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When Kayla Marshall met the shy, gentle salesmamadtern Tool and Die,
she knew she'd finally met the man she wanted torym&ranklin's
inexperienced yet curiously bold touch filled hathaa passion unlike any
she'd ever known. And when she discovered she wiag tp bear his child,
it seemed a dream come true.

Then Kayla learned the terrible truth. Her belove&danklin” was none

other than Nick Trahern, the notorious womanizee, boss she'd known
only by his reputation for ruthlessness. How cale forgive the callous
impostor who'd tricked her? How could she trust iwheen he insisted his
flirtatious game had turned to love? How could sbebelieve him when

her own heart was telling her to take her playbsaiésman” back into her
arms--and never let him go?



CHAPTER ONE

The blustery March wind was sailing men's hatsaoff making the women
grab modestly for their billowing skirts this afteon, but Kayla Marshall
didn't mind at all as she hurried back to her effiom her scandalously
long lunch hour. She closed her eyes and took alokeath, assuring herself
once again that the air most definitely did ha\a tteliciously magic smell
of spring in it. Her feet were fairly flying alorige sidewalk as she glanced
down anxiously at her thin gold watch and notedl#teness of the hour.
She hadn't meant to spend so much time at treethttlitique she had found,
but they were running such an enticing sale sha'thhden able to resist
stopping in for a minute, and time had gotten afvam her.

As she rounded the corner another sharp gust af wire at her, angrily
jerking one of the small sacks out of her armssamdling it soaring through
the air. Kayla came to an abrupt halt and watchecetrant sack whipping
around mindlessly, her good humor disappearinglhapOut of the corner
of her eye she saw a large dark sedan drive upim 6f her office, Trahern
Tool and Die, and brake to a halt.

Her feet began moving again, her attention rivébetie drifting package as
she edged toward her destination once more. The showed no signs of
setting its hostage free as Kayla trailed helplessbng behind, mutely
mouthing all the naughty words she had been pudisireas a child.

Another violent burst out of the north sent the kmpmk sack careening
wildly toward the tall blond-headed man who wad gtepping out of his
car. He glanced up only seconds before the sachimitsquarely in his
handsome face. The impact sent him reeling baciksighis car as Kayla
raced forward frantically, trying to ward off theevitable. Her feet faltered,
and her blue eyes widened, first in astonishmést in outright horror as
the thin paper sack began to tear and all thres phithe shockingly brief
bikini panties she had just bought came tumblingrdahe front of the
man's broad chest. Both dismayed gazes fell tpahéies strung across his
chest, the wind keeping them firmly plastered &cpl If Kayla could have
dug a hole, she would have gratefully crawled into



"l assume these belong to you?" The man's voicedeep, very masculine,
with just a tinge of amusement evident.

Kayla forced her eyes away from the frilly unmentbles and slowly

raised her head. Her gaze ran up the strong cobirartanned neck, a firm

smoothly shaven jawline, lips that were well shaaed looked very, very,

kissable, a nose that was not too large, eyesdloe of storm clouds on a

summer day, hair the color of wheat in the morngugshine—just an

average man, she thought fleetingly as her emismuagatures came face
to face with his. Well, maybe more than average, atided on second
thought.

"Yes. I'm terribly sorry ..." Her voice trailed offeakly. She felt like such a
fool! "Here, let me get these things off..." Kay&ached out to snatch the
panties from his chest.

"No, here. | think | can .. ." It was his voice thieniled off this time as his
large fingers worked unsuccessfully to untanglelioe of one pair from
the button of his rust-colored corduroy suit jackétseems to be caught,”
he mumbled sheepishly as the pair of white pamésisted his attempts to
free it.

"Here, let me try,” Kayla offered again, reaching to undo the
entanglement. Her hands were shaking from nervesseeshe drew a deep
breath, trying to calm herself and get this hurtiiligaexperience over with
quickly. After working diligently for a few moment&yla noticed the man
was getting a bit antsy, shifting from one foothe other.

Sighing with annoyance, he grabbed her hands addisarply, "Look, why
don't you just tear the damn things off and ges thier with!" His tone of
voice was suddenly almost rude.

Kayla glared at him anxiously. "These are brand pawties. | just bought
them not fifteen minutes ago." She had always haicetical side.

"Lady, I'll buy you a new pair," he gritted outanlow growl. "Just get the
damn things off me!"



With a sigh of defeat Kayla jerked hard on the langies, cringing as she
heard the fabric tear, along with his button.

"There. | hope you're satisfied," she said brisidyhe plucked the other two
pairs from his shoulders and stuffed them intoafrtbe other sacks she was
carrying. "That's five dollars down the drain."

