. She ought to goklraght now and—

Kate couldn't fire him. Veda would kill her. And atwas worse, if she fired
him, he would think she was doing it just to getlat him for winning.
Which he definitely hadn't.

Laughing aloud, Kate began to walk toward the house

Her new handyman might be the most confusing, raosioying, most
arrogant employee she had ever dealt with in feerbut if she was totally



honest, she would have to admit the encounter &fachér feeling more
exhilarated than she had in a long, long time.



FIVE

Holding her dress together at the back with onelhate left the bathroom
and walked back into the bedroom. The floor-lerigéitk satin gown made
soft rustling sounds as she moved.

"If you had a crown and a stick thing with a diardam the end, you'd look
like a queen, but your dress should be white rextkyl’cause you're not the
evil queen. Evil queens never have blond hair. lack. And their
fingernails—"

"Stand on that chair and do up my zipper, please."

"—have to be long and red," Ben finished as he begdug at the zipper.
"Sometimes their fingernails are green, but thjags when they're turning
people into lizards and big ugly birds. | have @aid-why don't you go with
us? Veda's taking me to see the new Mutated Turitmge and when we
come home Mac's going to teach us how to play Lega¥ sweat. That's a
game with cards."”

"Mutated Turtles and Las Vegas sweat,"” she repesi@aadly. "Sounds
mighty tempting. Mighty tempting. But I'm afraidd already promised to
go to this party with Mr. Allbright.”

Ben made a big production of hopping off the cH&ut you said it's not a
party to have fun. It's for business. You shouldehiimin sometimes."

Stooping to give him a hug, she said, "You're aeetiveart and | love you
for thinking of me. | promise the next time | gotoitiwill be just for fun."

"Yeah, but that's the neat thing. You don't havgaout. Just stay home and
hang around with me and Mac. You'll like it. YoulwYou'll really like it.
And he doesn't even spit,” he finished in triumgehthough by not spitting,
his friend Mac had found the way to world peace.

In Ben's opinion, their new caretaker could do hamg. Although the
treehouse was already under way, Mac hadn't tddeeprbject out of Ben's
hands. Ben was always there, sawing when Mad sadveedmering when



Mac hammered. They were building it together, whuodant Ben would
feel a real sense of pride when the job was fimshe

Veda often said that the way Ben had so quicklysmthoroughly attached
himself to McKinsey Smith was a nonverbal, subcanse demonstration
of the boy's need for a father.

Kate said, just as often, that if Veda would spkesd time watching 'Oprah'’
and more time minding her own business, they walllde better off. And
furthermore, she told the older woman, for a bopwias so desperate for a
father, it seemed to her that Ben was just a ldil¢oo choosy. He hadn't
attached himself to even one of Kate's men friends.

Veda's reply to that was usually short, crude,landly expressed.

McKinsey Smith had been with them two and a hakkge and Kate could
fault neither his diligence nor his competence. $helves he had built for
the pantry were sturdy and well finished. The smthe downstairs powder
room no longer made sick noises. He kept the yaad and repaired things
before she even knew they needed repairing.

Within a week of his moving into the apartment otlee garage, he had
begun to lose his gaunt look, a phenomenon Vedadfoonmeasurably
satisfying. The fact that Mac had the good sendikécher cooking made
the older woman hold him in even higher esteem.

After their verbal skirmish on the first day, Kated Mac had settled into a
relatively normal employee-employer relationshimey rarely saweach
other, and when they did, they spoke only aboutus<. But that didn't
mean Kate wasn't always aware of his presence. SmmElIcKinsey Smith
had added his essence to the house. His energ\gtthage electric force,
seemed to linger in everything he touched.

Veda and Ben saw him more often. And with themwhs different. With
Veda and Ben, Mac didn't act like an employee,didithey treat him like
one. They both looked to him for advice and compasiip.



Sometimes, when Kate had worked too hard or haliipt well, she felt as
though McKinsey Smith, with his husky voice and olabg eyes, was
trying to steal her family from her, a feeling stensidered unworthy and
did her best to ignore.

Putting her new employee out of her mind, she maeedss her bedroom
to stand in front of a full-length, wicker-framedirmor, checking her
appearance one last time, making sure her dreshamaggng the way it was
supposed to hang and that not a single lock oftaaimpulled free of the old-
fashioned Psyche knot at the back of her neck.

"Okay," she told Ben, "I'm put together."
"Is he coming to get you?"

She shook her head. "No, I'm meeting him downtoMrat way | can leave
when | want to."

Ben nodded in understanding. "You mean when hesstalling stories
about when he lived in England and knew the ministe

Her son was a little too perceptive, she thougiding a smile as they left
the bedroom together. Peter Allbright, a well-ttade name-dropping
stockbroker, could put a psychopathic killer teeplevhen he started talking
about the two years he spent in London.

They met Veda at the foot of the stairs. Tonighe tider woman was
dressed in freshly starched jeans, a sweatshirttoich the world it was
encountering a "Wild Thang," and designer runnimges.

"Ready for a movie, champ?" Veda asked. "Well, coméhen. Let's make
tracks."

"In the mud?" came Ben's usual reply.

Kate laughed. "You two have a good time." She kenson a warning look.
"Do not, | repeatgo notput on your pitiful act and con Veda into buyingeo



of those three-ton boxes of candy. Understand? ¢amuhave one bag of
popcorn and one orange drink and that's all.”

"Yes, ma'am."” Leaning to the side, the boy lookehitd her. "Bye, Mac.
See you when we get back. Keep the cards hot for us

Swinging around, Kate found Mac standing in théhasay that led to the
dining room. He must have followed Veda in from baek of the house.

He wasn't moving, his face showed no special espresbut she could feel
that peculiar energy of his spreading out acrosgdbm.

It was always like this. Whenever Kate was anywherar him, she was
suddenly filled with an unfamiliar restless exciemy as though she had
"just taken in a high dose of caffeine.

Pulling his gaze away from Kate, Mac smiled at tine people near the
door. "The cards will be ready for action when gmt back," he told Ben.
"You two have fan."

When the door closed behind them, Kate sent anringuook in Mac's
direction. "Should I lock up his piggy bank?"

He simply smiled, shaking his head as he turnegbtback the way he had
come.

Just then the phone rang, and as Kate picked shepaw Mac pause and
glance back, unabashedly eavesdropping on her tsatian. Not that there

was that much to hear, just her making understgndinises as Peter
Allbright apologized profusely and at length foeaking their date at the

last minute.

Moments later Kate replaced the phone and sentyaglance in Mac's
direction. "A minor crisis with his ex-wife," she@ained. "Looks like the
Moonlight Ball is out and a peanut-butter sandwschn."”

He didn't respond immediately. Leaning casuallyirsgiadhe doorjamb, he
concentrated on her face.



His smoky-gold eyes were calculating, as thoughvlee trying to gauge
her disappointment.

"l was just about to go out and get a bite,” hd §aally. "It won't be dinner
at an exclusive restaurant followed by dancing ibadroom full of the
upper crust, but I think | can offer something eethan sitting alone with a
peanut-butter sandwich ... if you'd like to comeng.”

Kate's eyes widened in surprise. During the two arhlf weeks he had
worked for her, Mac had made it clear that he resther. She didn't know
what she'd done to cause his resentment, but relasthit was there every
time she encountered him.

Now, as she studied his face, she had the fediisgmMas something more
than an offhand, spur-of- the-moment invitatiorwdts some kind of barely
veiled challenge. A gauntlet thrown down.

"l guarantee where I'm going you won't run into ahyour Junior League
friends,” he said when she hesitated. "No one evilr know you went to
dinner with the janitor, if that's what's worryiggu."

Her lips tightened and her chin came up. "Thattsvi@at's worrying me."

His eyes gleamed, his lips twitching with amusemémhen whatis
worrying you?"

"Nothing. Absolutely nothing. It's just—" She bro&# and drew in a slow

breath. "Sure, why not? Give me a couple of minuteschange my

clothes."Upstairs, as she pulled on green slackisaamatching sweater,
Kate held a silent argument with herself aboutvtislom of accepting an
invitation from a man who was a virtual strangerstfanger who had done
his best to irritate her almost from the momeny timet.

It wasn't that she was afraid she would come tmmhashe went with him.
Something about the way he interacted with Ben\4&edia had convinced
her that he was totally trustworthy. And Ralph hacommended him. But
he had a way of making Kate feel things she didaltt to feel. Too many
things. Apprehensive and energized. Belligerent\agithnt and confused.



And then there was that peculiar restless excitémen

Not that it was necessarily a bad thing, she teldélf as she brushed out
her hair. Just different.

As she was slipping on her shoes, Kate realizedh wonsiderable
amazement, that she was looking forward to goingwath McKinsey
Smith.

Maybe she wanted to find out what it was about it that so fascinated
her son and housekeeper. Maybe she simply needm@ak from the
high-anxiety world of business. Whatever the reagdvad been a long time
since she had really looked forward to a night Aubng, long time.

They took his car, an ancient blue Cadillac thansed familiar, probably
because she had seen several old cars like iiphR&normous garage, and
fifteen minutes after leaving the house, they mlitgo the parking lot of a
place that, according to the sign outside, wasdduddy's Shack, Home
of Some Really Good Burgers.

Buddy's, a low, sprawling structure, had a stu@made and looked like
something left over from the fifties. Like all lefters, it had been hanging
around a long time, gathering wrinkles and losihgrm, while someone
tried to decide whether to keep it or throw it out.

"It's not as bad inside as it looks on the outSidl#éac assured her, his
smoky-gold eyes gleaming with amusement. "Besigmas; patronage will
probably put Buddy's on the map. As soon as Défids out you were here,
you won't be able to get in for the yuppies.”

"Yeah, right," she said, mimicking her son.

He had lied. The inside was every bit as bad astiede. Overscrubbed
and underrepaired. Chipping linoleum floors. Litdguare tables with
chrome-and-vinyl chairs. An enormous jukebox thked the room with the

nasal twang of country music.



On each table was a wide array of essentials. é&dalpepper shakers,
napkin holders, and ashtrays. Sugar jars and lg#ekets of artificial

sweetener. Bottles, bottles, and more bottles,anoiny Tabasco, catsup,
hot peppers, and steak sauce. There was barelglemoam for food and

none at all for elbows.

Buddy's had no waitresses. As soon as an orderesgaly, a dark, husky
man enveloped in a white apron would yell, "Hey!Wahich time everyone
in the room would turn to see who the man woulcthpto. The gesture
meant that this particular individual's order waatimg to be picked up at
the counter.

When it was Mac's turn to be yelled at and poiritedhe left the table and
came back with a large brown paper bag. Writterthenoutside, in some
kind of indecipherable shorthand, were the contefitbe bag and, below
that, the words "Green and sexy."

"What did you order that's green and sexy?" shedysitaring warily at the
brown paper bag.

His laugh was a low, husky sound that drew thentitie of the two women
at the next table.

"Didn’t you notice that Buddy didn't use a padaicetour order? He wrote it
right on the sack. And then he adds something alvbat the customer is
wearing so he'll know which order to give to whotde smiled, letting his

gaze drift over her green blouse. "Since I'm wepaiforown shirt, you were
obviously the customer who caught his eye."

"Interesting system," she muttered, feeling hesst im her face.

The hamburgers were, as the sign stated, really.gdbey were the
old-fashioned kind, enormous and unwieldy, usirgshity ground beef
rather than flat frozen patties. The french friesravhomemade as well,
served up in big paper cups and dripping with gre&@essert was fried
apricot pies wrapped in waxed paper.



"Couldn't you find anything else fried on the mehsi?e asked as she wiped
a trail of juice from her chin. "There's enough leisterol here to clog the
state of Texas."

Mac shrugged. "If you're worried about the fat emtit have another beer."

She glanced up and met his eyes. "Is this a nesmtsioc breakthrough? Is
there something in beer that counters the effecteammuch fat in your
diet?"

"No, your arteries will still be blocked, but aftarcouple of beers, who
cares?" He paused, looking away from her as hemadrhis napkin into a
ball. "There's something I've been wanting to ask yput maybe it's not the
kind of thing a hired hand asks the boss."

Kate took a sip of beer. He was, of course, rafgrto his first day on the
job, when she had tackled him about his attitude.tBnight Kate was too
mellow to be goaded."We're both off duty now." $haved her shoulders
in a slight shrug. "Go ahead, ask away."

Setting down the long-necked bottle, he leaned ladkis chair. As he
studied her face he tilted his head to one sidth@sgh trying to figure
something out.

"Why car washes, for heaven's sake?" he said yinalVas it some secret
childhood dream? Your one goal in life was to owstrng of car-care
centers?"

She gave a short, surprised laugh and shook helr fda, it was nothing
like that, I'm afraid. There simply came a timenny life when | needed
something to do, something that would keep me aciy well as make
enough money to support me and Ben."

"I can understand that, but for someone with aréibarts degree, | would
think—"

"How did you know about that?"



He began to shove their dinner debris into the plapg. "I don't know." The
words were low and husky, his tone casual. "MayladplR mentioned
something about it when he was filling me in onjtita"

She smiled. That sounded like something Ralph wdoldThe older man
was very proud of Kate and Ben and never hesitatstiow it.

"I had some capital,” she went on, "and the carhwamy first car-care
center—was for sale when | was ready to buy. lkéablike something |
could do, something that required no special kndgde To expand, all |
had to do was study the available equipment, figutewhat worked best.
Find people to install it and maintain it. Hireiadlle workers to run the
centers. | knew a little about marketing, so | $psame money on
advertising." She leaned back and smiled. "Th#itthere was to it."

"I see," he said, nodding. "A little of this anditdle of that, and you end up
getting an award from the Chamber of Commerce anudhar from the
Dallas Businesswomen's Association. No," he addadnwhe saw her
expression, "Ralph didn't tell me that too. | redmbut it in a magazine
article.”

"Checking up on me?" Her lips curved in a slow gths a matter of fact, |
did some checking of my own. | spent a good twortiququmping Ralph
about you last week."

"And he told you about my six wives and fifteend@d

She shook her head. "For Ralph, he was amazingtyeht. He had already
told me that you had worked for him years ago,viduen | asked what you
had been doing in the time between then and nowgphthe strangest look
on his face and said, 'Surviving.' That's all, jestviving.' " She drew in a
slow breath. "I guess that's true of us all.”

Later, as they were pulling out of the parking Mgc shot a glance in her
direction. "Are you sorry you missed out on yourdg party?"

"You've got to be kidding." She gave a short ladglet me tell you about
the Moonlight Ball. Except for the gold foil cresis that are hanging from



anything that will stand still, you couldn't tetli$ ball from any of the other
'important social events' that come along every.yéaar after year after
year."

She smiled. "From your crack earlier about the duheague, | gather
you've gotten the wrong idea about my social stdtden't run with that
crowd."

"I seem to detect a definite lack of regret in yoaice."
She laughed. "Yes, you're right. 1 like it the waig."
"How is it?"

Kate considered the question for a moment thercgthat him. "You know
how, when you throw a pebble in a pond, the ciatlthe center, the place
where the pebble fell, is the strongest, the madlt defined? Then as you
go outward from the center, the circles get largat,they lose force. That's
the way society in Dallas works."

She settled back in the seat, her lips curving slight smile. "A set of

concentric circles. There's a tight little knottive middle. That's the Elite.
The best of the best. Males in this circle, whilet mecessarily the
wealthiest, have all the power, and their wived pill the strings. Just
outside the main circle are the Worker Debs. Athéde. Their husbands
have gobs of money, which allows them to beliew they're best buddies
with the ones in the middle. In reality, they ahe tlabor force. They
organize and enlist and supervise. But, of coubssr main function is to

constantly reassure the Elite that they're stldanter of the universe. After
the Debs we have the Wannabee circle. They ushalg just as much
money as the Debs, but something is missing. Thtegredon't have the
background or the nerve to push into the Deb cikdleen you hear about
an enormous amount of money raised at a charity ibalame from the

Wannabee ring."

"Fascinating," he said, his voice dry. "Which riaag you in?"



"None of the above. My ring comes next. And techliycspeaking it's not
really a ring. It's a faint little ripple that béyedisrupts the surface of the
pond. Those of us in this ripple are there sim@gause it's the only action
in the pond. We go to these wonderful functions il around the outer
edges, touching bases and swapping lies with albther ripple dwellers."

She gave a soft laugh, then, intercepting his lobknquiry, explained,
"Sometimes Ralph shows up, and he's like an oagiepl of reality in the
middle of a politically correct desert. But thateda't happen often enough.
Most of the time it's deadly dull, and | go styctd work the room.”

"And it's important, professionally, for you to tat?"

She rubbed the tip of her nose with one fingerjnew creasing in thought.
"l don't suppose it's absolutely essential, biteips. If 1 didn't go to the
parties and charity balls, | wouldn't get my naméhie paper all the time,
and that would mean missing out on a lot of freblipity. And then the

Chamber of Commerce wouldn't know me from Li'l AbnEhose awards
go to people who play the game."

"l take it that's a no."
She frowned. "l beg your pardon?"

"No, you're not sorry you didn't get to go to ttadl B he said, reminding her
of the question that had started her off on hadéar

She laughed. "No, I'm not sorry. The truth is, iagkshoulders with two or
three hundred people is just not my kind of thin§Hooting a puzzled
glance in his direction, she added, "What's thak limr? Don't you believe
me?"

"l was just trying to decide what your kind of tgirs. Small, quiet parties
maybe. The kind where you sit around on the flsbgring good food and
stimulating conversation with a few like- mindediso" He paused, smiling
at her. "How am | doing?"

Too close. Much, much too close, she thought, lnglkiway from him.



Mac had described the kind of parties she and Dadlonce given on a
regular basis. David loved entertaining, loved hgvinteresting people
around him.

Suddenly, in her mind's eye, Kate saw her late &gk face. That
wonderful face. The comically questioning voiceeNmay he tilted his head
to one side when he was trying to solve a puzzle.

The memories brought a surging wave of loneliness tmade her voice
sharper than she had intended. "You're not eveseclo

Sitting up straighter, she pushed the feeling aagaghe had done thousands
of times in the past six years. "Now it's your tlshe said. "Was your one
burning ambition in life to be a handyman for a-bachpered boss?"

He smiled but kept his mouth shut and his eyehendad ahead.

"Come on," she urged. "l told you about myself. Yea mystery man. Fill
in a few of the blanks."

"Have you ever wondered what happened to D. B. Eé&he countered.

She laughed, recalling the famous skyjacking aedtssing thief. "l won't

be put off. You're intelligent and strong-willed—se might even go so far
as to call you forceful. Those are leadership gealiWhy are you working
for me?"

His continued silence brought Kate's stubborn kti@at into the open.
"Okay, I'll guess. You worked for Ralph when yourgienuch younger,
maybe to pay for your education. Then you wentmbdcome a giant of
industry, confidant and adviser to world leader&eAyears of living only
to make more money and gain more power, you reaglpmint where life
became too complicated. Disillusioned, you decideddo a Thoreau.
'Simplify, simplify.' " She paused and looked anhl'How'd | do?"

"Right on the money," he said, nodding.



The amusement in his husky voice told her thatstoemissed the truth by a
mile, but Kate was having fun now and decided tspeé his fictional life

anyway.

"In the complicated part, there was of course awghe continued. "Maybe
even more than one, because—"

She broke off when she felt the tension in the beside her. This time she
had struck a chord. His fingers had tightened e@ndteering wheel, his
features harsh as he stared straight ahead.

"There was a wife," he acknowledged at last, hisevtow and as stiff as his
shoulders. "Only one, but as you said, it was cozafgd."

"Past tense. What happened?" She intercepted tieHe shot in her
direction. "Yes, | know it's personal and none of Inisiness, but you owe
me one. On that first day, when | came looking Ben, you as good as
scolded me about one of my friends, and that'$yppetsonal, so that means
I'm entitled. Or maybe not. But I'm still curious.”

When the silence between them drew out, she was@éthe was going to
answer, but then, with visible effort, he looseltésl grip on the steering
wheel and shrugged. "We changed. She changedngetaThe two people
who fell in love no longer existed."

