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Her First Lover Her Only Love...

He stood in the doorway of the candle-lit room, &mhe Seaton felt quiet

anguish and desperate joy fill her heart! Max Dacatas back in her life

after eleven lonely years, and the past had t@abed, no matter how bitter
Max's anger or how furious his revenge. Loving Maaxd been her

deliverance, her dearest hope, but in a momerndrgtision and sorrow shed
sacrificed her happiness to preserve his dream-lastdthe man who'd

fought her battles and molded her only for him.dHeen waiting forever to

hurt her for shattering his hopes, but punishingéwas no longer what he
wanted. Now he feared his unbridled passion wouaklttes her, but Anne

begged him to unleash it, turn it loose, and bbenrhemories that haunted
them both. Old misunderstandings and ugly secradsdniven them apart
for so long. Could he convince the woman who'd deanhis soul that

nothing was more powerful than love?



One

When it happened, when Max finally found her agaewas walking down
an ordinary street, on a cloudy but ordinary dagid-March. And as little
as he liked admitting it, there was probably najiont of the ordinary about
his restless, inward-turning thoughts or the faet tately he had begun to
suspect that Sartre might have been on to someiVtien he called man a
useless passion.

The street, the day, the mood—all were ordinamnitme sun broke through
the clouds, and on this ordinary day, on this adirstreet, he saw her.

And that was where ordinary stopped.

Even after eleven years, even with a four-landfi¢réilled street between

them, he had no trouble recognizing her. He knevirtstantly and without

a doubt. Her hairstyle—pulled to the back of hemchen a smooth twist-

was unfamiliar, but the rose-gold hair was the safftee sober gray

business suit was more sophisticated—more expenrdhan the clothes

she had worn in the past, but she still had thatistakable, unnameable
quality about her. Something in her delicate feegusomething about the
way she moved, caught and held the eye, as thdwegWvere not quite real,
a delicate fairy-child who had strayed away frorsadter, more serene
world.

Now, as Max watched from across the street, helgavgpeak to the man
walking beside her, and when her companion look®aandat her, when
Max saw the man smile at her, a wave of somethimgedo nausea swept
over him.

Max had spent a significant amount of time in trestpeleven years
wondering how he would feel if he ever saw heragand now, as he heard
a blaring horn—an indignant warning from the cahbd almost stepped in
front of—he knew. Nothing had changed. She coultirbve him. She
could still make him act without thinking.

Stepping back onto the sidewalk, he shoved clentibedinto the pockets
of his leather jacket. Seeing her, feeling all the feelings—as new, as



immediate, as twisted and tangled and white hotheg had been eleven
years ago- left him shaking all over.

Get a grip,he told himself as he forced air into tight lunge. needed time
to think.

Max had waited a long time for this chance. A longid, hellish time. He
could wait a little while longer.

"Cliff . . . CIiff?" Anne slowed down to wait fordr employer and friend.
"What are you looking at?"

"What? Oh nothing, just that guy over—"

"Where?" She glanced across the street. Occuply@gpposite corner was
a teenage boy with orange hair that had been mougsked, and spritzed
into a flaring headdress. "It's life, Captain Kibdyt not as we know it," she
murmured, her gray eyes widening in amazement.

"Not him," Cliff said. "He's gone now, but he sa&ttto cross the— Have
you ever lived in San Antonio?"

Anne stopped walking and cut her eyes toward the beside her. "Am |

supposed to buy a vowel or something? | don't—Ohked." Her lips

twitched in a slight smile. "You're trying to delirgo my shady past again.
No, I've never lived in San Antonio." Glancing airtwatch, she added,
"We're going to be late. I'm afraid that shortciswa mistake.” The last
words were thrown over her shoulder as she rarhapmMde steps of a
pink-granite office building.

In the elevator Cliff said, "Ever vacation here?"
"No. No vacation, no weekend trips. I've never epassed through here on

my way to somewhere else. This is my very firsit¥ts San Antonio." She
raised her gaze to him in gentle amusement. "Anldeifman you saw was



someone from my past, he was probably trying tageiss the street so he
could strangle me."

The doors slid open on the fifth floor and seveebple stepped out of the
elevator. After a moment, without looking at hetiffGaid, "You were
maybe a Russian spy before | met you?"

Anne's breath caught somewhere between a cough &ngyh. "No," she
said finally, "nothing so internationally importafiut there were times—"
She broke off, and exhaled slowly. "Please, canchange the subject?
You've got to stop trying to pair me off with evenan you see.”

His lips twisted in a wry, almost sad smile. "l jubon't like seeing you
alone."

"Then set a better example for me," she said quigtls been over four
years since Paula died.”

Cliff Wariner and his wife had only recently celated their twentieth
anniversary when Paula died as a result of a strake although Cliff was
constantly nagging Anne about her single statdadun't had so much as a
casual date in the past four years.

Seeing the melancholy that lingered in her friemyss, Anne jostled his
arm. "Hey, we're doing okay, just the way we arevoTgung-ho,
career-minded, executive types. Right?"

After a moment he smiled, a real smile this tinkight."

"And we're going to go in there and sell this pcoj®ight?" When he didn't
respond, she repeated. "Right?"

As the doors slid open again, he straightened dgilders and moved
forward. "We're going to give it one hell of a try.

Hector Sanchez, president and majority stockhabfiéklto Tool and Die,
knew why Anne and CIiff were there to see him. iChi&dd spoken to the
man several times over the phone. Today was m#relfinal pitch. Today



Emily, the small town where both Cliff and Annedd;, would either be
saved or the quest would go on.

In the small, sparsely furnished office, Sanchemndel back in a battered
leather chair and studied the two people who oetlipine chairs on the
opposite side of his desk. "I can see how the mipsi the steel mill could
have generated a decline in the local economy dfedhe glanced down
at the paper in his hand—"Emily. Good name forantoFriendly.” He
paused to light a cigarette. "And don't think | iasympathize. | do. |
genuinely do. But you gotta know there are a Idittdé towns suffering—"

"A decline in the local economy?" Anne repeatedy keft voice
incredulous. "That's a nice phrase, Mr. Sanchege nd distant. But it
doesn't even begin to cover the situation we'verg&mily. Peoplegood
people,are hurting. You cant pigeonhole—" "Anne," Cliffolke in, his
voice calm but firm. Biting her lower lip, she leahback in her chair. Cliff
was right. They hadn't come here to make an enaltappeal. They were
in Hector Sanchez's office to convince him thatdag one of his factories
in Emily would be good for Alto Tool and Die. Thelg problem was that
for Anne itwasemotional. The people in Emily didn't care abowrthand
statistics, and they didn't understand economichpdirases. They only
knew that when the steel mill closed, almost atbirtheir population had
been thrown out of work. And that left them witHytwo choices: pack up
and leave or find a company to replace the milt. fhost of them, leaving
wasn't an option. Emily was home. Emily was whaeytbelonged. It was a
place of porch swings and fried chicken, dancingdantry music at the
Long- horn Palace on Saturday nights and washiagahn after church on
Sunday. It was a place where you cared about yeighbor and took his
troubles as your own.

The job Anne and Cliff had accepted, this trackilogvn of a business that
would employ as many people as the steel mill Ishduld have been
handled by the mayor or one of the other city @dfg; but neither Mayor

Hilley nor the councilmen were politicians. They revefarmers and

veterinarians and construction workers.

"No one's going to listen to us," they told Clithut you talk their language.
You're our last best hope."



Cliff, the owner of a small but successful chaincomputer stores, was
Emily's leading citizen, and the people there velikin him totally. The
way CIiff saw it, that kind of trust left him no olte. He had to do
everything in his power to help pull his hometowmough this crisis.
Which was why in the past few weeks Anne and @&id flown all over the
country, meeting the COOs and CEOs and plain adigents, giving the
same presentation to identically ambivalent fadegng to convince
someone-anyone—that a small town in south- central Texas wouldHhze
perfect site for expansion or relocation. And tlias why they were in San
Antonio today, talking to a man who obviously widhe had never invited
them to sit down.

While Cliff gave Sanchez an overview of the gensreoncessions the
town was willing to make—roads built, land levelatllities and real estate
discounted, Sanchez scribbled idly on a piece pkepaAnd when Anne

took over to tell him about the work force in Emibbout the loyalty that

was ingrained in the people, Sanchez held his hamnasteeple in front of

his face and played finger games. By the time HeSanchez ended the
meeting, wishing them luck in their venture, Annanted to do something
nasty and irreversible to his kneecaps.

Two hours later, as they drove away from Emily'sabrairstrip, neither
Anne nor CIliff had mentioned the disappointing Hsswf the meeting.
Slipping on her reading glasses, Anne thumbed girdbe lists she and
Cliff had put together a month earlier, lists thaindled daily.

"So next week it's Houston again,” she said as dtexked a small
appointment book. "What's the name of that textil#it? Jayco, Dayglo—
no, that's paint. Anyway, don't you think we coplgh them a little and get
that meeting—"

"He had his mind made up before we ever walkedutjinahe door," Cliff
broke in, his voice flat with dejection.

"Cliff—"

"No pep talks, Anne. | won't give up, you know thadit ... | can handle
when we get a turndown based on solid facts, wheretaire sound reasons



for the rejection of our proposal, but Sanchez ‘tlieiven listen." He shook
his head. "Never mind. Next time well make thertelis"

He relaxed his grip on the steering wheel and atgtance in her direction.
"What you said in the elevator, | mean about thah rcrossing the street to
strangle you, you didn't really mean that . . . ybd?"

Pulling off her glasses, she placed them on thie dad avoided Cliff's eyes
as she began to massage the bridge of her nose.

After a moment of silence he said, "It's not justiasity, Anne. | know |
shouldn't, but | worry about you."

"Come on, CIiff." She shifted her position restlgssDon't you think |
know? You're one of the kindest, most generouslmerever known. And |
know | owe you a—"

"Don't talk to me about owing,” he said, his vosteldenly harsh. "I may
have given you a good job, but in return | gotlibet assistant I've ever had.
You take care of things before | even know theydne&ing care of. And if
you hadn't been there for me when Paula died—"idkeboff and cleared
his throat. "We won't talk about owing. And we wdalk about your past, if
that's the way you want it."

"There's nothing mysterious or even particulartgiasting about my past,”
she said quietly. "Everyone has failures. We alhthings we did when we
were young . . . foolish things, things we regrehwall our heart and would
rather not remember."”

"I have a feeling we're talking about somethingteelmore important than
sneaking a smoke behind the barn."

Smiling at his persistence, she said, "That's atrguhing. In the city we

sneaked cigarettes in the alley. The truth isypty don't have a good
history with men. Now, there's an understatemeig’added in a wry tone.
"They always want something that | don't know howitve, and their need
always takes me by surprise. I'll go along thinksmme man is a really
good friend, then suddenly | get hit in the facghwan assortment of



sexual-slash-emotional demands." She shook herdieat). "I know that
the fault is in me. | should be better at readiegme, and | feel guilty about
it, believe me. but | don't know how to changettsoonly solution was for
me to avoid close relationships. It's as simplghas”

"There's more. You know it and | know it," he sérchly as he turned the
car off the highway onto a crushed-rock lane taatlyeside a wide, shallow
river. "But I'll drop the subject ... for now."

Giving a soft laugh, Anne leaned back and allowedtanse shoulders to
relax. As they drove along the narrow road, sheglehan occasional
glimpse in the distance, through the cottonwoodbvaitiows, of the house
that had been her home for the past four years adjways, she felt a
strange little shiver of pleasure shake throughatehe sight. Built of the
same rock that formed the riverbed, the house lamdandscape around it
looked soft and gentle, like a watercolor paintiBgt there were times,
when the rays of a setting sun struck it at justright angle, that the scene
came alive with dazzling color so splendid, it ithe eyes to look. And all
of it, the serenity and the fire, belonged to Anihevas the home she had
always longed for.

Moments later, as she got out of the car. Clifhkzhacross the seat and
said, "How about let's take tomorrow morning offe'¢ both been
working too— Oh, come on, Anne. You don't have teegme that
I-should-be-mothering-him look. I'm not getting cdahd I'm not getting
discouraged. I'm supposed to be in semiretirenfienBete’'s sake. Do you
know how long it's been since I've gone fishing®st want to go fishing."

Cliff didn't actually fish; he simply sat in the ddile of the river in his leaky
old boat and spent hours looking at birds and dadl sky.

Hiding her smile, she said, "Stop whining. You doe'ed my permission to
go fishing."

As soon as his big white Cadillac disappeared atdbe bend, she walked
inside, stripping off her clothes as she headedhi®ibathroom.



She showered quickly, unwilling to linger, afraliesvould miss sunset on
the river. Her need for the river was acute. Vigiie needed it to ease her
out of this restless, pressured mood.

After slipping on a terry-cloth robe, she made agi@offee and took a cup
with her out to the small stone terrace that owdwal the river. As the
setting sun threw long shadows across the riverssttled down in a wide
wicker chair and drank her coffee.

Slow, quiet moments passed as she waited for tisote to drain, as she
waited for the peace to find her. But tonight pestegred away.

She shouldn't have talked to Cliff about the pstst, realized. Not even that
little bit. Because now the past wouldn't go awHye feel of it tingled on
her fingertips, and the taste of it lay on her tong

"Weiden Street,"” she whispered.

Anne had been five years old when she and her motiosed to East
Dallas, to the house on Weiden Street, and the nwaegeal neighborhood
thrilled her. She had never had her very own beadrbefore; she had never
had her very owibed.In the apartment she had slept on the couch anwh
the couch wasn't available, on a pallet on therflémother thing she had
never had was a yard. Her playground had always besement parking
lot, in and around dump- sters. Their new homeondt had a real yard—a
tiny piece of land with brittle-dry grass— it alsad flowers and trees. For a
too-small, too-wise five-year-old, it was paradise.

Anne had only ever had one parent. Her mother nge¢raround to

explaining where, or even who, her father was,itegAnne to assume he
simply didn't exist. So Anne was used to takingeaalr herself during the
day while her mother worked, sometimes at nighvas. She didn't mind

being left alone. Not really. She had her books, ineagination, and

unlimited freedom. Most of the time those were ajiou

When they had been in the new house for two wesdtes, exploring every
inch of her new yard, checking out every dandelstaking claim to every



limb in the rosebush that grew outside her bedra@miow, Anne decided
it was time to see what the rest of Weiden Strees hike.

It was a beautiful day, warm and bright, and shénhiagone half a block
before she saw the little girls playing, two ofrtheheir hair pulled up into
neat ponytails as they sat on a blanket in theesb&d flowering tree.

Anne stood quietly on the sidewalk and watched tlasnthey spoke in
grown-up voices to their baby dolls. She had alwkysed watching
children at play. It was better than television.

"Do you have a baby?" one of the little girls cdlte her.

When Anne shook her head slowly from side to silde,girl held up a
balding doll. "You can play with Lisa Sue if you m&o."

Anne stood where she was for a moment, then wittiaazs steps she began
to move closer, glancing warily at the house, atlily windows there. But
no one was watching. Maybe it would be all righs time.

Folding her legs beneath her, she sat on the farecof the blanket and
cradled the doll in her arms, stroking the hait ted once been silky but
was now falling out in stiff clumps. She didn't tbuanything else, not the
tiny diapers or the plastic baby bottles, unlesgais offered to her. And she
didn't talk. She did what she always did. Sheistk avidly taking in the

girls’ giggling chatter, their friendly bickering.

Too soon she heard a screen door slam, and sudtieedyolder boys were
standing beside the blanket, shouting at her. "God)" they said. "Our
mother says for you to go home and play in your gq&rd. You're not
allowed to play with our sisters," the boys told.he

Anne didn't argue. Placing Lisa Sue carefully ambtanket, she stood up,
and without looking at any of them, she turned @o The boys were still
yelling at her, louder now, as though they wera@piminted that she wasn't
arguing, as though shouting at her gave them powar her.



Anne had been yelled at before, and she understabdher silence always
made it worse, but she didn't know how else totreéaomething inside
made her raise her chin and hide her fear. Songethade her move with
unhurried dignity.

It was only when a small stone struck her cheekgha began to run. And
as she had known they would, the boys chased &léngcout names, ugly

names that Anne had heard many times in the phstr&h as fast as she
could, but not from the boys and their rocks. Slas tying to outrun the

words.

When she reached the corner and paused, panickicaube she didn't
know which way to go, she felt someone grab hanfbehind. The thing
inside her, the unknown quantity that made heeraes chin, now made her
fight with everything that was in her. She kickedlacratched and bit, her
breath coming in harsh gasps.

"Calm down, kid," a voice said in her ear. "Stogking, for Pete's sake. I'm
one of the good guys."

Before she could respond, Anne heard the noisy oagpr of her
persecutors. She was released abruptly, and wheetusted around, she
saw a boy older than herself, maybe ten, with bloag and laughing
brown eyes throwing wild punches at the three wéd ¢thased her. It was
one against three, but that was a fact the othgs dmin't seem to realize,
because seconds later they scattered and fled.

After shaking his fist at them in a dramatic gestuhe blond boy walked
back to where she stood. "You okay, kid?" he asleetle squatted beside
her. "What happened to your face?"

When he gently touched her cheek, Anne leaned sigaim. She didn't ciy.
She never cried. But even though she was no lafgad, she couldn't stop
shaking as he stroked her tangled hair, murmutiagor little squirt, you

poor little squirt. What's your name?"

"Annie. Annie Sea—"



"What's up?"

This was a new voice, and Anne looked up to figgtlanearer her own age
but tall and thin and dark, standing beside them.

"Her name's Annie. Old fatso and his zit-faced lheat were chasing her,”
the blond boy explained as he straightened awamy fkane.

"The stupid snots. What'd you do to them, kid?"dhek girl asked.

Anne stared down at her sandaled feet. "They dwdrit me to play with
the dolls,” she said softly.

But Anne knew it wasn't the dolls. She had alwapswin there was
something wrong with her, something so bad thagrathildren, good little
children, were not allowed to play with her. Anthalugh she had hoped it
would be different on Weiden Street, she hadn'hteaion it.

"Hey, you don't want to play with dumb old dollsyaray,” the boy said.
"That's sissy stuff. You can play with me and Elfem now on."

"Sure . . . sure you can, "the girl named Ellieds#iien shot a look at the
boy. "But what'll we do with her. Max? She looKselia baby ballerina or
something. How's she going to help us fight offlad guys?"

Max glanced down at Anne. "She's a pretty gooddigtbut we don't need
another swordsman. What we need is a queen wiapped in the tower.
We can put her up in the chinaberry tree. Thenl wesgllly have something
to rescue.”

After a moment Ellie shrugged. "Okay, but she nesalae stuff. A long
dress and a—"

"They won't let you play with me,"” Anne blurted o8he didn't want to tell
them, but she knew they would find out sooner tarla

"Who won't?" Max asked, his expression growingigelent. "Old fatso
and his stinkin' brothers?"



Anne shook her head in short, jerky movements. tYaother. Or hers.
They won't let you," she said, her throat tight, h@ce intense. "They just
won't."

"Why?" Ellie asked, looking really interested fbetfirst time. "Have you
got something contagious?"

Anne looked from one to the other, embarrassedstiedidn't understand
the word.

"She means are you sick and is it catching,” Ma){ared.

Anne considered the question and finally, with ghsishe whispered,
"Maybe."

Ellie backed away slightly, but not Max. He put h&ad on Anne's shoulder
and said, "We'd better get you home, then. Whergoddive?"

She pointed down the street. "201. 201 Wei- deaektr she said, proud
that she had memorized her new address.

An awkward silence fell around her. Glancing up,nArfound Max and
Ellie staring at each other over her head.

Moments later Ellie whistled softly through hertteéHer mother's the one
who—" She broke off and her features were softeshesleaned down to
hug Anne.

Max's fingers clenched into fists, and he swungyawRotten bastards.
Dirty, rotten bastards. That's why nobody's allowegdlay with her."

With an abrupt movement he turned back and squbéside her again, one
hand firmly on her shoulder. "You got us now, sgjufiou hear? You got
me and Ellie. That's all you need."

She wanted desperately to believe him. For thenfmments that she had
leaned against him, as he had stroked her hatadicetl gently to her, Anne
had felt safe. For the first time in her life skatelt completely safe.



Surprisingly the feeling of security had stayedwher. Ellie and Max, for
reasons Anne didn't understand until much laterevadowed to play with
her, and as the years passed, the trio stayech&ygdthey built their own
world and raised each other, forming bonds thaew&onger than blood.

"And then it was gone,"” Anne whispered as she ddste chin on her knees.
"All gone."

When the darkness of night began to fade, whenghintlowly spread
through the trees across the river, Anne wassitilhg in the wicker chair,
caught up in things of yesterday, unable to go lzexxkchange the past, yet
unwilling to let it go. Unwilling to lethim go.

But of course it wasn't a matter of rememberingnot remembering.
Nothing was ever that simple. If someone sat domthraade a list of the
different elements that formed the woman named /ASewon, he would be
on the list. Heart, lungs, brain, Max . . .

Even now, when she closed her eyes, she couldisdace as it had been
eleven years ago. And she could see it changitogyigg older and harder.
She could see his features, twisted with angereashouted the hateful
words at her''You're a whore just like your motherter eyes flew open,
and she held tightly clenched fingers to her ctigghg to catch her breath.
It didn't happen, she told hersétfdidn't happenHe never looked like that.
He never said those words. But he would. If she ea& him again, he
would.



Two

On her knees in the backyard, Anne took brighthgeaimpatiens from
plastic pots and transferred them to her gardere Simall plot that
surrounded the terrace was filled, for the most, peith greenery—ferns,
grasses, and exotic succulents—but she liked tas@ecasional splash of
color mixed in.

As she worked, she felt the sun on her bare shmyldad now and then she
turned her head toward the river. She wasn't lagpor anything. She
simply liked to see the water slipping over anduadbthe rocks. She liked
knowing the same sun that warmed her flesh wasgdgtiarkle to the river.

Minutes later when she heard her name being callede shouted, "Come
on around. I'm in the garden.”

Still on her knees, she swung around to catchrlgereiven-haired boy who
hurled himself at her, laughing with him as hisgteiknocked her down on
her backside.

"Petey, for heaven's sake, don't kill her."

Carly Angelo, Petey's mother and Anne's best friesslied the casual,
offhand command as she flopped down on a paddedjésu

"Anne, oh, Anne." The sad words came from the fgrar-old who still
clung to her neck.

"Petey, oh, Petey," Anne said, smiling in gentlmpgthy. "What's wrong,
love?"

"My little shovel got lost."
"Here," she said, picking up her trowel. "Use niine.

"Only while we're here, Petey," his mother warriéfdsou take it home, it'll
get lost like the other one." She glanced at Arike. was burying more



treasure in the backyard, so the trowel's probabtderground somewhere,
along with that awful plastic angel Aunt Josh ghira."

As Carly spoke, she shifted her position, her mamis languid and
unconsciously sensual. The redhead was somethetggend in Emily. At
seventeen she had left town to seek fame and ®tuHollywood. Several
commercials and an ill-fated situation comedy latearly came home
carrying one shabby suitcase and an infant soreri@ff no explanations,
she moved in with her widowed mother and took asgtving drinks at the
Longhorn, a club that Cliff owned.

Anne had decided long ago that Carly's flashy estaAnd blunt way of
speaking were a form of self-defense. The redheawlshe was the cause
of gossip and willfully played the role of bad giol the hilt.

"I envy you, you know," Anne said as she gazedhat $mall figure
squatting in her garden, and concentrating withcéieintensity on each
scoop of dirt.

"lll sell him to you. Marked down to half price,day only."

"l wish," Anne said, knowing Carly would fight witier bare hands anyone
who tried to take her son.

"He was worried because we didn't ask you to ghéaarnival with us. He
said you didn't have a little boy to take you. He'¢ove with you," Carly
added with a resigned sigh, "just like every otiate in town."

Dusting off her hands, Anne rose to her feet. "Tigeyot in love with me.
They feel sorry for me because I'm an ignorant gitly”

"Yeah, right." Carly was openly skeptical. "For hea's sake, sit down.
You know, I've never seen you do nothing. | meast |ie back and do
absolutely nothing. YouVe got this sweet, seremd,|dut you never stop
moving."



Giving a soft laugh, Anne took the matching loundprt instead of lying
back, she wrapped her arms around her knees. "Maybegfraid if | ever
stop, | might look around my life and find out te@rnothing there."

Carly drew back her head in surprise. "What's tfiis& sounded a lot like
cynicism, my dear. In fact it sounded a lot like.n® my bad attitude
rubbing off on you?"

Frowning, Anne shook her head. "l don't know wisgid that," she said. "l
love my life. I'm so lucky, luckier than | deseryesometimes think."

"Now, that sounds more like our humble little Sahmne." After a slight
pause Carly said, "Is there something going on éetwou and Cliff?"

The abrupt change of subject caught Anne off gu&kthy on earth would
you ask something like that? You know how | feebwabCliff. In a better
world, in a fair and impartial world. Cliff wouldave been my father. He's
the kind of man | always dreamed my father would e made a wry
face. "Of course | had to create some pretty faictasasons why a man so
kind and caring would leave me and never—not ontemy whole
life—bother to get in touch.”

Disliking the bitterness she heard in her own vofgene shook the feeling
away and repeated, "Why did you ask somethingthké?"

"I don't know, it's just that ever since the trgp$an Antonio you've been
weird. | thought maybe something had happened legtweu two."