"My heart bleeds for you," he said as he dismallysyed his suit jacket.

Kayla was busily gathering up her purse and othekages, the offending
pair of briefs still clasped tightly in her hancheSwas now twenty minutes
late, and she certainly didn't have time to staeck land argue with this
stranger over a pair of panties.

One large hand snaked out and took the scrap a@éwdde from her hands
and held it up for a closer inspection. He emitddw whistle between his
teeth. "Holeeee Moses! Do you actually wear thdsegs?" he asked
incredulously.

Kayla paused and surveyed him arrogantly. "Is teereething wrong with
them?" He had such a cocky look on his face!

"They look to me like they'd be a torture chambke'said bluntly, his eyes
assessing the skimpiness of them. Then, as if amewe agreeable thought
had occurred to him, his gaze sauntered over meinfiee curves, a small
grin creeping over his handsome features. "Altholighdmit they could
start a man's motor running with no problem."

"l am not interested in starting any man's motsiya@u so crudely put it, and
| certainly don't have time to be carrying on thdiculous conversation,"

Kayla told him irritably as she gathered the lasher packages together.
"I'm late for work as it is."

"Hey, wait a minute," he called as she brushedlyuoiehim and started up
the set of stairs leading to her office. "How dknbw what size . . . uh ...
these things to buy you?"



"Forget it," she said tightly as she unlocked tberdo the office and started
in. "I'll buy my own . . . torture chambers!" Theat closed with an irritated
bang. That had to be the single most embarrassandent in Kayla's life. If
she never saw that man again, it would be too soon!

Hurriedly dumping her parcels in the small closekinto her desk, she
silently thanked her lucky stars that she was wagykn a one-girl office.
When she had agreed to replace Paula for a cotipleais so she could go
on vacation with her husband, Doug, Kayla had kntva her office skills
would be a little rusty, but she was shocked whenfeund out just how
rusty. The last few days had been chaos, and otie @ontributing culprits
was frantically flashing its lights at her from tbensole on her desk.

"Good afternoon, Trahern Tool and Die." She forbed voice to sound
pleasant as she punched down the first blinkingphutr'es, sir, I'll connect
you. One moment, please" Biting her lip, she sudie typewritten sheet
next to her, looking for the right extension. Holgliher breath, she pressed
down on a second button and, she hoped, transféreechll. Repeating the
process with fumbling fingers, she answered the ¢&lls that were coming
through. Kayla was so engrossed in her work, stehaaely aware of the
front door opening and the tall blond- haired m@pging into the room.

"Good afternoon, Trahern Tool and ... Oh, I'm sasi} | didn't realize | cut
you off I'll transfer your call again." Exasperdiecdhe searched the
extension sheet and frantically poked another butto

"Excuse me, ma'am, | know you're busy, but. . ."

Kayla barely glanced up as she tried to keep toatke lights going on and
off. She flushed miserably as she recognized thefroan the street. "What
do youwant?" she said curtly. She needed him right nkes $he needed
another incoming call.

"What do | want? My, what receptionist school dmlyflunk out of?" he
chided in a condescending tone.

"None. | owned a dress shop in Florida until a feanths ago," she said
sharply, still punching buttons, not knowing whichll to answer first.



"Please, just go away. I'm terribly busy right ndwald you, you don't owe
me anything."

"Owned a dress shop," he mused thoughtfully, igrgphier request. "What
happened? Did you develop a case of amnesia amblgtun here by
mistake?"

Kayla glared up at him.
"Where's Paula?"

"Lolling around somewhere in the Bahamas right &bow. I'm just filling
in for her. She won't be back for another week Wy | help you? Oh,
darn!" Kayla snapped as she severed another plomversation cleanly.

The stranger leaned against her desk, boyish grimotanned, handsome
face. He was clearly enjoying her frustration. "Wipn't you let that thing
ring. Nobody's going to reach their party anyway."

With a sigh Kayla leaned back and let the lightalbl"You're right. This
thing's giving me fits,” she admitted glumly. "Digou really want
something?" Her large blue eyes rose to meet hiskgngaze. For a
moment, just one slight moment, her heart fluttef&ie was looking into
Tony's eyes. Eyes that could turn dark and sengbah he was sexually
aroused, cold and hard when he was angry. Tonwystiid eyes had
enchanted, thrilled, and excited her. At one timaylPlatto had meant the
whole world to her. Then he had destroyed thatdyaid her along with it.

"You really don't know who | am, do you?" the mamilsed questioningly.
"No. Thrill me," she said churlishly.

The man leaned forward, his smile turning into @aldrgrin. Crossing his
arms negligently, he surveyed her with a slow, éasyliarity. "l probably

could."