"And the two people you became couldn't establiskwva relationship?”
"When people grow, they don't always grow in theaalirection.”
She considered that for a moment, then said, "&mnl@’

The change in him was instantaneous and star-idimgensity. Remnants
of anger had been in his voice and face when sheioned a wife. The
anger was gone now, replaced by a confusing bugnpamixture of
emotions, reminding her of the way he had reacteenhe first saw Ben.
She had thought then that he must have lost a. ¢tholel she was even more
certain. Maybe that was why he had chosen to lwssdif in a meaningless



job. And maybe that was the complication thathadsed both him and his
ex-wife to change so drastically.

She had heard that losing a child was the moststigtag thing that could
happen to a marriage. Not many couples came through their
relationship intact. There was too much guilt. Tmach unspoken and
unshared pain.

For a moment, when Kate thought of how she woukl fe anything
happened to Ben, she felt an affinity for the maside her, and she knew
she would never again be jealous of his place nsha's affections. Ben
had lots of love to give. If it helped Mac in angyy it could only be a good
thing.

Later, when they reached the house and he folldwedto the kitchen, she
glanced at him as she opened the refrigeratoramdpulled out a carton of
milk.

"Are you sure you want to hang around and waitliem?" she asked. "It's
still early ... | mean if you wanted to go out agebpending Saturday night
teaching a seven-year-old how to play cards isattty what you'd call an
exciting evening."

"l want to," he said simply. "I like Ben."

"The feeling is mutual, but | guess you know th&tie poured a glass of
milk, then glanced at him. "Want some? I've goiteo the habit of drinking
a glass before | go to bed. I'm pretty sure it didedo a thing to help me
sleep, but at least | feel like I'm taking action."

He leaned against the counter beside her. "You trauble sleeping?"

"Sometimes," she admitted reluctantly.

His gaze drifted over her face in a slow, carefutlg. "Everything, even a
sleepless night, is a battle of wills with you."

She met his eyes. "Is that a statement or a quéstio



"Let's make it a question."

"Then the answer is yes and no." Taking a sip ¢k,rshe moved casually
away from him. "There are a few areas in my lifeevehl can relax. All the
rest is a battle. That's not my choice. If you badr been a woman on her
own, trying to build a business as well as raiserg you'd understand.”

He raised one dark brow in inquiry. "What exacthed fighting insomnia
have to do with being a woman in a man's world?"

She shrugged. "You get used to fighting. | havesaig places. Ben, Veda,
Ralph. With them | can let down my guard and rddagause | know there
won't be any surprise attacks. The rest of the-tithe

"You keep up your dukes," he finished for her.
"That's about it."

He was silent for a moment, still observing evegvmshe made as though
she were some kind of caged and labeled laborataungal. "I notice you
didn't mention Junior or Uncle Julian or any of yother friends as a place
where you can let down your guard.”

"No," she said quietly, "I didn't mention them."

Earlier, during dinner and the drive home, theyhsee to have established
some kind of rapport. There was almost a feelingcompanionship
between them. But now, as he pushed away fromdueter and moved a
step closer, the energy surrounding him was sugdemhed up to full
power. It reached out to her and ionized the irlial molecules in her
body, making diem sparkle and dance.

Giving him a wary look, Kate began to move towdrd tloor. "I guess it's
time for me—"

"l waited up one night last week," he said suddetdy | could see you
when you came home from your dinner date."



What an extraordinary confession, she thoughtingrback to him with a
frown. "Why on earth would you want to do somethlikg that?"

"l was curious."

Even though Kate was positive she wouldn't like ahswer, she couldn't
stop herself from asking the question. "Curiousudldhat?"

"l saw what you looked like when you went out. Inted to see how you
looked when you came back." His gaze went to heulslers, then to her
breasts. "l was checking for fingerprints."

Instant, angry heat flooded her face. So muchdanganionship.

"You have no right,” she said in a tight whisperitimg out of her mind the
way she had questioned him earlier. "What | do withlife ismyconcern.
No one else'Mine.™

Although his lips stretched in a slow smile, hisdgm eyes glowed with the
intensity that seemed to be an essential partsobéisonality.

‘There's no need for you to get all hot under thilac" he told her. "Think
of it as a quest for knowledge. I've noticed thai pave a way of enticing a
man, subtly but unmistakably beckoning him to catoser . .. and closer.”
He moved his shoulders in a casual shrug. "l justdered exactly how
close you let them come.”

"That's none of your business," she said, her viigte and hard.

"That's right, it's not. But that doesn't keep muerf wondering. And since
you said we were both off duty tonight, and sinee glecided to dig around
in my personal life, | figured you couldn't holdaigjainst me for wondering
out loud, and maybe making a few casual observation

There was nothing casual about him. And there néwas been, she
suddenly realized. When he had first mentioned rigadinner together,
shehad sensed a challenge, one more move in thgairng battle. Kate
would have done well to keep that in mind.



The whole evening had been a sham. He had turrig¢beo€lectricity just
long enough to fool her into letting down her guakdd now that she had,
he was moving in for the Kkill.

"Do you slap their hands when they reach for yady lboss?" he said in the
husky-soft whisper. "Is it another part of the gayoa play? Is it this secret
battle of wills that's always going on with you?déesays you choose men
who don't demand anything of you. Is she right?tAey all a bunch of cold
fish?"

"That's enough. | don't want—"

"It's easier for you that way, isn't it? You woetter have to worry about
your men being carried away by their sexual urgedbecause not one of
them would know good, honest lust if it hit thenthe face."

Her breasts were rising and falling rapidly, hetheand hands clenched as
she tried to regain her equilibrium. "I don't uretand you. If | had come
home, makeup gone, hair falling down, and a fewgseof underwear
missing, that would somehow have made me a bettespp?"

She shoved the hair from her forehead in an angstuge, her stance
belligerent. "You say the men | date don't knowwdbost—well, there are
obviously a few things you wouldn't recognize evfetiney hit youin the
face. Things like personal integrity, fastidious)emnd good old-fashioned
morals!" Kate was almost screaming now, equilibribendamned. "How
dare you try to make me feel inadequate just bexals

She broke off when she realized the man beforavasrlaughing. He was
laughing.At her. At her anger. At her righteous indignation

As though he had stated it outright, she knew liaid been his goal all
along. He had deliberately set out to goad herlogimg her cool. And she
had fallen into his trap, as easy as you pleasenéthdut looking back.

Damn his eyes.



Just at that moment Kate heard Ben and Veda cortieeifront door and
made a conscious effort to gain control of her @motions. Drawing in a
deep breath, she willed her hands to stop shakmagferced her anger
underground.

Before she left the room, she glanced at him ostditae. "You think you're
clever, don't you?"

"l get by," he said, his whiskey eyes still gleagmlth amusement. "Yes,
ma'am, | get by."--------=--m-mmmm oo :



SIX
The dream began the same way it always did.

Kate was lying alone in bed, listening to the s@uad old house makes at
night, when the door opened. In a slender strealigtutf from the hall she
saw a dark shape, and a moment later David watkedhe bedroom.

She turned her head to watch as he crossed theandrsat next to her on
the side of the bed.

"l decided not to go," he told her. "If the greands of the world want to
talk to me, they can just come here to Dallas."rélveas a cocky gleam in
his eyes as he slid down beside her and pullednbehis arms. "I'm not
going to leave you and Ben, not even for a week."

"Oh David, I'm so glad." She rubbed her cheek agdnms shoulder, her
heart leaping ~with joy. "l was trying to he stgon really was. But | don't
like being without you. | get so lonely."

"You don't have to be without me," he murmured agfaner lips. "Not ever
again, Kathy."

"David—" She pulled her head back slightly, wormgasing her brow.
"David, there was something | needed to tell younyMgan't | remember
what it was? I'm sure it was important becausedtesd me so."

"Hush, baby. It's couldn't be that important. Nothimatters except that
we're together now. Forever, remember?"

"Yes ... yes, forever."
Holding her tighter, he moved to fit his body ta$idn the way of dreams,

their clothes magically disappeared and she cadthis warmth easing its
way into her flesh, comforting her, soothing away tears.



It felt so good. This was how it always was withvida Their entwined
bodies made a place that was safe and secureatefram the worries and
fears of the world.

When his hands began to explore her naked bodwngsiweet sigh escaped
her, and she moved shyly into his touch, tellingn vithout words how
much she loved him, how much she needed to havehbmm beside her
always.

And that was when the dream changed. The textuteeafight fantasy was
suddenly different. Unfamiliar.

There was an urgent excitement in the air as, wg#king, kneading hands,
he began to do things he had never done befors.Wéds no gentle easing
into passion. He made no attempt to hide the roayh desire in his touch.
Each move was bold and demanding.

She found herself shaken by sensations that weseamel disturbingly
intense. She couldn't catch her breath. Sighs becaoans. Warmth turned
into heat.

Arching her upper body, she pressed her bare lsrgastthe fevered touch,
reveling in the pleasure aroused by the manipydingers. She was being
driven by instincts so primitive and so powerfuhotight became
impossible. She could only feel.

"You like it, don't you?" The words were a roughmast savage whisper
that rasped across her ear. "Having my hands ontguching you here and
here, it's driving you right out of your mind, isit?"

Moaning again, she tried to comprehend what wagdrapg. David had
never asked those questions before. He had neurded like that before.
Something was wrong ... no, not wrong, differentazy and wild and
different.

She struggled to open her eyes, fighting to ratsethat had grown leaden.
When they were at last open, she blinked severadgito clear her vision.



Finally she could see. And what she saw made hieemuicken and the
breath catch sharply in her throat.

Even as she watched, the man in her arms was citardjs features were
growing indistinct, blurred. Although she couldllsiieel him, her fingers
were still digging into hard, heated flesh, he w#gping out of focus, and
soon only the eyes remained well-defined, the hdmwewn eyes that had
always fascinated her.

But, no, that was wrong. His eyes had changed d#s 8@mething deep
inside them had changed. They bored into her throtg darkness.
Powerful. Piercing.

There was no love, no tenderness in the look. Reskbassion was there,
undisguised and uncontained. But mixed with thesipas somehow
strengthening it, was hostility and open resentment

And that was when Kate understood: The man besienmas not her
husband.

With those passionate, bitter eyes, he watcheddoer and knowledge of
her discovery was there. And she knew without ébtthat her confusion
gave him pleasure.

He slowly raised a hand and, still holding her gdmgan to touch her
again.

She had to make him stop. If this man wasn't heband, she had to get
away from him. She had to leave him. Dear Lord, lcowid she lie beside
him, shivering in anticipation, waiting for his §ars to reach her secret
places, when he wasn't David@ wasn't David.

God help her, Kate didn't want to leave. It didnatter that he was a
stranger. It didn't matter that he was revelingher emotional turmoil.
Nothing mattered anymore except the fact that €eeled this phantom's
touch more than she had ever needed anything ilifder



Dear sweet heaven, he was—yes. . . yes, right tiage she moaned aloud?
Please. . . please, again. Just a littte more. Y.g®s!

Her breathing was coming in harsh and rapid gasgseyes half-closed,
the lids grown heavy with desire, and her avid gaae drawn irresistibly to
his hard, lean body.

She wanted to return his touch. She wanted to ¢hntovhat he was doing
to her, make him feel what she was feeling. Hegdms curled with the
overwhelming desire to feel the specter flesh bmlear fingers.

"Do it, Kate," came the deep-throated whisper. "kmow you want to.
There's nothing to stop you. Go ahead, take iteTiadll. All you have to do
is reach out and—"Kate woke up with the raspingtierwhisper still
lingering in the air around her.

Do it, Kate. Go ahead.. . take it all.

With a tiny moan, she reached up to brush thefh@m her damp face. Her
hand was trembling. Her body was trembling. If sheld look inside, she
would probably find that her soul was tremblingaag|.

Wide-awake now, she sat up in bed and wrapped ey tightly around her
knees.

It wasDavid. It had to be. She had never dreamed ofh@nahan. She
wouldn'tdream of another man.

Drawing in a slow breath, she fought back the pa®ie had to think this

thing through calmly, using reason and logic. Thees probably some

obscure, psychological significance to the way lnesband's features had
become unrecognizable. A deep-seated fear of tangehe man she loved.
Or maybe it had been some kind of mental sleigttamid. Maybe she had
imposed on David some of the changes that had falleee in herself.

But try as she might, she could find no explanation the way her
husband's voice had changed. Nor for the look ® dyes after the
metamorphosis.



And that was when Kate, with great reluctance, vadld herself to
acknowledge an idea she had been holding at bag sire moment she
came awake.

The husky voice could have belonged to McKinseytBmi

Groaning, she pressed her face to her knees, dedhe heat of
embarrassment flood her body.

She couldn't be held responsible for her dreams.f3ld no power over
them. They happened. They jhsippened.

Besides, she told herself, dreams never meantyaaiought they meant
anyway. Freud said that. Snakes were phallic sysabDying meant
separation. Falling meant—

But Freud had also said that sometimes a cigajwsas cigar.

"I've been alone too long,"” she whispered in thekrkzss. Way, way too
long.

Raising her head, she drew in another slow breahwhat if she had
dreamed of McKinsey Smith? It wasn't anything tbige panic about. She
could, quite simply, have been attaching her sigga@ desires to the last
male she saw before the dream. If she had talkbadrtaext-door neighbor
tonight, she probably would have dreamed aboutihstead.

That made sense. Sort of.

Maybe not. Try as she might, Kate couldn't imagildeMdr. Henson sending
her into the kind of physical and emotional freshg had just experienced.

After David's death, Kate had gone in for grief mseling. She had passed
through the predicted stages in more or less théigied way.

But what she was feeling now, and what she hadrfdier dream, hadn't
been anywhere on the list.



They should rewrite the literature, she decidedvinga slow hand across
her face as she leaned back against the headboard.

Someone should warn women that somewhere dowinigaefl they didn't
remarry or take a lover, their bodies would go tiyiand unexpectedly
berserk.

David sat at the top of the stairs, his handsmnigdtiosely on his knees. The
apartment behind him was dark, the only light canfiom a thin sliver of
moon. He had been sitting in the same spot for twethours.

As planned, David had stayed at the house to @ledsovith Ben and Veda.
But not for long. Little more than half an hour hzaksed before Kate came
into the kitchen to tell her son that it was time bed.

She hadn't looked at David once. Not once.

Which told him she was probably still in a snit abthe way he had baited
her earlier in the evening.

Tilting his head back, he smiled, pleased by tloaigiht. Maybe it wasn't
exactly a worthy ambition, but from that first daiien she had come to the
apartment looking for Ben, David had recognizetlimself a driving need
to gain some control over the situation.

No, not over the situation, he corrected silen@yer her. He needed, in
some small way, to control Kate.

For just a little while, when she was thrown offdrmee by him, when she
was flushed with anger over something he had satboe, David was no
longer a nonperson. When he challenged, when hieeduand prodded,
when he managed to make her feel somethamything David had
substance.

Rising to his feet, he moved slowly down the stalienight he had asked
her to join him for dinner with the intention ofsdovering more about her



plans for the future, plans that would affect lws.But it hadn't worked out
the way he had planned. She had fooled him. Thitlyigcontrolled
Car-Wash Queen had loosened up and let down hed.gua

It would have been much easier on David if he tlidave to acknowledge
that she had feelings, that sometimes she wasylotielt sometimes she
couldn't sleep.

He walked across the yard and into the shadowseabak tree, grasping the
swing rope with one hand as he stared at a knotAdk@othole filled with
leaves.

David hadn't looked. Not once since he had beek bad he cleared out the
leaves to look inside. He didn't want to find doattsquirrels had chewed
the cork to bits years ago.

Moving to the other side of the tree, he leanedresg# and stared up at her
window. It was open, the top pushed down so theathcirculated through
the room, stirring the curtains with each soft keee

Had she fixed up the bedroom the way she had ditafneack then? He
remembered the antique mantel she had seen atagsajlard and fallen in
love with on the spot. And a photograph, cut fréva pages of a magazine,
of a Colonial four-poster bed. Wallpaper samplesarfe green and cream
blended together in an uncomplicated design. Restiors, she had told
him, to ease away the tension left by any probleexnight encounter at the
university during the day.

His fingers tightened abruptly on the rope. It vikeghy who said those
things. It was his sweet Kathy who dreamed thosards. Kate probably
preferred a Japanese futon to an old wooden bed.dfdold colors and
sharp lines. Brutally minimalistic or whatever ihdook happened to be at
the moment.

Leaning his head back, he blinked twice and fingly something he had
been staring at for quite a while.



Kate stood in the bedroom window. She held theagurback with one
hand, her lower body pressed against the sill adastked down onto the
backyard.

For a while he simply stared at her, taking inslender body and the sleek
white gown that clung to each curve. Then, witlpstihat were slow and
deliberate, he moved out of the shadows and intdireof sight.

He could tell the exact moment she spotted him.éely went still and a
moment later she stepped abruptly away from thelevin

But then, just as abruptly, she appeared againsiaulders straight, her
chin high, as if to say, "This is my house andidtk out my own window
any time | damned well please."

"Still mad at me?" he called up to her.

"What?" She tilted her head to the side and frowti@dt, | see. No, | had
forgotten how rude you were earlier. How nice ofl yo remind me."

He chuckled. "Why don't you come down and join mi@re's something
about a spring night that's very relaxing. Walkargund in the shadows,
feeling the fresh air, close up and personal, lphé

"Helps what?"

He shrugged. "Whatever ails you. Indigestion. Ins@nSexual frustration.
It's good for any of those."

"The way you concern yourself with my well- beirsgtouching,” she said
with heavy sarcasm. "Really, really touching. Bthihk I'll just go back to
bed."

He dropped his head back so that he could seedttrb'Maybe you're
right. If you came down, and we happened to taliyauld probably turn
into an argument. Since it goes without saying tiveduld win, you'd end
up all tight-lipped. Because it irritates the twit of you when someone gets
the better of you in an argument.” Keeping his egpion bland, David



shook his head. "No .. . no, you're right. You ddqurobably stay there . . .
where it's nice and safe."

During his carefully calculated speech, her eyas$ gr@wn narrower, her
chin coming up even higher* A moment after he sempgpeaking, she
swung around and left the window.

A low husky laugh caught in David's throat. She w@asing down.

"That was so juvenile," Kate said as she closedé#ukdoor behind her. "I
stopped calling people scaredy-cat to get themotavikat | wanted years
ago."

"Your loss." He moved his broad shoulders in aleaseshrug. "As for me, |
don't see any need to mess with a winning systeyu'r& here, aren't you?"

When she laughed, he glanced at her. "l guess ikalitn't help.”

"As a matter of fact, it did. | fell asleep rigiway. But—" She broke off and
drew in a slow breath. "I had a dream."

"Must have been a doozy. Was it hot?"

Kate dipped her head, feeling the heat rise infhes again. Moving past
him, she walked out into the moonlight that madesistreaks across the
lawn.

"It was about my husband," she said over her sleould

"Do you dream about him a lot?" He had moved iheoyard as well, but he
stayed several steps behind, as though he wergta&re not to crowd her.

"Not as often as | used to." she murmured.

"But something you said tonight brought back adbmemories. Strong
memories."



Frowning, she reached out to pluck a leaf fromoavélring shrub. "This
dream was different from the ones | usually havetdrted out the same
way. David came into the bedroom, just like alwayx] told me that he had
decided not to attend the conference.” She glabaek at him. "Ralph told
you how my husband died?"

His face was hidden by the shadows of the cedey &med it was a moment
before he nodded slowly. "He said he was takenalgestthen two years
later he and seven others were killed in a massutios."

Kate caught her breath. Why did it still feel li&eknife in the heart to hear
the words spoken aloud? She should be used toutihesty now. David was
dead. Kate knew that, and yet something inside her—

"So in the dream he told you that he had decidedongo to Gamarra.”

She blinked, suddenly recalling where she was. "Yegzes, that's the way
it always happens. He tells me that the conferésiceimportant and he's
going to stay home with Ben and me. And then he—"

She broke off abruptly and cleared her throat. Ghadn't believe she had
almost told him the next part, the part where Datatted to make love to
her, and how she always felt so safe, so lovethase wonderful arms.

"But this dream was different,” she continued slowiHe was different. He
looked at me as though ... | don't know, as thoogldidn't like me very
much. That's never happened before."

She could feel him watching her from the shadowserAa moment he said,
"Maybe your guilty conscience is talking to youdhgh your dreams."