Carly sounded casual, too casual, and Anne's eyésned as an idea
nudged her. "You're in love with CIiff," she saidwsly. "Why didn't | see
it? Carly, that's so exciting. You're perfect for—"

"Anne, stop it!" Carly snapped, her features hafgbu know damn well |
don't believe in that kind of thing. | love Petéyove Mama. | love my
cashmere coat and my new blue dress. But whateytalking about—" She
broke off, and drew in a steadying breath. "lt® IBig- foot. Until | can
reach out and touch that sucker myself, | refudmet@ve it exists."”



When Anne opened her mouth to protest, Carly $8ip trying to distract
me. If it isnt about CIiff, what happened to youSan Antonio? You're
different. Like your body is here, but you're segigou'refeeling some
other place or time."

Anne glanced away from her friend toward the rivAnother place,
another timeWhat did Carly see in her face? Not once in thedldays
since their trip to San Antonio had Anne allowed fast to catch hold of
her again, yet Carly still saw it, felt its preseng her.

"Arent you happy here?" Carly asked quietly.

Swinging her head around sharply, Anne staredeabther woman. "Are
you out of your mind? Emily . . . this town is mgrhe now. The people here
are my family. You dont know what it means—"

She stopped and shook her head. Until four year\age had never heard
of Emily. When Cliff decided to semiretire, whendexided to return to the
town where he was born and raised, he had asked beme with him and
continue in her job as his assistant. Anne haésitéited. She had no family
to leave behind, nothing to hold her in Houstond Alme thought of being an
outsider in a small, closed community hadn't batidner. She had been
alone for a long time. She was used to it.

But the people in Emily hadn't acted the way theyrensupposed to act.
They hadn't looked at her with suspicion. They Haiispected her with

superior, withdrawn interest. They had accepted ihenediately and

completely.

"From the very first day it was like | belonged,hie said, her voice soft
with awe. "Like | had been away for a long time &iad finally come home.
You were born here, and you take that kind of tHorggranted. You knew
they would welcome you back, but to me it's t's.like a miracle."”

"They welcomed me back, all right,” Carly said whikavy sarcasm. "And
they're nice when | meet them on the street orestirem a drink. Then they
go home and rip me apart over their pot roast aag $eans. That Carly
always was a wild one. | knew she'd come to no gbdadging home her



little sooty-headed mistake like that, not a husban wedding ring in
sight.™

"Carly!

"Sorry." The tension in the redhead's face eadiitea"That sounded ugly,
didn't it? You're right, I'm lucky. They may talb@ut me, but they all love
Petey. | can't ask for more than that.”

"What's not to love?" Anne said, grinning. "l wontéee@w many impatiens |
have left?"

"It's your own fault. You shouldn't have turned Hoonse with that trowel.”

Anne glanced around, feeling suddenly restlesslyGaas right. She
couldn't be still for long. "I guess | should makenove soon . . . get ready
for the meeting tonight.”

Cliff had called a strategy meeting for eight teaening. They would get
together with the mayor and councilmen at the LamghDue to a small but
messy water leak, the club had been closed forraeglays, which meant
the group would be able to talk privately in anomhal atmosphere. Cliff
and Anne would use the time to bring the counciiiers up-to-date on the
Houston companies they would be approaching on thginext week.

"Anne." When Anne glanced up to see the redheatystg her, Carly said,
"You're not going to tell me what's wrong, are ybu?

"Nothing ... no really, it's nothing. Just a mo@h, you know how it is.
Spring always brings on those stupid nostalgiadsrigShe laughed. "You
start brooding about the time you had to go toptfoen with a short cousin,
that kind of thing. Like | said, it's nothing."

"If your memories make you look like that, your pamist be as interesting
as mine. Maybe we should swap war stories someétiRising to her feet,
she added, "Come on, Petey mine, time to go. Nwgel¢he lizard. All its
friends and relatives are here." She glanced oeershoulder at Anne.



"Want to ride to the meeting with me? Frank, blessgrim little heart,
volunteered me to serve drinks."

Frank Carter was the bartender at the Long- hodnGanrly's boss. "Nice of
him," Anne said. "Thanks, | could use some comp&®e you tonight.
"Bye, Petey," she called as the two disappearedaharthe corner. She slid
off the chaise and returned to her gardening, reyggihe damage Petey had
caused with the "little shovel.”

The cool, damp earth beneath her fingers workedlystb soothe and
comfort her. Even before Anne was old enough towkize difference
between a dandelion and a marigold, she had loweking with the green,
growing things of the earth, and by the time she i&a, she was using a big
stainless steel spoon to transfer pretty weedshatdlittle garden, along
with the wilting daisies and brown-edged irises Maxi Ellie salvaged for
her from empty houses.

To Anne the makeshift garden was beautiful, weedsadl, but then one
day Max began to bring her plants that were differegloriously flowering
plants with lush greenery. She had been besidelh&ith excitement . . .
until he presented her with a set of brand-new, dwvdwmndled gardening
tools. That was when Anne finally stopped to asksélé where the gifts
were coming from. The flowers he brought to heremérneglected plants
rescued from abandoned yards, nor were they cagteffhad scavenged
from the alley behind the local nursery. They wergl-tended plants.
Healthy. Costly.

Although Max had a job sweeping up at the locall padi, he gave most of
his salary to his aunt for room and board; he yaegen had money for new
clothes. There was most certainly no money forfangtas frivolous as a
hothouse plant. So how had he acquired them?

Almost as soon as the question took form, the answlee only possible
answer—followed: Max was stealing.

When Anne caught up with him, he was carving hisails into an aged
peach tree. At fifteen Max was almost double heglite his body tanned
and lean and as hard as whipcord. When he smil@dhwe did more often



than not back then, there was a flash of uneveh,taeglimpse of solitary
dimple. His dark-blond hair was long, reaching adrto his shoulders, and
he wore a faded T-shirt tucked into tight, threadljaans. It was a rough,
rebellious look, a look that made his Aunt Chadattinge. It was a look
that even a ten-year-old recognized as unabaskedbual.

"You took them. The plants and the tools— you ttloém, didn't you?"
Anne's face was set in stubborn lines as she stgred the boy who had
come to mean more to her than anything in life.

Finishing the initials. Max pocketed the knife,lgeave her a casual glance.
"Drop it, squirt."

"Didn't you?"

"Hey, | thought you liked the stuff | brought young hedged, grinning as he
leaned against the tree. "You had a fit over tbdithing."

"I loved it," she admitted reluctantly. "I loved af it, but—"

"You think anybody's gonna miss that piddly oldf&twou think they can't
just go out and buy some more?"

"l don't care about that,” she said with quietmsigy. "It's . . . it'syou.”

"Judas priest, will you stop whining?""No, | woh'she said. "I'll whine
forever. I'll walk behind you everywhere you go amkine until it drives
you crazy. And . . . and I'll cry. Max. You knowvagou'd hate that."

He studied her face, then made a rough sound dfpexation. "Look
around you, squirt. For Pete's sake, you thinkighidighland Freakin' Park
or something? This is the real world. So | swipedhs stuff. Big deal.
People take things. It's just another way to gengl’

"But see—" She had to swallow hard to keep herevateady. "Max,
people who steal go to jail." She put her handisralm, her eyes burning
with suppressed emotion. "You have to promise you'inswipe anything
else. Because people get caught, thieg go to jail.”



He swung abruptly away from her earnest gaze. "Diammnie, haven't |
told you not to look at me like that? Those eyegamirs could drive a guy
crazy. A kid like you has no business with JoaAmf eyes anyway."

Anne had never head of Joan of Arc, and she dikhotv why he was
talking about her eyes. She only knew that helsidin't promised he would
stop stealing. "Max?" she whispered.

After a moment he turned back to her, calm andisghdgain, showing her
the uneven teeth and that solitary dimple as lsedadne brow. "You called
me a crook, didn't you? Bad move, squirt, reallg beve. You know what
that means . . . don't you? Well, come on, I'm wgut

She nodded, seeing nothing out of the way in hieadel. "Please accept
my most sincere and humble apology, O great and nifieent
Maximilian," she said in a breathless rush. Thea atided. "But I'm not
going down on my knees, Max, because goeistealing. And | don't want
you to do it anymore."

Picking up his hand, she laid the callused palnnatyher cheek. "Please,
Max."

The smile had disappeared, and he stared at hea fong time, his
expression a complicated mixture of anger and ssdaed something that
might have been awe.

Finally he gave his head a rough shake and muftéYed beat everything,
you know that?"

So in the end he had given in to her pleas, calieghis conscience. But
ethics had never been involved. Always, even ab#ginning, Anne had
put her feelings for Max above ethics, above the Bhe had simply been
afraid for him. Afraid he would be caught and senjail. She was quite
literally terrified that he would leave her.

And now, as she sat on the cool flagstones bekal#dwer bed, Anne felt
the same emotions Carly had sensed in her eatiiat, overwhelming
connection with other times, other places.



Why did everything have to remind her of Max? slendered wearily. It
wasn't normal, this constant dwelling on the piastas for this very reason
that she didn't date, didn't encourage close oglakiips with men. Because
there was nothing in her present that could compéte, much less
overpower, the past.

"God," she whispered, raising her face toward tivndling light, "I'm
tired. | am so tired.”

She was tired odlmostexisting. Tired of living in the shadow of lifeh&
wanted children. A laughing little boy like Petey.delicate- faced little
girl. Heaven help her, she wanted a normal life.

Rising to her feet, she dusted off her hands witdw,s mechanical
movements. It was foolish to sit around feelingrgdor herself. She had
chosen this path of her own free will. Eleven yemge she had made the
decision that brought her directly to this poimdaegretting what couldn't
be changed was worse than useless: It wasted emabgoergy that she
couldnt afford to lose.

In the house Anne showered quickly and dressed white blouse and
dove-gray wool jumper. After pinning her hair baweith a mother-of-pearl
clip, she spent the next half hour going over hetes, trying to find
something that looked encouraging, something tlaatldvgive the men at
the meeting a little hope for the future.

Unfortunately she was still thumbing through thegrs, still searching for
that little bit of hope, as she sat beside Carlhenfront seat of her friend's
battered Dodge.

"Those little round glasses make you look like siceoolmarm orlittle

House on the Prairie,Carly said, then paused. "It isn't going to woskit?

Why should any company build here? There are thaissaf towns like
Emily. What do we have that the others don't?"

"We have CIiff," Anne said quietly. "And we havegpée willing to pull
together and make sacrifices for the good of thntdn the past few weeks
I've heard no said in a dozen different ways. Bbhave never—not even



once, Carly— doubted that we would succeed. 18§ gumatter of finding
the right company.”

"l hope to God you're right,” Carly said as theylguiinto a graveled lot.

The parking lot was located directly in front o@uare brick building. At
some point in the past someone had painted thksbaicinnamon brown,
but the paint had worn off in large patches, givimgexterior an interesting,
mangy-dog look. The sign over the door was supptsedorm those who
didn't know that this was th®NGHORN PALACE but since the sign had been
painted at approximately the same time as the imgiJdhose who didn't
know would think it was theoGorpPLAC Of course it really didn't matter,
because in Emily there weren't any who didn't know.

Cliff's father, Daiyl Wariner, had built the Longimoback in the forties, and
when CIiff inherited the place, he didn't even ¢des renovating. He
understood that the Longhorn was an institutiofemily. People liked it
just the way it was.

When Anne and Carly walked into the club, only twen were there, both
standing behind the gleaming wood-and-brass bamirthe bartender,
was short, wiry, and wore an expression of habipugnacity. The other
man, Frank's younger brother, Leon, was the Lomg-edouncer cum
maintenance man and physically the exact oppoktteedartender. People
stayed out of Leon's way, mostly because he stoetbsr and weighed

two hundred and sixty pounds, and partly becauseyene remembered
that Leon had spent several years in prison foligesg homicide.

"You sure do look pretty tonight, Miss Anne," Le®aid, his voice
characteristically soft.

"Thank you, Leon." She smiled, then glanced atyCdMou want to help
me push some of the tables together?"

When Anne began moving chairs away from one otth&re tables, both
Leon and Frank protested, gently pushing her backhat they could
rearrange the tables for her.



"They wouldn't lift a finger for me," Carly muttete"not if all the tables
and the freaking roof fell on top of me. Both o#mh have a stupid crush on
you, and | tell you right now, Anne, this is a tethat's beginning to make
me nauseous."

Anne grinned at her friend. The redhead liked tmglain. The only reason
Leon and Frank didn't try to help Carly was becausg knew she would
be offended at any suggestion of weakness. AnchgBaly's temper, she
wasn't someone you wanted to offend. As Leon had trid Anne, "A guy

could get his arm broke that way."

After the tables had been arranged to suit Annely@egan distributing
little bowls of nuts and pretzels and hard candyuad the table—Mayor
Hilley couldn't think without hard candy in his ntby—while Anne
arranged copies of her report at each place, theoked to make sure her
tape recorder was working. Anne never took noteshase meetings
because the councilmen were in the habit of dtinglat once, each trying
to shout the others down.

Half an hour after Anne and Carly's arrived. Ghiffd Mayor Hilley entered
the club together, and the contrast between Cpfilsshed good looks and
the unsophisticated homeliness of the mayor wédsrgir Eck Hilley was a
good mayor—he knew the people and their needs— Hmtwas
country-born and country-bred, and he didn't cane knew it.

While the mayor strode over to the bar to pick npagoing argument with
Frank, CIliff placed his briefcase on the table n&ane. "If you hear my
analysis degenerating into corporate doublespeak nke under the table.”

She smiled. "Feeling a little desperate?"

Cliff exhaled a heavy sigh and rested his hip anttble. "We're going to
pull this thing off, Anne, | really believe thatifowhat am | supposed to tell
them? I'm afraid I'll start using fancy footwork disguise the fact that |
don't have any hard facts."

"Like the Wizard of Oz?"



"Exactly,"” he said. "And they don't need fireworkssmokescreens. They
need reed answers. "

Carly glanced up from the paper she had been exagniiAnd do you have
answers, real answers, for them?"

Cliff's lips twisted in a rueful smile. "No, actiyal don't. | have prospects. |
have possibilities to offer. I'm afraid that withbe to do for now."

While her companions fell into a light debate, Arstiedied CIiff, gauging
his reaction to Carly. Until that moment Anne hadticed that he held
himself differently when the redhead was arounds\@hff finally getting
over the death of his wife?

Moments later Eck Hilley joined them and immedigtddegan the
boisterous flattery with which he always greetedn&nCarly, standing
slightly behind the mayor, reacted by poking a éindgown her throat and
making gagging noises.

Anne glanced away and cleared her throat to kemp faughing. And at
that exact moment a man walked into the club, paugist inside the
entrance.

For an instant, for one short moment as she stairddm, Anne felt no
reaction at all. Then with dizzying abruptness f&iiethe blood drain from
her face. She couldn't move. She couldn't run. @h#d only stand and
stare, but from somewhere deep inside came th&/armed idea that she
had known, that somehow she had expected it woaighdn in just this
way.

Even from a distance the newcomer's rugged featuezs outstanding.

Compelling. He wore faded jeans with a well-worrpvin leather jacket,

and his thick, dark-blond hair was mixed with piatn, as though he had
spent quite a bit of time in the sun. He lookearsl; his body that of a
runner rather than a weight lifter, and the wayrteved with unrestrained
confidence said this was a man you wanted on yideris a fight.



From across the room Anne couldn't make out theradfl his eyes, but of
course she knew. They were rich, sable brown. Eyascould warm with
incredible heat. Eyes that could freeze the soggsEhat were now trained
with dark intensity upon her face.

"What's wrong, honey?" Carly asked. "You're shakihgver."

The people around her were still unaware of thengger who had come
recently into their midst, and as they continuethtk, Anne followed their
conversation in a removed way, as though the wioadsto pass through a
filter before reaching her.

"l bet you didn't eat dinner," the mayor told h#xe got a second cousin
that does this. He's hyperglaucomic."”

"What's that?" Leon asked. "Is it catching?"
"It's kinda like sugar diabetes," Eck explainednlydifferent.”

"Hypoglycemic, you idiot," Cliff said, moving clost Anne, his face filled
with concern.

"See how white she is," Eck continued. "I tell yine girl needs protein.
Frank! You got some milk back there?"

Ignoring the mayor, CIiff followed the direction ofnne's intense
concentration. When he spotted the newcomer athessoom, his gaze
shot back to Anne.

"He's the one—" Cliff broke off abruptly, his feads growing hard as he
turned to Leon. "Please tell the gentleman"—he gageart nod toward the
door—"that the club is closed for repairs. Ask horeave."

Although Leon frowned, he didn't hesitate. "SurneghMr. Wariner."
By now everyone in the room had noticed the blorah just inside the

entrance. They watched Leon approach him, sawdhader speak to the
man in a low voice, and saw that instead of legvihg stranger moved



farther into the room. When Leon reached out amagpgd his arm to stop
him, the man simply shook him off and kept walkirkgushing, Leon
grabbed the intruder by one shoulder and swunganomnd abruptly. Then,
in what seemed like an effortless movement, thenger placed one hand
on Leon—who was used to intimidating by size alo@d-broke the big
man's hold.

From behind the bar Frank made an indignant soundisbelief and
jumped over the counter, moving quickly to helpyasnger brother. "Hold
on just a damn minute,” he called out. "What inl del you think you're
doing?"

When the bartender reached the two men, he stosd th the stranger, his
stance belligerent, his voice raised. "You gointetve, or you want me to
call the law?"

Although the newcomer's reply was indistinct, ipagently was not what
Frank wanted to hear, because the bartender'sréalckened. The scene
began to degenerate quickly.

There was Frank, foot and arm flaring as he issu&dld, guttural yell;
there was the blond stranger, stepping smoothlyobtrm's way with a
wry shrug; and there was Leon, his jaw set as inéllglrushed forward to
join his older brother. Tables and chairs were waed, and a tray of
glasses crashed to the floor. Eck Hilley began wand, repeatedly and at
the top of his lungs, what in hell was going on,ileCarly laughed in
delight as she dodged a bowl of pretzels. The wodsnavl missed the
redhead, hit the jukebox, and suddenly the chadsiiaot Friends in Low
Places" for background music.

When Anne caught sight of the blond man's face,nwhlee saw the
outrageous grin and the gleam of fun in those breyes, she felt the same
conflicting emotions she had felt on a day so lagg.

Then, seconds later, a smear of blood on the neexsiip brought Anne
abruptly out of her trance. "Cliff," she said, weice low and urgent, "this
isn't necessary. Make them stop."



Frank, who now sat on the floor propped againstbdre was nursing his
jaw, but Leon, his head lowered, his teeth clenched still trying to land
punches.

"Leon!" Cliff called out. "That's enough."

When Leon moved away reluctantly, the strangertiand looked at CIiff,
his gaze dropping to take in the older man's dasiress suit. "You people
take your dress code real serious, don't you?alte ‘fNext time I'll make
sure I'm wearing a tie."

Although no one responded, everyone in the room watching him
closely. He in turn was watching Anne. He didnketais eyes from her as
he moved across the room, not even when he reaghadwipe the blood
from his mouth with the back of his hand.

Moments later, when he stood directly in front ef,hhis lips eased into a
slow smile.

"Hello, Annie," he said softly. "Long time no see."



Three

Anne stood perfectly still—she barely breathed—slzes stared at him with
unblinking concentratiorMax. He was here, not a foot away from her.

Anne had dreamed this reunion a thousand times. Wowi, as in her
dreams, her emotions were so confused that shé #itsw how to deal
with them. There was sorrow and regret and longimiged together in a sad
little potpourri. But overriding those useless eimi$ were two others. Two
powerful emotions that fought for supremacy: oveglinting joy . . . and
fear.

"Anne?"

Distracted by the sharply spoken query, Anne pullerdgaze away from his
face and found CIiff close at her side, his featigeained with worry.

"Cliff." she said slowly, then gave her head ddighake. "I'm sorry, this
is—Could someone unplug the jukebox? Everyone,ighiglax Decatur.
Max . .. my boss. Cliff Wariner. And my good fragrCarly Angelo.”

Max smiled and nodded at the two people who weriehirag him with
varying degrees of curiosity.

"Eck Hilley," she continued, "the mayor of Emily'..

"Your Honor."

"... and | think you've already met Leon and Fr@akter."

"Leon . .. Frank." Max said with a friendly wawvethe direction of the bar.

Leon mumbled, "Pleased to meetcha" through theltbesdeld pressed to
his nose, but his brother didn't look up as he éthjpward the jukebox.

When Frank jerked the jukebox cord from the outtet,room was suddenly
engulfed in silence. Max stood looking at Anne, leleveryone else looked
at Max.



Pushing a curl off her forehead, Anne cleared Inexat. "We could—" She
broke off and glanced at CIliff. "Has everything hedeared out of the
Cedar Room?" When he gave a short nod, she turagdtb Max. "We
could go into one of the private dining rooms ifuywant to"—she
swallowed heavily—"talk."

"Sure, that's fine," he said, and followed herafuthe main room.

Near the end of the dimly lighted hall Anne opernatbor, switched on the
overhead light, and stepped into a small roomg¢ffling slightly when she
heard the door clos@&his is it,she told herself. She had always known this
day would come. She was prepared for it. She chaludle it. Sweaty
palms, a dry mouth, and a hyperactive heartbeat¢ werbig deall will
survive . . . whether | want to or n@rawing in a deep, slow breath, she
turned to face him.

He stood leaning against the closed door, starindheat with such
concentrated interest that it brought the bloothingsback to her face.

She waited. And as she waited, she took note oflhages in him. Some
were obvious, some more subtle. Time had etchestvaonk of fine lines
around his eyes; the vulnerable look of first yowtts gone. As a result his
features were stronger and even more striking.

Pushing away from the door, he took a step toward'fello, Annie," he
said again in his husky voice.

Taking an involuntary step backward, she openedruerth to speak, then
shook her head helplessly. There were so manyglshg wanted to say, so
many things sheeededo say. She had played the scene over and over in
her mind, composing in detail what she would sayite and how he would
react. But now, when she finally had the chance wibrds wouldn't come
together. All she could do was watch in mute feetoom as he took another
step toward her.

"Hello, Annie."



She frowned, eyes narrowed as she drew back hdr ks wasn't how it
was supposed to happen. Never—in none of her iraagin
confrontations—did she feel annoyed by the friemmel who had long
haunted her waking and sleeping dreams.

"Would you stop saying 'Hello, Annie' like some—"

She broke off abruptly as she backed into a tabé an instant later her
breath left her in a soft whoosh as he grabbedhdy wrapping his arms
around her, pulled her close against his hard body.

"l can't believe it," he said, hugging her tighthAnnie. Little Annie with
the smoky eyes. This is really wild. Imagine rumninto you like this. |
only got into town tonight. | was just driving aroly checking out the town,
then—" He laughed. "Talk about serendipity. | hdiveeen or heard from
you in over eleven years, and suddenly there yeulawas—"

"Max . .. Max!"

Easing out of his arms, she murmured, "What's wnaith this scene?"
under her breath, then raised her eyes to his. "@&fep't you trying to
strangle me? Why aren't you screaming at me, gaflia names?"

He laughed, giving her a glimpse of the sexy, aplitdimple. "Still the
same. You've always met things head-on, no matierdtared you were."

"With one notable exception,” she said, the remmaeh rueful and wary.

"Is that what's worrying you? That all happenedrayltime ago, and life is
too short to go around holding grudges.”" He hopppdon the table,
casually swinging his legs. "We grew up togethesu,YEllie, and I—we
were like family. We've got a history, squirt. Nwitp could change that."

"But—" she began, but when he smiled down at hesryethought, every
doubt vanished in a flood tide of warmth. How cosiieéé resist that smile?
She had been deprived of his smile for eleven yeard she didn't care
what might happen tomorrow or even an hour from.rnekae only wanted
to stand near the warmth for a whilRdease God, just for a little while.



"This is wild," he said. "l saw Ellie just a few mihs ago, and we were both
wondering what happened to you." He laughed, theciious, irresistible
laugh she remembered so well. "Remember the timasl Superman and
Ellie was Cat Woman and she tied you up and lett iypothat toolshed?
Then she forgot where she put you, and it tookleftarnoon to find you
again. | was going crazy, imagining you scaredodyour mind, but when
we finally found you, you were sitting there singinAll tied up like a
freakin' Christmas turkey, and you wesiaging. That blew me away."

Anne laughed. "I haven't thought about that in ggarhe incident hadn't
stuck in her mind because although she had beaidashe had never
doubted that Max would find her. He always found he

"You were furious," she said, "yelling and kickitige wall. For a minute |
was afraid you were going to give Ellie a black.tye

"I would have if she hadn't started crying. That'gen | realized she'd been
as scared as | was. You were so little. So damrragglé. God, it's good to

see you again, squirt. You know, | thought | saw Yyast week in San

Antonio."

Anne caught her breath. "I was in San Antonio. lbste days ago.
You—you were there?"

"You mean it really was you?" Max said, watching faee. "That's weird.
Going all that time without running into each oth#dren twice in one
week."

Play it light, he told himselfRemember what's at stal&seing her up close
had thrown him for a moment. He had told himsetfiflion times that he
was building her up in his imagination, making heore than she really
was. But none of his fantasies, none of his viagdteams, had done her
justice. None had come close to reality.

And finding that the emotions he had felt on anrady San Antonio street
were magnified a hundredfold with propinquity wasitéer pill to swallow.
He had to keep reminding himself that he was irtrobthis time. This time
there would be no surprises.