"I'm sorry, but I'm not familiar with the regulaalesmen that come in here.
Do you have an appointment?" she asked sharply. vi&ige uneasily



watching the increasing array of blinking light$dre her, ignoring his sexy
innuendo.

“I'm here to see Mr. Trahern,” he answered, sugdeaty businesslike,
playing along with her professional tone of voice.

"If you're referring to the elder Mr. Trahern, helst of town for the next
month. If you mean 'Romeo’ Trahern, | wouldn't h#éve slightest idea
where he might be." Her tone left no doubt shectamen less wherthat
one was. "lt's my understanding he doesn't workobuhis office and is
rarely in town."

"Romeo? My, do | detect a note of animosity towtue son?"

Disarmed, Kayla looked up and, realizing what shé just said, put her
hand over her mouth. "Oh, excuse me. That's jusbbthe things I've heard
him called. I'm so rattled today, I'm not thinkisgaight. Look, honestly, |
don't have time to sit here and idly chat with y@id you have an
appointment, Mr...."

Kayla looked up expectantly at him.

"Uh. Franklin. That's my name, Franklin. And, naddn't have an actual
appointment. Mr. Trahern just usually lets me dropn him from time to
time. Why don't you like Nicholas?"

"Who?"

"Nicholas—Nicholas Trahern, the son. What's wrorigp Wim?" His eyes
had turned slightly mistrustful now.

"Good heavens!" Kayla said in exasperation. "l diday | didn't like the
man. In fact, | wasn't even aware his name wasdlish' She giggled. "I've
always heard him referred to as Romeo, Hot Lipsy Dean, and—" she
stopped, and her cheeks reddened again as shedofien a small shy
smile.

"And?" he persisted, standing up straighter now.



"Superfly!"
His left eyebrow shot surprisedly upward. "Supat?"

Her face clouded with embarrassment, and she lalhe¥eeyes back to the
top of the desk, aghast at her easy familiaritywhis total stranger.

"Guy!" she amended hurriedly. "And | don't edarowthe louse . . . man. |
only know what I've heard about him. But you'rehtjg don't particularly
like what I've heard. | suppose you're a frienchist" She had probably
stuck her foot in her big mouth again.

"You might say that. You still haven't said exastligat you don't like about
the man." She clearly had him worried.

"Mr. Franklin!" Kayla stood up and put both of Heands flat on the desk
and glared at him belligerently.

"Franklin . . . just call me Franklin," he suggeksaveetly.

"l just did!"

"No, I mean drop the Mr. and just call me by mgtfiname."

"What is your first name?" Kayla was losing herigrate rapidly.
"Franklin!" He grinned boyishly.

Kayla let out a snort of disbelief. "Your name iafklin Franklin?"
Franklin shrugged his broad shoulders, and his lgrimdened. "Catchy,
isn't it? But look, you don't have to raise yourceato me." He lowered his
head timidly, and a shy expression came over k. fad know you're upset
by all this talk about that. . . disgusting Nicheoknd what happened outside
a few minutes ago. Believe me, that was the mo$iaerassing thing that
has ever happened to me." His earnest gray eyasdoat her soulfully.

"But it was just an unfortunate accident, and dtgbu I'd be more than
happy to buy you another pair.” She could have svwmr blushed as he



dropped his head down and stared at the floor.ddkeld like a whipped
dog.

Kayla regarded him suspiciously, surprised at tidden change that had
come over him. When she was satisfied that hisodiort and repentance
were real, the anger drained out of her, and shletsack down in her chair
tiredly.

"I'm sorry, Franklin, | didn't mean to raise my e®j but this has been a bad
day. First of all, I've never met Nicholas Trahdmfact, I've never even
seen a picture of the man. I'seardcertain things about him that could
only lead me to believe that | would never like than personally. If he's a
close friend of yours, then I apologize, and I'nmgd I've embarrassed you
by ... by his nicknames."

"Oh, yes, | know the things you're referring torafklin agreed, his eyes
growing round and sincere. He came around the aleglsat down on it in
front of her. "You've probably heard all those gatories about him being
a womanizer, a rake, a spoiled playboy who dodsimptout gamble, play
with his racehorse, drink too much." He searchedrméemory for more
scurrilous faults. "Steal candy from small childrbeeat dogs—"

"Yes, well, I hadn't heard the part about childaenl dogs,” Kayla had to
admit in all honesty, "but | had heard all the ottiengs."

"Well, | hate to say it, but he iall those despicable things, and more! |
cannot understand what a decent woman wouldnsken." He reached
over and casually picked up Kayla's hand, encloginghis large tanned
one. "Why in the world would a woman be intereste@ man like that,
Ms." It was he who was now searching for a name.