The roughly spoken words make her draw back hett hreeaurprise. "Why
on earth should | feel guilty? | loved my husbaHe&. knew | loved him.
With all the unanswered questions, all the uncetitss surrounding his
death, that's the only thing | am absolutely sureAbthe moment David
died, he knew I loved him."



"Maybe," he said in his husky-whisper voice. "Mayhe did .. . at that
moment."

There was something strange in the way he saidwirels, something
strange about the electricity in the air betweesmthbut before she could
either comment or question, he stepped out oflthd®ns, and she saw that
his expression was perfecdy normal.

"You look softer in the moonlight," he said. "Safend more vulnerable."”
Her lips curved in a wry smile. "That should plegsa."

"Why do you say that?"She moved her shoulderssiight shrug. "I get the
idea that you like shaking me up, that you takeglee in trying to rattle
me."

"Not only beautiful, perceptive as well," he saidhna short laugh.

"Well, if you still have any doubts, let me assyo@ I'm human." She kept
walking, feeling the cool grass beneath her thppsglrs. "As human as they
come, as a matter of fact. No one gave me a magiciwhat | can wave
around and have everything turn out right. | havéight every minute to

stay strong, to hold things together."

She threw down the mangled leaf and turned toliane"I'm proud of what
I've accomplished in the past four years. And kesly like knowing that |
did it on my own, without having anyone standingWwgiting to catch me if
| fall. But sometimes . . ."

She reached up to place a hand on her throat, slydgeling alone and

without defenses. "Sometimes | get tired. Sometihges scared,” she said,
her voice low and soft. "When that happens 1 wguld almost anything to

have someone here to help carry the load."

She glanced at him and smiled. "It doesn't hapgey eften and luckily it
doesn't last long. | get a good night's sleep anthb next morning I'm
ready to go again."”



"Superwoman."

The undisguised sarcasm in his voice brought a slond of exasperation
from her. "l don't know why | talk to you," she dafYou take every chance
you get to provoke me. And here | am confiding auy She shook her
head. "It makes no sense. | must be even strahgerybu are."

"You think I'm strange?"

"Definitely. Strange and scary. You always—" Shekier off and frowned,
examining his features in the moonlight. "Therésiagain. That pleased,
satisfied look. You looked just like this earliarthe kitchen when you made
me lose my temper. You loved it, didn't you? Andvngu're getting a big
kick out of the fact that | find you a little friggning."

They had reached the oak tree by now. He leanekl dgainst it, bending
one knee so that his foot rested flat on the trunk.

"If you were scared because you thought | had aghigy ax hidden under
my bed, that wouldn't please me," he told her. 'fBat's not the case, is it?
What you find scary is the way | can get past thé you've built." His lips
stretched in a slow smile. "You don't like that.uvaon't like it one bit. You
said it yoursel—Ben, Veda, and Ralph are the amies you let in.
Everyone else stays outside the wall. Especially yoen."

Kate wasn't even going to try to dispute his indient of her. Every word
he said was the truth.

"And you take that as a challenge," she said idst&éou see a wall, any
wall, and you have to knock it down because iesrttanly thing to do."

"Not any wall," he denied. "It's this particular MWdat interests me."
"Why?"
A long pause followed her question. He stood sgatimough the darkness

at her, his gaze holding her still, making her aarthe thin silk robe and
even thinner silk gown she wore beneath it.



"Maybe | like the way your lower lip quivers wheruhnerve you." He
pushed away from the tree and moved a step cl@@emaybe I'm being
spurred on by instincts that are strictly humarataf

"Implying you would be doing a good deed."

They were fencing now, playing some kind of gamat tehe didn't
understand but couldn't back away from. Just likkhé dream, she was held
by a secret need of her own.

"Wouldn't I?" he asked. "If | took charge of a pomozen creature, warmed
it up, got the blood moving in its veins again, 't that be a good deed?"

Walking carefully around him, she took his placaiagt the tree. " 'Poor,
frozen creature,” " she repeated. "Not very flatggrand dead wrong
besides. I'm not—"

"Yes, you are," he cut in. "You've lost your wayt. Somewhere along the
way, you stopped developing. But it's even worsa thhat. You started to
go backward. You forgot everything you ever learmdut living and
loving."

Although she hadn't seen him move, he was closer.wds slowly,
gradually closing the distance between them. Hednold her to keep up
her end of the game. Parry. Pull back and reviseléfense. But she might
as well save her breath. The matter was out ohheds. She had to stay.
She had to see it through.

"The crazy part is," he continued in a low voidés 'so damned easy for me
to get a reaction out of you. Why is that, Kate? Athe only one who
pushes the right buttons? Am | the only one whargbas about what would
happen when your blood started to heat up and sensaturned to this
beautiful body?"

She gave her head a short, awkward shake. "Tac@mmplishing nothing,”
she murmured. "If you'll excuse me, I'll go backide now."



It was a poor attempt at bluffing and he recognited such. As though she
hadn't spoken, he kept his gaze on her face, ma@kavgy closer un-til his
body was only inches from hers, close enough fotdéeel the heat, close
enough for her to feel his breath on her face.

"It was a little silly of you to think you could ¢ from your own needs,
wasn't it?" he whispered. "Sexual desire is notlinige ashamed of. That's
like feeling guilty for being hungry when you hawve food or thirsty when
you've gone too long without water."

His gaze moved from her face to her body then lzazin, as though he
were searching for evidence that his words werggbrg about some visible
change in her. Evidently he found what he was logkor. His husky laugh
whispered across her face, and an instant latéramds came up and settled
on the tree on either side of her head.

"It's been a long, dry spell, hasn't it, Kate?"

The space between their bodies was now too smalbtioe, and when he
turned just a little, his chest grazed her bremsslight, teasing touch that
shuddered its way through her sensitized body.

"Who are you?" Her voice was hoarse with shock.c&remd something
else that she didn't want to explore at the mon@ntnaybe ever.

When he pulled back his head and blinked, the isgzlerotic energy
dimmed for a moment.

"You know who | am," he said.

She shook her head once, then again, with more.f6iko." She stopped
and cleared her throat to make her voice stedtNer.| don't. One minute |
think we might grow to be good friends, and the tngou're doing

something like this, something guaranteed to ulesete. Every time we
spend more than a few seconds together, you makeng kind of test. You
turn on those wild, sexy vibes to get me all agdaOr you come out with
rude, intimate pronouncements designed specifitalipake me lose my
temper. It's like I'm a lump of bread dough that yoke occasionally, just



to see if there are any changes in the consistémayyou still haven't told
me why. If you acted the same way with Veda, | dosdy it was just
something in your personality, but it's only for.ine

"Only for you." He moved again, brushing his chastoss hers, making
sure she felt the rough caress on the taut tipeiobreasts.

Kate closed her eyes and tried to draw back, taddrce the tree to absorb
her. "What do you think you're doing?" she raspeid o

"I know exactly what I'm doing, but it's nothing fgou to worry about,” he
whispered. "I'm just chipping away at the walltddi"

"Well.. . well, don't do it," she gasped.

"You don't have to stay," he told her. "You can maway anytime you like.
| haven't laid a finger on you."

He was right. Just like in the dream, she knewcsludd move if she wanted
to. And just like in the dream, she knew she wasgto stay.

A look of savage satisfaction settled on his fezgwand he dipped his head
so that his mouth was a warm breath away from aer"#'s pretty pitiful,
Katie, the way you lie in bed alone, having hotains."

Bending his knee, he slowly brought his left leg hgiween her thighs,
gently forcing her body to accommodate the senstraision.

"Just don't make the mistake of thinking those ah®are anything like the
real thing. Do you want me to tell you what thel teang feels like?"

When she gave her head a frantic shake, he respamitie a soft laugh.
"No? Too bad, I'm going to tell you anyway. In réfd, when you're lying
naked in a man's arms, it's not a solitary sensatou feel it in a dozen
different places. The heat. The hardness. The, siek—"

"Don't—"



The protest died in her throat. This was too mitckent way beyond what
she had felt in her dream. The teasing, tormerirake of his muscular leg
between her thighs, denim through silk. The rougkture of his shirt

grazing her breasts again and again. The warmiisdireath on her ear. It
was all explosively erotic. And it was all real.

Even though the effort was becoming painful, sha ker body still. If he
would just stop, she could reclaim her strength,&juld find a way to fight
what she was feeling. But he didn't stop.

"When he kisses your throat and breasts and stgnyachcan dig your
fingers into something real. You don't have totliere and take. You can
move, Kate. You can give. And at the end, when gome, all those
beautiful spasms of pleasure aren't thrown out srgpty space. They
happen against a wet mouth or clasping fingerotrH

"No."

He ignored the harsh denial. Moving his chestehéhe hard, cold buttons
on his shirt scrape roughly across the tips oftiteasts. His leg was still
moving between her thighs, up and down, again gadta

She was going into sensory overload. If she dido'tsomething, if she
didn't make it stop, she was going to disappeaoria violent burst of
sensation. She had to move away. She had to fercgriigged body to—

"You give everything that's in you at thatmomengt&" he rasped in a
slow, rough drawl. "And all that's left is peadés the best damned cure for
insomnia that's ever been invented."

Through a red haze of pleasure, Kate realizeddvegr body had begun to
thrust forward to meet each sliding stroke, agaid get again as she
struggled to get more and more of the feeling.

With an inaudible cry of protest, she brought hamds up to his chest and
pushed him away.

It took no effort at all. One little shove and shas free.



In her haste to get away from him, she stepped anddy to the side and
stumbled. When he automatically reached out to hetp she drew away,
ignoring his hand. She couldn't let him touch Hiehe touched her again,
she was lost. She wouldn't be able to leave hirav&iuldn't ever be able to
leave.

Regaining her balance, Kate moved quickly towael ihckdoor and the
safety of the house.

David watched the door close behind her, his filgached, his breathing
harsh and fast.

After several long, tense moments he turned amketbdack against the
tree. Only when he brushed a hand across his fddeedealize that the tips
of his fingers were raw from digging into the trééhad taken every ounce
of strength he possessed to keep them on the tawugj to keep them off
her body.

Drawing in a deep, rough breath of air, he sear¢bedalm. He pulled up
survival techniques he had used against his enesmigédorced his pulse
rate to return to normal, forced his muscles taxel

What in hell had he been thinking? He had wantddawee her agitated and
confused. He wanted, if only for a brief momenth&an important force in
her life.

Good God in heaven, he had been crazy to try songglike that. Out of his
freaking mind.

There was a riot inside him, but it was differerdnfi the panic attacks.
David felt no urge to run and keep running. Thidipalar riot was caused
by an overpowering need to follow her into the l@® up to the bedroom,
and finish what had begun here in the moonlight.



In the kitchen, Kate leaned back against the dber, knees weak, her
breasts heaving, her breath coming in rough, urgasps.

She still couldn't believe what had just happeidicher defenses, defenses
it had takenher years to build, were gone. Andddnt laid a finger on her.

A semi-hysterical laugh caught in her throat. Newmea million years had
she thought she could feel like this. She had adadit it, she had seen it in
movies, but this wasn't the kind of thing ordinargmen felt.

With David .. . When her husband made love to hdmad always been
gentle. Filled with laughter and love. With Dave#x had always been fun.

"That wasn't fun,"” she said in a hoarse whisper.

It was more like being on a rowboat in the middfeaohurricane. A
life-and-death thing.

And maybe that was what bothered her the most.nRio@ngly attractive
man had teased her in the moonlight, but to Kdtbad somehow felt
important.



SEVEN

Reaching up, David yanked the cord dangling froend#iling and the light
bulb responded by sending down a yellow cone 6t lilgat illuminated the
area immediately around him yet left deep shadawshe rest of the
cavernous room.

The basement was large, measuring the length aditth wf the house and
filled with the usual clutter found in such placBsxes, tools, and one long
wooden bench that substituted for a work- table.

Staying in the circle of light, he moved around a&edd the labels on the
boxes in the immediate area. Some fell into mystericategoriesGreen
K&K. FFQ. BBC/18 Mo. Others were more easily deciphered.
OutdoorXmasLights. Grandmama'’s Blue China.

And then there were boxes marked simplgvid.

He opened several of them and spent a while sotti@gontents. Books.
Clothes. Fishing equipment. A collection of antidpaaks. Things that used
to belong to him, back when he was alive and ttas fis home too.

When beads of cold sweat broke out on his forehBagtid clenched his
fingers into tight fists, sucking in deep, unsteadgaths to fight the rising
panic, and eventually it began to ease.

There were still times when he would wake fromghtmare and spend the
rest of the night pacing the floor, resisting slegfusing to be pulled back
into the dark echoes of those six years. But tkeegnattacks didn't happen
nearly as often now, and they didn't take nearljoag to fight off when
they did.

His lips twisted in a tight, humorless smile. Heeknperfectly well why the
attacks were diminishing in strength. The truth ytias present was gaining
power over him, and in the process, the past weg leelipsed. Since the
night he had goaded Kate into leaving the stealketg of her bedroom,
memories of what happened under the oak tree cagosted all other
memories."



That night, after she left him, David had sperewva hours driving aimlessly
around the city of Dallas, ignoring the lights date-night action, held in
the grip of lingering desire. He didn't come backiluhe was certain he
could resist the urge to go into the house andupé bedroom they had
once shared.

David still wanted to do that. He still wanted &k her out and finish what
had begun that night.

Over and over again, he had relived those momantisei backyard. The
way she looked when the breeze stirred her pale Tlae way those thin
layers of white silk, insubstantial as a passimgitht, clung to her hips and
thighs, outlining and emphasizing her breasts.

Now, when the memory again brought an automatideiging in his groin,
he swung around and pushed fingers through his hair

This is ridiculous, he told himself as he paced dénea in front of the
workbench. He was making too much out of the wiialeg. So he had the
hots for a beautiful woman. Big, freaking dealwks a perfectly natural
reaction. After six years of celibacy, being cldasea woman like Kate
would drive any man crazy.

He gave a short laugh. After six years Eleanor Beels would have looked
pretty damn appealing.

If he had any sense at all, he would go out, targ night, and find a willing
woman, a woman who didn't come with complicatienaoman who didn't
drive him crazy. They were out there.Hundreds amudieds of beautiful
women. All he had to do—

David abrupdy cut off the thought. He was foolinggelf. Lying through
his teeth. He wanted Kate. No other woman, no matiev beautiful, no
matter how willing, would do. He wantdGhte.

And in acknowledging that fact, David also had tkreowledge another
one: His desire for Kate felt like a betrayal. WagtKate was somehow a
denial of what he felt for Kathy.



Crazy.
"Hi, Mac."

Jerking his head around, David watched as Ben stejopo the small circle
of light.

"Whatcha doin' down here?"

"Thinking." David unclenched his fingers and drewai slow breath. "Just
thinking. And what brings you to the nether regi®hs

"Hiding. Just hiding." Picking up a screwdriver fiiathe bench, the boy
stared at it for a moment. "How about we preteke this is a Mutated Tur-
de Super Swamp Saber?" He swished the screwdnirargh the air. "That
way we can zap the bad guys and turn 'em into sewedge."

"Who are you hiding from this time?"

The boy made a face. "Him," he explained, usingsttrewdriver to point
toward the ceiling.

David glanced upward, then back to his son. "God@ Must really have
been bad."

Ben laughed, and when Ben laughed, he threw hisendugly into it. David
laughed with him. He loved watching his son, lowkd way the small
brown eyes came alive with dancing gleams of light.

"Not God, silly." He drifted into the darkness, nmy with sure steps
through a maze of boxes. "Gardner Irwyn Bennet,chlled back as he
climbed over an old chest. "Every time, he bringsvérs. And every time,
he says this joke about how they're from Gardmarden. Do you think he
forgets he already said that joke? It wasn't euany the first time. But my
mom always laughs." Dropping to his stomach, Bexclmed under a small
table. "Not a real laugh, though. The kind of laligk you're reading the
words in a book. Ha, ha, ha. Like that."



"You're a pretty smart kid, aren't you?"

"l told you, they tested—"

"Yes, | know. They tested your brain and you'vea@gbod one."
Frowning, David reached up to rub his jaw. Why @l kid she choose men
whom his son had to hide from? Either she didrdvkhow Ben felt, or she
didn't care.

She cared. There was no doubt about that. Davidéean the way she was
with Ben. Over and over again he had seen evid#hateshe was a good
mother to his son.

Did she simply have a blind spot where her men weneerned?

When Ben returned to the circle of light, he haplastic bag half-full of
suckers clutched in one hand. "They're left ovemfrHalloween," he
explained to David.

"That was over six months ago."

"Suckers don't get rotten. | already ate all thedyones, though. There's
only green and purple now." He held up the bag.rvéame?"

When David declined, Ben hopped up on the benchhagdn to swing his
short legs back and forth. "See if my tongue i®gréehe said, poking out
his tongue.

"That's disgusting."”

The boy grinned. "Mary Katherine Prescott gave oreescandy that makes
your teeth and tongue glow in the dark, but my mvooaldn't let me eat it."

"That's tough." He sat down on the bench besidednsand spent a moment
studying the miniature face. "Remember the daycarue to the apartment
and told me that none of your mother's friends Woubke a good dad for



you? You were hiding from Julian that day. Now yeuiiding again. Want
to tell me what you've got against Gardner IrwymBett?"

Ben shrugged, concentrating all his attention ensticker. "He just doesn't
want me around.”

"What makes you think that?"
He shrugged again. "I guess ‘cause he told me."

He glanced up at David. "It was the first time lzne here, right before
Christmas, and he brought me a present. It wasv@dwesent, but | told
him 1 liked it anyway '‘cause my mom was right thangl she already told
me to be nice. He kept saying | was a fine boyheutalled me Benjy, like
he didn't even know that was a dog's name."

He talked in a constant stream, his swinging legsplkng time with the
words. "Then my mom went to talk to Veda in theké&n and Gardner's
forehead made lines across it like cartoon sea guitl he told me to stop
bumping into furniture and don't touch the tablétfcause my hands were
dirty, and Jesus, can't | settle down. | told hershouldn't say Jesus in a bad
way, specially at Christmastime 'cause that's kibday. And that's when
he said don't talk to him 'cause kids give him aerV

Ben paused to draw in a deep breath. "So | guéddike it better and I'd
like it better if | just wasn't there. And that'eiyl came down here. See?"

David frowned. Ben didn't exactly sound traumatizede was
matter-of-fact about the whole thing, as thoughete the normal course of
events. But David didn't like it. He didn't likeat all.

"Why haven't you told your mother how you feel atloim?"

"'Cause it would hurt her feelings,” Ben explaipagiently. "She likes him,
and she likes me, and she wants us to like eaehn.d@ht he doesn't like me.
And I don't like him. And | don't like how he adilee this is really his house,
going around touching stuff that doesn't even kglimnhim. | want to tell
him to settle down, but | wouldn't say Jesus withause—"



"What stuff?" David interrupted.

"Everything. Just everything. He picks up my dauttures and looks at
them mean. Then he goes all around the living raoving stuff on the
shelves and tables like he's checking for dirt."

Ben's upper body rose and fell as he exhaled adigind "Gardner gives me
nerves."

"l think he gives me nerves too," David mutteresbtiyh clenched teeth.

For a long time David simply sat and stared at wiadl. Then, rising
abruptly to his feet, he glanced down at his sWarit me to show you a
secret?"

Ben jumped off the bench, looking intrigued. "Sure.

Picking up a folding ladder, he told the boy tagralong his Super Swamp
Saber, and the two of them walked through the shado the opposite side
bf the room.

Five minutes later David was sitting at the topthed ladder and Ben was
two steps below. On the wall, up close to the wgjliwas a small vent
covered by a metal plate.

Years ago, when David discovered the vent's pacpi@perties, he hadn't
told Kathy. The next time she went down to the bes#, he had called her
name in a ghostly voice; scaring her to death. &lgh she had known
David was responsible, she had never figured ocattixhow he did it.

Putting a finger to his lips to warn Ben, Davidefatly removed the metal
plate. Instandy voices came from the vent, as @edrsharp as they would
have been had the speakers been in the same room.

"... know you don't like hearing this, Kate, buethoy needs a reliable
masculine influence in his life."



David stiffened, automatically resenting the mapsatronizing tone.
Evidently Kate didn't care much for it either. Wheme responded, there
was a definite touch of sharpness in her voice.