"It must have been fate," he said, smiling at Némas simply time for the

three of us to get together again. Ellie will havi when 1 tell her | found

you. You were always more of a sister to her tharsé two witches she
shares a bloodline with. She's really missed yowi&"

Without thinking, he reached out and pulled heraavhim, fitting her
body close between his thighs. Instantly he redltne mistake.

His hands on her hips began to shake, and pelispita¢aded his upper lip.

Glancing quickly away from her, he moved her todlte and slid off the
table. "Listen, | know you have stuff going on,"$ad as he walked toward
the door. "I didn't know if that out there"—he neddtoward the main
room—"was a stag party or a secret meeting, but—"

"Oh, Max," she broke in, her voice as distractedexrgray eyes, "I'm sorry
about Leon and Frank. They're all good peoplelyr#aty are. Cliff just got

the wrong idea about—I mean, he didn't understainalt wur relationship

was."

"Didn't he?"

Max's lips twitched in a slight smile. CIiff wastfte only one who didn't
understand. Annie didn't understand either. Butvetwd.

Anne had been watching him closely, and she félleof her tension drain
away when he suddenly laughed and shook his héatidri't mind the
fight, but all those weighty silences made me ligell was breaking in on a
scene from Pinter. Anyway, I'll get out of your wlay now. We can catch
up later,"” he said as he turned and opened the doorstaying over at—"

"Hufstedtler's," she finished for him. "Unit Ten?"
Anne smiled when his eyes widened in surprise. 'IN@ven't developed

psychic abilities,” she told him. "The tourist cbigrthe only place in town.
And Joe Mack always puts people he doesn't recegniZen.”



"Does Unit Ten have a peephole?" he asked warlpd"does Joe Mack
live with his bony little mama?"

"No, but the carpet is only four years old, andbié Mack doesn't know you,
you might be someone worth impressing."

"l see. Has his prudence ever paid off?" he askdieanoved through the
doorway.

"Not until now," she murmured, then added, "Waitx\V . . you didn't tell
me why you're here. In Emily, | mean."

"I'm looking for faces."

And then, as abruptly as he had appeared. Max wae. g

"You know what kind of men you meet in motel bags#tware salesmen,"
Carly said as she negotiated the curves on thewagad to Anne's house.
"But not her, not Diane Harper. She meets a gorgisbufoot hunk who got
hit on the head with a bronze statue so he doesnémber that he's the
head of an international shipping company instdaal waiter who needs a
haircut and— Why do | keep watching the stupid skdven | know good
and well . . ."

Although Anne heard the words, they didn't penetréahe same thing had
happened at the council meeting. She assumeds@ifsentation had gone
well, but she couldn't swear to it. Then as now;, mend had been
somewhere else.

"... and at first | thought | must have misundeustber,” Carly was saying.
"But she said it at least three times in a singlaversation. Talk about
careless casting. | could have played the part @nénhand tied behind my
back. This woman is supposed to be a doctor, fa'$sake. You'd think a
brain surgeon would know how to pronoursandwich.A brain surgeon
who's actually the Princess Ravela von Leinsdodisguise. And she asks
for a ham-and-cheesamich?"



Several seconds passed before Anne realized Cadystopped talking.
"I'm sorry," she apologized. "My mind was wanderiiYgpu were talking
about ..."

"Go ahead, tell me what | was talking about," teeéhead urged, giving a
skeptical laugh as the Dodge coughed and sputteradhalt beside Anne's
house. "You didn't hear a word | said. Never miuet you going to invite
me in for coffee?"

Inside the house Anne led the way to the kitche@ady muttered, "I've
been patient. You have to admit I've been patlaritenough is enough. I'm
warning you right now, Anne, I'm gonna ask. AnneAnne,talk to me!"

"Talk?" Anne murmured as she pushed open the doibretkitchen. "How

can | talk when | can't think?" Swinging abrupthpand, she collided with

Carly, and grasping the redhead's shoulders, sreelga a vigorous shake.
“Images . . . sounds . . . wild ideas, all swirliagpund in my brain,

ricocheting off each other with little twanging ses."Carly studied her
face. "I've never seen you like this. You're hydectrified. You're—"

"Alive?" Anne offered with a soft, wiy laugh. "Anneas in a lonely place,
Carly, with wind whistling down the corridors, bl stepping out of the
shadows now. And it's warm here. It's bright and—"

"It's damned weird here," the redhead interrupteatching her warily.

Turning away from the questions in Carly's eyespéibegan to make
coffee. When she felt calmer, she glanced at theretoman. "I'm seeing so
much. | mean, now that I'm awake, | can see how-#'récsupposed to be
my best friend. Why didn't you tell me | had turnetb a weenie? | lost my
backbone. For eleven years I've been acting likecked dog, slinking

around in the shadows, afraid to make any kindedihdive move in case
someone noticed and kicked me again."

"Who kicked you the first time?"

Anne shrugged. "Life . . . fate . . . circumstance Murphy's Law. That
doesn't matter. What matters is that | let it &lllthe life in me. | used to



laugh, Carly," she said softly. "And | used to shduised to have emphatic
emotions." She shook her head. "Why did | letlzdk die?"

"Why are you asking me?" Carly asked, her voiceshath frustration.
"More important,what are you asking me? So far I've understood maybe
one word in ten. Just be quiet and let me thinkraute."

Both women stood next to the counter, silently waig the glass pot fill
with coffee. When it was half full, Carly moved lgan her hip against the
counter. "Okay . . . okay, so you're stepping batk the light and all that
stuff. And we'll take it as said that I'm pleassganch that you're no longer
a wuss. The thing is, your transmutation leadsawe vital question: Who
the hell is Max?"

"Who is Max? Who isMax?" Grabbing the redhead's hand, Anne hauled her
out of the kitchen and into the hall.

"lll show you who the hell Max is," she said as sheved into her small
office and flipped on the overhead light. Wavinlgaand at the bookshelves
that lined one wall, she said, "That's Max."

"A librarian?" Carly frowned her confusion. "A camter? Could you be a
little more specific?"

Anne stepped forward. "He's on this shelf . . ifrieere to here."

Joining her, Carly picked up one of the books. Umpening it, she
whistled through her teeth. "Grizzly stuff,” shemmured. "I don't have the
courage to look at pictures of war. Is this Afglséamn? Is he a war
correspondent?”

Although Anne gave no reply, Carly didn't noticdeTredhead was being
seduced by the images depicted in the slim voluiter a slow
examination of several pages, she said, "The neporsible for this is no
reporter. He's an artist. But what kind of art usesian suffering?"



Again Anne held her silence. She wanted Carly tacheher own
conclusions about Max's work, and for several n@auhe slow turning of
pages was the only sound in the office.

"l was wrong," Carly said finally. "You have to lbat the whole thing. This
juxtaposition of raw brutality against reawakenbepauty tells a story. It's
about hope, isn'tit?" She met Anne's eyes. "fifsogng stuff. Definitely not
for casual perusal, because it gets your soukstiup, whether you want it
or not."

Reaching out, Anne turned the book over. Carlyestat the back-cover
photo of Max for a moment, then glanced back asttedf where there were
two other books and dozens of magazines. "Thil lBsawork?"

"Most of it,"” Anne confirmed. She pulled out a maige and smiled as it
fell open to the page she wanted. "This was takesoimeone else."

It was a Harley-Davidson ad, and on the far rigately in the picture, was
a beautiful, dark-haired woman. Her expression eéasously sensual, but
in her dark eyes was a devilish gleam, a look atchief, as though she were
about to double over laughing. A younger Max wathacenter, straddling
the metal monster with his feet planted firmly @plaalt. He was dressed in
black leather, but it was the man rather than kbthes that drew the eye. As
he stared straight into the camera, his features aleof, almost sullen. The
barely repressed hostility didn't in any way reptepulled the onlooker in
against her will, urging her to get closer to thegkr, closer to the untamed,
undisguised sexuality.

Carly fanned her face vigorously with one hand.it'ilgetting hot in here?
Sweet Caesar, looking at him feels like forepl&heé paused. "This woman
... I've seen her before, Elise Something Somgttshe was in all those
heavy-on-symbolism perfume commercials a few yback."

"Elise Adler Bright,” Anne confirmed. "That shethe one below Max's,
belongs to Ellie."

"Ellie?"



Anne moved away from the bookshelves. "The thraesafrew up together.
And we had only each other. Ellie's father live@wworld of his own. Max's
aunt—his legal guardian—couldn't stand the sightiof. My mother saw
me mostly as an inconvenience. There was no affetitween us. | can't
remember her ever hugging me. By rights | probaiblguld have turned
into a sociopath. But | didn't because | had freengllie, Max, and
Annie—we were a unit. The fingers of a tightly ated fist." She let out a
slow breath. "Now Ellie is rich and famous, justsige always said she
would be. And Max has traveled all over the wolddoae of the country's
top photographers, as he said he would."

"And Annie? What did she say she would be?"
"Annie said she would be Max's wife."

Carly raised one brow in surprised interest. "Theds your only
ambition?"Anne laughed. "That surprises you, dééshyYou, my militant
friend, would have set a higher goal for me, somegtthat emphasized the
strength and ingenuity of womankind." She shookheexd slowly. "For me
it was not only my goal, it was my reason for argt God created me
specifically for the purpose of loving Max. And tisaall there was to it."

Carly stared at her hands for a moment, then loolkeaind met her friend's
gaze. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry it didn't work out fgou. If you loved him that
much ... if he still affects you as much as he obsiy does— Back at the
Long- horn, you looked like a piano had fallen @uyilf this is the reason
that haunted, hunted look comes over you, thersémy you didn't get to
marry your Max."

Anne turned away from the compassion in Carly'seyel walked to the
window, staring out into the darkness. "But | didife said softly. "I did
marry my Max."



Four

Carly simply stared. At one point she started tp samething, but she
stopped and, with her mouth still open, droppedujaity to the leather
davenport.

"You married him?" the redhead said finally. "Yoere married to him?"
"Close your mouth."”

Obeying, Carly closed her mouth, but not for Iohdnad no idea you were
this interesting," she said, surveying Anne from to bottom.

"Excuse me?"

"You know what | mean.” The redhead ran a handuiiincher unruly hair.
"You've been going around like a plainclothes rand all the time you had
him in your background. When did ... | mean, how |dwg it been since
you've seen him?"

"Eleven years," Anne said, her voice as distraeecder thoughts. The
euphoria that had held her for hours was begintorfgde, and confusion
was taking its place. "He should have been—He shbate me, Carly. |
expected that. | was prepared for that. | alwagsigiht that when we met
again—I never doubted that we would meet again| thdught it would be
different. In my mind's eye | could see and fesldnger. Contempt. .. even
hatred. But he acted as though nothing had hapgestaecen us, as though
we were old friends meeting again after years ofgpapart.”

Carly had been staring at the wall, but now sheadirher head around to
look at Anne. "Why do | get the feeling that youa pleased about that?"

"I'm pleased," she said, but her voice was uncamwgeven to her own
ears. "But, well, maybe | thought, when he had slued me, when paid
for what | did—Don't look at me like that. | havesuddenly turned
masochist. I'm not going to fall to my knees ang '®dease, master, hurt
me." There's a principle involved. Eleven years hgldn't give him a



chance to react. It was a hit-and-run kind of thiAgd even though he
doesn't seem to want to hit back, the injusticsiisthere.”

When the redhead shot a skeptical look in her timecAnne sighed. "No,
you're right. I'm not that much of a saint. Theisbment wasn't entirely for
justice. It was for me too. | thought if he retédichin some way, it would be
over. | thought that it would finally be over."

Carly studied her for a moment. "l don't know wia did to him," she said
slowly, "but if you think you haven't paid for itpu're crazy."

Anne shook her head. "It's not enough. What I'veedo myself, living in a
state of hibernation, could bring him no satisfactiCompensation should
be made to him. Equity demands that | make paywhesttly tohim."

"So what you're saying is he cheated you. He cteaia out of peace of
mind. If he had hit you and called you a low-dowttH, you could have
finally gotten on with your life. But because higjaoring this mysterious
dastardly deed, you're still stuck with guilt.” G& smile wasn't pleasant.
"I'd say that was a pretty slick move on his part.”

Agitated, Anne stood up. "No. He isn't doing tmgentionally. Max isn't
like that. He simply did what | haven't manageddoHe put the past in the
past. He was genuinely glad to see me."

Pressing both hands to her hot cheeks, she clesezbs. "I still can't take
it in, Carly. Just this afternoon, only hours agjoyas sitting out on the
terrace doing my Omar Khayysm number, and—"

"Hold on, you've lost me again,” Carly said. "Now'se talking about a loaf
of bread and a jug of wine?"

"No, all those other rubaiyats. You know, descegdiirio dust, 'sans wine,
sans song, sans singer . . . sans end.' Thatlstdf feeling my nights and
days slipping away. Regretting that | have no ¢kitd regretting the past.
'‘Unborn tomorrow and dead yesterday."



"Stop, you're depressing me . . . and | have d kigppose you got around to
that old Flying Fickle Finger of Fate as well?"

"That too," Anne said with a breathless laugh. dswpretty much wallowing
init."

Carly studied her face. "This afternoon, when Peteg | were here, that
wasn't about going to the prom with a short coushmt was about Max,
wasn't it?"

With an almost imperceptible nod, Anne moved tmsithe corner of her
desk. " Turn down an empty glass,” she quotedysdffhat's what I've
been doing. For most of my adult life I've beeming down an empty glass
for Max."

Throwing back her head, Anne drew in a deep bréétl's back, Carly.
Max is back in my life. It doesn't matter that hesng here is a fluke, or that
it's not permanent. It doesn't even matter that 'h8he cleared her throat.
"That he sees me only as childhood friend."

Anne winced as a sharp little pain stabbed her liesng childhood friend?
You're a whore just like your mother!

When the room grew suddenly airless, making iidift for her to catch her
breath, Anne gave her head a sharp shake, rejatiengld familiar fear,
pushing it away with an almost physical effort.

"None of that matters,” she said with growing cdefice. "It only matters
that he's back in my life, and sooner or laterHélar him say that he's
forgiven me."”

Carly moved to the desk, leaning her hip againasishe studied Anne's
face. "Are you sure you want to stir things up? ¥aid he's put it all behind
him. Can't you take the forgiveness part as a dea¢?"

Raising her head, Anne met her friend's eyes. édriée words, Carly. |
need to see his face when he says the words."



"And if he doesn't want to say them?"

Anne frowned. "l don't know. | guess I'll have tode the issue. He'll either
say he forgives me, or he'll admit that deep dowts Ktill angry. | can
handle either one."

Pushing away from the desk, Carly said, "Hey, I'tinwou. For good or for
bad. That's the nice part of having a best friehd'svbeen around the block.
We don't run for cover when the shooting starthe Scratched her chin and
raised one brow. "You okay now? If you want, | stay and we can talk ...
or even not talk. We could watch television .isteln to music ... try some
new hairstyles . . . get drunk?"

Anne laughed. "I'm fine. Really. Go home to Petey."

As soon as she had closed the door behind Carlye Avalked back to her
study and began returning the books and magaartes shelves. But after

a moment her movements stilled and her gaze wasdreesistibly toward
her desk.

In the lower right-hand drawer was a piece of Makan Decatur
memorabilia that she had neglected to mention ttyCanne had put it in
the desk so she wouldn't see it, so she wouldniecacross it by accident
when she was looking at his work.

Walking to the desk, she reached down, opened dkterb drawer, and
pulled out a magazine. It was a high-gloss, welrglad-we're-not-
ordinary-like-you kind of publication, and there time cover was Max,
along with the wordsviLL THE REAL MAXIMILIAN DECATUR PLEASE STAND
up?

When she sat down and placed the magazine onghet éautomatically fell

open to the article. The first page was text, hthigeight accounting of an
artistic genius that—in Anne's opinion—in no wagambled the real Max.
The facing page was a montage of small black-artdtewphotos. One
showed him looking unfamiliar but elegant in a taes he arrived at a
showing of his work in Chicago. In another he waskered down on his
heels as he participated in a Native American ialigy ceremony. Her



favorite showed Max with his head thrown back asthered laughter with a
chubby, big-eyed Tibetan child.

These were pictures Anne could handle. It was the full-page
photographs on the following pages that she hadbteodealing with.

Closing the magazine, she stared at the wall witeeaing eyes. The
photographs, each and every one of them, had laen tby Genna

Reynolds. In the sixties Genna's husband, Mc- Regholds, had become
one of the world's most respected photographersvasealso the man under
whom Max had served his apprenticeship. Elevensyago Anne had met
McNeal Reynolds. And Genna.

It was at a party that was out of Annie Seaton Retsaleague. Way, way
out. Anne, with her Alice in Wonderland hair and hemecoming dance
dress, had known she was in over her head everebdfax had introduced
her to his mentor's wife. Genna Reynolds was thirtgears older than
Anne, and there had been a sensuality about hemtds so blatant, so
provocative, that it had made Anne uneasy. Andoamg as she had been,
as unworldly as she had been, Anne had known imatedgiand without a
doubt that Genna wanted Max.

"Oh boy, did she want him," Anne whispered.

She let the magazine fall open again to the artacid slowly she turned the
page.

Both full-page photographs were intensely persobakh felt like an
intrusion of Max's privacy. The article's authodhzeen honest enough to
admit they had been taken without the subject'sMenige or consent,
adding that Max was an inordinately private pemsto wanted his work on
view rather than his person. Apparently the joustdlad understated the
case. Genna had sold the photographs years aftewre taken, and soon
after the magazine hit the stands, Max had disapde&ato a Japanese
jungle.

Steeling herself, Anne lowered her gaze again ¢ontlagazine. The first
photograph showed a solitary figure in profile—Maxsing his eyes to a



vast and dramatic African sky. The loneliness aadh tched into his
unforgettable features brought a lump to her thevet made the portrait
difficult to look at.

On the opposite page Max again stood alone. Bstghotograph was full
front. He stood close to some sort of wateringdgiroand was in the process
of cooling off with handfuls of water. His chestsuaare, and his jeans were
unfastened, hanging low, barely covering his loalgdlomen. A myriad of
diamond droplets sparkled in the sun as they jothedanned flesh of his
chest and stomach. This view of Max made the olesenveasy as well, but
in a different, far more physical way.

Rising abruptly to her feet, Anne left the study adn't stop until she had
reached the terrace. Inhaling the scent of ther,riske fell into silent
argument. She wasn't going to fool herself intadvatg they could start
over again; on a night eleven years ago she hae sweé that would never
happen. But even if she could never make him utalisthe reasons
behind her actions, even if she deserved no ahsojubrgiveness would
cost him nothing. He no longer loved her, and appidy the pain she had
caused was only a distant memory. Max had alwags generous. Sooner
or later he would say the words.

Wrapping her arms tightly around her waist, shegittd contain the feverish
excitement, tried to hold still the deep pleasilax was here, and it was
going to be all right again. She could never beshicial, forever love, she
told herself as she turned toward the house. Baitehld be his friend. She
could be his family again.

The next day Anne saw Max three times from a degaand each time he
waved and called, "Yo, Annie!" with laughter in higice. At first she felt
warmed, but gradually she realized this new, digtistant relationship
was going to take some getting used to.

When Anne was growing up, she had Max. Definitalithout question.
Then for the next decade she had been without Bi&finitely, without
guestion. Now he was here, but he wasn't hers. tAatiwas what was
causing her disorientation. In the past she hadcallad him, or she had had
nothing. She didn't know how to have Max slightiyhier life.



That night after dinner Anne waited for him to cdlut except for a call
from Petey to tell her he had found his little sklpthe phone didn't ring.

He's busyshe told herself as she stood beside the telephaltiag it to
ring. He had things to take care of, faces to soae

But on the other hand, maybe he was waiting fotdeall. This was Anne's
territory. Maybe she should call him and arrangéat@ him around town
and introduce him to the people of Emily.

She had the phone in her hand and had dialed r$tetliree numbers of
Hufstedtler's when she dropped the receiver baokplace and shoved her
hands into the pockets of her robe. Max had nesenshy. It he wanted her
help, he would ask for it. With a restless sightsineed away from the silent
telephone and went to bed, but only after hoursesfless tossing and
turning did she finally fall asleep.

The darkness surrounding Anne was complete. Ndkspabeam of light,
no tiny scrap of colorwasallowed to break through. The shadows were so
strong, so thick, they burned her nostrils and gked) her throat.

From the moment the darkness overtook her, Antheliglieved that it was
as powerful as the fear, but then came real undadihg: The darkness
wasthe fear. It contained the fear and was contaibgdt.

Nothing could have been more appalling, nothingenamendurable, than
the all- encompassing blackness. And so it seemedntil the emptiness
reached her.

The void came first from a distance, a weak butstamt force that slid
across her flesh with lonely fingers. Then withawrning it began to
expand, growing colder and stronger with each mdntéat passed.
Advancing and retreating, swelling and spreadirtg barren maelstrom
increased to awesome proportions in its attemsuick the life from every
hidden corner of the darkness.



As panic held her motionless, the outcome seemedable. She was going
to suffocate. Alone in the unrelenting darkness v&sgoing to be crushed
alive by the emptiness.

Then across the gulf of darkness, a voice reachedooher. "Hush, now,
Annie. It's going to be all right.”

It was a miracle, these words that came to her flyond the crushing
desolation, resonating with strength and secur@aching out to pull her
away from the fear.

"You don't have to stay there, Annie," the voicsuesd her. "Come to me,
where it's safe and warm and bright. Follow me, i&nithere's life here.
You can have it too. Just follow me."

"I can't!" she screamed into the darkness. "Wheeeyau? | can't find you!
| can't—"

When Anne came fully awake, she was sitting upei, iner face and throat
bathed with perspiration. As her breathing graguaturned to normal, she
focused on the moonlight that fell in polished pawdtreams through the
window.

Although it was a familiar dream, she had nevemgraised to it. It still
disturbed her to find that in reality, there wasimpenetrable darkness, no
unquenchable void, and that there was no strongfidemt voice that
wanted to keep her safe.

Pushing her tangled hair from her face, she climbedof bed. Fifteen

minutes later she had pulled her hair back in addérench braid and was
dressed in white jeans and a cranberry cottonsngater. She left the
house to walk toward the river. Her old friend.

There was chill in the air and a coating of dewtagrass as Anne stood on
the riverbank to watch the last of the moonlighingeabsorbed by the



awakening sun. Across the river brilliant color aego fill every crack and
crevice of the smudged-charcoal line of trees.

The miracle held her still, and she stood waitingiting for the wonder to
fill the trees, then spill over to the river, urftitally it would reach her.

Then several feet away, on her side of the riviee, @ the shadows moved
toward her, changing, becoming a tall man in kisdéecks, tan shirt, and a
worn leather jacket.

"Max," she said, the word a slightly squeaky whisf¢ou scared me."

"Guilty conscience?" Before she could respond,die, SYou looked like
you were going into a trance. | don't know what esmext in the ceremony,
but discretion demanded | interrupt you now . efobe you got naked or
anything."

Laughing, she said, "I don't carry my nature wqgorstpite that far." She
glanced around. "l didn't hear a car. How did yetitgere?"

He nodded toward a point down river. "l rented lic&alf a mile or so that
way."

"A cabin? Wait a minute, don't tell me you let Billoomis sucker you into
renting that rat hole of his?"

Grinning, he shook his head. "It's not that badahted to be close to the
river, so it was either the Loomis cabin or a slegfpag."”

"On your head be it," she said doubtfully. "Youked as if you were having
a good time checking out the natives yesterday. Howou like Emily so
far?"

"It takes some getting used to." He ran a handsachis unshaven jaw.
"They've built a kind of invisible wall around thglace, and what's
happening in the rest of the world doesn't quitehehere. Oh, they hear
about it, but a disaster on Wall Street doesrécaffhem as much as seeing
Fred's pickup parked in front of Rita's house oiddyr night does. | guess



it's the same with all small towns. Anyway it's feet for what | had in
mind."

"Which is?" she asked, watching him closely.

"When the six-o'clock news does a story on the econ they show a
couple of out-of-work executives or a few constiattvorkers. It's always
city dwellers. | wanted to show what happens tolstaen people when a
recession hits. Losing the steel mill has devadtdiis place. And the loss is
multiplied because it's not only happening to yiwg, happening to your
next-door neighbor, your brother-in-law, and they gou bowl with on
Tuesday nights." He paused and reached up to eubettk of his neck. "It's
the most close-knit community I've ever come acrdbgy all know I'm a
friend of yours, by the way. And they're not reabtte about the way they
feel about you." He smiled. "The place is just agarith down-home, just-
plain-folks loyalty."

It was an innocent remark, but something in hietdisturbed her. "Max,
you're not . . . you wouldn't—" She broke off amekd to gather her
thoughts. "You've been to a lot of places, seant aflthings. You've led a
sophisticated life and mixed with sophisticatedgeoEmily is not—No,
that's not what | wanted to say." She shook hed la@a began again. "You
said you were looking for faces, but these pedpley're more than just
faces. They're hearts and souls. These people. tax]l welcome you.
They'll ask you into their homes. They won't evemdntalking about
having no money. They'll show you the empty cuptsand the piles of
unpaid bills. They won't think about what you'reérgpto do with your
pictures. They won't know that their . . . theimbst naivete might be
interpreted as backwardness by the rest of thedwdithey'll think it's
strange that outsiders could possibly be intereisteéldem, but they'll also
think it's exciting. They'll buy the book or magagiand show it to their
relatives in the city." She paused. "They won't Wnehat people are
thinking of them, but I will, Max. I'll know, andlllbe angry for them."