Kayla glanced down uneasily at her small hand daduh his large one,
wondering whether to pull it back or let it remarhere it was. The sudden
change in his manner had her a bit confused. Degithiat he was probably
very harmless, and suddenly aware of the factfthaome reason her hand
felt very comfortable in his, she decided to lgiass for the moment.

"Marshall. Kayla Marshall," she offered pleasantly.



"Kayla Marshall. Very pretty." The timbre of hisize was very deep with
an almost musical quality to it. Smoky eyes gared sky-blue ones for a
fraction of a minute before he continued softlys"Awas saying, Kayla
Marshall, what makes a woman fall for a man likehdilas Trahern? | have
to admit, I've always been ... very shy, very tllease, insecure around
women"—nhis voice dropped even lower, and he begagehtly massage
her hand, lulling her into a state of placidity—'l80 simply amazed to see
how smoothly the cad operates. We've been frieadydars, and | can't
help but like the guy. But it's outrageous how wanfieck to him. It's
simply uncanny,” he said with a depressed sighkisgahis head in
disbelief.

Strange, but Kayla would not have thought Franiould ever have any
trouble attracting women. He certainly was nice- okiag
enough—downright handsome, in fact—and the way &g earessing her
hand, sending little shivers of delight up her arm that certainly didn't
indicate any shyness on his part.

As if reading her thoughts, he dropped her hamuflisg it thudding back
down on the desk painfully, his head drooping sHaltyeonce again. "Oh,

my! | don't know what's come over me," he apologiZ&ou must think . .

. It's just that for some reason, you make medeel. so comfortable with
you. | hope that you don't think thim the sort of man who would try to
take advantage of a girl, like my good friend Nilgs® ..." His voice trailed
off.

"No, no, really, Franklin." Kayla reached over @t pis hand reassuringly
with her still stinging one. "I don't think thatait ... really.” This poor man
definitely did seem to have problems relating tecanan! "And as for your
friend Nicholas, some women are attracted to thle, rspoiled, playboy
type. I've heard he's extremely good-looking andsgeable... and,
well"—she shrugged her shoulders and smiled apbtady at
him—"addall that together, and to some womenwumuld be totally
irresistible!"

"Yes, | suppose he is. You'd fall for him, tooydu ever met him, wouldn't
you?" He raised one brow hopefully.



"Afraid not. His type are a pain in the—" Kayla ght herself before she
embarrassed Franklin further. "No, I'd never beaated to Nicholas
Trahern! Now, if you'll excuse me, Franklin, | dgadlo have to get back to
answering these calls. If you'll leave your cafill,ske that the elder Mr.
Trahern gets it."

Franklin looked momentarily disconcerted as he heégaummage through
his suit pocket, trying unsuccessfully to come ufhwa card. "Sorry." He
grinned innocently. "I seem to be all out of myibess cards."

"Then I'll be happy to leave a note for him. Was #irictly a social call, or
do you do business with the company?"

"Uh . .. sort of a combined call," he hedged nasip.

"Oh, then youare a salesman. Do you sell machinery?" she asked
pleasantly, inwardly cringing at the ever incregsilash of lights before
her.

"No, | sell"—Franklin's eyes darted around the roéimally coming to rest
on the mound of books lying on the table in the lkmaception
area—"books . . . encyclopedias."”

"Encyclopedias?" Kayla asked blankly.

"Well, not just strictly encyclopedias.” He beameachantingly. "l sell

other types of reference materials... but let'sal&tshop. You know, Kayla
Marshall, I'm about to do something that's totally of character for me,"
he said hastily, changing the subject. "You've gimee the nerve to do
something I've always dreamed of doing. I'm goingask a beautiful
woman to have dinner with me tonight.”

"Good for you, Franklin," Kayla said hurriedly dgegook his arm and tried
discreetly to escort him to the front door. "I'mesthatany woman would
be happy to have dinner with you this evening."”

"Thanks. What time should | pick you up?"



Kayla's mouth dropped open, and her arm droppeglyito her side. "Me?
You're asking me?"

"Oh, | know." Franklin's wide shoulders droppeded¢gdly, his beautiful
eyes painfully resigned. "You're going to fib to ared say you already have
other plans tonight—"

"Franklin . . ." Kayla was so softhearted, it rgalisturbed her to see the
bleak look in his eyes. But really! She didn't wemsépend an entire evening
with some salesman she had just barely met. Indhetdidn't want to spend
an evening with a man, period.