" "The boy' is happy, healthy, and well adjustediyshould | mess around
with that?"

"There's no doubt that he's a fine boyfife boy. But you have no way of
knowing what problems are brewing for the futurea few years he'll be an
adolescent, and that's a rough time, even for @mlavith two parents. You
have to prepare for that now. Face it, Kate, teeyely so much you can do.
The boy needs a father.”

"Why do people keep telling me that?"You know tlo&d saw. If three
people tell you you're sick, lie down."

"I don't know ... | don't know," she muttered, sdung harassed,
exasperated.

A moment later, when he heard her apologizing tahest, explaining that
she needed to make a business call, David motifamd®en to precede him
down the ladder.

"They can't hear us over here," he told Ben whewg teached the other side
of the room.

"That wassoawesome." Ben's eyes were wide with wonder. "Hawdu
know it was there?"

"A lot of old houses do the same thing. But it's sacret, okay?" David
paused, watching his son's face for a moment. "Wewe right about
Bennett. He's a stupid twit."

Ben nodded and leaned over to scratch his kneer Afmoment, without
looking up, he said, "This kid | know, JonathanIlRhVintner, he used to
live across the street. Not right across. Two heukavn that way"—he
used one finger to point over his shoulder in a egan easterly



direction—"and then across the street. He movdd 8aso, so he doesn't
live there anymore."

David waited. There was something in the boy'sev@gomething in the way
he avoided David's eyes, that told him this was emttran a casual
conversation.

"One time,"” Ben continued, "when we were playingtlon the desert,
Jonathan said sometimes R.J. hits him. R.J. istejgdad. Only it wasn't
spanking. Jonathan said R. J. hit him with his haralfist.”

He stopped scratching his knee and began scratblsmdbow, still keeping
his gaze down. "Jonathan told his mom and she gdtand said he was just
telling lies and she was going to send him to high his grandpa in
N'Arlins, Louisiana, and Jonathan thought that weisy because his
grandpa didn't ever hit. But it hurt his feelingschuse his mom thought he
was lying."

"That's too bad,"” David said softly.

Ben nodded. "Sometimes | think about Jonathan. 8orese— See, he
didn't go to N'Arlins with his grandpa. They toaknto El Paso."

"And you wonder if R.J. is still hitting him?"

When Ben nodded, David sat down and pulled hisosa his lap. He was
afraid for a moment that Ben would think sittinglaps was a baby thing to
do, but the boy didn't protest. He scooted closdil his shoulder was
pressed against David's chest.

Swallowing past the lump in his throat, David exuhla slow breath.
"Things like that happen sometimes, Ben. | wisly ttheln't, but they do."

Glancing down, he found that Ben was watching Hosely. "It's not going
to happen to you," he said, the words slow andiggetUnderstand?

You have too many people watching out for you. Yowther, Veda,
Ralph. And me. We wouldn't let something like thappen to you."



Raising his hand, he brushed the hair off the sfoathead. "I don't think
you should spend any more rime worrying about B&#ndast because he
comes to visit your mother and brings her flowesegh't mean she's going
to marry him. Your mom's a pretty smart lady. Stoeildn't get hooked up
with someone who's a fake."

Ben turned his head away, but not before Daviddesh the apprehension
in his eyes. "But what if she does?" Ben whispef@¢hat if he fools her?
Even if he didn't hit me, he can't be my dad, Méecan't."

"That's enough," he said, his voice firm. "It's gotng to happen."

Ben scratched his nose and muttered, "It might.”

"It won't."

"It might.”

"It won't.Because | won't let it. | won't— Are any of youom's friends the
kind of man you'd want for a father?" David askbdugatly.

Ben shook his head slowly. "Junior is nice, andettmmes Julian makes me
laugh, but they're natads.You know? They're just men."

David knew what Ben meant. None of them was getyinterested in the
boy. They were nice to Ben simply to get closeKate.

"So how many men are we talking about?" David asked
"Junior and Julian"—he held up a finger for eacm#dand Mr. Allbright
and Gardner Irwyn Bennett. Russell married thatlaaly with the pointy

chin and she doesn't like my mom, so he doesn'edwre anymore."

"What about Douglas?" he asked, remembering tHeKedé received the
day she hired him.



"Oh yeah, | forgot. Douglas has two houses. OndDallas and one
somewhere else. | think it's in one of the M stas he's not here too
much."

"Okay, that's five." David smiled. "Piece of cakkkyou don't want them
hanging around, we'll just have to get rid of them.

"Are we gonna shoot 'em?" Ben jumped to his fastefes round with awe
and what looked suspiciously like gleeful anticipat "Wait, | got a idea.

How about if we bury them down here under the floblobody would

probably ever find them down here."

David laughed and shook his head. "Bloodthirstielinonster, aren't you? |
don't think we need to do anything quite that dca3the two of us will just

have to convince them that hanging around your eragnot what they
wanted to do after all."

He went down on his knees so that he and his som ey to eye. "So what
do you think? Do we have a deal?"

After wiping his hand on his shorts, Ben extendet iDavid. "Deal,” he
said earnesdy.

David shook the grubby little hand and laughedehgtht. "Okay, then. It's
setded. Today we get rid of Suitor Number One."gdesed. "You say
Gardner Irwyn Bennett doesn't like kids?"

Ben nodded. "They give him nerves."

David's lips curved in a wicked smile. "Excellent.”

Ten minutes later, when Ben left the basementetivars a purple sucker in
his mouth and purpose gleaming in his small broyese

Moving back across the room, David sat on the Inddd waited. Soon he
heard the scuffling of his son's shoes on the wodiggng-room floor.

"Where's Mom?"



"She had to make a business call." Bennett's veigs distracted, his
thoughts clearly elsewhere. A moment later, howethet changed.

"Can't you be still? Why are you hopping? Hoppisdadr outside. When
you're inside the house, you can't hop."

"Sure | can. It's easy. Watch."
"l didn't mean— Will youstop that?"

"Okay, but my muscles get jerky when | be stillérBwvarned. "If you want,
| can sit down by you and talk. Want to talk, Gandty

"As a matter of fact, | do."

In the moment of silence that followed, David pre Ben settling down
on the couch beside his unsuspecting victim.

"You like me, don't you, Benjy?" Bennett was calnmaw, his voice
smooth and friendly.

"Sure | do. | like you just fine."

"I'd like it if you told your mother that. And magh. . Why don't you tell her
that you'd like for her to get married again? Yo like it, wouldn't you,
Benjy? Having a man around the house all the tsnejeone who could
teach you how to behave and . .. and do actiwtidsyou."

"What kind of 'tivities?"

"I don't know." The smoothness was slipping judiita "Whatever boys
your age do."

"You mean like playing dump trucks? Yeah, | likedks. Are you going to
marry my mom, Gardner?"

"I'd like to. And | would also like to be your fah Benjy."



"Cool. But | don't have to talk to her about gegtmarried. See, we talked
about that already, and she promised, cross het, lleat soon's she gets
married, she'll have some more kids. That's onwadoof she was the only
child and she didn't like it, so she wants me teehlats of brothers and
sisters and that way | won't get lonely. We think fwvould be good. Do you
want—"

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about having kids." He paused. "Butyina you better marry
her pretty quick, Gardner. It takes plenty of titnenave five kids and she
might get too old. Unless she had twins. My fri€@akey Riggs, his mom
had—"

"Kate never said anything to me about— What hapgémeour lollipop?"
Bennett's voice was low and wary. "Benjy, didntiyave a lollipop in your
mouth when you came into the room? Where did it §@&riness had now
blossomed into panitWhere is it?"

"Maybe | dropped it. Purple's not my best coldiké the yellow ones better
but— Oh, there it is."

"Where?"
"Right there on the back of your sleeve. Be dtithn't reach it when you're
wiggling. Now | got it. It has some fuzz on it, hbat's okay. You can wash

suckers."

"You malignant little son of a— This jacket eashmereDammit, boy,
you've smeared that filthy purple mess all overtthek of the sleeve!”

"You might ought to get used to it, Gardner," Bamdssagely. "With six
kids, somebody will probably always be gettin' stuf you."

"I would slit my throat first," the man mutteredder his breath. "Tell your
mother. . . tell her that something came up armlldn't stay."

The last words were faint. Exit lines, said onwagy out.



David leaned back against the wall and laughed.

One down and four to go.

Kate walked into the living room, frowning as sh&anged around.
"Where's Gardner?" she asked Ben.

"He left. He said | was supposed to tell you tleahsthing came up. | like
that dress. It looks like a tea party."

"That's all he said, that something came up? lwsasy the phone, so how
could—She sat down on the couch with a sigh. "hedl exactly what
happened, Ben."

Her son tilted his head to the side and squintgohsg he always assumed
when he had to do some heavy thinking. "We weretalking. .. um, let's
see, | was telling him about how Casey got twinylbsbters and then .. . and
then ... oh yeah, that's when Gardner found a gdlege on his coat and his
face turned red like he was holding his breath."sktaightened his head,
opened his eyes wide, and shrugged. "And thenibdehsahad to leave."

Kate shook her head, a wry smile twisting her li@srdner was a good
friend, but sometimes he could be a real pain. ddre he took with his
appearance bordered on the obsessive. He would besre mortified to
find that anything about him was less than perfect.

"Do you think Gardner had bad manners from notistaio tell you about
his coat being dirty?" Ben asked, breaking intotheughts.

"Maybe." Shrugging, she rose to her feet. "Oh wejljess I'd better go tell
Veda to save the fancy stuff for another time."

Ben did a little hop-skip dance. "Yea! And we cat i the kitchen with
Veda and Mac and you can take your hair down 'cadrem it's rolled up
that's for business and tonight's just for fun.”



"All of that," she agreed, laughing as she walketlad the living room.

She was halfway down the hall when the door tabdmement opened and
McKinsey Smith stepped out.

Instantly, unwelcome heat rose in Kate's face. €0 dnnoyance, the
memory of that night in the backyard was as powees mortifying, as
ever.

"The phantom boss," he said in his raspy whispeva$s beginning to think
you were a figment of my imagination.” He pausexdkjrig a moment to
examine her face. "Everywhere | am, you seem teld@vhere."

Avoiding his eyes, she moistened her lips. "I'verbbusy."
"You've been scared," he corrected.

"Don't be ridiculous." She began to move past himan stopped abruptly.
Now was as good a time as any to get this over. with

"l had hoped that night, | mean what happened ketwe that night, would
just go away," she said, still without looking amnh"If | didn't mention it
and you didn't mention it, we could simply forgetver happened. But
you're going to mention it, aren't you?"

"For sure."

"That's what | thought,” she muttered, and turneslad to face him.
"Okay, let's get it out in the open. You startedlsteg me and it went too
far." She moved her shoulders in a halfheartedgshiRrobably because |
responded so ... so readily."

"You went up like a rocket."

Her eyes narrowed in irritation. "We're adults,®®e stontinued, her voice
tight. "And we both understand human sexuality."



"l don't know." He tilted his head in a gesturettfom a moment reminded
her of Ben. "Sex is a pretty complicated subjeaybkt you should be more
specific. Since it's obviously important to youuywouldn't want to take a
chance on being misunderstood."

"You are the most—" She broke off and forced cailio her voice. "Okay,
I'll be blunt. Because I've been alone for a nunobgears—"He interrupted
her with a soft sound of derision. "Unless youalkihg about knives, there's
a distinct difference between blunt and dull. Yewxplanation is dull. It
would be blunt to say that it's been a long timesiyou had your ashes
hauled." His lips curved in a knowing smile. "Onac¢h had you primed and
ready."”

She sucked in a sharp breath and swung aroundnduiner back to him,
cursing the telltale heat that once again floodedféce.

When she heard movement behind her, Kate tensadatmoment later felt
his breath on the back of her neck.

"Feel the wild, sexy vibes, Kate? You called ittthamember? | liked that.
And | like the way you look when you feel it."

A whisper of sound and he was even closer, his bodghing hers from
behind. "I could touch you right now and you'd m&lbu're ready to jump
out of your skin, aren't you, Katie? Just like yoere that night. Know what
| think? | think if | had left my knee where it wés just a little longer, you
would have gone right over the edge." He gave &yhlsugh. "Sweet
heaven, I love it. | love knowing that | can getytou so easily."”

"Get.. . out; she ground out through clenched teeth.
A moment of silence; then: "Are you firing me?"

Say yes, she ordered silently. Go ahead and fire Tell him to pack his
things and leave. Tell him to get as far away fitare as possible.



She tried. Kate really tried to get die words duiif they were stuck
somewhere in the back of her throat and the onipdahat came from her
was a trembling little sigh.

She silently counted to ten in an attempt to relithe tension.

"No," she said finally. "I'm not firing you. At lsanot now. You do a good
job around here."

She moved forward a step, putting some distancedast them before she
turned. Still too unsettled to look at him, sherestiaat the floor. "But it's

more than just your work. Ben—my son talks to yida.tells you things a

boy can't tell his mother." Her lips twitched irs@lf-deprecating smile. "I

was a little jealous of that at first."

Raising her head, she met his eyes. "l realizegbeibig brother to my son
wasn't part of your job description, but I'm a ga@ysbugh businesswoman
to like the idea of getting double for my money.IS@nt you to stay. As an
employee and as Ben's friend. But you have to memou'll forget what
happened . . . that night in the backyard. If yan'tcdo that, I'll have to let
you go."

Although her voice was firm and her expression meiteed, the threat
didn't leave him shaking in his boots.

And why should it? They both knew that if she wagg to fire him, she
would have done it that first day, the first time¢hallenged her.

In truth, and in spite of what she had just tolth hKate found the thought of
his leaving vaguely disturbing.

"I won't forget," he told her now, "but | can pretke I'll pretend it didn't
happen and you can pretend it didn't happen. Biggpened . .. and neither
of us is going to forget it."

"l can live with that,"” she said, her lips curving slight smile. "Sometimes
pretending makes it so."



"No, it doesn't,” he denied softly. "If you lie yourself often enough, you
start to believe the lie. But that doesn't makany less a lie. Somewhere
inside you, the truth is still alive."

Damn the man, Kate swore silently as she moved dbevhall. It was much
too easy for him to get under her skin.

But, of course, it was even worse than he knewdide't have to say a word
to her. He didn't have to be anywhere near herKale had to do was think
of him and her mind and body went into chaos.

Swallowing a groan, Kate looked around and suddesdized that she was
standing in the middle of the kitchen, rubbing hese with one finger while
Veda stared at her as though she had lost her mind.

"No," she said in answer to the older woman's ukspa@uestion, "I'm not
trying to communicate with extraterrestrials. | @aut here to tell you that
Gardner bolted, so you can save the expensive eli@eanother time."

Her brow creased in thought as she began to rubftimse again. "As a
matter of fact," she said slowly, "save it all fanother time. I've just
decided to take Ben to Pizza With Pizzazz for diririghe glanced at Veda.
"Want to go with us?"

"Right," the older woman said, her voice heavy wsrcasm. "Waiters
dressed up in pig costumes, kids screaming in rog &nd throwing up on
my shoes. Call me crazy, but that's not my idea @dod time."

"Mine either," Kate admitted as she turned to ledBat to Ben, it's the next
best thing to heaven."

She had almost reached the living room when shedhdac's voice. He
was in there with Ben.

Coward, she accused silently as her steps slowed,dtopped altogether.
What was she going to do, hide in the closet etrarg she heard his voice?

"You're a natural,” Mac was saying. "Oscar mateBeh. Top-notch stuff."



"In the Christmas play, | was the sad elf," Bem tioim. "I had more words
than the other elfs and | said them all. My mond $avas so sad, it almost
made her cry. That meant | weeslly good."” He paused. "Gardner said he
wanted to be my father.”

Kate's lips tightened in anger. Gardner Irwyn Betweuld be lucky if she
didn't strangle him. He had no right to speak @hsthings to her son.

Moving into die doorway, Kate looked into the roongeding to see her
son's expression so she could gauge the damagddddardner's careless
words.

"But he probably needs a kid like Markie Adams,'hB®ntinued, looking
remarkably carefree as he gazed up at his friend. Mdarkie's clothes
never get dirty, and guess what he has for snacladt sticks."”

Mac reacted with a husky laugh. He had one largadheesting
companionably on Ben's shoulder as he stood loakagn at the boy.

"Let me tell you something, Ben," he said, his eoiow and slow. "Any
man who was given the chance to have you for aadrdidn't go down on
his knees to thank God isn't much of a man.”

In the shadowy hallway, Kate caught her breathh@lgh his voice was
normal, the deep longing in Mac's smoky-gold eyesipht a swift, sharp
pain to h£r breast.

Carefully stepping away from the door, she turned walked away. She
would wait awhile before telling Ben about the op@m plans for dinner.

Mac wouldn't like knowing that Kate had seen theklmn his face. He
wouldn't like knowing that as she stared at himrgleegnized his pain and,
for a moment, shared it.

And Kate didn't like knowing that her first instinbad been to go to
McKinsey Smith and hold him until the pain in baththem went away.



EIGHT
"Tell Junior I'll be there as soon as | can."

Kate held the steering wheel with one hand andpti@ne in the other.
When the car ahead moved, she eased her fooedff#tke and allowed her
small Chevrolet to roll forward a couple of feet.

"But if traffic doesn't pick up soon," she added/hyr "we'll be lucky if we
get to that dinner in time for the mock baked Amsk

"I'll give him the message," Veda assured her.t"dar't expect me to stay
in there and entertain him until you get here. Thah gives me a pain. He
talks too slow. It always makes me want to smack im the back of the
head and tell him to spit it out.”

Slipping off her left shoe, Kate rubbed the bottoimer aching foot on the
carpet. "I would rather you didn't smack my guestiess | give a specific
order. Why don't you tell Ben to keep him company?"

Pressing the button with her thumb, Kate brokectireection, dropped the
phone to the seat, and reached up to rub the Haokr meck with her free
hand.

It had been a long day.

First thing that morning she had flown to Houstogheck on the two Quick

Care Centers under construction. She had spedathen the run, talking to

everyone from plumbing contractors to city coumoiémbers. Then her
flight back to Dallas had been delayed for ovehanr. Now she was caught
in a five-mile-long traffic jam.

A very long day.

And, of course, there was the Chamber of Commadroeedyet to come.

Junior Thibideaux wasn't a member of the Chambe€Caihmerce. He
wasn't a member of anything that had anything tevitlo work. But Junior



had one great attribute. He was always availablenwikate needed an
escort.

In the past few weeks, for one reason or anotherhad been forced to turn
to Junior more and more often. Her other escoresmsd to have
disappeared. Kate hadn't seen Peter or Julian ekswveDouglas hadn't
gotten around to returning any of the calls shelbfian his machine. And
Gardner hadn't put in an appearance since theealftther house because
of a stain on his jacket.

"Something my best friends won't tell me?" she eretd as traffic moved
forward another few feet.

The sad part was, Kate didn't really care. Shetineb of working so hard to
keep her relationships with men platonic. Tiredgoing to party after
meaningless party. Tired of being a walking adsertient for Quick Care
Car Centers. She was tired, period.

A strange thought had come to her on the flight éo®&he could sell out.

Even to consider selling her business was a Btthry, but the more Kate
thought about it, the more she was drawn to tha.i8&e could put part of
her profit into stocks or real estate, whateveusearena Peter Allbright
recommended, and use the rest to start anotheureergomething that
would give her some real satisfaction.

And what would do that? she wondered.
"What do | want to be when | grow up?" she murmwaledid.

It wasn't a new question. In high school and lateollege, it had bothered
Kate that all her friends were so definite abouatthey wanted to do with
their lives. Out of a bottomless grab bag, they palled career choices.
Teacher. Doctor. Lawyer. Engineer. But for Kateats different. She hadn't
had a clue. She only knew that she wanted to fesdipnate about her life's
work.



And now, years later, she still wanted that. And still had no idea what to
choose.

Thirty minutes later, when Kate opened the backdoat walked into the
kitchen, the only conclusion she had reached waisstie was too tired to
reach a conclusion.

A few feet into the room she paused. Mac was thrieast the bottom half
of him was. He was lying on his back under the sarle knee raised. His
lower body was twisted slightly, all his muscleghti

Kate was tired. That was why she didn't have ttength to look away from
his body. That was why she wasn't able to ignoeditte electric zing that
was caroming around her lower regions.