Long, tense moments passed before he turned tdvéac&You think I'd do
that?" His lips quirked in a strange smile, as giohis amusement had
turned inward, toward something only he could $¥eu think I'll show
them in that kind of light?"



She couldn't answer. After shrugging in a helplessement, she simply
stared at him in silence.

Scratching the top of his head, he glanced aroiWell, | guess I'd better
be running along. See you around, Annie," he adakedhe turned and
walked away.

She watched him for a moment with something alribkstfear welling up
in her throat. She took a step after him. "Waihe said softly, then she
called out louder, "Max . .wait forme!"

And then she was running after him, just as shedw® so many times
when she was a little girl. She had to catch up \wim. She had to reach
him before he disappeared again.

"Max." She was breathless when she caught at mstaying to stop him.
Pausing, he looked down at her, allowing her tar@ra his features. Even
now there was no anger in his features, no sadmtsssimply looked
interested.

"I'm sorry. | was wrong," she said, fighting todaher breath. "You have to
understand—" She clasped his right hand betweeh bbthers and

whispered, "Please accept my most sincere and luapmlogy, O great
and magnificent Maximilian . . . please, Max."

When he threw back his head and laughed, Anne kneas going to be all
right. He wasn't going to leave.

"You're not still worried about me taking advantageyour people?" he
asked.

She shook her head vehemently. "No, that was stitpdis just something
| thought | heard, something | thought | saw in iyface.” She felt his
fingers move under hers. "It doesn't matter nowu Mouldn't hurt them."

"No, | wouldn't hurt them." Freeing his hand, hestd it inside his jacket
pocket and stood studying the sunrise. "When liwadghanistan, | met a
guy, a fellow photographer. Rick taught me a la.Whs older, and tougher,



| guess. He covered Vietnam and came through ¢athed, physically and
emotionally.” He shook his head in disbelief. it touch him. Rick was
always looking for that Pulitzer prize- winning shde wasn't interested in
the people. | don't think he even admitted to hifrtkat theywerepeople.
All he cared about was the perfect picture. He @@mbd capture agony, but
not just your average, everyday kind of agony. Hmted the spectacular
stuff. He wanted to catch the body the moment &mel Imine exploded
under it. He wanted to capture the helicopter aettact second it exploded
in the air."

Max paused and drew in a slow breath. "After spggnaine night in a bar
with Rick Ord, | took a good look at my soul. Thaasn't fun. Because
when | looked deep enough, | found a bloody mess. & least it still
existed. It was still there, and it was still warggi | promised myself right
then that | would never get to the point of placmmg work above my
humanity. | promised myself that if | ever—even endelt Rick's
detachment creeping up on me, | would shoot onllg.sEcenery suitable
for calendars, travel folders, and books that detearoffee tables.”

Anne had been staring at her shoes, but now shdysiaised her head. "I
apologize again," she said in a rough whisperndwk that about you. I've
seen you work, andkdnewthat. | just got sidetracked for a minute. | rgall
am sorry. | was so excited about seeing you thisnng, then | had to go
and spoil it. | want—"

"What do you want, Annie?" he asked softly.

Moistening her lips in a nervous gesture, shezedlthat the inward-turned
amusement was back in his voice. "l hope | wanstrae thing you want. |
want to . . . reclaim a relationship that means—dlasys meant—a lot to
me. You were the single most important person inlifey' she said with

quiet intensity. "l ... | just want to know thatye-"

Slinging one arm around her, he gave her a quick Hbyou're trying to
say you missed me, the feeling is mutual, squie"raised a questioning
brow. "So if | promise not to make fun of the gaotizens of Emily, will
you show me around town, introduce me to your &&hDon't take this



wrong, but | have a feeling that if | tell them &t to take pictures, they'll
get dressed up in their Sunday best and show raéhatparlor.”

She laughed. "That's exactly what they'd do,” shid & affectionate
amusement.

When he said, "l gather they're having a prettyghotime right now," she
spent the following minutes explaining to him abthe project she and
Cliff were working on, telling him about the unifiesupport of the people in
Emily.

"They're amazing," she said finally. "Pride ancesgth are not qualities
they have to think about or look for. They're jure. Like Mr. Hayes. Oh,

Max, you'll love Mr. Hayes. His face looks like onéthose dried-apple

dolls. And Lacey Cobb. | swear she looks like oltsBlan royalty. She still

lives on the farm she and her husband bought itwtaeties, and she does
all her own cooking and cleaning. She's wondeMol've got to meet her.

Wait, | know."

They had been walking side by side, but now shengvamound to face him,
excitement growing as she thought of all the frestie wanted to share
with him. "I know what we can do. Max. We can—"

The words died away abruptly as she realized that Masn't listening.

With a blank look in his eyes, he was staring daivher, staring at the hand
that lay on his arm, staring at the way her bodg aanost but not quite
touching his.

She wasn't sure who moved, but suddenly they veerehtng. Her breasts
were pressed against his chest and one of his hastisd on her hip.

Awareness raced through her like an electric shisghtening her nipples,

rippling through her groin. Losing rational thougsite stood on her tiptoes,
straining to fit her body to his, her lips tinglinganticipation of the kiss that
surely would come next.

But it didn't. When Max muttered, "Sweet mercifidalven” under his
breath, his fingers digging painfully into the thesf her buttocks, Anne was
brought back to earth with painful swiftness.



Stepping quickly away from him, she whispered, ‘d,avlax, I'm sorry."
Unable to meet his eyes, she turned her back ondiémching her hands at
her sides. "That was stupid,"she said, her voice stiff with embarrassment.
"Stupid, stupidstupid!l can't believe | did that. Why do | keep making a
fool of myself with you?"

She flinched when she felt his hand on her shouldieturned her around to
face him, and although she thought he had lostr asider his tan, he was
smiling at her. "Hey, lighten up. It was no big ddes kind of like LSD.
Years later you're going along, minding your owrsibass, and suddenly
you're in the middle of a wild trip. Flashback tirhe

Flashback timeWith a few words the love they had once shared was
reduced to a malfunction of the brain. It just dideel right. While she was
glad that he had managed to ease her away fromrexabaent, part of her
resented the way he diminished what they had lzeeadh other in the past.
Their relationship might not have been perfect,ibbaid been powerful. It
had beeneal.

"It felt like a big deal from my side," she saidwly. Then, drawing her
head back, she added, "What do you know about Kipb anyway?"

"My knowledge is purely academic, | assure you,saiel, grinning.

"It had better be. Because you wouldn't even lettake a drag off a
cigarette when | was a kid." Glancing at her wastte grimaced. "Oh, my
gosh, I've got to pack,"” she exclaimed as she suygdecalled the trip to
Houston. "Cliff's going to murder me. | can't beéd forgot.”

As she talked, she was already walking toward thesé, but then she
paused, realizing that Max was no longer beside her

Turning around to walk backward, she called."Wallyde gone a couple of
days. You won't— I'll see you when | get back, wé'

After only a brief hesitation he smiled. "I'm natigg anywhere."



Five

Max stood on the corner, looking around Emily. Agsitown wasn't much
to look at. In fact he could see most of it fromemdnhe was. There wasn't
even a traffic light. A four-way stop was as urlaant got in Emily.

To the northwest, surrounded by live oaks and gdeas the courthouse,
which looked as though it had been built aroundithe Orville and Wilbur
were doing their thing in Kitty Hawk. To the norts was a row of shops
with names like the Mercantile and House of Fudgeoss the street from
Max was Katie's Kountry Krafts, and behind him vea®ank with pink
geraniums and two drive-through windows.

Max had been walking around for approximately &ftaninutes, and so far
an even dozen people had waved to him. A few afithe had met; most he
didn't know from Adam. That took some getting usedt was friendly, but
it also gave him the feeling that he was constaming watched. In Dallas
or Houston he could have hung around on the cdonex couple of weeks
without attracting any attention. Apparently anomtymdidn't exist in
Emily.

Annie had been gone for a little over twenty- ftvaurs and wouldn't be
back until tomorrow, but Max didn't mind the wditwould take him at
least that long to recover from their little geggedher by the river.

Max had told himself so often that he was in cdntre had actually begun
to believe it. He had believed it right up to thement her body touched his.
When he felt her firm flesh beneath his fingersewhe felt the immediacy
of her, the lie had been exposed in a way he diia'remembering.

That kind of thing wasn't going to happen again,aseured himself. It
couldn't. If he was going to pull this off, he hadyo slowly. He had waited
a long time to have her back in his life, and hemitagoing to screw it up by
letting his body run roughshod over his brain.

"If you're planning a bank robbery, I'd better wgou—old Mr. Bradley is
armed.”



Max turned and found Annie's redheaded friend stegnon the sidewalk a
couple of feet away. "Carly, isn't it?" When shelded, he smiled. "Aren't
most bank guards armed?"

"Mr. Bradley isn't the guard, he's a teller. Helsoablind as a bat,
feebleminded, and eager for action."

"Thanks for the warning." He glanced around. "Wiseeegood place for
lunch?"

"New Orleans,” she replied instantly. "But if yau'm a hurry, Olsen's
makes the best barbecue around."

"l like barbecue." He raised one brow. "Join me?"

She stared at him for a moment, openly assessmgthen nodded. "Sure,
why not?"

Olsen's had the same rustic atmosphere that wasatet by barbecue
places everywhere— wooden tables flanked by lomgltbes polished by
constant use; barbed-wire collages and rusty plamgjing on rough-wood
walls. The serve- yourself food was also famili@nle slaw and potato
salad, pinto beans and hot peppers, to accompanyitkory-smoked,
carefully blackened meat of your choice.

Allowing Carly to lead the way. Max carried his §tia tray to a table. After
taking a bite of each item on her plate, the redlvased her head, met his
eyes squarely, and said, "Okay, so what did you teeknow about Anne?"

He laughed. "I like your style. Clean. No distragticurlicues to it."

"I've been called blunt,” she admitted without skatbut | like getting to
the point . . . which you aren't doing."

"Okay, what can you tell me about Annie's boss?"



"Cliff?" She shrugged. "There's not much to telé'sda widower. Emily's
leading citizen. Local-boy-makes-good kind of thil@pme people think
he's on the brink of entering politics.

but | doubt it. Twenty-five years ago he left waHittle bit of money and
came back with a lot. People here respect himHat. tFor his business
acumen. And for the way he uses his money."

"He's a philanthropist?"

"Something like that,” she said, and as they atglaegued the good deeds
perpetrated by Annie's employer. She told Max alatiuhe people in the
area Cliff had helped. Quietly, with no flourishes, publicity.

When she had finished, she leaned back againstaheand studied him.
"But that isn't the kind of information you're Idojg for, is it? You want to
know about Cliff and Anne. And since | won't berbging any confidences.
I'll tell you. Anne sees Cliff as a father figuf&he says he's the sort of man
her father should have been. And CIiff? You'll h&awesk Cliff about that,
but I'm pretty sure he feels the same way theak#te town feels about
Anne."

"Little Orphan Annie? Tinkerbell? Clap your hanfigou want to keep her
alive." When Carly frowned, he added, "I'm not lgegarcastic. It's fairly
obvious they all love her. You can see it in tifares when she simply
passes them on the street.”

Carly gave a wry smile as she shook her head. {tf8hks they're just being
kind to an outsider."

"People are always being kind to Annie," he sardnpuncing the words
carefully, without inflection.

Carly wiped her mouth with a paper napkin, andrdtiling it neatly, she
laid it across her plate. Then, with deliberate emoents, she placed both
forearms on the table and leaned toward him, hemression casual, her eyes
hard. "I don't know what you're up to, but you'dt&eknow right now that a
lot of people around here would Beryunhappy if Anne got hurt."



Max laughed. He hadn't meant to, but he couldi iheé’'No . . . no, I'm not
laughing at you," he said, still chuckling as hexste in her face. "It's just
that she warned me too. She told me in so manysubrat I'd better not
mess with her town. The only difference is she tislound like a Mafia hit
man when she said it." He paused and smiled. Hegatou and Annie are
close."

"She's my best friend, my one true friend. Shess dhly one who sees
exactly who and what | am. And she thinks thataygkCarly explained,
her voice husky as she gave a helpless shrug.

"That sounds like Annie. Having a prostitute fomather made her extra
sensitive to—" He broke off, and stared at her.t™dadn't know, did you?"

She looked stunned as she shook her head mechwanicalish you hadn't
told me," she said, her voice low, almost angryo Wbnder she doesn't talk
about her childhood. No wonder she thinks the pebpre are wonderful
simply because they like her. Judas priest, howalpget over something
like that?"

"You don't," he said with a grim precision. "It iménced her in ways even
she didn't realize."

The redhead abruptly slid to the end of the benuh r@se to her feet.
"Thanks for lunch,” she said without looking at Hinlhope you enjoy your
stay in Emily." Then she was gone.

Tough ladyMax thought minutes later as he walked out ofcéie. Tough
and very protective.

Carly's attitude toward Annie didn't come as argagsurprise to Max. He
had seen it too many times before. As a matteacflie had once felt the
same way himself. Annie looked vulnerable, fragBeit looks could be

deceiving. Max had helped raise her, and he kneterthan anyone what
she was made of. Nothing less than tempered steethrough Annie's

backbone.



When they were growing up, her strength had shaseifiin the way she
stood up to bullies. And no matter what Max digkréhwere always bullies
to remind Annie that she was the daughter of a ethBut she never let
them see they had the power to hurt her. She lexdtdck straight and her
head high. And she refused to let them see her cry.

Max would never forget—could never forget— the niigé had discovered
that, of the two of them, she was stronger. Théitnilgey had first made
love.

It had all started on a night in early February, Menie, and Ellie had been
together as usual. Mr. Bright was working the nightft, so they had
assembled at Ellie's house, sprawling around onithg-room floor as
they played anything-goes blackjack.

"Hit me again,"” Annie said.
Max, the dealer for this particular hand, pausetieapulled a card off the
top of the deck. "I've already hit you five timeadeast. You're bust, Annie.

Admit it."

"Not necessarily," Ellie said, shifting her longy$eto a more comfortable
position. "You forget we're going for forty-eighstead of twenty- one."

Max rolled his eyes. "Who made up this stupid gdme?

"l did," Anne said, grinning. "l call it This TimAnnie Wins. So hit me
again, Max."

"Are we getting kinky?"

The three of them glanced up as Max's younger érditrolled into the

room. Roger Decatur had brown hair, a round facd,veas several inches
shorter than Max. Although he was nineteen, Rolyeost never acted his
age.

"l always wondered what you three did in here,%aiel as he moved closer.
"What's this, S-and-M poker? Who's hitting whom?"



"Get lost, Roger," Ellie said without looking awligm her cards. "This is
my house, and no one invited you in."

Ignoring her, Roger reached down and pulled a tdcknnie's hair. "How
about it, Annie? Strip down and I'll give you a skiag."

Max rose slowly to his feet. He didn't say anythikig didn't even more
toward his brother, but Roger stared at him forcam@nt, then threw up his
hands and made a big production of backing away #aonie.

"No need for you to work up a sweat, big brothbg'said. "I just came over
to tell you our dear old aunt isn't too pleased ftoa decided to keep your
old job instead of taking the one they offered wbthe car wash. The way
she sees it, you're cheating her out of ten mollarda week. She's talking
about kicking you out."

Max shrugged. "So what else is new? | don't supp@ser occurred to you
to get a job so you can help out with the bills?"

"Me? You gotta be kidding. Aunt Charlotte doesrjpect me to work. I'm
the college whiz kid, remember? The one with thghbrfuture.” He smiled
in satisfaction. "l can't waste my time at a job."

"How can you be like this?" Annie asked, her deéckeatures showing
confusion. "Max is only staying in that house bessabe feels responsible
for you. How can you stand by and let your aunéthis paycheck and give
it to you for spending money?"

Ellie gave a loud snort. "Because he's a brownigp$wo-faced pig who
has the personality of a slug and the potentiad burnt match. And if |
weren't such a kindhearted person, I'd mentiotoleiss and his breath."”

When Roger took a step toward Ellie, she merelghad. After a moment
Max laughed too. "You'd better watch out, Rogeit ¢bmes to a fight, my
money's on Ellie."



Roger swung on his heels, saying, "I'm not wastiygime on some old bag
of bones." At the door he looked back over his #lteru "But any time
Annie wants to wrestle, I'll make time. What arel yharging now, Annie?"

Max literally saw red. He let out a roar of raget before he could reach the
door. Annie had wrapped herself around him, andeRags gone.

"It doesn't matter. Max," she said, her voice mhise she could be heard
over his swearing. "Let him go." She clasped hcefaetween her hands
and turned his head toward her. "Don't you seg?hi# only way he could
get at you. He knows you're better, a million tinbester, than he is, and
hurting me is the only way he can hurt you." Shdesin"But it didn't hurt.
So he loses again. Okay?"

He stared down at her, caught anew by her beayttheosweetness of her
soul. "You shouldn't have to put up with garbage that. And that it should
come from my own brother. It just—"

"Pisses you off," Ellie finished for him. "Rogerrggally has that effect on
everybody."

They all laughed then, and the tension in the reased. But moments later
Max noticed that Annie was unusually pale. "Youkdioed, honey. You're
not over that cold yet, are you?"

"I'm fine, Max," she said. "You've got to stop trgito baby me."

Reaching out, he touched her face with gentle fsgé just don't want
anything to happen to you."

Ellie made gagging sounds. "If we're getting to tineshy part now, | can
leave the room."

Max stood up and pulled Annie to her feet. "Stagrelyou are. It's time for
me to take Annie home."

Overruling her objections, Max made Annie put oslbather jacket. They
left the house by the back door. He always tookidmome by way of the



alley. She would climb in her bedroom window, ands®& Seaton,
habitually busy with other things, would never ekeow her daughter had
been out.

When they reached her yard, Max pulled Annie int® drms without
speaking, and he heard her sigh an instant befermbuth claimed hers.
The few minutes before they said good night was dhly time Max
allowed himself the luxury of holding her. Keepinig hands off Annie was
difficult enough without adding the complicationwary intimate caresses.

"Okay, that's enough," he said, the words a roulisper against her soft,
warm neck. "l want you to get to bed."

"You're bossy," she said, pretending to pout. ioh a little girl anymore."

"I know that. | just don't want you to have bagsl@myour eyes when | take
pictures of you tomorrow. It would ruin all my skdt

Leaning forward, she bit his chin, then kissedsamme spot. "Just a minute
more. Max?"

"Not a minute, not a second." He turned her aramdiswatted her behind.
"Go on, get to bed."

Making a stirrup of his hands, he boosted her twerickety wooden fence.
A moment later he heard her drop to the other ditlen in a loud whisper,
she said, "Max . . . catch!" just as his jacketdel his head.

"Thanks," he muttered.

He heard her smothering a laugh. "I do love youxM&o much. Good
night."

"Night, squirt," he said, then turned to walk béaWard Ellie's house to say
good night.

Ellie was waiting for him at the back door, her arfull of Annie's
schoolbooks.



"l could drop them off tomorrow morning on my wayork," the brunette
offered.

He shook his head. "I'll take them to her now. m'dthink her mother will
hear me."

"Her mother wouldn't notice if the Battle of LittlBig Horn were being
fought in Annie's room," Ellie said dryly. "It'staf ten. That means she's
been sloshed for at least three hours."

Mrs. Seaton's drinking was another thing for Maxwirry about as he
walked down the alley. Rose Seaton's "friends"” wleeee at all hours of the
night, and the rest of the time she was drunk.

He hated the thought of his sweet Annie havingiwe in that house. It
always amazed him how she had learned to survigach an atmosphere.
But she did more than survive. Like a delicate diiiit floating above a
battleground, she somehow managed to keep hersgifrate from the
carnage.

In a few months she would graduate from high schbloén next year she
would be attending Southern Methodist Universityadnll scholarship. His
Annie would be with normal people. She would seatwifie could be like
for someone as bright as she. And by the time ehkeay degree, Max would
be established as a photographer. Then they wetilchgrried, and together
they would travel to every exotic, unknown placat ttruck their fancy. She
would be beside him while he captured the worldilom

It was a plan he and Annie had discussed a thousaerd. When things got
tough, they talked about "someday,” that time ia thture when they
wouldn't have to say good night at a dilapidatetcée That "someday”
when he didn't have to worry about her every minditbe day and night. In
that wonderful "someday" Max would know she wasesdfecause she
would be with him. Forever.

When he reached her backyard. Max pitched the bowodisthe fence, then
pulled himself up and over. He was halfway acrbssytard when he heard
her scream.



Throwing the books down, he broke into a run, hisdmumb with fear.
When he finally reached her window, he found ikled. Not hesitating, he
picked up one of the bricks that lined her flowedkand heaved it through
the window.

As he reached in to unfasten the catch, he sawAhdrhe saw the man who
held her, the man who leaned against her as hedstgen- mouthed at the
glass on the floor. Annie's white blouse was tarross the shoulder, and
her long hair fell across her face as she struggléetly.

The following few minutes would always be a blaok¥lax. He only knew
that when he returned to awareness, he had Arattesker pinned to the
floor. Annie was screaming at him as she triedryohis fingers loose from
the man's neck, and Mrs. Seaton stood in the dgorawaying as she
called Max every foul name she could think of.

Max didn't give a damn about Rose Seaton, but viteesaw the petrified
look on Annie's face, he reluctantly released th@'sthroat and pushed off
him.

Catching Annie in his arms, he turned toward heth@o "I'm taking her
with me," he said, his voice hoarse and tight \bidinely suppressed rage.
"She won't spend another night in your house."

"I'l have you arrested!" Mrs. Seaton screamedl.H#ve you charged with
kidnapping . . . witrstatutory rapellt'll be a long time before you see the
light of day, you little punk."”

"Try it," Max ground out. "You don't know what trble is, lady. You try
and stop us, and I'll be the one to call the pol@edidn't you know they
throw whores in jail?"

"Max," Annie whispered, her eyes pleading.
Pushing past her mother, he took Annie out the litck, and when he

reached the fence, he simply kicked the rotten gfités hinges. He could
feel Annie shaking against him, and it ripped himp. Bhe wasn't



crying—Annie never cried—but she wouldn't stop shgkNot even when
they reached the lighted safety of Ellie's house.

Half an hour later, after Ellie had taken her fagyt on the living-room

furniture, brought Annie a clean blouse, and maede & hot drink, the

brunette looked across the kitchen table at MaxhdW¥re you going to do?
She can't go back there."

"She's not going back. I'm going to marry her,'sh&l quietly. The thought
of that bastard touching Annie made Max sick todt@nach. It couldn't
happen again. He wouldn't let it happen again. t¥\getting married,” he
told Ellie. "Now . . . tonight."

"Max, we can't,"” Annie said, looking up from hepcut was the first thing
she had said since he had dragged her away frorhduse. "You can't
marry me just to get me away from my mother."

"Don't be an idiot," Ellie said, her voice blunEven my father, who barely
knows what day it is, knows that Max loves you."

Annie rose abruptly to her feet, shaking her healdemently. "It'll ruin
everything for you. We were going to wait untildiEhed college. Until you
had trained with a real photographer. You said—"

"Forget what | said. Do you want to marry me oriot

Giving him a helpless look, she whispered, "Itld'a¢ ever wanted."

He rose to his feet and gave her a quick hug.

"So what are we arguing about?" He glanced at .ETlWfeu coming with
us?"

The brunette laughed. "I'd be real flattered airtgation. Max, except that
you and | both know your old Yamaha wouldn't matke ithe next town,
much less across the state line. You're after myacan't you?"



"Please come with us, Ellie,"” Annie said. Max relda little when he saw
excitement and pleasure bring the color back tddw. "You can be Max's
best man, and maid of honor for me."

After leaving a note for Mr. Bright, they took HEls car and headed for
Mexico. On the way Ellie and Annie sang every stirey had ever heard,
making up the words when memory failed. Max wagestibd to a dozen

different versions of "Going to the Chapel.” It deohim crazy, but he

listened without complaint because anything wasebdghan seeing the
helpless, hopeless look in Annie's beautiful grggse

They were married the next day, and immediatelgrafie wedding they

headed back to Dallas. Ellie slept in the back /ihnie sat next to Max,

close, as though she didn't want so much as arbigieteen them. Darkness
had fallen by the time they left Ellie at her hoasel took his motorcycle to
a motel on the interstate highway. The Hi-Vue Masélaight from the set
of a slasher movie, had only half a dozen unite ®htside walls were

painted a sickly shade of turquoise, a fact thahtwargely unnoticed

because most of the lights by the doorways werstlout. It was the least
charming place Max had ever seen. But it was atiduéd afford.

Gritting his teeth, he unlocked the door to theam, picked Annie up in his
arms, and carried her across the threshold. Sedataidhe set her abruptly
on her feet and looked around.

The inside was worse than the outside. The tinyasg box had a
musty-attic smell, the curtains had been stapleddavindows, and the bed
sagged in the middle. There wasn't even a televisab.

"This wasn't how | planned it," he said tightly vianted it to be perfect for
you. There was supposed to be sand and sea and piaging on steel
drums.”

"It's not so bad," Annie said as she moved arohrdaom. "It's clean and
the lock works. And look ... we even have our ovathboom. Give it a
chance. Max. It grows on you. In fact I'm beginntogthink it's kind of

cute."



He gave a shout of startled laughter. "You're cfazy

She shook her head. "No," she said as she crdsseddm and wrapped her
arms around him. "You're the one who's crazy if yloink 'perfect’ has

anything to do with sand and steel drums. 'Perfedieing married to the
man I've loved all my life. 'Perfect’ is having yoarms around me.