"Don't worry about it. I'm used to women refusing mvitations," he said
graciously. "I'll just go back to my motel and hamme peanut butter and
crackers ... no, | had that last night. Maybeoplén a can of soup and heat it
up on the hot plate | carry with me. It really doesnatter—I'll find
something.” He grinned bravely.

Kayla's heart sank. She opened her mouth and foineadords out. "I'd be
delighted to go to dinner with you this eveningariklin. | was just going to
say that | might be a little late getting out ofdéonight, that's all.”

"Really?" His face lit up like a Christmas tree diM don't you worry about
how late you are. | haven't got another thing t@ e assured her elatedly.
"Just tell me what time to pick you up, and I'll eere!"

Kayla bit her lip nervously, wondering how in thend she had gotten
herself into this mess. "If you don't mind, Franklid like to go home and
change first." Reaching for a small pad and pesh#,scribbled her address
down, then handed it to him hesitantly. "I'll badg by seven."

"Great!" His handsome face beamed angelically. 1&aly. . . thanks for

doing this. And | want to assure you, you'll befpetly safe in my company.
I'm not like ... my good friend Nicholas." He shalveer his most serious
face."Thank you, Franklin. I'm sure we'll have eely evening." She smiled
valiantly.



Kayla stood at the door and watched Franklin wallntily to his dark
sedan, whistling softly under his breath. He seelikedsuch a nice, sincere
man, and anyway, what was one night? She couldgputith anything for
one night. Besides, it had been a very long timeesshe had been treated
like a woman. It had been over a year since sheTang had broken off
their relationship. She closed her eyes againsswift shaft of pain that
coursed through her heart at the thought of TormyMaggie. By now their
baby would be around six months old, probably wagkon cutting his first
tooth. Kayla stood in the doorway fighting the avbeelming urge to let the
tears fall unchecked again as the gusty wind tolsethair around wildly.
For what seemed the millionth time, she torturecsélé with the mental
picture of a little dark-haired baby with eyes ttwor of smoke. It could
have been her and Tony's baby. Tony had beenrseafid only love. She
didn't want an involvement with another man. Nownmot ever. When
Tony had come to her with tears in his eyes, begbier understanding
about a one- night indiscretion, as he had so etggahrased it, with
another woman that had resulted in her pregnanayla6 world had fallen
apart. Honesty was high on the list of qualities aimired, but oh, how she
had wished that he could somehow have found gokas$ul way to let her
know. If he had just walked out on her and let helieve he was in love
with another woman, how much easier that would Hen than for him to
plead that he lovelder, that his life was being torn apart by the situatie
found himself in. But Tony had felt a very definresponsibility toward his
child, so he had married its mother, still promgsithat there would
someday be a future for him and Kayla But Kayla Wagved just as
passionately that there would not be.

She had immediately put her small dress shop ugdlta and been lucky
enough to sell it within a month. Without leavingrace of Kayla Marshall
behind, she had moved to Little Rock, Arkansas, re/lfeaula, her best
friend from college, now lived with her husbanddapegan the slow
agonizing task of starting a new life. She had gi\@een a gullible, trusting
girl, but she had sworn that never again would lsékeve in a man's
promises.

For the last few months she had drifted aimlegslg void, her interest in
life at an all-time low. Luckily she had made aytlidtle profit on the sale of
her business, allowing her the luxury of simplystéixig for a while. When
Paula had approached Kayla with the suggestionstimaffill in for her at



Trahern Tool and Die while she and Doug went taBhlkeamas for a couple
of weeks, Kayla had agreed readily, happy to feeful once again. Happy
to just feel anything again. That was some impramnover the last year.
Not much, but at least she was beginning to makegurogress.

Snapping back to reality, Kayla closed the door stnolled back across the
small room. Yes, it might be nice to be in the camp of a man like
Franklin Franklin. She grimaced at the "catchy" raide might be a shy,
timid man—although for some reason that didn't goge true to her—but
she was almost pleased by the prospect. Let they Rbattos and the
Nicholas Traherns of the world go to hell! And loles, she consoled herself
one last time, what was one night? She could atfoize generous. She had
nothing to lose. She had already lost it all!

.\



CHAPTER TWO

By the time Kayla arrived back at her apartment #ifiernoon, it was quite
late. Balancing her packages on her knee, she &dnblher purse for her
key, vowing to start putting it in one certain camment rather than merely
throwing it in haphazardly, as she had a habitoigl She spent the better
part of five minutes every day rummaging in hersgubefore coming up
with the elusive key. Finally locating it, she leérself into the small
apartment and dumped her parcels on the nearest Poghing back a
wayward strand of blond hair, she sank wearily dowthe sofa and kicked
off her shoes, wiggling her toes in delicious fre®d Her periwinkle eyes
lighted a little as she thumbed through the day&l,nsmiling as she
surveyed the postcard from the Bahamas with Pafalagiar handwriting
scrawled across it. "Having a ball, wish you weeeeti' Kayla grinned and
stretched languidly on the couch, closing her efgegsa moment and
imagining the steamy tropical climate, the softlyaging palms, the warm
sandy beaches. Paula wasn't the only one who wited/as there.