Almost a month had passed since the night theyimmée backyard. After
their little talk, Mac had managed to observe ladl proprieties. Although
there was occasionally a certain look in his eyes wace of something in
his husky voice that told her he wasn't going togéd what happened
between them that night, so far he had kept hishwad hadn't mentioned it
again.

Now, as she laid her briefcase on the counterJideost from under the
sink, rested the wrench in his hands on his storreuth looked up at her.
"The disposal was making funny noises," he expthine

"Veda was probably trying to grind up someone whaoged her." She
glanced around. "Speaking of our little ray of sune, where is she?"

Reaching back under the sink, he gave somethinglastetwist. "The
butcher sent the wrong cuts of meat for your ptotgorrow night, so she
decided to go yell at him in person. | gather thia long-standing feud."”

"It's sort of a love-hate relationship.” She stnett her neck to one side then
the other, trying to work out a kink. "Veda haths butcher and loves to
yell."



He sat up and examined her face as he wiped hdshlana rag. A moment
later he rose to his feet, walked to the refrigaraand pulled out a bottle of
mineral water. After twisting off the cap, he haddieto her.

"Thanks." Kate took a long swallow, then held tbh&ldottle to one temple
as she leaned back against the counter. "What dotlyoak about art
galleries?"

One eyebrow quirked in surprise. "Let's see," he slawly. "The lighting
is generally pretty good, but the people who spelud of time there always
talk funny. When you go to a special exhibitiont tieere early or all the
food will be gone. Steer clear of people who aymg to find something to
match the sofa. Don't ask the opinion of a seramligctor or you'll be stuck
all night." He paused and glanced at her. "How aioihg?"She laughed
and shook her head. "I meant as a business pragodio, never mind.
That's not really what | want to do anyway."

He raised one brow. "Don't tell me you're thinkofgdding to the empire.”

"Not adding. Swapping." She took another long sovalbf cold water. "I'm
going to tell you a secret, Mac, but if you repedtll swear you're lying."

"My lips are sealed." His honey-gold eyes gleameth laumor as he
crossed his heart with one finger. "Honor of a lyamah."

She leaned closer and lowered her voice. "| dam& gvhether or not cars
get dirty."

Drawing in a slow breath, she moved a couple gissgavay from him, and
as she continued, her words gained strength andesmtounm.

"It's just not an important issue in my life. Someds .. . sometimes when
I'm meeting with a company rep who's trying to sed new improved hot
wax, or some marketing genius who wants to map asutadvertising
campaign guaranteed to capture the interest afdh&ashing public, | sit
there and listen to them talking so earnestlyghatlburning in their eyes, a
quivering fervor— that can only be described ag@is—in their voices,



and | feel an overwhelming urge to grab them bycibliars and say, 'Get a
grip, people. We're talking abocar washes." "

He had been laughing through most of her diatilmev he shook his head.
"They wouldn't get your point.”

"I know, and that makes it worse."

Rubbing his chin with one finger, he studied heefdInstead of buying a
gallery, why don't you create something to hangna?"

Kate frowned. She used to paint. A long, long tage. Several people had
even told her that her paintings were good. Dabédause he loved her, had
given her talent an importance she personally cmliitdeserved. Back
then she had been too unsure of herself to letrengther than her husband
see her work.

Maybe—

She shot a sharp glance at Mac. "What makes yaik thhave artistic
abilities?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Your hands, | guessyTlook like artist's
hands."

Frowning, she dropped her gaze to her hands. Theeg wrdinary hands.
The right number of fingers, opposable thumbs, omadength nails.
Ordinary.

"You look tired," he said, abruptly interruptingriteoughts.

When she raised her head and found him watchingshersmiled. "Good
guess.” Leaning back against the counter with ar'yveigh, she glanced
over her shoulder toward the front of the housam$l escort still waiting, or
did he get fed up and go home?"



"He's still here." He tilted his head to one silles, lips curving in a wry
smile. "You know, Junior's lucky he's rich. He's eaactly a top mental
specimen, is he?"

"If you're trying to get me riled, it won't workni too tired to take offense.
Junior's okay."

"Probably real restful.”

His oblique indictment startled a laugh out of H&s a matter of fact, he
is."

Moving closer, he let his gaze drift over her fagain. "You're ready to fall
asleep on your feet," he said, his voice low anskiu"Why don't you
cancel your date and spend a couple of hours spakia hot tub?"

"Don't tempt me," she groaned, then pushed awawy the counter. "l can't
do it. I have to go to this dinner. Make contaBtshmooze a little.”

As she walked to the door she added, "A shower agassa few dabs of
witch hazel, and I'll be good as new."

It was a lie, but Kate was going to do her levedtihe make it so.

As she reached the staircase she could hear hetaong to Junior,
evidently entertaining her date as Kate had regde§he must have been
subconsciously taking in the conversation becauseoment later she
stopped abruptly and frowned.

Turning around, she walked back down the stairsraaded closer to the
living-room door.

"... and she says having really lots of money ligd thing. She says if she
ever got really lots of money, she would give Itaavay. She'd just give it
away."

"What? What were you saying?"



"l was just talking 'bout how my mom would give tir®ney away. And
maybe if she got a husband, she would make himigaweay too. You have
really lots of money . . . don't you, Junior?"

"Well, yes . . . yes, | guess | do.”

"But you wouldn't mind not having any, would younéan, you could get a
job and everything."

"Job? What kind of job? Why should | get a job?"

"Well.. . but maybe you wouldn't have to. If my maave all the money
away like she said, we could probably just be tranhgaw a movie about
tramps. They kept a spoon in their pocket so tloeydceat right out of the
can. It was beans. Do you think there's a ruleghgs tramps can just only
eat beans? And they slept on the ground undeeartrine park. I'd like to
sleep on the ground, wouldn't you, Junior? If yarmed my mom and she
made you give all your money away, we could makieta camping trip.
And every day we could—"

"l think we've heard quite enough from you, mistdfate said as she
walked into the room.

On the couch, Junior was leaning forward, perspmatovering his smooth
forehead. Kate almost laughed at the naked harmrbisieyes.

With her hands on her hips, she stood looking datAmer son. "Would you
like to tell me what's going on?"

Ben shrugged. "Me and Junior was just talking."
"Junior and | were just talking," she correctede8Y| gathered that much.
And from what | heard, you were doing most of thAkkihg. Why are you

making up stories about being a tramp and livinthenpark?"

"It wasn't a story, least not really. '"Member thate on 'Life of the Rich and
Famous," and that guy's house was so big he hdwlvito get to the other



end, and you said it was bad for him to have sommugney, and if you had
that much money, you'd just give it away? 'Membet?2"

"l couldn't give my money away," Junior said, hisce weak. "It's in a trust
fund. | don't have the power to—sleeping undeea,ton the ground, out in
the open .. . Kate, thatfangerousBesides, I've always had a weak chest
and the dampness—"

"Junior . . .Junior! When she was sure she had his attention, she saic
slowly and firmly: "No one wants you to sleep unddree."

Turning her head, she sent her son an evil lookn"®as just being cute.
And now he's going to go to his room and sit in¢bener in his thinking

chair and give some thought to what happens te litbys who get too
cute."

Turning her head, she smiled at her date. "I prenhisvon't keep you
waiting much longer."

Poor Junior, she thought, hiding a smile as shet@diBen in the direction
of the stairs. Being a member of the idle rich Wasior's one and only
source of pride. It was a wonder he hadn't runasoneg from the house.
Ben had picked the one thing guaranteed to undeitie

At the foot of the stairs, she stopped and frowitmy had he managed to
pick that one thing?

Rubbing the tip of her nose with one finger, shgdmeto sort through the
events of the past few weeks. Gardner had lefthitvgse in a panic,
immediately after talking to Ben. Julian. Peter.uDlas. All of them had
been regular escorts and all of them had disapgesitbout a word. At
least, without a word ther.

Something was going on, and whatever it was, the®no way Ben had
come up with it on his own.

But Kate was pretty sure she knew who had.



Swinging around abruptly, she headed back towagditichen.

Veda, in the process of unpacking a box of steglesced up when Kate
walked in. "So you finally got out of the traffiam."™Finally," Kate said, her
gaze firmly on Mac.

He raised one dark brow in inquiry, and when shetiooed to stare in
silence, he said, "Well, | guess I'll mosey alohige disposal seems to be all
right now, but if it starts making funny noises eggou may want to think
about getting a new one."

Still silent, Kate waited for him to leave, thenlldsved him into the
backyard.

When the screen slammed behind her, he turned @réuthought maybe
you had something you wanted to say to Veda inapeivl guess | was
wrong."

"l guess you were."

He stood for a moment, hands in pockets, thergatsimile twitched at his
lips. "Was there something you wanted to talk toalneut?"

"Oh, yes." The words were clipped, her stance gpkaktile. "Oh yes, |
definitely want to talk to you about something."eStrew in a slow breath.
"l was on my way upstairs when | happened to oarlaeconversation
between my son and my date."

He shook his head slowly in regret. "Eavesdroppisgfat polite?"

"Do you know what Ben was doing in there?" she d$ken rolled her eyes.
"Why am | asking? Of course you know. He was eateirig my date with
tales of what it will be like to be a bum, afteniar marries me and | make
him give away all his money."

That this brought an appreciative laugh from Madenkher eyes narrow in
anger. "At first | wondered if Veda was behindoitit this isn't Veda's style.
You put him up to it, didn't you?"



"Put him up to it?" He shook his head. "No, I'maadrl can't take that much
credit. Ben came to me with a problem and | gave dliittle advice.”

"This is unforgivable. Absolutely unforgivable.” Shvalked a few steps
away, then swung around and walked back. "I kncat tbrmenting me
gives you some kind of secret thrill, but how cowtdi use Ben like this?"

"l wasn't using him," he said quietly. "I was helgihim."

"What on earth made you think—" She stopped to dnasnother calming
breath. "Explain yourself, please."

He stared down at the ground for a moment, themcgld up and met her
gaze squarely. "It started the day Bennett was. hevas in the basement
when Ben came down. He admitted he was hiding aagairntold me why."
He shrugged. "Eventually we got around to discuyssiih of your men. It
seems that Ben was worried you would marry onéerit”

"Oh, please," she said, throwing up her hands asparation. "You can
come up with a better story than that. Ben coulomssibly—"

"You weren't there." His voice was quiet but firfifou didn't see the look
on his face. The boy was scared."

"Scared? But why—" She broke off, her thoughts asedl. "l just assumed
he knew—"

"You can't assume," he interrupted, and now shelitba fierce intensity in
his voice. "When it concerns Ben, you have to kfowsure."

Although Kate tried, she found she couldn't rebamtfor telling her how to
deal with her own son. Whatever else she thoughtitaldcKinsey Smith,
she knew he genuinely cared for Ben.

She exhaled a slow, weary breath. "If Ben wasyeadirried like you said,
why didn't he come to me? Why didn't he tell me Hm@felt?"

"He was afraid it would hurt your feelings."



This brought a startled laugh from her. "My sonaj®/manages to surprise
me," she said, shaking her head. "He didn't haytharg to worry about. |
never thought of marrying any of the men | date."

By unspoken agreement, they began to walk togethiéey're all good
friends,” she went on, "but even if they had beearrerthan friends, |
wouldn't have considered it. None of them clickethvBen. | would never
marry anyone who didn't have a special feelingrigrson."

"Bobby Sherwood's father has a special feelinggdor son,” he said after a
moment. "From what Ben told me, | would say thelyaleng real well."

"I'll bet." She gave her head a slight, irresokhake. "No, it has to be right
for me as well. | don't mean that | have to be destely in love with the
man | marry—if and when | ever remarry—but | dodchélike him. | need
to care about him."

He glanced sideways at her. "Looks like being aemparcan get
complicated.”

"You said a mouthful,” she said, her voice ruéf8bme little thing happens
and you start to wonder if it's really a littlerigi after all. Maybe, to your
child, it's something important. Maybe it's somethtihat will affect the rest
of his life."

Her steps slowed and she raised her head to nseeyés. "Me," she said in
a low whisper. "That's it. That's all Ben has. Yave this wonderful little
life, and I'mtotally responsible.” She tapped her chest with the keuokl
her index finger. "I'm the one who has to keep healthy and strong. | have
to make sure he's happy and secure. It's all upeto . . and frankly that
scares the pants off me."

"Understandable. But if you remarried, you wouldabée to share the load."
"Share?" She made a wry face. "With whom? Junior?"

"Not hardly,” he said with a short laugh. "But there other men around.”



"I know. And some of them are good uns, as Ben w/ealy. But how can |
be sure which onewill put Ben's welfare above a®| haven't found that
kind of man yet. I'm not even sure he exists."

But he does, she thought suddenly. The man besideduld put her son's
welfare first. Strange that she should be so sttiead. But she was just as
certain that it was a truth that would be bettérdasaid.

Moving to stand in front of her, he stared dowrhat for a long, silent
moment. "It's been tough on you, hasn't it? Not fassing him on your
own, but worrying about him on your own as well."

"That's the worst part.” She gave a soft, ruefugjia "Lying awake at night,
terrified that I'll do something wrong. Little fesagrow in the dark, you
know. And there's no one there to say, 'Lightenviqu're making too much
out of nothing.""

He laid one rough palm against her cheek. "I'mysbhe said in his raspy
whisper. "I'm sorry you've had to do it all alone.”

Mac's words didn't quite reach her. She was toertalp by the sound of his
voice, the intensity in his eyes, and the way hasrwhand felt on her face.

"You're not really so tough, are you, Kate?"

Her lips moved in an unsteady smile. "Why don'tlatethat be our little
secret? Pretense is the glue that holds me togelhérever stopped
pretending, | don't know what would happen. | wquidbably spend all my
time hiding in the closet.”

When he didn't respond, when he simply stood thesebody only inches
away from hers as he stared into her eyes, Katééelpulse quicken in
anticipation of... of what?

"Well..." She paused and cleared her throat. "Isgukd better get back
inside. If I hurry, we may have time to make thisiner after all.”



"You mean Junior's still hanging in there?" Hissligvitched in a crooked
smile. "l was afraid it would take more to move Himan it did the others.
Something along the lines of a dirt hauler.”

"Leave Junior alone," she said, returning his sriilaanks to you and Ben,
it looks like he's going to be my main man for ale:h

The change in Mac was instant and complete. His ex@rowed, his
features grew hard, and when he spoke, his voidddlen on a sarcastic
edge. "Until you can cultivate a new crop, that is.

And then he turned and walked away from her witlamgther word.

"Back to normal," Kate murmured as she slowly miagleway back to the
house.

Just for a moment something had been different.
For one brief moment, when Mac's hand was on e éd he was staring

down into her eyes, Kate could have sworn she Bawame look of painful
longing that was sometimes there when he lookédrason.



NINE

"| feel like a damned sneak," Ralph grumbled. 'tehaaving to wait until |
know Kate's not here before | come to see you or'"Be

The two men were in the garage apartment. Ralledahnd paced while
David ate his lunch at the bar that separateditbledn from the small living
room. Kate had left a few minutes earlier for aibeiss meeting.

David picked up his sandwich and took a bite. tifmakes you feel
uncomfortable, don't do it."

The older man threw him a disgruntled look, thehaded a noisy sigh. "I'm
afraid to come around when she's home. I'm afrliddrew up and say
something stupid and make things worse than theady are. Every time
she calls me, she always ends up asking if anythwgong, if there's
something she can do to he§he'svorried aboume.Do you believe that?"
He shook his head. "I keep tellingher everythingisd fine, but she knows
damned well I'm lying because she starts askingtogqures about my health,
my business, my love life."

David glanced over his shoulder, one brow rais&au'still have a love
life?"

"Not that it's any of your business, but yes, I'do.

"You ought to settle down." David's lips curvedarwicked smile. "As a
matter of fact, | know who would be perfect for yMeda."

"That virago? Do you really think I'm going to detoked up with someone
who would most likely kill me in my sleep after thiest argument?” The
older man grinned sheepishly. "Besides, she woniug with me. She says
| remind her of her first husband.”

David laughed. "From what I've heard of Trip LaBaljou can probably
take that as a compliment. She said he was thesteking alive."



Ralph cocked his head in speculation. "Do you thHikBreaking off, he
shoved his hands in his pockets. "Stop trying ange the subject. We're
supposed to be talking about you." He paused andedhaloser. "I'm
worried about you, son. I'm worried about Kate Bed, too, but mostly I'm
worried about you."

David gave a short laugh. "I've recently discovetteat worrying is what
parents do best."

"How long do you think you can keep this up?"

Ralph's voice and expression showed genuine contéon're digging the
hole deeper and deeper every day."

Turning his back on his friend, David put down ilcesd-tea glass and stared
at the wall. What was he supposed to say to that®&sn't sure of anything
anymore. How could he tell Ralph what he was gaindo or how he felt,
when he didn't know himself? He didn't even know e shouldfeel.

After some heavy soul-searching, David had finattknowledged the fact
that he had used the situation with Ben to his adwantage. It would have
been very easy to have gone to Kate and told éBién was worried about
having a stepfather. She would have known exadtigtio say to the boy to
reassure him, to make him feel secure.

But that wasn't the way David wanted it to hapgéa.had wanted Ben's
problem solved, butewanted to be the one to solve it. He had needbd to
important to his son.

But, of course, that wasn't the only motive behimgl actions. There was
something else, as strong as his desire to helgdnsbut not as easily
defined. David had wanted, he haglededto send Kate's men packing. He
didn't want a single one of them around her. N@nesiow-talking, slow-
thinking Junior.

Feeling more harassed by his own emotions thandyyh®s questions, he
rose abruptly to his feet.



"It's getting a little complicated," he murmureds hps twisting in a rueful
smile.

The older man responded with a loud, expressivert.si@ little
complicated, you say? That's like saying hell's gu&d hot."

Moving a step closer, Ralph reached out and laedlarge hand on David's
shoulder. "You have to do what you think is righdy. And I'd be the last
one to tell you just exactly what right is. But seo or later, one way or
another, the truth is going to come out. And wheloes, | don't want any of
you—you, Kate, or Ben—to get hurt by it."

An hour later, as David trimmed the small hedge lihad the driveway, he
found his thoughts returning again and again tctmversation with Ralph.

The old geezer was right. As long as David stayd,as long as he was so
involved with their lives, there was a chance theeht would come out by
accident. The only way to retain control, the owly to make certain that
his identity would be revealed when and how he ghtbest for everyone,
was for him to leave.

And that was something David couldn't do. Not nblwt yet.

If he could somehow manage to examine his feelingKate rationally,

maybe other things would become clear as well. Mdaydwould be able to
understand why he was still here, holding fash®sdtatus quo. If he knew
that, then maybe he could figure out what the Inevas going to do next.

A moment later he heard the backdoor slam and sigl@en was beside
him, pulling at David's arm as he hopped up andrdimwexcitement.

"Mac . . . Mac, it's amergency!l forgot to tell my mom there's a game
today. But it's not just a reg'lar game. If we wig'll be champions of the
whole districk. I'm the best batter on my team.yrheedme, Mac. Come
on...come on, we gotta hurry.” Grasping Davi@isd, he began to tug at
it urgently. "Coach said we have to be there adland it's already two and
four-oh." He held out his wrist, showing David tlaee of the plastic digital
watch.



"You're right. It's definitely two and four-oh, buthy are you telling me?"
Rising to his feet, David glanced toward the hotiééhere's Veda?"

The boy was hopping up and down again. "She can$le has to wait for
somebody to bring her new barking lounge chair l#eats back and jiggles.
But you could take me. You'd like that, wouldn'uydlac?"

"Sure thing." He frowned, rubbing his jaw as hewkd his son to lead him
a couple of steps in the direction of his car. "8om't you think maybe we'd
better check and make sure this is all right wighirymother?"

"| already called her on the car phone. She saynlask you, but if you
don't want to, | can't whine or look pitiful at ydude stopped for a moment
and glanced up at David. "But you really want ton'tlyou, Mac, and that's
not even whining."

David chuckled. "It's not whining, but I'm afraiebwy look pretty pitiful.
Okay, sport, give me a couple of minutes to clgaand we'll go."