Knowing you love me back, that's 'perfect.™

He caught her face in his hands and stared dowerat'You are the most
precious thing in my life," he choked out. "You he@e? | don't know what
I'd do without you. You anchor me, Annie. You make real."

When she pulled his head down, pressing eagetdipss. Max forgot all
about the sagging bed and the stapled curtairteelpast there were times
Max thought he would go out of his mind with wagtimer. And now he had
her. Everything—the dreary room, the frustratiorfs tioe past—was
forgotten the moment he touched his sweet Annie.

Picking her up in his arms, he carried her aclossdgom. When he reached
the bed, he looked down at her and muttered, "Cute?

She began to laugh, and when they dropped togethé¢ne bed and
automatically rolled to the middle, she laughedrekarder. And as Max
laughed with her, he knew she was right. This weatept.

He lay beside her, holding her, and began to mékesgor their future.

"And since | won't be living with Aunt Charlotte,ynpaycheck should be
enough for now. We won't be able to afford a bigrapent, but | bet we can
find something. Ellie will help us look. | can keap my photography at
night and on the weekends. The newspaper willwdiagever | get to them,
and | told you about that regional competition going to enter. If | can
place in that—"

He broke off when he realized she hadn't spokeuite a while. "Are you
tired, baby?"

"No," she said slowly. "I'm not tired. I'm not spge I'm married.”



Recognizing the wry note in her voice, he drew Haskead to look at her.
"What a coincidence. So am |."

“I'm new at this," she continued as though he hapdken. "It's the first
time I've ever been married, but I've heard rumaArgl somehow | got the
silly idea that on a honeymoon, in their honeymbed, the people involved
did more than talk." She glanced at him, one brawed. "Now is a fine
time to tell me you're only interested in my mind."

He met her eyes. "l rushed you into marriage, Anhjast didn't want to
rush you into anything else. | can wait until—"

"l can't,” she broke in, shaking her head. "I'ns lesble than you. Or maybe
I'm greedier. Needier."

"No, not needier," he said in a husky whisper apibked up her hand and
placed it against his heart, letting her feel hoywaunded at her nearness.
"I'm just afraid of doing the wrong thing. | wathiet best for you, Annie."

"I have the best,” she told him. "Right here besim® Right here in my
arms."

As he watched her warily, she moved away from hHiith confident
movements she unbuttoned the borrowed blouse, gbdugut of it, and
dropped it to the floor. Seconds later her bragdiit.

Annie wasn't talking anymore. But she was smiliBge was smiling a
narrow-eyed, secretive smile as she pushed uphirisasd brushed her
breasts lightly, oh so lightly, against his baresthletting him see the way
the nipples hardened for him.

There was no holding Max back then. He would hawglit an army to get
to her. All the joy from his past, every hope f@& future, were combined in
the small woman in his arms. The woman who wadyfr¢ayfully giving
herself to him.

Making love with Annie took his breath away. Thevas no shyness, no
hesitancy in her at all. Even when he knew he weasi@ her pain, she



wouldn't let him stop, wouldn't let him slow y dowilax knew he was
giving her pleasure—he ' could see it in her eyesd-she wasn't stingy in
returning the favor. She held nothing back. Sheegaxery bit of herself to
him. With single- minded determination she had hedcout and grabbed
happiness with both hands. That night Annie hadde#@eno one's
protection, Max thought as he unlocked the dodmisfrented car and slid
inside. And she still didn't. She was still stronglean anyone— man,
woman, or child—Max had ever met. But she had ew@yin this town

fooled. Annie was good at that too.

As he pulled the car out into traffic, Max wondereler good friend Carly
knew that the day Annie had walked out on him, dhige months after
their wedding night, she had left with another man.



Six

The doorbell rang as Anne stepped out of the shaBlee scrambled into
her robe and tripped twice on the dangling sasbrbeshe reached the living
room.

It's not Max, you dopeshe chided silently, forcing herself to slow down
before she broke a leg. It couldn't be Max. She @hfl had only just
returned from Houston. Max couldn't possibly kndnattthey were back.

"So how did it go?" Carly said when Anne openeddber.

Anne stared at her friend for a moment, then shaokay the
disappointment. "Do you have spotters on the roatie"asked, her voice
dry. "We got in only an hour ago."

"Christie Graham was visiting her Grannie Jeanavufirport Road," the
redhead explained as she followed Anne to the loearo

"When she saw you and Cliff drive by, she callegsJ&ibb, Jess called
Lovey St. John, and Lovey called Mama. So how tigb?" she repeated,
and flopped down on the bed next to the open sétediile Anne returned
to the bathroom to dress.

"We got two, 'I'm sorry but' and one 'Let me thabdout it and get back to
you," Anne called through the open door. "But henitv Get back to us, |
mean. He was just too nice to say 'lI'm sorry loubur faces."”

After pulling on her jeans, Anne poked her headiadathe door. "Are those
new boots?"

Carly extended one long leg to give her a bettek.Id'l got them in
Fredericksburg last week. Tell me how much you lineam."

" love them."

"l said tell me how much. They were expensivegush a little."



Anne considered the extravagant footgear in quastiolove them more
than chocolate pudding but not as much as Mel Gibaod I'm envious as
hell because Western boots always make me feelf &sniwearing
Clementine's boxes without topses. Where's Peteetby today?" she
threw over her shoulder as she ducked back intbatl@oom.

"Out at the farm with his cousins. They're goindptidtle-feed the new calf
today. | told him I'd drive out there as soon &k to you."

"You mean you took a chance on missing your tushfior me?" The words
were muffled through the pink sweatshirt Anne wakllipg over her head.
"I'm touched. | really am."

Carly laughed, then in an odd little silence fatéween them. After a while
Carly said, "I had lunch with your ex yesterday."

Anne slowly put down her hairbrush and stared atfdee in the mirror.
She had been trying not to think about Max, tryargl failing. Turning
away from the mirror, she walked back into the bedr. "Did you?" she
said, keeping her voice casual.

"Yup. He took me to Olsen's. Anne ..." Carly slifitbe bed and stood up.
Moments later, as though reaching a difficult decisshe met Anne's eyes.
"l think your Max is up to something, Anne. He towmie to lunch so he
could pump me about you and CIiff."

"That's not unusual, is it? | mean, I'm curiouswaldom too." She grinned.
"It's too bad he didn't bring a talkative friendrag)."

"I wasn't that talkative. Mostly PR stuff for Clifbut . . . there was
something there, under the surface that | coufdnt'tny finger on. The man
has a lot of charisma, and he knows how to makeraam pay attention.”

Anne laughed at the wariness in her friend's f&¢eu mean he's sexy as
hell. You're not exactly telling me anything | didalready know."

"Yeah, well," Carly began, shifting in discomfdiiie may be sexy, but he's
also deep. Deep men make me nervous. | still sSayuipeto something."”



"Max is a complicated man," Anne said slowly. "Hasieleven years ago,
and now ... A lot can happen in eleven years, apéreence always adds
extra bits and pieces to your personality. But thasn't mean he's up to
something. His mind was probably on his work whemfas talking to you.
Max always gets moody about his work."

After a moment Carly shrugged. "Okay, | done myydifthe murders you
in your sleep, don't say | didn't warn you. And nkavbetter go catch up
with Master Petey. If I'm lucky, that calf will bed, burped, and put down
for its nap by the time | get there."

Anne walked Carly to the door, and the redhead getting into her
battered Dodge when Max's rented car pulled smpatktd the driveway.
Although Carly made no comment, she gave Anne g loard look before
starting the engine.

Max reached the front door just as Carly backedaodtdrove away. "Is it
something | said?" he asked, staring at the dwstdcthrown up by the
retreating Dodge.

"She had to go see a man about a calf."
Anne couldn't take her gaze from his face. She lbesh gone less than
forty-eight hours, but seeing him was like watchiing sun come out after a

long rain.

"How did you—" she began, then broke off, and shiosekhead. "No, don't
tell me. Lovey called you too."

"Wrong," he said, his eyes sparkling with amusem&she called Billy
Loomis, and Billy called me. | take it you didn&tgany bites in Houston."

"Billy told you that too?" she asked, cutting hgreg toward him in
skepticism.

"No, I figured that one out all by myself. You a@dff would be rounding
up the city council if you had good news."



"Smart aleck," she said, laughing. "Come in arhandke us some iced tea."

"We don't have time," he said as he took her arthlk@yan to urge her
toward his car.

"We don't? Why don't we?"

"Because once the wind dies down, we won't be talflg the kites | found
at the Mercantile.”

"Kites? Good grief, | haven't flown a kite since were kids."

"Neither have I. That's why | bought them. Rementberones we made out
of Styrofoam and tissue paper?"

She nodded, laughing. "We armed Ellie's Ken andiBatolls with knitting
needles you had swiped from your aunt and tied tioetimose tacky-looking
kites."

"Vicious brutes, weren't we? Talk about bloody dgigls. Come on, we
only have a couple of hours, so get your butt iarg&ime, that old bald
cheater, is a-wastin'. It's putting its winged abtanto third gear. While we
stand here talking, olgempuss Jugiting. ..."

She couldn't stop laughing as he dragged her toahéYou idiot. This is
March. What makes you think the wind is going tapdblowing in a couple
of hours?"

"Alf Woodard said the wind will definitely die dowy early afternoon.”

"Why on earth would you listen to Alf?" she askeslshe fastened her
seatbelt. "He's a sweetheart, but ever since haiafl landed on his head,
he's been getting weather predictions from theqgrigeat the courthouse,
and those dumb birds are always wrong."

This time, however, the pigeons knew what they valldng about. Anne
and Max managed to get in only two and a half hofiftying time before
the wind abruptly died. But it was enough.



She had beat him twice in unmanned, unarmed dagfigt that happens
again, | may have to hurt you," Max had warnedafear the second time.

Anne had laughed, running to send her kite soahrmugh the sky toward
his.

It was a day straight out of a storybook. Never tresky been so blue.
Never had plain grass been so green. They racddather across fields
covered with unending flowers, giant patches otldad pink and yellow.
And as she stood, letting the wind whip around trexr,same wind caught
his laughter and carried it across the field tchbaber in the wonderful
sound.

And finally when, as the pigeons had foretold, Wied subsided, they
dropped down, exhausted, to lie on the cool, safter grass and talk in
lazy whispers.

"I haven't asked where you're living now," she safter a while. "In
Texas?"

He had been propped up on one elbow, a long stadkass between his
teeth. Now he rolled onto his back and stared upeasky. "In Texas," he

confirmed. "And in California . . . Indonesia Venezuela. Everywhere and
nowhere. That's why I'm driving a rented car. Nacplto park one." He
closed his eyes. "l can't seem to settle in one $pke them all. So | just go

where the wind blows me."

"Like little Japanese islands?"

He turned back to her, cushioning his head witlHdided arm. "You know
about the time | spent in the Ryukyus?" When sldglad, he said, "l stayed
there longer than anywhere else. It was a stratape pTime skips right
over those little islands. The people live exatily way their grandparents
and great-grandparents did." His brown eyes sugidenk on a gleam of
amusement. "Remember during our Tarzan phase wteth & rope to the
chinaberry tree in Ellie's backyard and we pretdrntwas a jungle vine?"



"Are you kidding? Of course | remember." Tarzan banhe after the Three
Musketeers and before Superman. Max, being the mmywilling to bare
his chest, took the role of Tarzan.

"Ellie got to be a gunrunner and a jungle warrind @n evil queen," she
said, "but you left me up in that dumb chinaberegt”

"Where else would Jane stay?" he asked, grinning.
"What made you think of our Tarzan games?"

"Well," he said slowly as he tickled her chin wikte stalk of grass. "On my
little Japanese island there were real junglesl Rees."

"You didn't,” she said, laughing in disbelief.

"Didn't I? I'd only been there for a couple of weekhen the villagers took
me with them to gather fruit. When | saw those sir¢hey were hanging
everywhere—I couldn't resist." He laughed. "I wdmwbugh the whole bit.
Standing on a limb, beating my chest. | even dedyikll. My island friends
got a big kick out of that.”

"How did it feel? Was it as wonderful as we imagirtewould be?"

"It was wild. Fighting gravity and the wind. It madne feel powerful . .,
until the vine broke. | cracked a bone in my fodten | landed. Then |
picked up an assortment of scratches and bruisdbeotrip back to the
village because my buddies were laughing so haey, kept dropping me."

Anne had started laughing even before he got terle "l wish | had been
there to see it,” she said, still shaking with lateg. "1 wish | had been there
to doit. | would have done a better job."

"Sure you would," he said, openly skeptical. "Yauwicn't even stay in that
stupid chinaberry tree for half an hour withoutifeg. | never could figure
that out. You didn't fall when you were the impried queen, but you were
a lousy Jane."



"l didn't fall out when | was queen because | vasfted of heights. | was
afraid to move." She gave a soft laugh. "I sat ingthe limb for dear life
until I heard you and Ellie coming back. Then | Wwbpretend | was right at
home up there."

"Why didn't you tell me that you were afraid?" tads frowning.

She shrugged. "I don't know. | guess | was everemafnaid that you and
Ellie wouldn't play with me anymore. Anyway by tti@e | became Jane, |
was used to heights and | got braver." She grintafthile you and Ellie
were out fighting jungle wars, | was practicingtbe vine. And | was better
than you. Ineverlanded in the azaleas."

When he raised a threatening fist, she laughedu"fould have taken a
picture of yourself— Maximilian Decatur, woundecdeapan—and included
it in your last book. I loved those pictures. Origh®m, the one that you
took of that wrinkled old fisherman, reminded meaabther of yours. He
was a fisherman, too, but he was Mexican. Do yoamkhich one I'm
talking about? They didn't resemble each otheriphifg, but there was a
certain look in the eyes of both. Serenity. Or neiglvas endurance. It was
as though they had both discovered some secret kieaihat the rest of us
won't or can't seem to grasp."”

"That photograph—the one of the Mexican fishermamattwas never
published,” he said slowly. "How did you know ab@@tWhen did you see
it? Wheredid you see it?"

She glanced away from him. "Six years ago at thanta exhibit."

A frown cut deep grooves in his brow. "They werdyaon display for a
week, and | was there every day."

"I know. | saw you," she said, keeping her voighti There was no reason
for her to explain why she hadn't made herself kmdovhim. They both
knew why.



"I was there on opening night," she continued. "&hx, | was so proud of
you that night. Everyone in that swank gallery gguped what I've always
known. That you're the best there is.”

After a moment of taut silence, he drew in a sloeakbh and smiled. "You
may be exaggerating just a little bit."

"No," she said softly, then, raising her hand tadehher eyes against the sun
as she watched a bird in flight, she added casuaflgw long were you
with McNeal Reynolds?"

"A little over two years. We traveled all over therld, seeing all those
places you and | used to talk about." He gave atdhogh. "l was so

ignorant back then. | thought | could just go ount dake pictures, but
McNeal showed me there was a lot more to it. Hghame about dealing
with people. He taught me to prepare. | studiedohysand politics and

languages. And before we went to a place, we weatgh tons of pictures
that had been taken there in the past, because alddew you can't

recognize a fresh angle until you know what's ke before. He showed
me techniques that would have taken me years to tgamy own."

"And he got you noticed," she added slowly.

"He got me noticed," he agreed. "His endorsemeeheg all the right
doors. Working with McNeal was the opportunity difatime, and | never
felt like I made him understand how much | apprecdahe chance.” He
paused, staring up at the sky. "You heard thatde @ few years ago?"

She nodded. "Yes, | read about it. | was sad ofssybut | couldn't help
thinking that it was somehow providential. Not death, but the fact that he
stayed in the world just long enough to help yolispoyour gift. It was
almost as though he had chosen you to take higs.flac

Letting her head fall back to the grass, she smildeh glad he got that
chance," she said softly.

Max stared down at her, taking in the fragilitye tthelicacy of her features.
And for a brief moment he wondered why she wassmrested in the time



he had spent with McNeal Reynolds. Then, shelviigy duriosity, he
stretched lazily and closed his eyes.

Today had been good. He had forgotten what it wkastb be young. He

was only thirty-three, not so old, and he still madst of his life ahead of
him, but there had been times in the past elevarsyghen that didn't seem
like such a good thing.

Annie thought she owed him something; he had seknoavledgment of
the debt in her eyes on his first night in EmilyiGg him back a little of his
youth wasn't a bad beginning.

And now, lying beside her on the grass, he lookazklnto the past, trying
to pinpoint the exact time when he had lost thétglo stand in the sun and
laugh, when he had lost his openness to life. Hg lkarew the process had
begun the day he came home to find Annie gone.

But he couldn't think about that now. He couldettthe past clutter up his
thoughts and feelings. He had to look at the twthefn as a man and a
woman who happened to enjoy each other's compaayad to convince

himself of that truth. Because if he was going avehany kind of peace in
the future, he had to make this work.

He had worked hard today to put her at ease. Heeddrer to get past the
self-conscious stage, and he was relatively sueelittie field trip had
accomplished that, but it hadn't been easy on Imrall the planning, in all
his calculations, he had never taken into consisgrdhow tough it was
going to be to keep his hands off her.

His stupidity was almost laughable. The sight af $ent his pulse racing,
and now, when she was close enough for him totfeelvarmth, when he
caught the perfumed scent of her hair, he was ddrnuoky he didn't start
baying at a nonexistent moon.

And there was no use in telling himself that it Webbave been the same
with any attractive woman. He had already tried #ral it didn't work. He
wasn't a deprived man responding with unthinkingdas to an attractive



woman. It went deeper than that. Much deeper. Asalhways had, and
probably always would, he was responding to Annie.

Anne smiled as she studied the changing expressioridax's face. She
could watch him every minute of every day for tastrof her life and never
grow tired of it. It was amazing that ordinary bsred muscles and flesh
came together in such an extraordinary way.

This day with him had been pure joy, she thoudleing her eyes. For a
little while she had managed to disregard realitye reality of what had
happened in the past. The reality of what mighipleagn the future. Today
the turmolil in her mind and heart had retreatea b@arable distance.

It had retreated, but it hadn't disappeared. Itstilighere, inside her. It was
always there.

Just like the monster in the closghe thought with a drowsy smile.

The year that Anne turned six, a monster had cantied in the closet of

her room in the house on Weiden Street. Duringdthethe monster didn't
bother her. She felt free to get clothes or shaewys from her closet,

because she knew without being told that the momstat somewhere else
in the daytime. But when the sun went down and sWadilled the room, it

always came back. She knew it was back becausevehkl hear the

floorboards move beneath its awful feet. Too maights she had lain

awake with the covers pulled over her head, tramghlincontrollably as she
waited for it to finally come and get her.

And even when she didn't hide her head and shaka,wehen she had other
things on her mind and managed to forget abouthh®y in her closet
temporarily, a feeling of anxious dread always éiregl on the edges of her
awareness.

Anne lived in fear of the monster until the day gnew strong enough to
open the closet door in the dead of night. In thgke act of confronting it,
she had destroyed it.



The outcome had been predictable; childhood manhstere notoriously
tenuous creatures, but the monster Anne lived math, the same one she
had lived with for the past eleven years, was nwddaore solid stuff. And
even on a day like this, this wonderful, fantadag that Max had given her,
the beast was in her mind's closet, waiting impéigeto get at her.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are," Max saftlyso

She glanced up at him and smiled. "Sorry, | wasidegming. Did you say
something?"

"Nothing important. Just that there's a lady- bugour hair."

"Where?" She raised her hands to her hair. "Det'tnle squash it. Which
side?"

"Hold still. You're not even close." He leaned okeer, his face close to hers
as he gently separated strands of her hair tatie&apped insect.

"You know, your hair is the most amazing stuff,"d@ed, his voice slightly
distracted. "In the shadows it looks like somequiflesl strawberry jam in
the honey, but when the sun hits it, the colorsrdasar come alive."

"Strawberry jam?" she said, laughing. "Is thaha lyou use often? Because
| have to tell you . . ."

The words died away in her throat as his warm breather face and the
fingers threading through her hair sent shiverawéreness through her
body, as though his nearness was in itself a caress

"You have to tell me what?" he prompted.

She swallowed, then gave a breathless laugh. §bfarhat | was going to
say but . . . but I'm almost sure it was sometipitigy and to the point.”

Get a grip, she told herself as she fought to control the lumvary
reactions. Babbling certainly wouldn't help anythin



"There, got it." He lowered his hand to show hez timy red creature
crawling on his extended index finger. "Safe anghsb"

When it reached the tip of his finger, the ladylileyv away, but Anne
barely noticed. He was so close.

"Little Annie," he said softly.

Leaning down, he brushed his lips across hers, éwaze, then a third time.
A breathless moan caught in the back of her thiids. sensations that had
been so strong moments ago became explosive. Hvelnyof her body
tingled with aching awareness.

Her muscles tightened; then, a second before siiedher body toward
his, he patted her cheek and sat up.

"Come on, squirt," he said, grabbing her hand astdw@d up and pulled her
to her feet. "If we stay here any longer, the ddlWwsiart settling on us."

She blinked twice, her mind blank, her heart racitgwas smiling at her. It
was a warm, friendly smile. So why did she feetremigh he'd just pulled
the rug out from under her? Why did she feel theté¢ was something, deep
in those sable-brown eyes, that should make het wwaarn and run?



Seven

Anne arranged with CIiff to take a week off. It wdile a while before their
next trip, and she wanted to free up her time,asecMax wanted her to
show him around. And miraculously that was justotlyavhat he wanted.

Throughout the next few days they were togethestamtly, and although
she used part of that time to introduce him to fniends and neighbors,
more often than not he forgot about his project lmed her into simply
having fun—canoeing on the river, country dancirigtree Longhorn,
driving to Fredericksburg to look at antiques.

And bit by bit Anne realized the vigilance—the caelive awareness she
felt in his presence— was beginning to disappelae. ew she was being
worse than foolish, but as the days passed, Angarb® actually believe
that it was possible for the past to disappeavak as though she were being
given a chance to rewrite her history with Max. Ahi time there were no
stumbling blocks, no terrible decisions to makee $ame to believe that
this time it might work.

With a physical effort, she pushed the past asidkalowed herself the
luxury of being close to him without fighting heractions. There was no
need for her to fight, because he wanted to be hathas much as she
wanted to be with him. She could even touch himheuat the nagging

certainty that she was about to make a fool ofdiers

Not that she didn't still want him. She did, mdrart ever. But she no longer
fought her responses. When they danced, she didsitate to press her
body close to his. And when they kissed, she wadretid her instant,
unflagging reaction would embarrass him.

Being with Max felt natural again. And she knewttlahe took it a step
farther and made love to her, their coming togethieuld feel just as
natural.

But it didn't happen. As the week progressed, askibses and caresses
became more frequent, Anne kept telling herself thes time it would
happen. But as though he held an invisible meagwtick, when a certain



point was reached, Max always pulled back, teabery joking with her
until her emotional temperature returned to norriis was the state of
affairs when, a little over a week after Max showgdin Emily, the third
member of the Weiden Street trio joined them: Ebsel her husband,
Garrick, flew in from Dallas to spend the day withne and Max.

Ellie was even more beautiful than Anne remembeketitst the brunette's
exquisitely polished looks were intimidating, budlidn't take Anne long to
realize that beneath the polished exterior Ellis gl Ellie.

While the men went fly-fishing, Anne and Ellie sp#re afternoon catching
up on each other's lives, trading secrets jusheg had done when they
were kids. And later, while Max and Garrick wenttéovn to fetch bread

and wine, she and Ellie worked together to prefdareer.

"Aren't you glad we stayed cute?" Ellie asked, toee smug as she and
Anne pulled salad ingredients from the refrigerator

Anne raised a questioning brow. "Did we really hawaay in the matter?"

"Of course we did." Ellie stood at the sink and degwashing the
vegetables. "l don't see why | should share creitlit my genes. How many
strands of DNA do you see in aerobics classes?d&Rimg an appointment
to get encased in mud?"

"Okay, okay." Anne laughed. "I'm glad we decidedtay cute."

"Oh, my gosh, | forgot to tell you," Ellie squealdakr eyes brimming with
laughter as she turned to Anne. "Guess who | satwn@nth? Sandra Jo
Whittaker."

They had both known Sandra Jo in high school, axyydree who had ever
met Sandra remembered her. She had platinum-blaindg \wore tight
sweaters, and filed the heels of her shoes so sh&wvalk like Marilyn
Monroe. Anne and Ellie had spent most of their feghool years envying
Sandra Jo Whittaker.



Anne rolled her eyes. "Don't tell me. She's marteed millionaire and rides
around town in a chauffeured limousine, noddinghi® peasantry as she
passes by."

"Wrong," Ellie said. "She married a widower withréb children, then they
had two of their own. And guess what he does forirrg? He's a minister.
| kid you not, Annie, Sandra Jo Whittaker marrieagnanister. She has
brown hair now, and she's as pudgy as all get Aad here's the
kicker—she'sweet"

"I don't believe it,” Anne gasped. "Not Sandra WMax used to send us
ahead of him so we could check and make sure sisa'waaiting to
ambush him. She did everything except climb in®bded when he wasn't
looking."

"She would have done that, too, if she thoughtczhad get away with it.
Remember the time she started dating Roger? Rogeisw conceited, he
never even guessed that she was using him to ge¢rcto Max." Ellie
shook her head ruefully. "The college whiz kid.W#&s so sure he would be
important, and he winds up with a string of usedlots."

Anne laughed. "Is that what he's doing now? Acyuilat doesn't surprise
me. Roger could talk a hole through a brick wall.”