With a long exhausted sigh she unwillingly pushedsélf off the sofa and

headed toward the bathroom and a quick shower éé&f@anklin came to

pick her up. Twenty minutes later she was applyirglast touches to her
makeup when she heard the peal of the doorbelhdlg down at her

watch, she noted that the man was very punctuahstseven o'clock on the
dot.

| can stand anything for one niglshe reminded herself for at least the tenth
time since he had left the office that afternoomstihg a weak but
completely believable smile on her face, she op¢nedoor.

There was something about Franklin Franklin thatdioe brief moment
made her heart thump erratically. Of course, ild¢mery well be the way
she suddenly became acutely aware of his talletthphysique, or the way
his casual red V-neck sweater revealed a muschést covered with crisp
blond hair. Behind large horn-rimmed glasses gutalgray eyes met her
blueberry ones magnetically. With a look of faimhwsement he lazily
inspected the suggestion of nubile curves benéatmidnight-blue dress
she wore. An easy smile played at the cornerssirfuiuth as he spoke, his
deep, sensual voice sending a ripple of awarermssing through her.



"Good evening, ma'am. You look... very pretty tdmni He extended a
small beautifully wrapped package, along with ay tibouquet of
forget-me-nots. "These reminded me of the coloryobir eyes," he
explained with an irresistible grin.

"Franklin... you really shouldn't have"—she smiledderly —"but I'm glad
you did! Don't tell me you brought me candy tookieSvas examining the
pink bow adorning the little package.

"Only in the eye of the beholder. Go ahead and dapen

Kayla felt a little embarrassed at his attentivendiswas so very sad that
such a nice man had not met a woman who wouldrgimehe affection and
acceptance he so obviously needed. Hurriedly sigpfhe bow off the pink
box, she undid the paper and opened the box. Shéohstruggle hard to
keep her face from displaying her dismay. Lyingwesin the layers of
flimsy tissue paper were several pairs of bikini nigEs—even
moreshockingly brief than the ones she had purcheadier that day.

"Do you like them?" Franklin asked earnestly, préeeading pleasurably
over his face at his, as he evidently thought, kktaste.

"Yes...well .. Franklin, you shouldn't have' Kayla didn't know what to
say. Apparently Franklin had changed his mind alibat panties being
"torture chambers"—or else he was intent on harghershment. The
panties nestled in the box would scarcely covebtre essentials, let alone
be comfortable! With inquisitive eyes she discreatited that the size was
perfect. Now, how in the world could he have gudsgkat size she wore if
he wasn't used to being around women?

"Franklin, how did you know what size to buy?"

"Lucky guess." He beamed proudly.

Kayla's eyes narrowed suspiciously. What was iuabius man that made
her a bit uneasy? Just because he happened tcanhatey guess about the

size underwear she wore? . . . "Well, again, thgmk But it was really
unnecessary."



"But | wanted to, Kayla Marshall," he said sincgrdlis deep voice once
again making her extremely conscious of his ovemmhwgly virile appeal.
He came a few steps closer to her, and his eyeptswer her face
approvingly. "Lovely women should have lovely théndt's been all my
pleasure, | assure you."

There was something lazily seductive in his lookawhmade her catch her
breath. The sudden strange surge of affection sisefeeling for him made
her very nervous. He was standing very close ntw.culd smell his clean
manly scent, the sexy, tantalizing smell of higsthave, and it was making
her feel almost giddy. His eyes caressed her sssftrend had it been any
other man but Franklin, she would have sworn he detsating about
whether to kiss her!

"Well"—she laughed nervously—"thanks, again." Gdoehvens! How
many times was she going to thank the guy?

"Again, you're most welcome." With one last adnariglance he stepped
back and became all business once more. "I hop&eybungry, Ms.
Marshall. Do you like Mexican food?"

Reaching for the light sweater that was draped theearm of the chair, she
picked up her purse, and they exchanged politeesmil

"l love Mexican food, and please, just call me kayl

"Oh, ma'am"—he managed to look mildly embarrassdd-edlly don't feel
| know you well enough to call you ... Kayla.”