The sports park where the game was to be held éad & big open field
until the city divided it up into playing fields hE park contained six soccer
fields as well as six baseball diamonds, each sedlby chain-link fences.
Hundreds of cars were parked on the grass arountidids, following an
orderless pattern apparently set by the first ¢ararrive. The portable
refreshment stands that had been brought in fod#ys events offered
snow cones, popcorn, cold drinks, and dill picldégargantuan size. Two
sets of small bleachers were positioned near elaging field, but most of
the' spectators had brought folding lawn chairs seidat the edge of the
soccer fields or right up against the chain-linkdes in order to give their
offspring instruction and encouragement as the ganogressed.

When David and Ben arrived at the park, the opgpsam was using the
field to practice. Ben's team, the Badgers, woalke ttheir turn next.

Although the temperature had only reached the ngldtes, the lack of
clouds or any significant breeze made it seem warie they walked
toward the bull pen David shrugged out of the wiedler he had worn
over a navy T-shirt.



Ben glanced up at his arms. "You don't have as roals on your arms as
you do on your back." He paused. "l guess you pytizad a lot of fights."

David's lips quirked in a sardonic smile. "One-didéights,” he
acknowledged.

"How do you do a one-sided fight?"

"It's not that hard,” he murmured. "There are peapthe world who like to
cause pain, especially to someone who can't figbk.h He glanced down
and met his son's eyes. "Don't ever do that, Bem't2ver fight someone
who can't give you a fair fight."

The boy nodded solemnly. "There's this kid, Malcolra has wires on his
leg to make it grow straight. One time a fourthdgnacame up and started
pushing him around and stuff. And | got in troullgh Miss Evans for
throwing dirt at him— the fourth grader, not Malesl-and callin’ him a
stupid butt."

"You threw dirt at him?"

Ben grinned. "That way | didn't have to get closewgh for him to hit me.
He washig" He paused, his brown eyes squinting in concentratSee, the
best thing about being in a fight is so you canytlir friends about it. If you
say you threw dirt at a kid in the fourth gradeyou clobbered Big Roy
Gene—he's the meanest kid in the whole second -grtde would be

something good to tell. But it would sound prettymb saying you won a
fight with a kid that's got wires on his leg."

David stared down at him, his heart swelling, riffiup with pride. And he
found himself silently thanking Kate. She had darfme job of raising this
boy. No man could ask for a better son.

A second later, when Ben's friends spotted himlzeghan to shout for him
to hurry up, David walked to the small bleacherrastithe Badgers' bull
pen. Finding an empty spot on the end, he sat dowlristened to the pep
talk the coach was giving the boys.



After a while he became aware of the people oceuptte seats around
him, sensing the care they were taking not to ldiogctly at the deep scars
on his arms.

"You're with Ben Moore?"

Turning his head, he found that the woman nexirtownas not as discreet as
the others on the stands. She was staring at himpen curiosity.
Automatically, David didn't like her. The specutattiin her eyes was the
nasty kind. Hiding a smile, he wondered if she BasRoy Gene's mother.

He nodded. "Yes, I'm with Ben."

"l guess Kate couldn't make it today." She shoakhlead in regret. "Some
people simply don't understand that children are@emmportant than
business." She paused for his response. When he mae, her lips
tightened and she said, "Are you a relative? Bamie?"

"I'm a friend," he said, his voice quiet and husky.
"A friend," she repeated. "Do you mean a frieniKate's or—"

At that moment the attention of everyone in thenig was drawn to the
Badgers' bull pen. The boys were clumped togeth#ra center. Someone
shouted, "Fight! Fight!" while one lone voice wasstj as clearly yelling,
"Get up, Ben! Hit 'im again!"

Even though most of the parents left the bleacherran, David was the
first to enter the narrow enclosure. He didn't indrately see Ben, but he
quickly picked out his son's opponent, a boy whe wadler and wider than
the others.

Reaching into the tangle of excited youth, he ledand slowly began to
extract his son. Whenhe turned with the wrigglimy lunder his arm, he
almost tripped over the nosy woman who had bedamgibeside him
earlier.



She was on her knees beside the other pugilist, reovd she shot a
venomous glance up at David. "If you're going tdarbeharge of your little
friend,” she spat out, "you'd better damned well leaw km control him.

Just look what he did to my Sonny."

Ignoring her, David carried Ben out of the bull pemd away from the
crowd. When they were several feet from the batébkdd, he set the boy
on his feet and studied his face. It was stillweth fury, his small fingers
still clenched into fists.

"Calm down . . . come on, Ben, it's over." Restiggh hands on Ben's
shoulders, he looked into the boy's eyes. "Now, wauat to tell me what
that was all about?"

"l showed my friends where you were sitting andl tilem you were my

best friend now." The words were tight with anged alightly breathless,

his thin chest rising and falling rapidly. "Chaddsthe scars on your arms
made you look like a Ninja warrior. Then Sonny Beoswho is nothin' but

abig ol snot said the scars made you look deformed. Andhd tlhat's why

| said Sonny's face makes him look like a geekg.tur

David pressed his lips together, controlling thgeuto laugh. "And that's
when the fight started?"

Ben shook his head. "No, then Sonny said how'dggiuhe scars anyway,
and | told him you got them from ripping the heaffsgeeky turdsThat's
when the fight started. Sonny pushed me into Jeramy Jeremy pushed
me back into Sonny." He shrugged. "I got tired eftigg pushed, so |
punched Sonny in the stomach."” He glanced up atdD&Sonny Boosier
sure is squishy."”

David cleared his throat and somehow managed (o &st¢raight face as he
said, "I'm afraid your people skills need a littterk."

Keeping a hand on the boy's shoulder, he went dowone knee. "Listen to
me, son. This next part's not going to be easyaritwou to go back over
there and tell Sonny you're sorry you called higeeky turd."



"But, Mac—"

David shook his head. "No buts. This is what youehto do. Because
you're a good kid. And because you're strong. §temough to handle the
tough things. | know Sonny was rude, but that doesatter.” He kept his

gaze steadily on the boy's small face. "You see, Beu can't make Sonny
stop doing wrong things. You can only make suréheat you do is right.

Understand?"

Ben didn't answer right away. He swung around ackkkl at the dirt. He
punched the palm of his hand with his fist a cougflemes. Then he drew
in a deep breath, his upper body rising in the @sec

"Well... well, I'm not sorry | called him that. Sonis a geeky turd and
everybody in the whole second grade knows it." tfedd his head and
looked back at the field. "But I'll go over thergdesay it, even if it is a big ol'
lie. But it's only 'cause you told me to."

David followed along behind him and stood neardhelosed pen as Ben
went back in. Sonny's mother was still there, stepa@lose to her son,
shooting venomous looks at both Ben and David asfahmer began to
speak.

Ben's words were low and they all ran together,ibbwias nonetheless an
apology. The look of satisfaction in Sonny's eyesden David want to
smack him, and the boy offered no apology in retaor did his mother
demand one. It was some consolation that the bthey avoided Sonny and
each reached over to give Ben a sympathetic pateohack.

When the adults returned to their seats, Mrs. Boadecided to sit at the
other end of the stands. Another consolation.

A gquarter of an hour later, when Ben left the penake his place in the
batter's box, a circle on the ground that indicdtedvas next in line to bat,
the boy's expression was still moody, and Davideldgpat once he got into
the game, he would forget about the fight and gisshy adversary.



"There are a couple of other things | need to talixou about while you're
here," O'Halloran said.

Kate sat in a chair across the desk from Kevin @, a feasibility

expert and troubleshooter whom she used occasyorid office was in

one of the high-gloss, high-priced, high-rise bnidg that lined the
freeways in north Dallas. Kate had been there limost an hour, and she
still hadn't managed to work up any enthusiasmtf@ project under
discussion.

"First, the Midland-Odessa sites you were consndgetiHe pulled several

papers from a stack. "Apparently, word leaked bat you're a prospective
buyer and, well, | don't have to tell you what thegans. | have a couple of
alternate sites that I'd like to show you. This,a®you can see..."

Kate leaned forward in her chair to accept the paeanging her features
to simulate interest.

She simply didn't care anymore. Maybe it was hesstbf her, but she didn't
care that all the dust in west Texas made it intperdor the people who
lived there to have access to quality car washes.

She wished she had canceled this meeting and goBer's ball game
instead. It was only the second game she had missedhe didn't like her
work coming between her and her son even to timatdd degree.

A small smile twitched at her lips. She had onlg tmoment realized that
knowing Mac was with Ben somehow made her feelebetess like a
negligent parent. Mac would know how to show theppr amount of
encouragement and enthusiasm. She could count on Ma

When the phone on O'Halloran's desk rang, he piitkgal and then shot a
glance at Kate. "Yes, she's still here," he saehthanded Kate the receiver.

"It's me."

Kate recognized the husky voice immediately. Hearhgave one sharp
thump of fear as she rose to her feet. "What isiBen—"



"A bat hit him in the head," Mac told her, his tara@m. "He seems okay, but
| thought | should get him checked over by a doctde're at West Park
Hospital now."

"Thanks for calling.” Even though her thoughts wieatic, she kept her
voice as even as his had been. "I'm on my way."

Half an hour later Kate walked into West Park Htapthrough the
emergency entrance. Apparently Mac had been wagdbirher because he
was beside her before she had a chance to geeagngs.

"They just took him down to be X-rayed," he told.he

"But he's okay?" She searched his eyes for reasseird mean, you did say
he was all right?"

He nodded. "He was disoriented for a few seconasadiately after the bat
hit him, then he seemed the same as always. Hét didan have a
headache." He glanced away, his features tightetig it was a solid hit."

"I don't understand how he could have been hit lpata' Kate raked an
unsteady hand across her face. "Unless— Was heistginehind someone
taking practice swings?"

Still avoiding her eyes, Mac shoved his hands sblaick pockets and shook
his head. "Ben was next in line to bat. The boyadhef him got a hit,
something that apparently doesn't happen very oftergot a little excited
and slung the bat. It was just bad luck that hegiudirectly at Ben."

Kate didn't respond immediately. Puzzled, she ®eokoment to examine
his features, trying to decipher his mood. "Thesgmething you're not
telling me."

"The whole stupid thing was my fault." His voicesntaw and intense to the
point of curtness. "He wasn't paying attention. WMeuld have seen it
coming if he hadn't been distracted."



He raised his head to meet her eyes. "A few mirhgésre the game started,
he was in a fight. A kid named Sonny was makingdbtithe scars on my
arms and—"

"—and Ben punched him," she finished for him. Katew her son.
Defender of the underdog. Champion of the forgottestill don't see how
that makes it your fault.”

"There wouldn't have been a fight if | hadn't beén—

"If you hadn't been you?" she asked, her voice wift understanding.
"Don't be stupid. It wasn't your fault. It wasmte@ Sonny's, even though
he's the most obnoxious kid on the face of theneBen could just as easily
have been distracted by a butterfly or a funny-loglcloud. That's just the
way he is."

He shook his head in contradiction. "You don't ustind. | handled it all
wrong. | made him apologize, even though the dtitestarted it." His face
twisted with anguish. "Dear God, if anything happém him—"

She placed a hand on his upper arm, grippingoipysihg him from finishing
the thought. "Nothing's going to happen to him."

Kate suddenly remembered having had the feelinghthdnad lost a child.
Something like that would make Ben's accident seeam more scary than
it was in reality.

"l think I know what you're feeling now," she saihoosing her words
carefully. "When you ... when you suffer a lossnidkes you too aware that
tragedy isn't reserved for the other guy. Suddgoly realize that it can
happen to you too."

She paused, examining his smoky eyes to see Whets were having any
effect. "I think maybe you've lost someone you logad now, because
you've come to care about Ben, you almost feel\idur love is a jinx."



He leaned his head back and exhaled a slow brééh, I've lost people |

loved," he said in a rough whisper. "It almost pys off loving, doesn't
it?"

"Almost."

She gave her head a little shake. It was funny helwing him through the
crisis had kept her from going crazy with fear. Wased worry made the
burden lighter.

Sensing that he had gained a measure of contrtd, d&ided it was time to
change the subject.

"How did you get those scars?" she asked.
His lips twitched in a slight smile. "Pulling thedds off geeky turds.”

She chuckled. "That sounds like Ben's versionnd. il catch him using
that T-word again, | promise he will live to regret She paused. "Were
you in an accident?"Glancing away from her, he khois head. "Some
people with chips on their shoulders decided te thieir bad mood out on
me."

"Someone did that to you deliberately?"

He gave a short laugh. "Oh yes, they were verypdedie. And thorough.
The scars on my arms are nothing to what's on ra.ba

Deliberate? Thorough? What—

She dropped her gaze to his right arm, then a mblaien caught her breath
sharply. "Torture?" she whispered in horrified eisf. "Are you talking
about torture? But why? What on earth could havegked something so...
SO outrageouslgvil? "

He turned and began to move toward a line of chdigaiess you could say
| wandered onto their turf.” Kate thought she dite@ note of dry humor in
his voice. "Some people are very territorial.”



"A gang?" She sat next to him in one of the grastit chairs, her body
turned toward him. "Here in Dallas?"

"No, not here."

"But—" She broke off and frowned. "I guess | alwalgsught of gangs as
hoods who attacked people in alleys or drove bghtwot at members of
other gangs. I've never heard of them torturing thetims."

He leaned his head back against the wall. "Who lsnetat evil lurks in the
heart of man?" he said in a husky whisper.

She glanced down at her hands, then back at hiem YGu talk about it?"
"l can, but why should I?" He shrugged. "It's oVer.

"Is it? Were they caught? Were they punished faatwihey did?" When he
shook his head, she said, "Then it's not over. &alhe if you can't talk
about it. You're still carrying it all around wittou."

Although he didn't respond, the muscle beside lmatmtwitched a couple
of times before he tightened his lips. Whatever hagpened to him was
obviously still eating at him. And why shouldn'? iNo one could go
through that kind of thing and come out unscathed.

"If you don't want to talk to me," she said quietlthere are professionals
who could—"

"A shrink?" he interrupted, shaking his head. "Hank you. I'll handle it
my own way. I'm doing just fine without having to—"

He broke off abruptly, his eyes narrowing as heedaat a point beyond her.
Suddenly he was on his feet, taking her arm, pmller forward to
introduce her to a small dark woman, the doctor Wwha examined Ben.

"I've looked at the X rays," Dr. Weisman told therer eyes sparkling, her
full lips curving in an understanding smile. "Yaoswn is fine. Better than
fine. That Ben's a real character. And fortunakelyhas a nice hard head."



Kate didn't know until that moment exactly how figned she had been.
Relief left her momentarily weak and she glancedlat, needing to share
her happiness.

Sensing her movement, he swung around abruptlyatked a couple of
steps away from her. But he hadn't moved soon déndsige had already
seen the glistening of tears in those smoky-go&sey

Following him, she moved to stand in front of hiAfter a moment she
reached up and rested the palm of her hand orabé fDidn't | tell you
he'd be all right?" she whispered with an unstesadye.

He sucked in a sharp breath and his features tistth emotion as he
pulled her into his arms, held her tightly agaimst.

Kate had known for a long time that he cared farsom, but only now did
she realize just how much Ben meant to him.

Mac loved Ben. He really loved him.

But there was more than overwhelming relief invitagy he was holding her,
she realized. It was almost as though he weredafodet her go.

Puzzled, she pulled back slightly to examine hasuiees, but already he was
releasing her and turning to the doctor, who wagepty waiting to take
them to Ben.

As they walked together down the hall Kate kephgiag at Mac, thinking
of the intensity of his reactions, understanding accepting the depth of his
feelings for her son. In only three months he had—

She stopped abruptly, her eyes widening as sheeduola sharp breath.
When Mac glanced at her in inquiry, she avoideckies and forced herself

to start moving again. But as they followed Dr. ¥/ean down the hall, her
thoughts were chaotic, almost hysterical.



As crazy as it seemed, as unbelievable, in thin&igow lucky Ben was to
have the love of a man like Mac, Kate had recoghineherself an empty
little ache. A twinge of wistful longing. A secneish that this man's caring
might extend to her as well.

Dear Lord, she thought, moistening her dry lipss waossible?
Either Kate was going out of her mind or she wdsally beginning to fall

in love with the mysterious, incredibly complicatean who walked beside
her.



TEN

"... and after that we're going to pliyeevideo games '‘cause Chad's mom
lets him stay up till kvenwhen he has sleepover friends."

Ben was talking nonstop as he walked toward theaged at the curb. The
yellow vinyl backpack strapped to his back was falloverflowing and
bulged with mysterious bumps and lumps. Kate haatkéd it earlier, and
although there was actually a change of clothirsyde, most of the bulk
came from toys and games, things Ben had decidadd€had couldn't do
without on this overnight visit.

After speaking briefly to Chad's mother, Kate stmodthe sidewalk and
watched them drive away, waving until the car wasaj sight. And even
before it turned the corner, she missed Ben.

Three days had passed since the accident and shd spent most of
those three days doing "together" things with loer. §hey made cookies.
They played video games. They watched endlessararté\nd at night, she
would go into his bedroom to stand beside his lmebveatch him sleep.

Now, as she walked slowly back to the house, Késstwisted in a wry
smile. She had been a mother long enough to knat élentually
everything would return to normal and she would eoragain think
longingly of the unenlightened days when childrearevrepressed but
blessedly silent. But for a while yet she would lhet son get away with
murder simply because he had come away from theeadcwith nothing
more than a good story to tell his friends.

In her office, she switched on her computer antesetiown at her desk.
She would use this time to catch up on her workvamald take her mind off
the strange stillness her son's absence alwayglréathe house.

Two hours later Kate was still sitting at her dedkr hair was ruffled from
having restless fingers drawn through it too mamgs as she tried to force
herself to concentrate on the work at hand.



With a soft sound of exasperation, she pushed backchair and rose
abruptly to her feet. The twitchy restlessness tatldn't go away and
wouldn't let her relax was more than wishing Bers ware so she could
keep an eye on him. And it was more than beingndisanted with her
work. She knew exactly what was wrong with her. ghe didn't have a clue
as to what she was supposed to do about it.

Swinging around on her heel, she left her officd amlked to the living
room. Except for the flickering light from the teision, the room was dark.

Veda, in an ancient velour robe, was curled uphencbuch with a bowl of
buttered popcorn beside her. She glanced up whenwaked in.

"TV Timeslied," the older woman said in disgusBdtkstreet the best
crying movie ever made, was supposed to be on rele"waved a hand at
the screen. "Even if you put all the hacked-up boatys back together, that
broad could never look like Susan Hayward." Shevégaa noisy sigh.
"Gushing blood and decomposing bodies. When | waglathey didn't
allow gore in horror movies. Remember when we thougodzilla was
scary?"

"Godzilla was never scary," Kate said, her voistrdcted. "He was big and
clumsy and loud. And totally unbelievable.”

"Well, that's my point. Godzilla scared me. Teessker movies like this
one scared you. It makes you wonder what thewletia come up with to
scare Ben when he's old enough to watch horror @sdvi

"They'll probably stick him in a virtual-reality mhine, and if he doesn't run
fast enough in his mind, he'll get ripped apartdoyne shiny, metallic
techno-creature.”

Veda laughed and turned her attention back toc¢hees. "That girl there,
not the blond one, the one who's climbing dowrsilde of the building, she
has to be the worst actor I've ever seen, but lgould hear her scream. She
has a scream that could stop a freight train."ddweced back at Kate. "Are
you going to watch the rest of it with me?"



Kate felt the restlessness twitch through her ggaiaking it difficult to
stand still. She pushed a rough hand through heahd turned around. "No
thanks. I'm going to get a glass of milk and gauprio bed."

Veda didn't hear her. The older woman was alrealéng to the girl on the
screen, critiquing her performance, telling her rgiupid she was to have
gotten into the situation in the first place.

A few minutes later when Kate walked into her bednpshe didn't turn on
the lamp. She changed into a gown of pale blua,ghi&n went to the white
rocking chair by the window and sat down.

While she drank her milk, she rocked. It wasn'eatlg, soothing motion. It
was agitated and energetic, an outward express$iomer disquiet.

It was McKinsey Smith. Mac was causing these unfamidgety moods.
Or, to be more precise, it was her feelings for Mt were responsible.