When silence fell in the room, Anne glanced upinad Ellie watching her
closely. "You didn't know what Roger is doing no¥@u didn't know that
he's married, has two children, and lives in Phd&hi

Switching her gaze back to the sink, Anne turnddhe water. "No," she
said quietly, "I didn't know any of that."

After a moment Ellie said, "Annie, why did you raff with Roger?"
The question caught Anne off guard, and she stédteasink trying to

formulate, not an answer but some polite equivocathat Ellie would
accept.



Ellie, however, wasn't going to wait around foreamasion. "Just the idea of
it made me uncomfortable. Still does, as a maftéaat. You andRoger."
Ellie made a face. "I remember that you were niodRoger than anyone
else, but | always thought that was simply becausewere so polite, so
blastedgood.But then when you left with him—"

The brunette broke off, and shook her head. "ltssgsne up for a while.
Being so monumentally wrong about you made me oresiverything |
believed in. Like maybe there were a lot of thihggas wrong about."

"I'm sorry,” Anne said quietly. "l didn't realizBeople talk about the ripple
effect, but you never think you could be the onsdbthe waves in motion."
She met Ellie's dark eyes. "You've obviously foegivne, and | thank you
for that. It means a lot to me."

Ellie shrugged. "There's nothing to forgive. It waslecision you had to
make on your own. Anyway the damage to me wasivelgtminor."

Glancing away, Anne began stripping leaves off l#teuce head. "You
mean compared with what | did to Max?" she saiépkgg her voice even.
"I know | hurt him, but—sometimes it's better fmeeyone concerned if the
end is quick and final. When something is wrong, .it . it'scruel to let it
drag out, to let the wasted time build up until yewverwhelmed by regret
and thoughts of what might have been."

"You mean if you had stayed with him, without logihim, he would have
been hurt worse? | suppose that's possible,” BHid doubtfully as she
nibbled on a carrot. "But I'm afraid if you haddwohe that eleven years ago,
when Genna Reynolds was pursuing him so avidlydldrhave called you
a liar. I would have said anything was better tbe@ing Max get tangled up
with her. Even being stuck in a bad marriage." ®bked her eyes
extravagantly. "Darling Genna was so smug, so plabkat he was free of
entanglements, as she called it. | met her onhowple of times, you
understand, but I'll tell you flat out, the womaawvg me a bellyache.”

"Did he—Did Genna get what she wanted?" The quesitone out before
Anne could stop it. As she carefully avoided Hlieyes, she added, "l didn't
like her ... and when | heard Max was workingwitcNeal, | wondered."



"At the time | wondered too," Ellie admitted. "M&as high standards, you
know that. But he was hurting quite a—I'm goindtblunt, Annie. You
knocked the stuffing out of him, and for a coupleyears, when he would
fly in for a visit, | saw him go through hell. | hestly didn't know whether
or not he was going to pull out of it. | was afraelwould let Genna sucker
him into playing her little games. She certainlpked like she could do
things for a man's ego. But Max had too much rdaspedcNeal. Even if
he had wanted Genna, which in retrospect | dommikthe did, he wouldn't
have done that to McNeal."

"I'm glad," Anne whispered, letting out a slow lifeas she felt the tension
in her ease. Then, glancing up, she found Ellidyshg her face.

"You and Max haven't talked about it? | mean, alyoutr leaving and how
he felt about it?"

Anne shook her head. "l tried to bring it up a deug times. | really did try,

Ellie. But when he acted as though it didn't matteealized it was better
this way. Because the truth is | don't have anghmsay. | can apologize
for doing it the way | did, but | can't say | maalenistake. All | could say is,
our marriage was a mistake, so | left. And he knthas already."”

"You made a mistake with one brother so you thoyghtwould try it with
the other? Did you give Roger three months too?"

The blunt words sent blood rushing to Anne's féké.

"No, don't answer," Ellie said, shaking her hedits hone of my business. |
was just trying to show you that there are stilh¢ls you and Max need to
talk about."

Anne closed her eyes for a moment, then turneddk &t her friend. "I'm
afraid, Ellie," she whispered. "Opening that cladebr scares me to death.
No, | know that doesn't make any sense. It's hatthe past few days have
been like . . . it's as though all these yearsh&en buried alive, with the full
knowledge that | was going to spend the rest ofifeyhere. Then a miracle
happens and I'm allowed to step out into the shhligust want it to last a



little while longer. That's not too much to askjt®' she asked, hating the
pleading note in her voice.

"No, it's not too much to ask."” Although Ellie'sie® was soothing, her eyes
were worried. "But sooner or later it's going tomoup. And I'm very much

afraid it will be worse for you when it happenstiesdrew in a slow breath.
"Which brings me to one of the reasons | wantede® you. This whole

situation between you and Max has me worried. Manot the same person
we knew back on Weiden Street. He's changed, AAniet."

Anne nodded slowly. "So have I. So have you. &4 pf life."

"Sure it is, but with Max it's not that simple. uegs the best way to show
you what | mean is to tell you about the women iaxid life."

"No . . . no, don't,” Anne said, shaking her heathemently. "That's
something | don't want to know about. Ever."

"Don't be stupid. I'm not going to list them orltgbu what they did
together. I'm not even going to tell you how he &dout them. But if you
step back and look at the whole, you can see wimat & changes I'm
talking about. At first, for over a year after yigit, there was no one. That
bothered me. He was so totally alone. | was sclnekdim. Then suddenly
he started having affairs right and left. And hersed to deliberately look
for the worst sort of women. The ones who play sifated, destructive
games. The ones who use and discard, use anddiszaly Max would
always beat them to the punch. | guess it gave $ome momentary
satisfaction. And now ..." She shrugged. "Seveedry ago he stopped
playing the games, he stopped having affairs. Asigh he had proved
some obscure point and now doesn't need anyone."”

She met Anne's eyes. "l love Max, Annie, but | titiave any illusions

about him. There's something warped inside hinthéneleven years since
you left him, he hasn't had one close relationsliip a woman. He's turned
into a hard, cynical man."

Anne studied her friend's face for a moment. "Ao@ yrying to warn me
against Max?"



"I don't know," Ellie said, shaking her head. "legs I'm afraid for both of
you. You've both been hurt enough. | don't watd itappen all over again.”

Anne smiled. "You're a good friend, but you're lmgkat this ail wrong.
You mistakenly believe that this thing between Mand myself can be
stopped. It can't. What | feel, what | want, makesdifference. It has to
unravel iri its own time, in its own way."

Then before the brunette could continue the disesnsénne glanced down
at her watch. "They'll be back soon. Can you finighsalad while | change
into something a little more festive?" She smildts not every day that the
three of us get together."

"Annie . . . no, never mind. Go on and change ybothes."

In the bedroom Anne pulled a sage-green handkd+ohén dress from the
closet. The dress was one of her favorites, butlghet wear it often. It was
old-fashioned and softly feminine; there was naihgung-ho executive
about it. But tonight she was Annie rather than &n8o tonight it was
perfect.

She brushed out her hair, clipping it loosely atllase of her neck, and had
just stepped out of the bedroom when the men retuimom town.

By the time they had finished eating dinner ontdreace, it was dark, so
Anne served their coffee in the living room, listento the other three talk
as she moved about the room.

Ellie's husband wasn't a talkative man, but heshddy sense of humor that
tended to take one off guard, and when he madentilmation to the
conversation, it was intelligent and to the po#t.first Anne was afraid
they were excluding Garrick with all their "rememlvenen” talk, but he
seemed to genuinely enjoy watching his wife enjessilf. And as Garrick
and Ellie sat together on the couch, the brunetteldy without a pause in
her speech, occasionally pick up her husband's @addhold it against her
cheek in an unconscious caress.



Their closeness, their unity of spirit, was obvioasd although Anne was
glad for her friend, she felt a strange, unexplal@éttle sadness settle over
her.

"But it's not that late,” Anne said as she and Malked the other couple to
the door. Although it was after midnight, Anne slyngwasn't ready for the
night to end.

"Not if you live in China," Ellie said, yawning rely. "But in Emily, Texas,
it's definitely late. And if we don't get going,eJMack might give Number
Ten to someone else.”

Anne laughed and said her good-byes. While Max @ditkem to their car,
she began gathering up the cups and saucers, hgrsoftty as she worked.

"What are you thinking about that makes you hursvgeetly?"

Anne glanced over her shoulder and saw Max leaaggjnst the wall
behind her. She smiled and said, "You know veryl Wt | can't carry a
tune. | was thinking about tonight, about the thoéaus being together
again. During all the years we were apart, | knemas missing you both,
but for some reason | felt the loss more keenlygtan when we were
together. Does that make sense?"

"Sure it does. It's like being in the dark for adaime. You feel a general
kind of funk. Then, when the sun comes out, yougiapoint exactly what
it was you were missing."

He reached out and took the cups and saucers bt tiands. "We can do
this later.” Setting the dishes aside, he pulleddogvn to the couch beside
him. "What did you think of Ellie's old man?"

"l liked him." She smiled. "Garrick obviously adsrber. How could | not
like a man with such good taste?"

"It hasn't all been smooth sailing for them. Thegtwhen she was Miss
Hotshot Model, so she figured he was attractedise Adler Bright instead
of plain old Ellie, but | think it was the tiny pies of Ellie that he saw and



fell in love with. He was just as bad. He thougists$tarred hand made her
gueasy and that she was just putting up with hicabse he was good in the
sack. At least this is what | gathered from thigeliEllie told me. They were
on the verge of divorce just last year."

"But they seemed so close tonight," she said, fiogun

"They've worked hard at getting to this point. Stmes telling the truth
about your feelings seems like going into a riotheut wearing a flak
jacket." He smiled his inward-turned smile. "Sommats you can't even tell
the truth to yourself."

She stared at his somber features. "Max—"

"What did you and Ellie talk about while Garrickdah were out doing
man-type things?"

She pushed the hair back from her face, her thewdjbtracted. "What? Oh,
nothing really. We talked about old times . . . @ahdra Jo Whittaker
and"—she dropped her gaze to the hands that waspet in her lap—"we
talked a little about you being here in Emily. inthEllie's worried about us.
| mean, about the two of us being together . t togethertogether, but—"

"I know what you mean," he said, laughing as hehguairm around her and
pulled her close. "Ellie thinks I've turned into@d, heartless main. Did she
warn you to guard your back?"

"Something like that,” she admitted with a rueftild smile.

"I hope you told her to mind her own business."

Rising to her feet, she walked to the fireplace astwbd with her back to
him. "No, | told her it didn't matter if you hadtetior motives. | told her it

didn't matter because | couldn't stop this fromgeaying even if | wanted
to."



She sensed his presence behind her just momenpte Isék felt his hands at
her waist. "By 'this’ do you mean this"—he touchedlips to the side of her
neck—"and this"—he slid his hand up to cup one fim@ast.

Her head dropped back to rest on his shouldemdéait pounded violently.
Moaning, she turned in his arms and kissed himplgeairgently, her
tongue seeking his.

Then suddenly he was doing it again. He was pulangy, talking as
though he were picking up a conversation that haenb briefly,
inconsequentially, interrupted.

"Next time they come, we should take Ellie ovelFtedericksburg,” he said,
stooping to pick up the clasp that had somehoverialtom Anne's hair.
"She's a real nut for atmosphere.”

Watching him, she pushed a trembling hand throwegHdosened hair. "Is
this part of it, Max?" she asked, her voice rougthdrustration. "Is it part
of the plan? Just give me enough to get me stupgdhen pull back?"

He stared at her for a moment with narrowed ey&se You stirred up,
Annie?" he asked softly.

"Oh, yes." She gave a shaky laugh. "I'm not aftaiddmit it. | would have
admitted it that first night at the Longhorn if ybad asked. So where does
that get us. Max? I'm not complaining, you underdid just want to know
what the rules are? Or is that part of the game?plaake away the rules, just
to keep me off balance. Well, you've won. I'm aodldnce. And | repeat,
where does that get us?"

He raised one brow. "You sound annoyed, Annie.bésn a long day.
You're probably tired."

She drew in a slow, steadying breath and raisedjdwes to his face. There
was confidence there. He was sure of her. And beahrgght to be. She was
in for the duration, and they both knew it.



Moving closer, Anne rested her hands on his shaosidte still watched her,
but now his dark eyes were wary. "Ellie was rigtdsn't she?" She brushed
a kiss across his chin, then the corner of his mdlthese past few days
you've been suckering me in. Is it pay-back timex®r

He reached up to grasp her hands, holding themeeetwheir bodies to
keep her from moving closer. "Ellie has seen mewple of times in the
past six years. She knowsthing,"he said, his voice harsh.

Anne pulled her hands loose and pushed closer,ngdwer body against
his, feeling his warmth through the soft linen @i ldress. "She said you
haven't had a woman in quite a while. It must hekoon you, being this
close."

"You don't know what you're doing,” he ground oand there was a
warning in his voice.

"Don't I?" She took his hand and held it to heste"In your heart you may
despise me," she whispered. "In your mind you negy €ontempt for the
woman who left you and ran awayth your own brotherbut your body

hasn't got the message"—she slid one hand upiglsth"has it, Max?"

"Damn you."With one movement he had her on the couch, hey pivshed
firmly beneath him, his face inches from hers. "Darour soul to hell. You
want it now? Fine, we'll do it this way. Contem@@®eet heaven, that's a
pitiful emotion compared with what | feel for yoAnnie. Do you know
what it was like, do you have any idea how it feitpwing you were with
Roger? Knowing my own brother was touching you, img#kove to you."
The words came out in a tight, unrelenting stregind damn your lying
eyes, it didn't go away. The image didn't fade wiitie.” He gave a short,
fevered laugh. "The gift that keeps on giving. Yean't imagine all the
nights during the past eleven years that I'vedarake thinking about what |
would do to you when | found you again."

His face was even closer now, and she not onlydhle&rwords, she felt
their heat on her face.



"l loved those nights, Annie. Planning how | wasngoto make you pay
became my greatest source of pleasure. | never kneuld be so creative.
| thought of a thousand different ways to make yoffer. And in my
fantasies | savored your pain. | saw you go dowgaur knees and beg for
mercy."

He threw back his head and drew in a deep, raggeathb "It was better
than sex, Annie,” he whispered hoarsely. "Bettanttany drug ever
invented. The sheer pleasure of it would leave Ima&isg all over, the way
I'm shaking now. Feel me shaking, Annie. I'm shgkiecause | know the
reality is going to be even better than those de2am

When he paused, as though waiting for a responsee Aimply stared at
him, her eyes wide as the pain spread through bay.[But it wasn't her
pain she felt. It was his.

Frowning, Max grasped her chin between his forefirapd thumb, holding
her still, trying to claim even more of her attenti

"This isn't the way it was supposed to be," heedsput, his throat raw with
anger. "As soon as | saw you in San Antonio, Itsthmaking plans. |
followed you here . . . you didn't know that, didu? | planned it so
carefully. And | wasn't going to take more than simare. No, | wanted the
end, the grand finale, to be fair and equitable.efmr-for-an-eye kind of
thing. | was going to wait until you came to depema me for your
happiness, the way | had depended on you. Beforeeaghed this point,
you should have needed me so desperately, you wmulable to see no
future without me. Exactly the way | needed yous Be talked. Max
watched her face with avid, hungry interest. "l veahto wait until you
reached the peak of happiness. And when you thdifigltouldn't get any
better, when you thanked God every minute for sepdie to you, when
every breath you took exhilarated you, simply beeayou knew | was in
your life, that was when | was going to rip evergam you ever dreamed to
shreds, Annie." His fingers trembled on her chilust as you did to me."

He rested his forehead against hers, drawing iaraéshort drafts of air as
he tried to steady his thoughts, his words, higlean



Seconds later he drew his head back a couple bésso he could see her
again. It was important that lseeher. "But you screwed up the plan. That's
all right. I can still make it work."

Without taking his gaze from her face, he easedbbddy off hers just
enough to get his right hand to the front of hexsdr

"l can still make it work," he repeated as he opethe top button. "During
eleven years of sleepless nights you tend to dbaf khinking. And one of
the things | thought about was the way | treated lyack then."

He worked the next button loose. "l treated yow ldn innocent. Like a
fragile, porcelain doll that might break with roulgandling. Roger, now, he
had a more realistic approach. He treated you dikeecond-generation
whore."

Max gave a harsh laugh, and another button slifyeed "My little brother
taught me a lesson there, | can tell you. Did yawesat the ceiling and grit
your teeth when | made love to you? You should hale me back then,
Annie. We could have worked something out. | admithe time | was a
little naive, but you don't have to worry abouttthaw. I've run into a few,
shall we saybentappetites since then. I'm sure | can give yougusictly
what you need.”

He unfastened the last button and pushed the fabtite side. "You see?
Nothing here to inspire such awe in me. It's jubbdy. A beautiful body
agreed, but certainly not hallowed ground, the Winpught back then. An
instrument of pleasure, that's all you were to Ro8ed as you can see, I've
come around to his way of thinking."

As he unfastened the clasp on the front of hertsk Max fought again to
keep his hand steady, but his strength was giving '®Why aren't you

saying anything, Annie? | always figured you wodiight. | figured a

struggle would make it more interesting for you."

His breath was coming in ragged gasps now, andble darely hear his
own words over the pounding of his heart. "Thall'sight,” he said in a



rough whisper. "You don't have to do anything. Jiesback and enjoy it.
You are enjoying it, aren't you, Annie?"

He captured one smooth breast with rough fingersgeszing, manipulating.
With his other hand he explored her body with ceararesses, caresses
designed to hurt and humiliate. And as he toucleedhe watched her face.

Now! The word was a scream inside his head. Now it twes for him to
feel the rush of satisfaction. Now it was time fom to feel the heady
triumph he had always known would come to him &t thoment.

But it didn't happen. There was no satisfactionsuge of triumph. And as
he continued to stare into her gray eyes, he khevetwould be none.

Without saying a word, without striking a blow, Aarhad won again. She
had defeated him with sadness. How could he hangotien that when
Annie was sad, the look in her eyes could twistaavg man's insides?

A weary shudder shook through him, and with meatdmovements he
began to pull away from her.

Annie blinked twice, then again, as though awakgfiom a dream. "What
are you doing?" Her words were a hoarse, barelipahisper. "Finish it.
Max. Damn youfinish It\"

She caught one of his hands and pressed it bruagiamnst her naked
breasts. "Second- generation whore . . . remenier®?, Max. Pull up my
dress. Here . .. here. I'll do it. Come on, MaReve's your guts? Screw me.
Do whatever it takes to finish this once and farlah ready for you, Max."
As the frantic words poured out of her, she movedbdody against him.
"Let's get it all out in the open, so you can shaping me. So | can stop
hating myself."

"Stop it." He jerked his hand away from her hedtesh and pushed away
from her. "Stop it, Annie."



As he moved to sit at the end of the couch, hig/ltaitched spasmodically
with leftover rage, leftover passion. He hearddhesobs shake through her
body, but Max had no comfort to give her. He hadento give himself.

Max wasn't sure how much time had passed befos&ole up and pushed a
rough hand through his hair. She still lay on tbeah, her eyes wide as she
stared at the ceiling, but Max didn't speak to hée. didn't even say
good-bye as he walked out of the room and out phbase.

Anne leaned against the tiled wall of the showedtiig the cool water flow
over her. She had been in the shower for overadratiour, but she wasn't
trying to wash away his touch. She was trying telwaway the sadness, the
hopelessness.

There had been so much anger and pain in him.l&eereyears it had been
growing and spreading. The force of it had shocked knocking her
sideways with its brutal intensity.

After drying off, she pulled on a robe and left tteghroom. She passed the
bed and kept going. She wouldn't sleep tonightvduld be a long time
before she would sleep again. The house that hadyal brought her
comfort now seemed to echo with his angry words kitred for her
permeated the walls and furniture.

Outside, on the terrace, she sat in a wide chavaapped the robe more
securely around her body, trying to get warm, hatterry-cloth robe didn't
help because the chill wasn't in the air. It wasde her. How did one go
about warming a soul?

For hours Anne sat staring into the darkness, lagic twas only the faintest
lightening in the sky when she heard footstepsherflagstones. Although
she hadn't expected him to return— she hadn't ¢xgexver to see Max
again— Anne felt no surprise. Maybe she was beyealihg any emotion
as benign as surprise.

She heard his slow movements as he sat in a clieiv éeet from her, but
she couldn't seem to turn her head away from tttle siruggles of the new
day.



"I was mad as hell when | left,” he said withou¢gmble.

She leaned her head back and laughed, inaudiblgthlessly, at the
understatement.

"l told myself that you had won again,” he contiduét took me a while to

understand it wasn't what | saw in your eyes ttegised me. You didn't do
it to me again. | did it to myself. Looking into yoeyes simply made me
realize that if | got rid of the anger, | would leét with nothing. For eleven

years all I've had to keep me going was the neetefe@nge. | set no other
goals for myself. After hurting you, what came redust a whole lot of
nothing." He exhaled a deep, ragged sigh. "I'vggadamy last card, Annie.
So what in hell am | going to do now?"

Still staring straight ahead, she said, "l supp@aecould always serve it up
in smellier portions ... to make it last longer."

He gave a dry laugh. "No, planning revenge kepguoiag. It vitalized me.
At times | think it kept me alive. But carryingout? No, | don't have the
strength for it. | don't have the stomach for it."

She moved her head against the puffy cushion. Bi¢en a night for
revelations," she said softly. "Like you, | learnddngs about myself
tonight. When you showed up in Emily, it was likeit was like someone
put a light in the window for me, so | could findyrway home. It seemed
you had put the past behind you, where 1, on therdtand, had definitely
not. | believed that if you said the words, if ygaid, 'l forgive you, Annie,’
then all the bad would just go away. We would leenfils again, and | would
be able to get on with my life, maybe even stddmily." She exhaled a
slow, weary sigh. "We're a sorry pair, Max. A tregd pair.”

"Do you still want me to say the words?"

The quietly spoken question made her glance affdirthe first time since
he had walked onto the terrace. After a momentssioek her head. "No,
that was my revelation. Tonight | realized thatag is going to make it go
away. Nothing you could do to me will make me felead paid for what |
did, and no words will give me absolution. I'm arahis is Carly's old



Flying Fickle Finger. "'The moving finger writes;drnaving writ, moves on
.. ." she quoted softly. "There's nothing eitbéus can do to cancel out
what's already been written. But I'm glad it's outhe open now. | don't
have to spend all my time being afraid of what rhigdppen.” She gave a
breathless laugh. "It happened, and it's evergdiiad as | thought it would
be."

He shifted with a restless movement. "So where tlugdeave us?"

"Worse off than when we started, I'm afraid. Yoought revenge would
make you whole again, and | was betting heavilyfangiveness. Now
neither of us can say, 'When this happens, eveytiwill come right
again.™

He stood up. "Sorry pair' is an understatemem $did, his voice dry. "l tell
you what, Annie, | don't think we're fit company fnyone else. We'd be
smart to just stick to each other.”

Her heart gave a little jump. "What do you mean?"

"It wouldn't be fair to pull anyone else into tHgrim and comfortless
despair' we're wallowing around in, right?"

She swallowed heavily. "Well, yes, you're probatigjt about that, but |
hadn't exactly ... | mean, there are no hordesesf who will be devastated
by that decision.”

He chuckled, a sound she found both delightfulsratking. "You said you

wanted to get on with your life. You said you wahothildren. I'm ready for

that too." He sat down and rested his forearmsisnhiighs as he leaned
toward her. "We've agreed that we're doomed toiserable, so why don't
we do it together?"

She raised one skeptical brow. "When did you comevith this brilliant
scheme?"

"Just now." He grinned. "Pretty good for the spluthe moment, don't you
think?"



She shook her head. "A lunatic ... a raving lungiied I'm listening.'By a
knight of ghosts and shadows/l summoned am to éyiriien leagues
beyond the wide world's end./ Methinks it is norjeay.™ She shook her
head again. "Out of your freaking mind."

"What was that from?" he asked, smiling. "I liked i

"You would. It's "'Tom o' Bedlam," probably a didtaglative of yours ... or
mine." She raised her eyes to his. "It's not thaamt to be a party pooper,
but a couple of small items seem to have slippeatwheft of your
mind—you hate me . . . and I'm pretty well teruffief you."

"So there are a few problems," he said, movinghdauilders in a dismissive
shrug. "All new relationships come with kinks thaive to be ironed out."

She laughed. She leaned back in the chair and éaulging and hard, and
after a moment he joined her. "Come on, Annie,'s&id finally. "At least
think about it. Like it or not, there are ties beem us. Ties that have
survived eleven years of separation. Eleven yeaenger and pain and
guilt.”

When she didn't respond right away, he reachedmiipicked up her hand.
"Okay, let's look at this from another angle. Sugggou met me for the first
time tomorrow. You'd be attracted to me, wouldoy' He turned his head
to the side. "Look at this profile. Have you eveess better bone structure? |
still have all my own teeth. And just between tlve bf us, | make a bundle.
So what's not to like?"

She shook her head. "Mr. Humility. Yes, Max, if wet for the first time
tomorrow, | would definitely be attracted, but—"

"Well, there you go," he said in triumph. "And ifrlet you for the first time
tomorrow, you can bet | would be in hot pursuithit minutes. So why
don't we do that?"

"Do what?" She pulled her hand loose and stooghapsing for a moment
to reknot the tie of her robe.



"Why don't we meet for the first time tomorrow—imight now, because it's
already tomorrow." He rose to his feet and stooffant of her. "Hi, I'm
Max Decatur. I'm famous, and | think you're cutakget out."