Her sense of humor surfaced, and she laughed op&fdy buy me three
pairs of the most, uh, delicate panties you cad, famd you feel you don't
know me well enough to call me by my first name®rHbubbly laughter
filled the room as Franklin stood before her gmansheepishly. What a
perfectly wonderful man! "Forgive me, Franklin,"esmanaged to get out
between fits of giggles, afraid she would hurtfeedings, "but | find you—"

"I know." His face suddenly turned grave. "Dull avid- fashioned. But I'm
afraid that's just the kind of man | am. To me an&a is special. She should



be treated with respect and reverence." He reachetb touch her hand
gently. "Especially a woman like you."

"Certainly notl You're not dull or old-fashioned, Franklin." Kaytaok his
hand in hers and squeezed it affectionately. "¥ou'you're a delightfully
refreshing change from the men I've known. Not tivatknown very many
...." Her voice trailed off as thoughts of Tongshed through her mind.

"Is there one special man in your life, ma'am?'hklia's hand increased the
pressure on hers, his sooty gray eyes darkeningedansly. For the first
time that day he began to wonder at the wisdorhepath he was pursuing
with this lovely lady.

"Once there was—»but that was a long time ago. N@me on, Franklin, |
believe you mentioned something about enchilagagst burritos." She
slipped her arm through his and walked toward ther.d

"Enchiladas, tacos, burritos . . . mercy, you neasta lot more than you look
like you do. I'll have to check my wallet!"

"No way. You're such a nice person, I'm going tketsou out tonight."
Kayla grinned happily. "Order anything you wanteTeal's on me."

From behind the large horn-rimmed glasses Franglive Kayla a
withering glare. "You'll do no such thing!" he sHmdck huffily, a note of
impatience in his voice. "l was only teasing yocah afford to pay for your
dinner."

Kayla was instantly contrite. The last thing shd haant to do was imply
that he didn't have the money to take her to dirfBlee had just thought that
he was probably a struggling salesman and wouldoset going dutch for

the evening.

"Of course, Franklin. Whatever you say." She smilgti pleasure. He was
really nice! "I'll put my flowers in water, and théll be ready to go."

"You know, | didn't notice you wearing glasses ieartoday,"” she said
brightly as he helped her into the sedate four-dedan. "They look nice on



you." Actually, when she stopped to think abougityart would look nice

on him. But he really didn't seem to have the s$fighidea what a
devastatingly handsome man he was. He had a swessinality, too, she
mused as he got in on the driver's side and bamkeonto the street. Maybe
he had a problem in the bedroom. Her eyes sneakityeyed his legs,

which were encased in a tight pair of brown corglypants, the fabric fitting

snugly over their firm, muscly contours. It wassile could do to keep her
inquisitive eyes from roaming from the thighs togaite different and

personal area. Out of sheer respect for Frankknfetced herself to look
out the windshieldWell, maybe just a fast peee thought hurriedly. No,
he didn't have a problem in the bedroom. She'théelast nickel on that!

"l don't wear them all the time," he was sayingres sped down the street
headed for the freeway. "Only when my eyes feals&d."

"Do you come to Little Rock very often?" she askadhe expertly pulled
off the ramp and merged into the stream of heaaffitt He seemed to
know right where he was going.

"Fairly often. Damn,"” he muttered softly under lhieath as the traffic
began to slow. "The races must have had a big tatoday."

Kayla looked out the window at the line of cars amgrnfrom Hot Springs.
Paula had said that during horse racing seasorrdfiec was heavy,
especially on weekends.

"I wonder how many Snyder brought across the waday,” Franklin
mused to himself as he switched over to the fdater. Kayla knew just
enough about horse racing to know that Snyder wasbthe more popular
jockeys.

"Do you like horse racing?" Kayla asked in surpriSemehow he didn't
seem the type.

Franklin looked momentarily edgy. "Nick owns racedes. I've always
tried to follow his wins."



"I've never even been to a horse race," Kayla adaitl'm not much of a
gambler.”

Franklin glanced over at her, the even whitenesssagmile dazzling. "I can
see you at the window now, placing your two dobat on a shoo in to
show!" He chuckled. His eyes were bright with maent as he surveyed
her honey-blond curls, blown appealingly around faee by the breeze
from the open car window.

"I'm afraid | don't know what that means," she esskd.

"When you go to the horse races, you place betslmrse to win, place, or
show, or a combination of all three," he explaipadiently, keeping his
eyes on the cars ahead of him. "When you bet ow sitie usually a pretty
safe bet if you pick a good horse. Of course, itildake a long time to get
rich that way."

"Really? Why?" she asked, fascinated at the waydus seemed to beam
when he was talking about something he so obvicrglyyed."Well, if you
win, and you've placed your two dollars on a fawgryou get your initial
bet back, plus, oh, a little profit. Now, if youthb@n a long shot with your
two bucks, that's a little more profitable, bull stislow way to get rich."