That day at the hospital, she had been startledebguspicion that she could
possibly be falling in love with him. But at thensa time it had been only
that, a slightly shocking, still-unconfirmed suspit

Now, after having lain awake for most of the pasee, interminably long
nights, after thinking back over every encountecsithe day he had first
turned up in her backyard, she knew the truth.

Kate wasn't falling in love with Mac. She had athedallen. Hard.

She exhaled a soft sigh. What good did it do heaidmit it? There was
certainly no one around to celebrate or bemoaméerstate of heart.

Since the day of Ben's accident, Mac had takert geza to stay out of her
way. And when they accidentally ran into each gtheravoided her eyes
and made an excuse to leave as quickly as possible.

Even with Ben and Veda, he was different. He hattlenly, perceptibly
withdrawn, pulling back into his shell, once agpintting up the barriers
that separated him from the rest of the world.



Kate rose to her feet and moved closer to the windte lights were on in
the garage apartment. Was he having trouble slgepvas he reliving the
events that had caused the scars on his arms?

When she thought about the things he had toldh#re hospital, when she
thought about what he had lost and what he hadreddthe images hurt
her. But it was a strange kind of hurt. Persomdimate.

Now, as she stared at the lights in his windows csluldn't bear the thought
of his being alone over there as he tried to detl the demons from his
past.

Kate could help him. She was positive she coultielivould only let her.

What was it about men that made them think theytbddndle the difficult

things alone? Would it be showing some kind of geatable weakness if
they occasionally admitted to needing the warmtth @mmfort of another

human being?

A moment later, without giving herself a chancen&wve second thoughts,
Kate abruptly pulled on the short robe that matdhexdgown and walked
out of the bedroom. She didn't stop until she statdthe top of the wooden
stairs.

Mac, bare from the waist up, opened the door akheck. For a moment he
simply stood staring down at her.

"Just a second and let me get a shirt,"” he saalljinand moved as if to
close the door.

Reaching out, Kate put her hand against the dd@u ‘tlon't need to do that.
I'll only stay a minute. | just wanted to—"

When he moved slightly away from her, unwittinglipaing her to see one
small part of his back, her breath caught sharplyer throat.

Turning his head, he watched her, his eyes narramedwary. Taking a
step back, he shoved his hands into the pockétis ¢géans.



"My God," Kate whispered as she came closer. Igupthe way he
stiffened, she moved behind him. "Oh Mac. . . yoack. Your poor, poor
back."

Raising one hand, she ran her fingers across ttierhascles scored with
disfiguring scars. Then leaning forward, she predser lips to one deep
scar near his left shoulder, only vaguely awarenisfrasping groan of
protest and the deep shudder that shook througbokiig.

Moving abruptly, he stepped away from her and waitkethe bar, where he
picked up a glass and swallowed the rest of it¢ecus.

"What's die matter, Katie?" His voice was as &tffhis shoulders and he
spoke without meeting her eyes. "Isn't there anywnand for you to play
push-me, pull-you with? Are you afraid you'll gett @f practice?"

Kate's head jerked back sharply in reflexive reexcto the harsh words, but
she drew in a slow breath and forced herself tcareroalm. Whether he
liked it or not, she knew him now. And she undesdtavhy he felt he had to
do this. It was a form of self-protection.

When she made no response, he continued his tliaslsoon as | set eyes
on the first of your men—I think it was Allbright—kihew then that | didn't

have a thing in common with them. Other than Jyniey were all the Big

Business don't- get - in - my- way- because - I'moving- too - fast - to -

stop types. | didn't understand them, didn't reblly them, but | damned
sure pitied them. You had every single one of tieolted."

He glanced at her, then looked quickly away addiitke an iceberg." His
low whisper was distracted now, as though he wadkag to himself rather
than her. "Deep as hell and cold to the core.”

Visibly shaking off the mood, he gave a rough laugFhey just kept
hanging around, letting you use them like trainkonps, hoping the day
would come when you would feel something, hopingt ttomeday you
might actually need one of them. But they didndwranything about you,
did they? Kate the Mighty is a whole new modelh&d sex. All-inclusive,



sufficient unto yourself. If you ever find a wayreproduce yourself, you'll
be a genuine threat to society."

Although Kate knew he was striking out at her froim own pain, using
wild exaggeration to hurt her because he was tgyrthee bitterness in his
voice took her by surprise. And something aboutgta lines around his
mouth told her he wasn't pulling his accusatiortsobwhin air. He actually
believed that some of them were the truth.

"You're wrong." Frowning, she added, "At least, tipawrong. Maybe
Julian and Gardner— Maybe it's like you said aneythvere waiting
around, thinking | would eventually feel somethifing them. But how can
you of all people accuse me of being cold? You knowouknowl feel all
the things a normal woman feels."

For an instant their eyes met and the memory oft Wwad happened in the
backyard was like a solid presence between themoent later his eyes
changed and she saw him coldly, deliberately réfezshared memory.

When he walked to the window, turning his back en IKate cleared her
throat and went on. "After David died, after | wedkthrough the grief, |
knew | had to start... to start living again. étti— Mac, Ireally tried to feel
something for the men | met." She moved closerhasgave the halting
explanation. "But time after time | failed. Thatwally scared me a little. |
thought something inside me was permanently damdgdhen | finally
understood. | finally recognized what was going Dhere was a reason |
couldn't feel anything for those men. You see—"dBieg off, she shook
her head. "It doesn't make sense and maybe you waderstand how—"

When she didn't continue immediately, he glanceat bis shoulder. "Keep
going. The reason you couldn't feel anything ..até&Kdrew in a slow,

steadying breath. "I finally realized that | coutdregin a new love affair for
the simple reason that | had never finished wiéhdld." Her lips curved in a
bemused smile. "Crazy, isn't it? After all thesargel was still connected to
my husband. | was still waiting for David to comanfre."



Before she could even begin to explain that Macdiashged everything, he
swung around to face her. Grabbing her by the sleos) he almost lifted
her off the ground as he gave her a good, hardeshak

"Don't you get it?" His face was close to hers,duklen eyes blazing with
anger. "He isn't coming homPavid isn't ever coming back!"

Kate didn't bother struggling, and she made noaresp to the ruthlessly
shouted words. She simply stared into his eyes.

"l just had the craziest thought,” she said, heicesdow as her gaze
wandered over his stiff features. "For a minuted¢hgou almost sounded
jealous.”

A rough laugh caught in his throat. "Maybe | amdAmu're right. It's crazy
as hell." Releasing her, he shook his head andadép back. "It's time for
you to leave."

When she didn't move, his jaw tightened. "I'm wagnyou, Kate, you're
playing around with something that's right out otiyleague.”

And still she didn't leave.

Mac's golden eyes caught fire. There was angeheir tlepths, but that
wasn't all. Satisfaction was there as well. Satigfa and blatant, blazing
desire. It was as though, even as he was mentallplaysically pushing her
away, this was what he secretly wanted.

"You've had your warning." A harsh laugh came filom in his throat as he
turned and backed her against the wall, his gaifendrdown her body.
"Now you have to take the consequences. It's Ldthtt€rley time, Katie. Is
that what turns you on, going to the gamekeepmutgd for a little rough and
ready sex?" He laughed again. "Those poor sapseg/teen dating didn't
have a chance with you. They were the wrong clagsen't they, too
refined to fulfill my lady's fantasies? | can't pice any of them getting
down and dirty. They only know how to .. . how td'.



The words drifted off. He was staring at her moutrhat litde quiver in
your lower lip fascinates the hell out of me." Higice was softer now,
huskier. "It's strange how little things become amant. Like a kiss." The
last word whispered across her brow, stirring the hair at her temples.
"You could get naked and screw until dawn and itldostill be as
impersonal as a handshake. But a kiss is différent.

As he spoke he kept his gaze on her mouth, mal@ngjgs throb and burn.
"A kiss, full on the mouth, is personal. It's inaite. That night in the
backyard, things got hot. Real hot. Through mytshicould feel your
nipples getting tight. | could feel your heat on thigh. | damn near felt the
blood pulsing in your secret places. But | didisskyou. Not even to brush
my mouth across yours. | knew you wouldn't havestol me, and still |
didn't let it happen. Because | didn't want thihgsveen us to get personal.”
He gave a soft, self-mocking laugh. "But you knowai? \When you deny
yourself something you really want, even sometlisgimple as a kiss, you
find out that you can't stop thinking about it. Yache to have it, Katie. In
your mind, it becomes more erotic, more seducthva the act itself.”

Reaching up, he pushed his fingers through theomagither side of her face
and, clasping her head, tilted it up. Then he sldavered his head. By the
time she felt his warm breath on her lips, antitggaand desire had spread
through every inch of her body, setting her on.fire

The first touch of his mouth brought a swift intakdebreath, a sound that
seemed to affect him enormously. With a low groevblegan to devour her,
moving her head first one way then the other tongate of her mouth.

The heat of his desire was a potent aphrodisiat,tla® sheer force of it
moved her, pulling at her, making her press magentty against him. Only
now, when he was finally holding her, finally kisgiher and touching her,
did she understand how long she had been wantisdatinappen—maybe
from the first moment she saw him—and how desplgraied thoroughly

she had wanted it to happen.

His hands slid down her back, settling on her hapsl he began bunching
up the blue satin of her nightgown until only theeer silk of her panties
was between his clasping fingers and the flesteobhttocks. Raising her,



he fitted her against him, moving her hips up amdr letting his hardness
stroke the warm, moist ache between her thighs.

When a moan escaped her, he eased slightly awthasber upper body
rested against the wall, her hips were still présdese to him, and the line
of their bodies made a narrow V. Supporting hehwite hand, he reached
down into the small space between them and usekhtiekle of one finger
to caress the throbbing, sensitive mound, teasigirzciting, driving her
wild with need.

Through half-closed eyes she saw his face, hiseidgatures tight and
intense, his whiskey- colored eyes on fire withkless hunger.

She blinked, then blinked again, trying to clean\hsion. But it was no use.
The room was fading. The world and hard realityevading. There was
only sensation. His lips covered hers again, smotfpeher helpless
whimper of pleasure. She dug her fingers into thed hmuscle of his
shoulders, sucking urgently at his tongue and Idiper

Kate was begging, and she made no pretense thasianything else. She
didn't care anymore. She would beg, she would pEssiwould bribe if she
had to. She only knew she wanted more. Sweet heakerwanted it all.

When he groaned in response, the sound was lowoagd. Lifting her into
his arms, he carried her into the bedroom wherg fisletogether onto the
bed and began tearing at the other's clothing fratttic fingers.

A moment later, when he entered her, his first hardst was the most
powerful thing she had ever felt and she criedvattt the sweetness of it.
Each sliding stroke, each hungry touch was spootanelheir bodies had
taken over the wild coupling, their combined dess@mpelling their
movements, urging them on to completion.

And when the climax came, it raged through thenh looea breath-stealing,
heart-shaking explosion of joy.



Kate was lying on her back, her head resting on'$stwoulder, when she
felt his touch on her face.

"You're crying," he said softly.

She moved her face against his shoulder, an unspggasture of gratitude.
"It's the most amazing thing. | feel lighter. Astigh all the heavy things,
pain and loneliness and self-doubt, had simplyngéchiout of me. It's all
gone."

She feathered a kiss across his bare chest. "lyeisttould know what I'm
feeling. It's like being resigned to the hopelessnef slavery, then
suddenly, unexpectedly being set free." She moeedips to his throat and
again kissed the warm flesh. "Always before, whemeone simply kissed
me, it felt all wrong. It was like . . . like | wa®mehow betraying David."

She moved her head to stare up at the ceiling. ilthityou, it's different.”

She thought of David then and the way it used toBig even as her
husband's dear face flashed across her mind, i€ltad guilt. What had
happened between her and Mac still felt right.

David, her darling David, had always treated hettlgeas though she were
a fragile piece of china. But back then she had bemgile. Kate was a
grown woman now. And apparently, as she changeddeds changed as
well.

"It felt so right,” she whispered. "So wonderfully, beautifully rightwas
the most incredibly exciting thing that's ever hapgd to me.” She turned
her head toward him, studying his face. "It wastrigr you, too, wasn't it?
| mean, it wasn't just me?"

He gave a husky laugh, pulling her closer. "Noabkwhere with you. Every
step of the way."

She exhaled a soft breath, warmed by the honedti@mia his voice. She
hugged his arm tightly to her breast and begarutoher fingers lightly
across the scars as she studied his features.



"I can't imagine how you survived,” she murmuredold must have
suffered terribly."

"I had a way of blocking out what was happeninge"dthiled. "It frustrated
them, the way | could leave reality behind and ga tdifferent place. A
beautiful, gentle place where no hatred existecrd&twas only love and
peace."

The words brought quick, hot tears to Kate's epdtbough the tears were
for his pain, they also contained an element ofighss. He was no longer
shutting her out. There were no walls between them. Mac was finally
letting her see who he really was, an action thas,vin its own way, as
intimate as making love had been.

Her gaze drifted again over his features. "Sometimesometimes there's a
look in your eyes that hurts me to see. Is thatnwi're remembering?”

"I have flashbacks," he said slowly, as thoughwibeds didn't come easily.
"They come at me out of nowhere and | have to fightneed to run.

It's not as bad as it was in the beginning. | BaVe dreams once or twice a
week that have me waking up in a cold sweat. Whhappens, the reality
of where | am can't reach me. In my mind, I'm bteke, waiting for them
to come in, waiting for it to start all over agdin.

Turning in his arms, she moved her head to smoddissaalong his jaw.
"Maybe . .. maybe if you had someone beside younwloel wake up like
that, she could hold onto you and keep you in thee tand now." She
glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. "Y awk®i

His only response was another husky laugh.

"What?" she asked, smiling with him, sharing hisuaed pleasure without
knowing the cause.

"If I didn't know better, I'd say the Car-Wash Quegas propositioning
me."



She made a soft sound of derision. "Well, appayeptiu don't know
anything because that's exactly what | was doing."

Before the last word was out of her mouth, he wé#Bsg over to cover her
body with his.

David sat on a stool at the bar. It was three énntftorning. Kate was asleep
in the bedroom.

Spread out over the counter were the newspapgiregjp he had gotten
months earlier from the library. He pushed a pilthem aside and began to
go through the material he had passed over befloeearticles about his
kidnapping and the months that followed.

After arranging them by date, he picked up thedg, an article from one
of the local newspapers. Published two days aéeolution broke out in
Gamarra, it was a sketchy account of the kidnapph@avid and his
colleagues. As well as small pictures of the eight involved, there was a
larger picture of Kate. She looked pale, slighthzeld, and her enormous
green eyes held terror as she shrank from reporters

The following articles explored in detail what shient through in dealing
with his abduction and how she fought to have himed. The photographs
that appeared with the articles were a record ahgh and after a year, a
new maturity showed in her features. She stood kétrshoulders back and
her head high. There was inner strength in the sfey now faced the
cameras. This was a woman to be reckoned withhdset handful of
photographs, David saw her grow up and get strong.

She had to get strong. She was taking on the vagrkhe fought to have her
husband freed. She bullied the press. She tackkedetleral government.
She talked to anyone who would listen to her. Adtfher words were soft
and pleading, but that soon changed. Before loegnsts demanding that
they listen to her, demanding that someone somewmtiersomething to

have her husband released.



Finally David came to the last article in the péied the accompanying
photograph. The picture, taken on the day she éaelwed the news of his
death, was painful for him to see. She looked asl ds he was supposed to
have been.

He knew without being told that Kathy died that day

And Kate arose from the ashes, stronger and memeredent. And she
carried on. She began to make a new life for hieasel her son.

Sliding off the stool, David walked slowly backttee bedroom. For a long
time he stood beside the bed, staring down at her.

She had been through hell, as surely as he had.

But for her, the hell was over. She had a new Afgood life. The ugliness
that still followed him, that still had the power mmake him break out in a
cold sweat, was not a part of her life.

She thought she could help him. She was a stromganp but she didn't
know what she would have to deal with. She couldm&gine the things
that had been done to him during captivity, theoaties that were
committed on a daily basis.

Leaning down, he gently brushed a lock of hair ftoen cheek, then let his
hand linger on the soft, warm flesh.

She was an amazing woman, and she had fought dndrekcome who she
was. She deserved happiness. She deserved thesamimal, permanent-
press men. Men with no scars on their bodies, acssmn their souls.

Drawing in a slow breath, David forced himself tkiaowledge the truth he
had been holding back for days. He loved her. Bligng, independent
woman. This Kate. He loved her more than he lofedrhore than he loved
freedom.

And he knew the best gift he could ever give hes tedeave her world.



ELEVEN

Opening her eyes slowly, Kate stared at the stredksunlight on the
ceiling. As bits and pieces of the night beforedretp come back to her, she
smiled. Falling asleep in Mac's bed. Hearing hirmaspsoftly to her as he
wrapped her in a blanket. The sound of his footst@p the stairs as he
carried her up to her bedroom. Her sleepy protesen he left her.

She spread her arms, stretching slowly, luxurigusglyeling in the changes
in her body. But her body wasn't the only thing tied changed. Today, the
whole world was different. The sun was brightere &iir smelled sweeter. It
was a brand new day, a day fairly bursting withnpis®.

She sat up and wrapped her arms around her baes.kBaly now did she
realize how much she had missed this. The delidieeighg of anticipation.
The suspicion that wonderment might be out therst, yaiting for her to
find it. For six years those feelings had been iabse

She gave a soft laugh when she remembered thehedyasl propositioned
Mac the night before. He thought she was hintinghio to make love to
her again. Kate had wanted that. Oh yes, she Hadtdly wanted that.

But that wasn't all she wanted. She wanted Maeirite permanently. Not
just for herself, although heaven knew she andrigealed him. She wanted
it for Mac as well. They would be good for him. Skas sure of it, They
could be there for him as he fought his way throtlgh memory of hell.
They would help him get his life back on track batthe wouldn't have to
hide out anymore.

Jumping out of bed, she went into the bathroomtanted on the shower.
As she pinned up her hair she paused for a momwentjering what Mac's
life had been like back before he lost his fanilgck before he ran into the
people who hurt him.

Did those things happen simultaneously? Were timeglated or separate
steps in the same overall tragedy?



Whatever happened, however it happened, Kate cowldderstand how
his ex-wife could have let him go. If Kate had bé&&ac's wife, she would
have fought the devil himself to keep him.

There was so much she didn't know about him, skecadedged with a
frown as she stepped into the shower. In factstad really knew for sure
was that she loved him.

For now, that was enough. More than enough, mudaie than she had ever
expected to find.

That Kate had no hesitation in admitting the wag $élt about Mac
surprised her a little. She had always believetittsne fell in love again,
she would have to say good-bye to her husbandt Wwatn't that way at all.
David was still in her heart just as he had alwagsn, just as he always
would be. And somehow she knew he would have IMed.

No, she corrected silently, "like" was too tame @dv McKinsey Smith
wasn't the sort of man to incite bland emotionsvi®avould have been
fascinated, as Kate was, by the twists and turidaafs mind.

Leaning her head back against the damp tile, sbe dn a long, slow
breath, warmed by the knowledge that David wouldenaeen happy for
her. He had always wanted the best for her and Beth Mac was the best.

Suddenly Kate found herself laughing aloud fromepjory. She wanted to
go outside and run in the sunshine. She wanteddaaltotal stranger. She
wanted to share what she felt with the world.

Minutes later, when she walked into the kitchen fanohd her housekeeper
loading the dishwasher, Kate walked across the rowrapped her arms
around Veda, and gave her an enthusiastic hug.

"Thank you for being here," Kate said with a quig€laughter in her voice.
"l had an uncontrollable urge to hug a strangerlazalldn't possibly find
anyone stranger than my dear, dear Veda."



Pulling free, the older woman backed away and stlitiate with wary,

narrowed eyes. "What in hell— Oh my God, it redlpppened, didn't it?
Did you leave after | went to bed? Who— Oh nono. . . no. I'm warning
you, Kate, if you tell me you slept with Junior blueaux, you'd better get
out of the way because | will probably throw up."

Kate laughed. "Don't be silly. Junior could neveaimillion years make me
feel like this. It was someone you approve of, sameewho fits into your
'real man' category." She smiled. "And someone netl@der to home."

"Close to— Mac}" Veda drew back her head, one brow raised in
speculation. "l was pretty sure something was haipgebetween the two
of you, but I could never tell if you were going kil each other or jump
into the nearest bed."