"l can't believe this," she muttered, shaking heach "I'm actually standing
here, wondering if we can possibly make this wdrkat's crazy. A few
hours ago you hated me so much, you were shakitingitwi

"I didn't know you then," he said, moving closek.féew hours ago | was all
tangled up in the bitterness | felt for a girl loeknew. | hated my ex-wife .
. . maybe | still hate her, | don't know, but thas nothing to do with us. |
want to get to knowou.Don't you want the chance to get to know me?"

God help her, she did. She wanted that more thgthiag on earth. But it
couldn't possibly work. Could it?

At that moment the sun's light fought its way fdethe trees across the
river, and the world came alive around her. Andnding in the brilliant
light, Anne made a decision. She wouldn't go badké¢ shadows without a
fight.

She turned her head and met his eyes. "Hello, Mghe"said slowly. "I'm
Anne."



Eight

Two days after Anne and Max made their extraordirzgreement, Anne
went back to work. Max's suggestion. She was tobgek to the job of

helping CIiff rescue Emily, while Max continued wWithis project, the

project that had begun as a pretense but now heidterest. He said they
needed to take the holiday atmosphere out of thktionship. He said they
needed to see if they could fit into each othereryay lives. What Max

said didn't always make sense, but in this caseeAlmought he might have
a point.

Anne's emotions were split down the middle. Pahtayfwas certain she was
participating in a harebrained scheme that didivela snowball's chance in
hell of working. A scheme conceived by a lunatided and abetted by an
even bigger one. But another part of her shovedtysaside and began

making room for the new man in her life. Her stegswWighter, the air more

intoxicating, and she couldn't wait to finish wagch day so she could be
with Max.

She took him to meet her special friends. She veakd¢tim fall under the
spell of Lacey Cobb, the old woman with the Romaraee, and she
laughed as he swapped tall stories with Mr. Ha@ég shared Emily with
him and watched him gradually fall in love with hewn.

Some nights they went out and sampled Emily's highand sometimes
they prepared dinner together and ate on the toam her small dining
room. Although he always left her by ten, he usuedlled and kept her on
the phone until well after midnight. During themrwersations they didn't
cover any subjects of earth-shaking importancevas simply a general
sharing of thoughts and ideas.

One Saturday, almost" two weeks after they madet Wiax called their
cracked pact, they sat at the kitchen table finighunch as she told him
about the trip she and CIiff were taking early tiext week.

"I'm worried about CIiff," she said, talking thrdu@ mouthful of chocolate
cake. "He seems tired all the time. No matter wieasays, this project is



taking a lot out of him." She raised her glass sndllowed the last of her
milk. "He's not supposed to be working full-time."”

"Then why does he do it?"
"Because he's the most loyal, giving man | knowg' said softly.

Max stared at her for a moment. "Don't you think go a little overboard in
the hero worship? Every other word out of your rhastabout CIiff."

The undisguised sarcasm caught her by surprisen't'Bau like Cliff?" She
frowned. "You don't really know him, do you? Theotaf you haven't even
had a chance to talk. Why don't | invite him ovar dinner one night, then
the two of you can—"

He shoved back his chair with an abrupt movemedtséood up. "Don't go
to any trouble on my account. | don't have to lik&. He's your boss, not
mine." He walked to the back door. "I think I'lkeaa walk by the river."

She stared in bewilderment as the door closed détim. He had sounded
angry. No, he had sounded jealous. Although the iskeuck Anne as
slightly ridiculous, she remembered that Carly h#sb thought there was
something between Cliff and Anne. And she had tmiad wasn't an
ordinary employer-employee alliance. She couldntpeet Max to
automatically understand how she felt about CIiff.

She caught up with him a quarter of a mile fromMbese. He was sitting
under a tree, his knees loosely drawn up as hedassgks into the water.

"l should have explained about Cliff before,” sladswithout preamble.
“I'm sorry. My only excuse is that | take my retaiship with him for
granted. | forget that other people might think a'little . . . peculiar.”

She paused, gathering her thoughts. "What I'm gtintgll you is not
designed to elicit sympathy. | want you to knowt tiga front. | just want to
show you, | want you to understand how | feel atsiift."



Anne leaned with her back against the tree. Shigloblook at him because
talking about that time in her life made her uncort#ble.

"After | left—No, let me start over.” She clearedrhhroat. "Soon after |
turned eighteen, | found myself alone in the wanhdl decided to move to
Houston. There was no reason really. It was aibygand | thought | could

find work there. That was probably a mistake. Yee,d didn't have a high
school diploma or any kind of work experience. bwaalified for nothing."”

She drew in a slow breath. "Anyway, like thousaoidsthers | ended up on
welfare. It ... it wasn't fun. | was treated withntempt or pity or just plain
indifference, and of the three | preferred the eomit. It wasn't as
debilitating, it wasn't as diminishing, as the ottveo. Luckily after a couple

of months | landed a job at a factory, making ptastmps."

She hesitated, remembering the crushing lonelitlessnind-numbing fear
of those distant days.

"Where was Roger?"

The bluntly spoken question took her by surpridee &irned her head to
stare at him, her brow creased with confusionh6ught we weren't going
to talk about—"

"Forget that for a minute," he said, his voice abriiwhere was Roger?"

"Didn't you talk to him . . . when he got back tallas?"

He glanced away from her. "l haven't talked to Ragece the week before
you left."

"Oh, | see. Well ..." She gave a nervous laughings didn't work out for
us."

"How long did you stay together?"
"Not long," she whispered, then she cleared hayathr'Anyway, to get

back to what | was saying, after | got the jobhatfactory, | rented a place of
my own." She smiled. "Actually it was only oneléttoom, but it was better



than the homeless shelters. And then, after a wihelerolled in a couple of
business courses at the community college. | wa® ra@ough to think that
once | had completed the courses, | would be abtget a better job, a job
with some kind of future.”

"But it didn't work out that way?"

She shook her head. "There was always someonequalfed, someone
with experience or a list of degrees or both."

"Where does Wariner come into this?"

"I met him purely by accident. | was working twdogby that time. | was
still at the factory at night, but during the daybrked as a waitress. It
wasn't what you'd call a top-drawer establishmieat,the food was good,
and occasionally businessmen came in for lunchth@mparticular day Cliff
was there with his wife, Paula, and while they ledlkat the menus, they
talked. Paula was saying that they should invdayalty test. She was in a
real snit because CIiff had trained two assistantg to have them leave to
take executive positions with other companies.”

Anne gave a soft laugh. "l don't know what got imie. | was standing there
waiting to take their order, and before | knew wiat happening, | said,
'I'm loyal.' Paula looked as though the chair haddenly started talking,
but | just kept going. | told them | was loyal amonest and they wouldn't
find anyone who worked harder. Then suddenly | sitisng down at the
table going over the training that | had had, asguhem that | would take
whatever classes they wanted me to take. Paulatmyisg to get the
manager's attention, but Cliff was laughing. Angahe had quieted Paula
down, he gave me his card and told me to comeise@/hen | got off work.
Then he ordered the chef salad."

"And the rest, as they say, is history," Max said.
"As they say," she agreed. "Paula and | became fymodis, and if anyone

says Cliff could find a better assistant, he'sdyitve made sure | was the
best."



She glanced at him. "I'll never forget what Clifldor me. If it weren't for
him, 1 wouldn't have my beautiful little house. buldn't have my friends
here in Emily. | probably wouldn't even have metiygain." She paused,
then said quietly, "And that would have been mygbgJ loss."

He stood up and caught both her hands in his. $Ble@cept my most
sincere and humble apology, O great and magnanions."

She smiled. "l thought that was supposed to be rhegnt."

"You are most definitely magnificent,” he said, Wsce husky. "But | hope
you're also feeling a little magnanimous, and ai'll forgive me for
acting like a first-class jerk."

She shrugged. "We're just getting to know eachroffteese things happen
in any new relationship."

He laughed and, releasing her hands, began to wigthkher toward the
house. Anne had known he wouldn't continue holdiag hands. He had
barely touched her since the night they had had themorable encounter
in her living room. Anne didn't know what to thiokthat. In a way she was
glad they were taking things slow. Using restrdedreased their chances of
making a mistake. But on the other hand, the ldgkhgsical contact was
like a wall between them. They were both so vercimaware that they
weren'ttouching, and she was afraid that the longer thaiyed, the more
difficult it would become to breach that wall.

And that was why Anne decided, with a cool head atear mind, that it
would be better all the way around if she seduced.M

"The fire feels good, doesn't it?" Anne said lazilit's a little chilly
tonight.”

It was the night before she was due to fly to Adawith Cliff. Anne and
Max had finished dinner half an hour earlier, and/ihey sat in the living
room, she on the couch, he in an armchair, as dn@yk cognac in little
bubble- shaped glasses.



Anne, working on instinct and ideas picked up frate-night movies, had

set the scene carefully. She wore a silk dresdltisted on the air when she
walked and clung provocatively when she was ddilhner by candlelight

had seemed too obvious, but she had turned the elirsamitch in the dining

room to its lowest setting. And as stirring loveng® played in the

background, she had taken every opportunity tohbagminst him, holding

his attention with meaningful pauses and long,dmty gazes.

The result of all her extraordinary effort was tiatne was thoroughly
aroused. Excited. Stimulated. She was damned hait.aHd moist and
ready.

And Max? Max was talking about the plans he haderadvatchSaturday
Night Wrestlingwith Mr. Hayes.

Abruptly tossing back the rest of the cognac, bedup. "Well, | guess I'd
better shove off," he said as he leaned down tdhuglass on the coffee
table.

"It's not ten yet," she said, patting the couchdeeker. "Come sit here and
tell me who you photographed today."

He eyed the couch warily. "No . . ."he said, drayihe word out. "I don't
think so. | don't care much for that couch.” He imat eyes. "What do you
think you're doing, Anne?"

Exasperated, she let out a puff of air and rosketofeet. "I'm trying to
seduce you, and since it's perfectly obvious thatbad at it, the least you
could do is pretend not to notice. Don't you knawthing about civilized
behavior?"

He had started laughing with her first words, agdhe time she finished,
he was holding her in his arms, rocking them baith Wis laughter.

"Poor baby," he said, still chuckling against heck "Want me to teach
you how?"

"Yes, please," she said without hesitation.



He laughed even harder then and pulled her dowit ¢m the rug in front of
the fire. "How old are you anyway?"

Giving him a suspicious look, she said, "I'm tweaight . . . why?"
"How did you get to that advanced age without leerr-" He broke off
and carefully examined her face. "How long haseierb since you made

love, Anne?"

She frowned. "What kind of question is that? | thloiuyou were going to
instruct me in the fine art of seduction.”

"We'll get to the seduction later. Now answer mgstion. How long has it
been?"

"Well, give me a minute,” she said in irritatiorit's’ not like | keep a
record." She glanced away from him. "Let's justitaypeen a while."

"No, let's not say that. Let's say exactly how lokignths?" he prompted.
"Years?"

"Months . . . years," she said, looking down asbked at the pile of the
rug. "But you don't have to feel sorry for me. Ihad plenty of offers. They
just never worked out."”

After a moment of silence he said, "How many years?

She met his eyes with an exasperated sigh.

"You are so stubborn. Okay, it's been over tensydaithat exact enough for
you?"

He whistled softly and turned his head to stare the flames. The silence
that drew out interminably began to make her nesvou

"What are you thinking about?" she asked finally.



"l was thinking that you're pretty amazing. And asvwondering if your
abstinence was some kind of self-inflicted punishifer . . . for something
in your past." He turned his head and met her éyesl | was thinking that
you didn't miss much. During the ten years you waeeping alone, |
wasn't. And it was lonely, Anne. It was damned lgndfter a while it
sickens your soul. I'm glad you were smarter thamag."

Blinking away unexpected tears, she picked up amlto lay it against her
neck, then she turned it slowly and pressed hsitéighe rough palm. "You
should have more delicate hands,” she murmurediljiusArtists aren't
supposed to have blacksmith hands."

When she touched her tongue to the palm of his,Hamducked in a sharp
breath. "Lady, you don't need any lessons," heisaadrough whisper. "Do
you know what else | was thinking?"

"There's more?"

"Oh, yes," he said with an uneven laugh. "Thishis part that got the old
heart pounding. | was thinking that if you've gaee years without loving,
you're either a medical anomaly, the only humamdpé@n history without

physical needs. Or . .

"Or?" she prompted, her voice husky.

He turned his hand to curve it around her neckiaghn to slowly draw her
toward him. "Or you're a time bomb waiting to e>ged'

"Tick . . . tick . . . tick," she whispered.

He closed his eyes, drawing in a deep, ragged tbréahh, love," he
murmured, "now comes the part that scares me ni@e & little. I've
wanted you since the day | saw you in San Antdmib there was always a
darker side to the wanting. | managed to hold bdestause | was working
on a hidden agenda. The agenda's gone now. Anetifjb, now that there's
nothing between us except—"



"Your clothes," she whispered. "My clothes . .d anot of foolish talk. Are
you afraid youH scare me with a display of unbdbassion?" Her eyelids
drifted down, and she watched him react to her wotfdnbridle it, Max.
Turn it loose. Don't hold anything—"

The last word was cut off by his mouth. The tasteim, the feel of him, had
filled Anne's dreams, waking and sleeping, for nodster adult life, and his
kiss triggered the explosion he predicted. Teuiftbat he would find
another reason to pull away from her, she broughhlands up to clasp his
head and hungrily sought his tongue with her owstes thrust her body
close against his.

She felt the shock of her response rock through kiengroaned, a sound
that came from deep in his chest, and strugglddstdeet with her in his
arms.

He carried her into the bedroom and set her offele¢ibeside the bed. Only
moments later the moonlight streaming through theams illuminated
their naked bodies.

When he lowered her to the bed, it seemed natadhfight, as though they
had never been apart. There was no sign of hegitargther of them now.
They were where Fate had intended them to be cim ether's arms.

There was no past, no future. No haunting echogsiof There was only

this moment. And nothing mattered except the owegrmg need to get

closer, the need to reclaim the agonizingly bealsg#nsations that time and
circumstance had stolen from them.

Yes, here is the birthmark on the soft, inner part ef khigh. It still looks
like a butterfly. It still tastes like Maine in sSpg.

Here's the scar on his back. The one he got whelelheff the house. The
one that felt so good when | ran my fingers or tengcross.

And even now, even after eleven years and a wdnéio had gone by, he
still whispered the same love words in her eareabfted her buttocks and
slowly filled her.



It was old. It was new. It always had been and géanaould be. Because
when they came together, there was finally hon&sital honesty. As they
moved together, the moonlight raking gentle fingafréight across naked
flesh, they touched the most solid truth either éaer known. It gathered
strength and rocked through them like a distanthgaeke. Then the
earthquake was there in the room with them, andeAwas finally home.

With his head on the pillow next to hers. Max watttAnnie as she slept.
He didn't touch her. He simply watched her sleep.wénted to etch her
features more deeply into his memory so that eveenvihe closed his eyes,
he would be able to picture each one clearly.

The sun had been up for over an hour, and for émeger he had been
watching her. The loss of the small things, likechang her sleep, had cut
Max most deeply in their years apart. The angerpaid of her desertion
would take over his thoughts at night, but he'deexgd that. He had even
welcomed it. But the small things would come upam luinexpectedly,
touching even the most ordinary parts of his life.

But that was over, he told himself. He didn't hawe worry about
unexpectedly missing her now. Because now she w&slieside him.

Today was the day Anne was due to fly to Atlantehv@liff. Max wasn't
jealous anymore. Not after what they had shardahlgbt. He lay beside her
in bed, wanting to watch her sleeping face but meetb kiss her even
more.

Softly he touched his lips to her forehead, hetidgeand her cheek. But the
time he reached her mouth, she was awake and wéitirhim.

"What a wonderful way to wake up," she murmuredraidnis lips.
Opening her eyes, she reached up to touch hisafatemiled. A look in her

smoky-gray eyes nudged at something deep inside 8Swmething he
thought was dead and buried years ago. Hope.



The feeling began as a small thing, an inconceevalda struggling weakly
to be conceived, then before he could catch hiatbyé was growing and
swelling, overwhelming, taking over his whole heand mind. And that
scared the hell out of him.

Max had been prepared to spend the rest of hisliiee. It wouldn't have
been any difficult task, because there were noiregpents for being a
loser. He wouldn't even have to work at it. He dgukt sit back and let it
happen. And it would have been a nice, smooth Naeups and downs for
a loser. Only downs. No demands, no high standadsser expected
nothing, and that was just exactly what he got hikot.

For one cowardly moment, as he looked into her,dy@#asn't sure he was
ready for the struggles that went with being a wmrBecause to Max,
being a winner meant only one thing: loving Annigl &aving her love him
back.

The woman in his arms could take him higher thanraartal ever dreamed
of being. But, as he knew to his cost, she cowdd drag him through the
depths of hell.

Moments later, when she whispered a kiss acrodsate of his neck, Max's
lips twisted in a self-mocking smile. His silenbd¢e had been nothing but a
waste of mental energy. Becausehe would give ugramor leg or both
before he gave up Annie.

He pulled himself up to lean against the headbaltelyging her along with
him, pressing her warm body to his. "I need yotetome something."

"You sound so serious," she said, her smile fadsghe met his eyes. "Are
you asking Anne or Annie?"

"I'm asking you. There's something | need to know."
After a moment's hesitation she nodded. "Okay."

"Why did you leave me?"



She caught her breath, then after a moment shetenet her lips and
dropped her gaze to where her hand rested agamstehart. "I was so
young. Max. So desperately young. And you . . . ngdused to let me grow
up. But please don't think I'm blaming you. You lcmt know that when |

put all my faith in you, | had none left over foryself. AD | had was

strength once removed. Borrowed spirit." She pau%&ad when | found

myself alone, when there was no one there to bdéoonydation, that was
when | had to learn how to be strong for myselfak an expert at relying on
Maximilian Decatur, but it took me quite a while lEarn how to rely on

Anne Seaton."

Max stared at the ceiling for a long time, thendieout a slow breath. "So
one day you just decided | was stifling you and gt would get a better
deal with Roger. Is that how it happened?”

"Human motives are never that simple," she saidttyui’'l made a mistake,
Max. | screwed up royally. Can't we leave it att?ia

"Sure," he said, and ducking his head, he kissedéek. "It was stupid of
me to bring it up now, when you've got to get retmlgo out of town. We
could probably find something better to do with tinee."

"Oh, yes. Max," she breathed. "Please."”



Nine

Atlanta was a beautiful city. It was big and exagtibut had somehow
managed to stay friendly. Art, entertainment, spetftlanta had

everything. And Anne had never hated a city so muadher life. Because
what it didn't have was Max.

Every meeting she and Cliff attended was simplyetifmat she didn't have
access to a telephone. She fidgeted and fussecheeig kept her mind on
what was being said, but if her employer noticed fpreoccupation, he
didn't mention it. He simply carried on without her

Anne couldn't even feel any great disappointmengnylonce again, the
meetings proved futile. She only knew that now thatmeetings were over,
she could go home. She could go back to a homevidsno longer a town
or a house. Home was one man's arms.

Two days later, when Anne finally stood in her duray after Cliff had
dropped her off, she turned toward the house awiked. Max's car wasnt
in the driveway. She knew it was silly, but she kapected him to be at the
airport to meet her. Or at least here at the hauaseng for her.

She picked up her overnight case and walked tdrdme door, pausing to
dig the key out of her purse. She had just mansgedlock the door when
Carly drove up.

"So, how did it go?" the redhead asked as she steppt of the car.

"Come in and I'll tell you about it," Anne calletien walked through to the
bedroom.

By the time the redhead reached the room, Anndhl®atkelephone receiver
in her hand and was dialing the number of the Laorabin.

"Have a seat,” she told Carly as she let the phiogefor the fifth time.



After the tenth ring Anne replaced the phone. "Hgwa seen Max?" she
asked, keeping her voice casual as she openedas$et door. "I wanted
to—"

She broke off when she saw his clothes hanginglbdsers in the closet.
Her knees went weak with relief, and she wantedbtsomething silly, like
hug his leather jacket. But she simply laughed.

Carly came to stand beside her, checking out tiveoably male clothes.
"Something you forgot to tell me?"

"l think Max and | are living together," she samtessing a hand to one
flushed cheek.

"You think? Unless he's paying you for storage, dudd say you are
definitely living together." Carly paused and sedliher friend's face.
"You're getting in pretty deep, Anne. Are you syoel know what you're
doing?"

Anne nodded, then changed her mind in mid- motiwh €hook her head.
"No, I don't know what I'm doing. And the worst par | don't care that |
don't know. That doesn't sound reasonable, doés it?

"No, but it sounds like you. At least it soundselithe way you've been
acting since your Max showed up. Lately you alwsgsnd like you're on
the verge of either laughter or tears."

Anne smiled. "That's because | seem to be feelnegyéhing so much more
keenly now. Max does that for me. It's like—" Shele off and moved

across the room to pick up a porcelain figurineodk at it, Carly. Look at

the delicacy of the features. Those eyes, thode painted eyes, look as
though they're smiling. As though she had a se@i@ich it. See how it

feels? | touch it with my fingers and | feel thettee all the way to my

bones." She set the figure aside and met Carlgs. &it never felt that way
before. It never looked that way before. Do youarsthnd what I'm trying

to say?"



Carly stared at her for a moment, then let outfg stow whistle. "Girl,
you're in some deep doo-doo here. You idiot, ganltsee that if he can get
you this high, he can also knock you lower thané4&d

"I know," Anne said, smiling again. "He's done taaeady. He threw me
into hell, then pulled me out.” She shook her haad gave a soft laugh.
"What can you do with a man like that?"

"Run," Carly said succinctly. "As far and as fastyaur legs will carry you.
He's out of town, by the way."

"Out of town? He didn't say anything about that."

Carly shrugged. "It was apparently something tlaame up unexpectedly.
He told me to tell you he'd call you tomorrow aetlyfou know when hell
get back."

Anne felt disappointment jab her heart, then spneeidl by inch through her
body. Would she ever get over the fear that grigpsdwhen he wasn't in
her sight, the fear that she would have to go backeing without him

again?

"He didn't say where he was going?" she asked glowl

Carly shook her head. "Not a word. Just that it wrzevoidable. It probably
had something to do with the project he's working o

"Probably,” Anne murmured in agreement. But shemvasire. Something
didn't feel right. Something simply didn't feelig

Max stepped out of the car he had rented at therkairport and leaned
against the door as he glanced around, checkintfpe@panish-style house.
It was an expensive place. An extravagant place.

He didn't want to be here, but he could see noatlagrout. The thing he
had seen in Annie's eyes, the thing that hit ath@eat of him, uncovering



long-buried hope, allowing it to take over his gveraking thought, had
brought him here. There was no future for theml inaticould make a clean
break with the past.

Drawing in a slow, steadying breath, he closeddiedoor and moved
toward the house. It was time for the first step.

The woman who opened the front door for him wasxgsavagant as the
house. And as expensive. Smooth platinum hair ledisler shoulders, and
the casual silk jumpsuit looked like the kind ointh Ellie used to model.
What he could see of her face—a quarter of it wdddn by oversized,
rose-tinted sunglasses— was as flawless as thefrhset.

"Mrs. Decatur?" he said.

"That's right." Her tone was just slightly deferesivas though he had
accused her of something. "What do you want?"

"I'm here to see your husband. His office said las working at home
today."

She frowned. "Is he expecting you?"

Max hid a smile. "Probably not. In fact | can almhgsarantee he's not, but if
youll tell him his brother is here, maybe hell maikee for me!"

"His brother? There are no brothers. Roger is dy ahrild.”

Max burst out laughing, pleased to find that hiélstid a sense of humor. So
Roger was an only child.

"He wishes," Max said, still smiling. "I'm sorry,

Mrs. Decatur, but | really am his brother Max. A@ttarlotte raised both of
us."

"You have my sympathies." she muttered. "That woncaunld turn
powdered milk sour. | make sure I'm out of town wkhe comes for a visit.



Way out of town. Like Greenland or Africa." Sheloligd at her glossy pink
lip. "I suppose you'd better come in . . . Max. Avadl me Julia. Not even the
maid calls me Mrs. Decatur." She walked briskly ddte hall, leaving him
to follow. "Roger is working out by the pool. If ytl go on out, I'll get Mary
to bring refreshments. Nice meeting you," she addean afterthought just
before she disappeared.

Max found the double doors that led to the pool aadtked outside. He
stood for a moment, taking in the scene. Two childwere in the pool.
Loud children. Angry children. The younger onepg,dooked as though he
was trying to drown the older one.

The man Max assumed was father to the two hooligesss beneath a
striped umbrella, reclining in a lounge chair. Bgtead of working he was
in a sound sleep.

As Max watched, the children climbed out of thelpaad the boy chased
the girl around the perimeter. When they reacheit tiather, instead of
going around the lounge chair, they went ovemiti Blax's brother woke up
swearing.

"Lane! Dee-Deé! he screamed at them. "You get your little buttghe
house. Now! Damn it, why can't | get a little watkne without you two
screwing it up? And if you think I'm taking you Wwiime tomorrow, you can
just forget it!"

His tanned face flushed with anger, he watchedhaghildren passed him
on their way to the house, then he returned tdatinege chair.

The children—the boy looked about five and hisesisivas probably
eight—ran by Max with little more than a passingrgle, their argument
continuing in hissing whispers.

When the door closed behind the pair. Max begamall toward the pool,
and he had almost reached it before Roger saw Anrinstant later the
younger man was on his feet, staring and gaspisgack.



The years had not been kind to Roger. He had alWwags round face, but
now he had a body to match. And the plaid bermbdats he wore with a
yellow sport shirt were a big mistake. He lookdde la tourist who had
misplaced his camera.

It was strange. Max had expected to feel a lohioigs when he finally saw
Roger again. And he always figured anger wouldiglet rat the top. But
now that his brother was standing here in fronhiofi, the emotion that
dominated was pity. Strange.

"Max?" Roger said in a hoarse whisper.

"How you doing, Roger?" Max said, his voice eaggual. "It's been a few
years, hasn't it?" He glanced around. "Nice plaxehave here."

Roger was still gasping like a dying guppie, bter$wallowing a couple of
times, he managed to say, "What are you doing hdm® did you find
me?"

Max raised one brow. "If you were in hiding, yowshin't have let Aunt
Charlotte have your address. She told Ellie yegesthat you were living
here in Phoenix."

The maid chose that moment to appear. She carniedral tray that held
lemonade in tall glasses. Roger didn't even lodieats she placed the tray
on a wrought-iron table, then quietly withdrew.

"Why are you here, Max?" Roger asked, then he ledigh gesture that was
obviously difficult for him. "It's a long way to coe to buy a used car. You
knew | was in the used-car business? I'm doing géax. Really great. My
profits are up like you wouldn't believe. I'm rgatloing great. Not that
you're not. Doing great, | mean. I've seen somgoonfr stuff . . . in a
magazine, | think." He frowned. "What did | do witiat thing? | meant to
save it. That brainless maid probably let the kgds at it, and if she did,
there's no telling—"

"Guess who | ran into a couple of weeks ago?" Mad,snterrupting the
unending flow of nervous talk.



Roger picked up a glass of lemonade and took &lgw should | know? |
don't keep up with your—"

"Annie," Max said softly.

The ice rattled in the glass that Roger held irhhizd. Avoiding Max's eyes,
he steadied his hand as he carefully took anothasfdemonade. "Is that
right?" he said finally. "How did she look?"

"Beautiful. Even more beautiful than she was eleyears ago." Max sat
down in a wrought- iron armchair. "She's a womaw.n¥ery much a

woman."

Roger wiped perspiration from his brow with the lba€ one hand, but he
didn't comment. And he still refused to meet Mayss.

"You know why I'm here, don't you, Roger? We neetave a little talk. |
want you to tell me about the events of one pddradiay. | want you to tell
me about the day you ran off with my wife."

Roger darted a look at Max, and in the brief montkat their eyes met,
Max recognized several things in his brother's eVhsre was sullen anger,
and there was fear. And there was unmistakablegniadle triumph. There
was smug satisfaction. For that Max wanted tolkith.

Clenching his fists, he said, "Talk, Roger."

"l don't have to tell you anything."

"No, "Max agreed. "You don't have to . . . but yewgoing to. One way or
the other.”

Roger turned his head to stare at him openly. Yaethreatening me?"
Max shrugged. "Do | have to?"

"Damn you, Max," he said in agitation. "It's alwajise same way.
Everything has to go your way. Did you ever stophiak what it was like



growing up as Max Decatur's little brother? Maxe thtrong one, the
good-looking one, the bright one. Everyone liked admired Max."

Max laughed. "Aunt Charlotte?"

Roger spat out a vulgarity. "You intimidated heheSonly spoiled me
because she wanted to get at you. She never logeHietl, she never even
liked me. That was one of the reasons | jumpetieathance to take Annie
away from you. | wanted to beat you just once.dwrmow much you loved
her. Everyone knew. It was damned near obsessioe. Wouldn't let
anyone near your sweet, innocent Annie." He drewairough breath.
"Taking her away from you was the perfect revemdaking love toyour
wife. Touching the body that you thought belongedydo you. It was
better—"

Before Roger could finish the sentence, Max wasoduhe chair, and he
had his brother by the throat, pulling him uprightou bastard,” Max
rasped out. "You dirty, rotten bastard."

"What are you doing?"

Julia had suddenly appeared beside Max. She didk& a move to help her
husband. She simply looked slightly confused. "Rpgdat's going on?

You two are scaring the children."

Drawing in a deep breath. Max shifted his gaze Kkackis brother and

realized Roger was trying to say something. Rehibtdne eased his hold
on the other man's throat.

"Nothing happened,” Roger said in a hoarse whispeaching up, he pulled
Max's hands loose and backed away from him. "Ngtheppened.”

"Roger," Julia said, her voice growing peevish.

Roger glanced at her, obviously distracted. "ilf'sight, Julia. Go on back
inside and let me talk to Max."



With an impatient sound, she swung on her heelstatkied away. As soon
as she was outof earshot, Max said, "What thedwelfjou mean 'nothing
happened'?"

Roger stared at the blue water in the pool. "Sheed® see me about a week
before we left. She said you two were having treuBlhe said she wished
she had never married you." Roger shrugged, s#tirgy at the water as
though a vision were unfolding there. "I told hewduld take her away if
that's what she wanted. | thought—Anyway a weeds lapicked her up at
your place and we drove to Waco."

"Why Waco?"

Roger shrugged. "Why not? Neither of us had evenlbieere. It just seemed
like a good idea at the time."

"Go on. What happened next?"

A grim smile twisted Roger's lips. "Nothing. That/kat I've been trying to
tell you. | got us a room at a motel. | don't haveell you what | expected to
take place in that room. But it didn't happen. Wihéouched her—" He
broke off, and sucked air into his lungs. "Wheaudhed her, Annie cried."

Max stared at his brother for a moment, then swaimgiptly away from
him. "Why?" he said, more to himself than to Rogévhy would she do
something like that? Annie never cried."

"That's just what | said," Roger replied, givingtzort laugh. "Why in hell

was she crying when it was her idea in the firace? You know what she
told me? She said she was crying because | waam'tlywas not exactly
what | wanted to hear right then," Roger muttered.

Max barely heard him. He had come here to gettkingy straightened out
once and for all. But nothing Roger was saying msslese. According to
Roger, Annie had sought him out, rather than terotvay around. The
whole thing had been at her instigation.



Even if she had changed her mind at the last miewtn if she had decided
she didn't want Roger after all, why would sheforyMax?"

"If she still wanted me, if she still loved me," kigsaid in a ragged whisper,
"why did she leave? Why did she walk out on me?"

"l asked her that too. At first she wouldn't answshe wouldn't talk to me
at all—but she finally admitted she was just usimg She said she wanted
to leave you and she knew your pride wouldn't et gome after her if she
ran away with me." He laughed. "She apologized yeeytily and, | think,
sincerely. But she wouldn't tell me what was behirewhole stupid plan.”

Roger shoved his hands into the pockets of histsheord leaned back
slightly. "After one miserable night," he said slgw'which | spent in a
chair in the lobby of the motel, sweating bulletsyndering if you were
going to show up any minute and tiy to kill me eMer saw Annie again."

For a long time Max stood staring off into the drste, then he moved his
shoulders wearily and turned to leave. When he taidn a few steps
toward the double doors, he paused and looked béok.said revenge was
one of the reasons you ran away with Annie. What tlva other reason?"

Roger reached down to pick up a newspaper. "I'veddAnnie since she
was ten years old,” he said quietly, then he shedg{iThat's the way it
goes."

Max watched his brother for a moment, then he tiared walked away.



Ten

Anne knelt on the flagstone terrace and worked dbf earth with a

miniature rake. She had removed every weed, evegping tentacle of
grass, from the flower bed, but still she workelge $/asn't ready to go into
the empty house. There were too many questiorieihduse.

It was late in the afternoon, and she had comedsués soon as Carly left.
Hours ago. The sun would be going down any minskte would have to
stop then.

Today, as Anne worked, she believed she had finditgovered why
gardening was so important to her. When she wookétiere in the garden,
she became part of something bigger. She becarad afpthe earth. She
became a part of eternity.

Everything, all the problems big and small, thagoled every man and
woman ever born,

were transient things. When she was out here, sbhe lshe was part of
something more permanent, and it gave her strength.

Her newly gained wisdom didn't make her miss Maxlasas, but she had at
least given up thoughts of using his jacket ascarsty blanket.

She was putting her gardening tools into a wiclkaskiet when she heard
footsteps on the flagstones. Instantly her breatight in her throat. She
didn't have to look to see who it was. She knewx Mtas home.

Before she managed to get all the way to her iegbad her in his arms, and
there was laughter in his eyes as he kissed her.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressedcteser. "l amsoglad
to see you," she said. "l thought you were goingdib me today to let me
know when you'd be back."

"l decided to tell you in person. Hey, Annie, I'mch." He hugged her,
lifting her off her feet in his exuberance.



"So | see," she said, laughing with him.

"Umm, | missed you," he murmured against her n&¢ku taste like the
sun and the wind."

She pulled back a little so she could see his fs@eshe could look into his
eyes. She needed to be free of the nagging littkeyithat had plagued her
since Carly told her he was out of town.

"Where did you go?" she asked, keeping her voicefully casual.

"l just had some business to take care of." Heesdamne brow. "Do you
really want to talk right now?"

The look of deep hunger in his dark eyes left hreathless. "No . . . no, |
don't want to talk,"” she said a moment before bkqu her up and threw her
over his shoulder.

The caveman-style exit set the tone for their reanClothes flew, and
bedcovers ended in a tangle on the floor. Laugtitat, and desperate need
took its place.

Their lovemaking was wild and hot and fast, and dneing urgency
drained her of emotion, then filled her up againtitheir bodies they said
what they were afraid to say with words. It washesigh each was trying to
fill up the empty pit the years had made in theno&onal lives. But the pit
refused to be filled. It took every touch, everaritic kiss, and demanded
more.

An hour later she lay beside him, dazed, her eyds vpen as she stared at
the ceiling. "Wow," she breathed softly.

He laughed and buried his face in her breasts. UHuerstatement of the
year."

For a moment, for a brief flash of time, she warttethlk to him about the
urgent things they had said with their bodies. ISt@v what she needed—a
lifetime with Max—but she wished she knew what &sathat Max needed.



What could she say, what could she do, that woakkeé faway the feeling
that every time they touched might be the last ime

But no words that she could give him would makefé®ting go away. She
had to believe that time present would wipe outtjpast.

"Lord, it's good to be back where | belong," he mured against her naked
flesh.

Anne closed her eyes, letting the precious wordsl@rer. Thank you,
God.

"How did your meetings in Atlanta go?" Max asked.

The two of them had left the bedroom in searclooflif Max sat on one side
of the table, a soft drink in one hand and a rohgtken leg in the other.
Anne sat on the other side with a ham sandwich.

"Lousy," she said, "but listen to this. Hector Saew; the man we saw in San
Antonio, called Cliff yesterday. He's decided taldbiis new plant here."

"Hey, that's terrific. Congratulations."” He bitarthe chicken, chewed for a
moment, then said, "When's Sanchez going to geptbject started, and
don't you think you'd be more comfortable over rereny lap?"

"He's flying up in a couple of days." She slid pkte across the table, then
walked around and sat on his knee. "Hell meet #ghcouncil members,
and if that doesn't scare the bejab- bers outrof hie're set."

As she picked up her sandwich and took another béesaid, "Just one
more question."

"What's that?" she asked with her mouth full.

"Do you love me, Annie?"



When she began to cough, he pounded her on the Haokokay," she
gasped weakly, wiping her watery eyes. "I'm fine you can quit now."

"You don't have to answer me right away. It's jhsit | did some thinking

while we were apart.” He grinned. "Thinking's easihen you're not

around. Anyway, it seems like we're building sonmegthere. At least that's
the way it feels to me. You're not still afraidrok, are you? | mean, you
don't think I'm still hatching revenge plots, dagd

She stroked his face. "Truthfully? | haven't thaughout it one way or the
other, Max. It's been so wonderful being with ybulidn't have time to
worry about it."

"Will you think about it now?"

"Okay." She squinted her eyes, concentrating flgrdmut after a moment
she said, "I can't think when you're breathing gnrmack . . . that's better.
Actually it's not better. It's just more conductee—"

"Think, Annie."

"Yes, sir." A second later she said, "Okay, I'veutht about it, and | don't
believe you're plotting revenge."

"Why?"

She frowned. "Why? You mean why do | think you'®™i When he

nodded, she said, "Because before, you were alwaysven-tempered.
That's not natural. But this time it's like youlfeemfortable enough to be
yourself with me. Sulky or gripy or—"

"Happy, Sneezy, or Doc," he finished dryly.

"Or sarcastic,” she continued as though hehadtétrupted her. "And
maybe it's partly because | so desperately waathe real this time."



He rested his head against hers for a momentufét feels real to me," he
said, his voice deep and husky. "And that's whyheage to talk again about
what happened between us last time."

Her heart gave a little skip, but she kept herdesst even. "Last time, as in a
couple of weeks ago?"

He shook his head slowly, watching her face. "ltias¢, as in eleven years
ago."

She moistened her lips. "I thought we had done dhvabdy. What else is
there to talk about?"

"Nothing specific." He grasped her shoulders aneedzer a little shake.
"Come on, Annie, don't tense up on me. | just viargo over some things,
to clarify them in my own mind. Okay?"

"Sure," she said, and rising to her feet, sheeainer plate to the sink. "You
don't mind if I do the dishes while we talk? | liteestay busy."

"I've noticed that about you," he said, a smil@igmvoice. "I've been going
over the weeks just before we split."

She exhaled a tiny puff of air. "For heaven's sa&kax, what good will
that—"

"Humor me. A lot happened in those weeks. | gatw job. Almost double
the salary of my old one. You and Ellie made newtasns for the
apartment. They were pink because pink was the tody had on sale.” He
laughed. "Everywhere you looked you saw pink, piakd more pink.
Roger got a new car, a convertible. You and | werihat fancy party that
McNeal and Genna gave. Neither of us had ever leampenthouse, and |
remember we joked about getting thrown out. Wasfibre that or after that
you made the honor roll again? Did | leave anytlong"

Unable to answer, she simply shook her head anedsteown at the sink.



"l think it was about a week before you left thag started fighting," he
continued quietly. "I've thought about it, and tioe life of me, Annie, | can't
remember what those fights were about. Can you?"

Again she simply shook her head, but beneath thex laf suds her fingers
clenched into tight fists.

"I don't guess it matters,” he went on, "but thegrav bitter things. |
remember that well enough.”

He had moved. He stood behind her now. She dmbrktdt him as he picked
up a dish towel and wiped her eyes, then her wad$a

"Come sit down, honey," he said gently. He putdri® around her as he
guided her out of the kitchen and into the liviogm.

"This is probably the third time I've ever seen goy" he said, lowering her
to the couch. Then, sitting beside her, he helt bet hands between his.
"The first time was at our wedding. The second twas two days before
you left me. | woke up in the middle of the nigdmd you were sitting on the
windowsill and you were crying. It scared me, Annfeu don't know how
badly that scared me."

He hesitated, his gaze trained with unwaveringnsitg on her face.
"Honey, you need to tell me what's hurting you.'d &lk about it, get it out
in the open. You know as well as | do that we danly be together as long
as there are secrets between us."

She shook her head in a helpless movement, loakuay from him to stare
into the empty fireplace. "I don't see why you keefou see, Max, it can't
be fixed. None of it can be changed. So why cam’just forget about it and
start from here?"

"l went to see Roger."

His voice was extraordinarily calm as he droppediibmbshell in her lap.



"You did what?My God, Max ... my God." She rose to her feetgitadion.
"Why on earth—You keep poking around in yesterdafysing to let it go.
You've been brooding about it, fighting these bipbdttles in your mind
for eleven yearsMax. But did you ever once stop to think that neitkall
worked out for the best? Take a look at who you atewhat you've
accomplished. McNeal Reynolds was all set to ghat fob to someone
else. Did you think of that? Didn't you ever onlemk about how lucky—"

"What are you talking about?"

She jerked her head around at the question. Heowdss feet, his brow
furrowed as he walked toward her.

"How did you know about that?" he asked, his vtiocarse with confusion.
"l didn't tell you anything about it."

She moistened her lips and took a nervous stepwaadk "After | left, |
found out that you had taken the job with McNeghé began slowly as she
searched for an explanation. "And . . . and | agguthat if you hadn't taken
it, he would have given it to someone else. | ddalve any special
knowledge. | was just—"

"You're lying, Annie."

Anger was growing in him. She could feel it. Shaldsee it. But there was
nothing she could do to stop it.

"You knew McNeal had offered me a job," he saidyd'gou knew | had
turned it down. You knew all théeforeyou left me. Now | want you to tell
me how you found out."

Swinging abruptly around, she moved a step awayn flom. "What
difference does—"

He grasped her arm and turned her back arounaéchian. "If it makes no
difference, then why won't you tell me? You salekép digging around in
the past, that | won't let it go. Well, now's yalmance to finish it once and



for all. Let's have the truth, Annie. Sweet heaven,once let's have the
truth."

She stared at him, examining his face, wonderinthéf same dreadful
tiredness weighed him down. This was it. There w@es last card to turn
over. And when that card was faceup, when it wasaked at last, Anne
would know whether she was safe. Or bust.

Moving away from him, she returned to the couch satddown heauvily.

"Genna came to see me a couple of days after #rgt we went to." Her

voice was amazingly calm as she leaned her hedddgminst the cushion.
She even managed a slight smile. "You should heee the way she looked
at the apartment, especially all those pink custaltike she was afraid
poverty was catching or something. She told me Md¢Mad offered you a
job and that you had turned it down.

"You were very polite, she said. Very appreciatofethe offer, but you
explained that you were married and had obligatiddise gave a soft laugh.
"She made the word sound vulgar, common. And ofsmu knew she
meant it to sound that way, because | was the atihig, therefore | was
common. She explained that although the job woufthy much, just your
expenses, it was the opportunity of a lifetime. Rerhber, you called it that
too. She said there were others who would pay Mclkeahe chance to
work with him. She said anyone could see you waented, but that even a
stupid little schoolgirl should know talent aloneowldn't get you
anywhere." She drew in a slow breath. "Genna tadkled that day. And she
was very convincing, Max."

"And that's it?" he asked, his voice hard, his epesedulous. "Because
some jealous, blackhearted bitch tells you thatrgdwlding me back, you
walk out on me?"

"No," she said, raising one hand to the pulse ploainded in her temples.
"Not because of Genna. | told myself that she wamg. | told myself that
cream always rises to the top. You were brilliaithva camera, even back
then. | was positive people would recognize thdlidmce without McNeal
Reynolds's help. believedthat. Max. Until one day about a week after



Genna's visit." She raised her head and met his. 8yeu probably don't
remember, but I'll never forget.”

He had been late getting home from work, and byithe he arrived, Anne

had finished her homework, cleaned the apartmewt,had dinner on the

table waiting for him. He came in the door talkedgput a job he had been
offered, a job that offered more money, a job teqtired much more of his
time.

Max had been so cheerful that day. Too cheerfull A he told her what
they could do with the extra money, he picked himera up from the coffee
table, and while Anne stood and watched, he hatheutamera away in the
bottom drawer of a worn bureau.

Every word that Genna had said came back to her Bige saw again the
picture the woman had painted. A picture of Makagradually let his gift
slip away from him while he worked to make a livifgax growing to
resent her because she had stood between himsgddis. Max as an old
man looking back at his life with deep regret. Alghe knew she would
come to hate herself for what she had done to fanwhat she had let him
do to himself.

"That camera was everything to you," she whispehed,throat painfully
tight as she closed her eyes against the memohad'lto stand there and
watch you put your dreams, ydlife, in a stupid bureau drawer."

Opening her eyes, she examined his stiff, paleifeat "Can you remember
how you were back then. Max? Can you remember hesperately you
wanted to get away from Weiden Street? You said yanted to
photograph the world. Pacific islands, South Anwricjungles, the
mountains of Tibet.

"You did everything you set out to do," she saitetjy. "You left Weiden
Street behind and photographed all those wondptades. You explored
the world. And you did it all because | gave yoe tihhance."

She stood up and took a step toward him, his coatirsilence giving her
the courage to go on. "At seventeen maybe | wasset enough to make life



decisions, but even now | can't say | did the wrtingg. Because even at
seventeen | loved you more than life, Max. | loyed too much to destroy
your dreams. From the time | was five years old) ywotected me. |

decided it was my turn to protect you. Even if @sfrom myself.”

He didn't say anything. His lips were tight and t@hhis hands shaking, as
he turned away from her. He rested his arm on taeteh and leaned his
forehead against it.

When he finally began to speak, it was in a vo@és/, Anne had to move
closer to hear him.

"Saint Anne,” he said in a barely rasping whisp¥ou made the grand
sacrifice, giving up everything for the love of yauan."

He swung around, his eyes blazing with a fury thas almost a physical
force. "Well,who the hell asked you t&¥u damn sure didn't consult me.
Why didn't | get a vote in my own freakin' futuré®du had no right."

He clenched his shaking hands into tight fists higldily at his sides. "You
had no right to make that kind of decision for ineould have forgiven you
for falling in love with Roger— that's not somethigou can control. But
this? You deliberately set out to trash my lifehodught | had everything,
then one day, with no warning, no explanation,uni@ that | hadothing.
And you did it for me," he finished in disgust.

"You didn't come after me!" The words were out off&'s mouth before the
thought was even fully formed.

He shook his head, as though to clear it. "What?"

"You didn't come after me and ask me why." Shegpliand on the back of
the chair to steady herself. "You didn't follow @ened take me in your arms
and say let's talk about this, Annie." She dreva iragged breath. "I told
myself that | didn't want you to come after me, ibwias a lie. | knew that if
you found me and demanded answers, then it would bign. It would
mean | was more important to you than your prideré&vimportant them
anything. But you didn't."



"You actually expected me to chase after you ampyloel to come back?"
he asked in stunned disbelief.

"No," she whispered, "I didn't expect it. By my Gaddvanted it. | wanted
that desperately.”

"Games," he said wearily. "You were playing gamét wy life."

And then he turned away from her and, as she watchkelpless silence,
he walked out of the room, out of the house, outerflife.

For a long time she stood absolutely still, them gtessed a hand against the
stones of the fireplace, steadying herself as &helys sat down on the
hearth.

Wrapping her arms around her waist, she whispéa're bust, Annie."

Max had a hand on the car door when a pictureupse his mind. He saw
Annie, the way she was at seventeen. Smart ang famd shy. Incredibly
strong and unconsciously vulnerable. The pictumt [8he had been a little
girl, playing at being grown up. A sad, insecut#édigirl who had grown
used to being dumped when her presence becamerargent. A little girl
who must have spent every moment worrying that so@mevould come
along and take her happiness away from her.

Youdidn't come after me!

Sweet Jesus, her words had hurt him. Why hadigjohe after her? Because
he had been too much of a coward to look in hes @yeen she'd told him
she didn't love him anymore.

Max's cowardice had convinced her that his dreamisbeing a
world-traveling photographer were more importanhim than his sweet
Annie. She had actuallyelievedthat.



He had always known about her deep-rooted insgc@fite had told of the
times her mother had left her alone, of the tintestgead been shoved aside
and told to keep her mouth shut. Max had knowalatiut that. Why hadn't
he spent more time showing her what she meanti@ hi

His only excuse was inexperience. He had simplynkiee young. Too
young to see her needs. Too young to handle his Anth he had let them
both down.

But he wasn't an inexperienced kid anymore. Ittivas for them to forgive
each other. It was time for them to forgive themwssl

When he walked back into the house, Max stoppetthendoorway and
watched her rock back and forth, back and forth, éyes wide and
unseeing. She looked ill. He moved on into the raowh had almost reached
her before she blinked several times and turnedhéad toward him.

He raised both hands, palms up, in a tentativé;nsetking gesture. "I
didn't make it all the way to the car,” he explaistowly.

She didn't respond, but she didn't take her eyidsimf as he moved across
the room and knelt beside her.

"We're still a sorry pair, my Annie," he murmureahd took her in his arms.

She pressed her face against him, clutching arhis as she began to shake
violently."Max ... oh God, Max," she said, and tireken whisper impaled
him.

"Hush, baby, hush," he said, breathing the wordsasg her throat. "It didn't
happen. | calmed down enough to realize | was atmutake the same
mistake | made eleven years ago. | was about farid¢ keep me from the
only thing in the world that matters."

He pulled her closer, rocking her, soothing hém ot going to lie to you,
Annie. | don't think I'll ever get over having tpend all those years away
from you. I'll always regret the things we did bdlkn. But regret is such a



silly little emotion. It can't even touch the of@at made me come back in
here. | love you, Annie. | always have and | alwajit"

She was crying now, resting her head on his shoaklguiet tears fell. But
this time Max didn't try to stop her. He knew thvegre tears of relief. Tears
of happiness.

"You had the problem worked out wrong back themr,'shid as he stroked
her hair. "It was never about your being a liapilit was about your lack of
faith in me, in my love for you. You said you lovete more than life, but
you didn't even consider the fact that | felt thens way."

When a small sound caught in her throat, he hetdigleter. "Dreams of
adventure and excitement, fame and fortune, thosditde things, baby.
Any idiot who jumps on an airplane can have thait tBe kind of love we
had, the kind of love wéave,is a one-in-a-million thing. Ask any man
alive, any man worthy of the name, which he'd natfae, and the answer
will always be the same. He'd say, take the lovedlday grab it with both
hands and don't ever let it get away from you."

She raised her head slowly, and Max's throat clogkedn he saw the
expression on her face. Because of all the wondetise world, nothing
could compare to the love he saw in his Annie'seye