Kate laughed. "Luckily for me, it turned out to the latter."

"My, my, aren't we smug about it. For the threergd'ae been here, you've
been the Iron Maiden. Am | seeing the real youlierfirst time?"

"Maybe." Picking up a piece of bacon from a platdlee stove, Kate took a
bite, then glanced at the older woman. "So howalolike the real me?"

"If you get any more cute and perky, | may havenmack you." Veda shook
her head and laughed. "l guess | could get uséd to

"If everything works out, you'll have to," Kate ddher as she moved toward
the backdoor. "Keep your fingers crossed."

Letting the screen slam behind her, she ran adfessard and up the
wooden stairs to the garage apartment. When Mageabthe door to her
knock, she practically threw herself into his arms.

"Good morning .. . good morning . . . good mornirgie said, punctuating
each greeting with a kiss.



For an instant, his arms tightened around her, tlegpoulled free and took a
step back. "I'm glad you're here. | wanted to talkyou." His voice was
distracted and he avoided looking directly at Heast night—"

"Last night was the most wonderful—"
"Kate."

Something in his voice made her stop and starenat When her brow
creased in concern, he swore under his breath.

"Last night should never have happened," he saupdlly, his voice tight.
"It was a mistake. You took me by surprise and ler Pete's sake, don't
look at me like that. It's not like we took a vowamything. You had a one
night stand with youhandymanTime out for a reality check, lady."

Turning his back on her, he moved a few steps aaag,when he spoke
again, his voice was more gentle, more controlf@that's all it can be,

Kate. A fling. A temporary aberration. Getting irved . . . the two of us—"
He broke off and shook his head in a helpless gestli simply wouldn't

work. It's not what | want, and when you've hadetita think, you'll know

it's not really what you want either."”

Kate could only stand and stare at his stiff bacie hand held to her chest.
With tightly clenched fingers, she was trying tataon the sharp, breath-
stealing pain that had settled there, trying todholin, to keep it from
growing.

When her heart finally stopped its frantic poundimnipen she was finally
able to draw in a normal breath, her brain begawoidk again. And that was
when she knew: Mac was lying.

Raising her chin, she studied his face. So he wgsimig to make it easy.
She should have expected it.

Last night he had let her get too close, he haddesee too much. For just a
little while he had stopped playing the tough goy &ad let her see that he
was vulnerable. For a man as strong as Mac, asagavac, that must have



been a scary thing. So now he was trying despgrateltake a step
backward. For his own protection, he was tryingubpatches on the holes
in his armor.

The silence between them drew out and after a moimercleared his
throat. "I'm sorry if | seemed blunt, but | figurédvould be better, more
honest, to tell you how | feel now, before any @minage is done."

When she didn't respond, he shoved his hands imbdgk pockets and

glanced away from her. "I'd better get to work ndywromised Ben we

would finish the treehouse this afternoon and theeesome things | need to
take care of first."

"Sure." She drew in an unsteady breath and tumedrd the door. "You go
ahead. We can talk later."

"Kate—" When she glanced back at him, he met hee gdar a moment,
studying her expression with narrowed eyes, thesirhply shook his head.
"Never mind. Like you said, we can talk later.”

Kate returned to the house and walked through ittedn without looking
at Veda. She went up the stairs and into her bedroo

For most of the morning, she simply stood at thedew and watched him.
Later in the day, after Ben came home from Chatis,watched the two of
them as they put finishing touches on the treehouse

Before she had even left the garage apartment, iatdgurned everything
off. Thoughts, emotions, everything was put on h&lde knew she would
drive herself crazy if she let herself remembertbiee, his words, the wall
he had intentionally put between them. Until sltganeed some objectivity,
she couldn't think about it. So she simply watched waited.

The sun was low in the west when Kate moved away the window. Mac
and Ben were through with the treehouse. Laterfinaly here.

As she walked down the stairs her steps slowedualstdhegan to nudge her.



What if she was wrong? What if it really was all ber side? Was she
simply fooling herself into believing that Mac |lav&er, that he needed her
as much as she needed him?

A fling? A one-night stand? Was that really alh#d been for him?

Walking out the front door, she went around thedeoto the garage so that
neither Ben nor Mac would see her. She would wait Him in the
apartment.

And one way or another, she would find the trutb.mhatter what it was, no
matter how it hurt, she wanted the truth now.

Inside the apartment, Kate walked to the window tbaked down on the
backyard. Mac and Ben were still together, standirthe shade of the oak
tree as they talked. Or rather, as Mac talked. Fndmare she stood, his
voice was faint but audible.

"We'll still be friends, Ben. Best buddies, remembée'll talk every day on
the telephone . . . and we'll still do things tdget You understand that,
don't you, son? Just because | won't live here anghoesn't mean we can't
still be friends."

Kate pressed closer to the window, frowning. Whaswe saying? Why
was he talking about leaving?

"But, Mac—"
"This is the way it has to be." He paused, his@diev and rough. "Things
don't always work out the way you want them to. Yawe to adjust, make

compromises. When life changes, you have to chaiitget.”

And then, as Kate watched, he reached up and di¢aedeaves out of the
knothole in the oak tree.

Kate frowned in confusion. How had he found it? Meén Ben, who had
explored every inch of the backyard, knew the kal&thvas there.



A moment later, Mac pulled something from the kdghand, with his head
bent, stood looking at it for a long time.

"What's that?" Ben asked. "What are you doing, Mac?

"I'm just taking care of a loose end." He raisesittead slightly. "Let it be a
lesson for you, son. Forever doesn't last as lsnga think."

Kate couldn't move. She couldn't think. She coticlich her breath. Then
a moment later everything started again in a fcamigsh. As she sucked in a
breath of air, her body began to shake and shalizag with the wildness
of her thoughts.

When her legs threatened to give way, she swungndrand leaned back
against the wall beside the window.

How did he know? Was he psychic? Had he somehoketbmto her past
and seen the night that she and David had gon¢hatbackyard and—

Giving her head a violent shake, she pulled hergalfght and began to
move toward the door.

It was crazy, she told herself as she left thetapart. The whole thing was
preposterous. Insane.

She had no idea where she was going as she rantevetairs and away
from the garage. She only knew she had to think. &l to try to—

David's eyes.

Kate stopped in her tracks, one hand pressed tmbeth, her eyes wide in
shock. Sweet heaven, Mac had David's eyes! Theg e same color.
They darkened when he made love. They grew lighttegn he laughed.
David's eyes.

She had to stop thinking like that. She had todasaonable. Mac's eyes
might be the same color as David's, but that meattting. His eyes were



similar. His hair was the same color and texturagid's. But Mac's face
and husky-whisper voice were different. They waiféerent.

But then her steps began to slow again. What hadtMd her about being
tortured?

| wandered onto their turf. . . . Some people &y verritorial.

Was his throat injured at the same time he gostiaes? Had his face been
injured as well?

The wrong place at the wrong time.
Gamarra?

Closing her eyes tightly, Kate forced herself tmmeenber those terrible
photographs, the ones that had proved her husbasdlead. David's face
had been destroyed. Not a single feature had efemiact. Only by the

process of elimination had he been identified.

A different face. A different voice.

No, she told herself, shaking her head in veherdenial. No! What she
was thinking was insane. There had to be anoth@aeation.

But Macknewthings, she argued silently. He had known aboutiberal
arts degree and that she had once been a pairder.tke very beginning,
he had known his way around the house. He knew evtl@ngs were
located without being told, and his only explanatiad been that he was
using logical deduction. Suddenly her breath caughthoarse gasghat
dream.In her dream, David and Mac had somehow becomeperson.
And later, when they had finally made love, it Hall right. Dear God in
heaven, it had felt so right.

Pressing her hands to her flushed cheeks, sheenetther trembling lips.
She had just remembered something else. McKinseyD&id's mother's
maiden name.



There were too many thingfoo manyThere was no way it could all be a
bizarre set of coincidences. There were simplyni@any things.

A moment later, when Kate heard a car pull up ek, she realized she
was standing on the sidewalk in front of the hobs#h hands clasped to her
chest.

Glancing around, she saw Ralph get out of his odrwalk around the
front.

"l can only stay a minute," he said as he movedatdwher. "I just thought
I'd stop by and see if Ben wanted to—" He brokeanftl stared at her.
"What's wrong? What happened?"

She took an awkward step toward him. "Who is hdpiRaYou know. You
sent him here." Reaching out, she grasped his wathdshaking fingers.
"You have to tell me the truthVho is be?"

The older man's face was flushed, his movementatadi "What are you—
Listen, you have to understand—" He swallowed Hgathen drew in a
slow breath. "Dammit, Kate, | can't say anythindoh't have the right.”
"You don't have to," she whispered, shaking hedtstawly. "I know."
Turning around, she began to walk toward the batckya

"Kate . . . Katewait!"

She ignored the urgency in Ralph's voice and kegdking. When she
reached the backyard, when she stood in the sHatie oak, she glanced

down at her son. "Go inside with Veda, Ben."

"Make Mac stay, Mom." Tears were shining in Bemgwm eyes and his
voice trembled. "Tell him he can't go away fromTell him weneedhim."

"We'll talk about it later. Right now | want you ¢ inside."”



As Ben walked away, the man beside the tree kepgdme on her face, his
eyes narrowed, as though he were trying to read was behind her stony
expression.

After a moment, Kate shook her head unsteadily.c8hddn't bring herself
to say the words. Even though she knew the trt#hceuldn't bring herself
to say the words.

"Was it some kind of game?" she finally managedsia

He swallowed heavily, then turned his head slightlythe side, his
expression wary. "l don't know what you're talkadgput.”

"What's in your hand?" she asked.

When his fingers clenched around the cork, the ma&ve automatic and
defensive, Kate swallowed a whimper and closecekes.

"How could you?" she asked in a hoarse whispetoi't understand. | just
don't understand why you did this to me."

Opening her eyes, she moved a step closer. "Jygt"'sshe demanded, her
voice shaking with anger. "Go on and say it. SAy David. I'm your
husband come back from the dead.' Damn gayi,it!"

"I'm David," he whispered.

Kate brought both hands up to cover her face aslant shudder ripped
through her body. A moment later, she turned ara@mtivalked away. She
felt his hand on her shoulder almost immediately.

"Kate ... Kate, please," he begged. "Let me explain

With a violent gesture, she shrugged off his hamdi moved several steps
away from him. She couldn't do anything—she cotlkthimk—until she put
some space between them. She had to decide wtat &he had to figure
out what to say.



"Did you come back to check me out and see if ylunsanted me for your
wife?" Her voice shook and she spoke without tugranound. "If | failed
the test, you could move on and let me go on bielieyou dead. If | passed,
then what? Were you going to stay? As David or aMWhich was it
going to be, the old love or the new?"

Tilting her head back, she gave a short, angrynatigut | didn't pass the
test, did I? You're leaving. Was it something aldast night? Couldn't you
have made allowances for the fact that I'm a ldtle of practice in the sex
department? If you give me some time, I'm sureulatdo better."

"Let... me ... explaifi he said again, the words low and slow and eniphat

Keeping her head turned away from him, Kate wavkdral, indicating he
was free to do as he chose.

When he finally began to speak, the words werehouigh emotion. "I'm
not going to give you details of those six yeardoh't ever want you to
know what they—" He broke off and a moment passfdrb he continued.
"But | want you to know how | felt during the tinh@as gone. You need to
know— | would like for you to know that the onlyitlg that kept me alive
was the thought of getting back to you and Ben."

Kate heard the intensity, the deep pain in his hewbisper voice, and
against her will, she found herself aching to thake in her arms. Glancing
over her shoulder, she found that instead of motloger, he had moved
away from her.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and shruggense, awkward
movement of his shoulders. "Then | came back anddamut you had both
grown up without me. | wasn't necessary. You didlliwithout me." His
lips twisted in a self-mocking smile. "That hurtotY couldn't believe how
much it hurt. I needed you both so desperatelytHare you were doing just
fine without me. Better than fine."

This time his smile contained genuine, if ruefulus@ment. "l actually
thought | hated you. | felt like this beautiful pdosticated woman had— |
know this sounds crazy, but it felt as though yad hilled the woman | left



behind. | wanted to make you pay. For growing, ¢benging, for not
needing me. | took every chance | got to torment.'yble met her eyes.
"I'm sorry to say, | even thought about trying &é¢ Ben away from you.
But then | got to know you."

Shaking his head, he gave a rough laugh. "Thatrieftnore confused than
ever. Against my will | found myself wanting youvén worse, | found
myself liking you. Then last night— Well, you knomhat happened last
night. You walked in and gave me the chance to datwhad been aching
to do since the day you interviewed me." His vaicepped to a whisper,
and his gaze roamed restlessly over her body.dh'dintend for it to
happen, but there was no way | could stop it."

He paused, drawing in a slow, ragged breath. "L atdvle you were

sleeping in my bed, | knew it was time for me toefaip to a few things, so
| pulled out some old newspaper clippings. | réaaht all. | found out what
you went through when | was taken hostage, and\ien you believed |

was dead. | already knew why | changed, and |gsttnifinally understood

why you had. Same reason for both of us. We eattvkat we had to do to
survive."

He moved his shoulders, as though they were tefidleame back here
needing to be needed. If you had been the same lasn w
left—inexperienced, shy, and vulnerable—I could éndasken charge. |
could have thrown myself into the job of takingecaf you and Ben." He
rubbed his jaw with stiff fingers. "After so mangars of having control
taken away from me, of not being allowed even tmalkest amount of
personal freedom, | would finally be the one intcoh | thought that would
make everything right again. | would feel like ammastead of a whipped
animal."

Raising his head, he met her eyes. "You were ngign you said | was still
carrying the past around. And it's nightmare stifife. I'm not talking

about what they did to my body. The worst partigatthey did to my mind.
There are things | won't be able to talk abouftong time, maybe never."

He shook his head. "You fought hard to get where i@ now, and | can't
tell you how proud | am of you, of the success yeachieved. But my fight



isn't finished. It wouldn't be fair to you to—" Heoke off and took a step
toward her. "Don't you see?ou deserve something better than what I've
becomeThe scars aren't only on my arms and back. I'nteg¢anside as
well. Katie, | came back here with a different faaalifferent voice, and a
different soul.” The muscle beside his mouth twetthviolently. "You
should have someone who isn't carrying around aflfseaking trash from
the past.”

All the anger had drained out of her as thouglad hever existed. Nothing
she felt, none of the doubts or fears, could colmsecto what he had been
through.

But now it was time to heal. She had to make himienstand. She had to
make him see the truth.

"l don't need you?" The words came out thin wittogaon. "Is that what you
said? Didn't you hear anything | said to you laght? For heaven's sake,
think about it."

She drew in a slow bracing breath. "Remember wlentgld me | was
going backward emotionally? Well, you were rightabthat, and | told
you .. . last night | tried to explain the reas@ahiind it. At first it was from

shock. But later it was intentional. When | felt geif beginning to return to
normal emotionally, | fought against it. | backesdagy from it. Because it
would be like when there was no one to live ifiDavid— If you weren't

here, if the man | love wasn't ever coming back& | simply didn't want
to be whole."

She took a step forward, closing the distance batviieem. "I've met a lot
of men in the past six years. Good men. Attraatres. Men who were sexy
as hell and had their heads on straight to bodtnBua single one of them
reached me. Not one of them reached me in here,%aidl, laying a hand
against her breasts.

She took another cautious step. "But then you tutpe and | couldn't stop
the changes from happening. Don't you see? It wa®fomy hands. For
you, | came alive again. Only for you."



When he simply stared at her, the pain still inguklen eyes, Kate began to
get desperate. She wasn't reaching him. He wadshsiifing himself
separate. He was still keeping a wall between them.

Moistening her lips, she gestured back toward thesa. "And what about
Ben? You've been here only three months and alreadyepends on you
more than people he's known all his life. He trdsteu instinctively. He
loves you, David."

When he still didn't respond, Kate gritted herhte&he wouldn't give up.
Damn him, shevould not give up.

"l don't know what we would have been like if théngad gone the way we
planned when we first got married," she said slovillgan look back and
feel the sweetness of those days. It's a wondexddi,feeling. Gentle and
warm. Then | think of the way | love you now, thaywou make me think
about things, the way | feel when you hold me as though it would Kkill
you to let me go."

Drawing in a trembling breath, she said, "If it @@ossible, would | change
you back to what you were six years ago? | woulke @vay the pain you
had to endure during those years. Dear God, | wgivkel anything to make
that go away. But | can't even think about givirog yp, this man you are
now. | couldn't do it."

She met his eyes. "Could you? You have our foregt there in your
hand. Make a wish on it, David. Close your eyes waigh that | could
somehow go back and be who | was back then."

Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back. "l ,tdret said in a rough
whisper. "l wantyou. | love you."

When he opened his eyes again, she saw the triiis afords there. But a
moment later, he shook his head. "It doesn't maidew | feel isn't the
issue. I've known since the day of Ben's accidgattty how | feel about
you. | love you so much it fills me up and makekatd to breathe. If | let
go, if I didn't hold it tight, my love for you wodlpush everything else out of



the way. But | can't let go. Don't you see? | lgpga1 enough to want
something better than me for you."

"Thereis nothing better.” Reaching out, she framed his feitle her hands.

"All the things you're worried about, what happet@gou in Gamarra, all

that is a part of you now. And | want it, Davidvant every piece of you, the
good and the bad. Last night when | came to yémelv about the ghosts
that are haunting you, but that didn't stop me foposing.”

Her lips trembled in a tentative smile. "I told ybliad learned how to fight.
Well, | wasn't exaggerating. | would fight anyorreamything that tries to
come between us. Even you."

Leaning forward, she pressed her lips against Hisn selfish,” she
murmured. "l want it all. | want the memory of whved were and the reality
of what we've become."

A groan caught in his throat and a moment latgudiled her into his arms.
His body shook as he held her tightly, the same h&ayad held her the
night before, as though it would kill him to hawelét her go.

"This is wrong," he whispered hoarsélym wrong. You need—"

"Why don't you let me decide what | need?" Framing face with her
hands, she looked into his eyes, his wonderfulgokelyes. "Don't you see
what's happened? We've been given a wonderful @gitjd. Think about
where most people are after eight years of marriégey've settled into a
routine, not quite sure of how they feel about eattter anymore. But for
us, a miracle happened. We were given the chantaltm love all over
again."

Smiling, she ran her thumb slowly over his lowgyr And whispered,
"Somebody up there likes us."”

"Who? Who likes us?"

Ben was in the swing, leaning back as he lookeat tipem. "Who likes us?"
he asked again.



"'Us," " David repeated, his voice rough with eimotas he placed one
rough palm on Kate's cheek. "I'm still not surestis going to work, but
sweet Jesus, | like the sound of that."

Something was growing in his eyes. She could sesnd she could put a
name to it. Hope.

Pulling his gaze away from her, David glanced daihis son. "What do
you think, Ben? Do you think we feel kind of likéaamily?"

Turning around in the swing, the boy scrambled mis-knees, holding on
to the ropes as he looked from Kate to David. "Yioean you're going to
stay? And you won't be the handyman anymore? Yioel'thy dad now?"

Kate glanced at David. The words needed to be &aithe man as well as
for the boy. "He's always been your dad, Ben."

Ben cocked his small head to the side. "Huh?"

"You know those scars on my arms and back?" Apbkes David kept his
gaze on the boy's upturned face. "The thing itihmirt on my face too.
And when they fixed me up, they made my face loiffieent. | don't look
like those pictures anymore, but I'm still me. $til David Moore. I'm your
father, Ben."

"You mean you're my real dad and you didn't regéydead?" Rolling his
eyes, he stood up on the swing to be taller. "Védll;, why didn't you tell
me that first?"

"Yeah, silly," Kate repeated. "Why didn't you ted that first?"

David drew in a deep breath and, with a smile, khoe head. "l guess ... |
guess because I'm silly."

When Ben laughed, David handed him the cork. "Hewe, you can keep
this as a souvenir. | don't need to hide forevemrmold knothole."



Reaching out, David picked up Ben. With one arnuadohis son and the
other around his wife, he held them both close.

"I've got my forever right here," he said, meetikage's eyes. "Right where
it's supposed to be."