"Yes, but at least I'd get my two dollars back!'esleasoned pertly. "I
suppose you bet everything—the whole two dollarsr-aolong shot to
win."

"The whole two dollars," he agreed, grinning brgatibn the nose."

"And I'll bet your friend Nicholas bets on the npgee rump, and the tail."
She laughed, not having the least idea what hi& ftago meant, thinking
how ridiculous her two dollar bet would be in Nithss eyes.

The smile faded rapidly from Franklin's face. "Helst a compulsive
gambler, if that's what you mean. He does taketainoeamount of pride and
satisfaction in his horses, though," he defendetycidWhat's wrong with

that?"



Kayla glanced over at him, a bit surprised at aretof voice. "Nothing. It
just struck me funny when | thought of how muchwwld bet and how
much you and | would."

It amazed her how protective Franklin seemed tof s friend. Perhaps he
had lived in awe of him for so many years thatésented anyone's saying
anything the least critical about him. "I'm sorrywasn't criticizing him,"
Kayla pointed out. "Only thinking out loud."

"You've got the wrong impression of him, Kayla. $lebt such a bad guy,”
Franklin said defensively. "You can't believe bt smutty gossip you hear
about him."

"But youadmitted most of it was true," Kayla argued.

"Did | say that?" he asked in mock surprise, réadjzhe conversation had
grown too serious. "Well, maybe part of it's true."

"Oh, and what part is that, Franklin?" Kayla laughenjoying his look of
discomfort. Nicholas Trahern might be a conceitedbs but he had
managed to find a very valuable asset in his lifeéraa friend, in the form
of one Franklin Franklin.

Flashing her a devilishly handsome grin, he winkedadly. "He most
definitely is a Superfly . .guy!

Kayla's mouth dropped open at sweet, shy Frankfisue statement.
Then, recovering from her shock, she began to laagmfectiously that

Franklin joined in. She wasn't sure if Franklin vga®d for her, or the other
way around. She only knew she hadn't felt so ligatted in a very long
time, and it felt so very, very good. Amid pealdaghter they pulled into
the Mexican restaurant, laughing even harder wheg saw the puzzled
stares they were attracting. They got out of thielei@nklin came around to
her side, and it seemed quite natural when heedigps arm around her
waist. They walked into the Spanish building beftivem, still smiling at

each other happily.



Somewhere between the refried beans and the lagtdiaortilla chips,
Kayla was sure she was going to explode. For tstehalf hour they had
eaten with the zeal of a condemned man consumstabi meal. As they
sat in the small booth in the dimly lit room, shegged off when Franklin
asked if she'd like another taco.

"Please, have a heart," she said, puffing bothksheet like a chipmunk. "I
am about to die, senor. Have you no mercy?"

"You need to fatten up a little bit,” Franklin ckm], his eyes running lazily
over her feminine curves.

"Now, that does it," Kayla said in mock annoyar¢eshould stand up and
gun you down for that remark," she threatened. ti#dl long, grueling days
I've lived on nothing but salads and yogurt justsan be thin, willowy, and
oh, so appealing, and you sit there and have théogsay | ought to fatten
up! Bah, a curse on you!"

"You don't have to watch that lovely figure,” hedsadmiringly, his eyes
roving intimately over her exquisite form. "Why dbryou leave that
pleasant task to the men." His strong featuresahadrtain sensuality to
them as he picked up her hand and brought it dggodhis lips.

Kayla was mesmerized as she felt the light touchiofips play across her
fingertips before he placed a fleeting kiss on them

"Franklin," she whispered a little breathlessly's"so hard to believe you
have any difficulty with women—not when you're so. affectionate with
me. . . ." Her voice trailed off, weak and shakyhiés smoke-colored eyes
captured hers, his lips still playing sensuouslgrdver fingers.

"I'm amazed myself," he said lightly. "Let's jualysyou make me glad I'm a
man and can enjoy such a lovely woman's compangtioh

His thick blond hair tapered neatly to his collaiying Kayla the
overwhelming urge to reach forward and touch itstraus sheen. The
rippling of his muscles under the V-neck sweatehagently but firmly
kept her hand in control made her pulse quicken la&dheart pound



erratically. His disturbing virility caused her gteconfusion. At the moment
she could not recall ever feeling this attracted tan. Not even Tony. That
thought scared her more than all the other thoygitsogether.

Pulling her hand away gently, she forced her egdeave his, murmuring
softly, "Franklin, I... I don't want to see you drtrt, so | feel that | have to
say this. You're a very dear, dear man, but wedcoaler be anything but
friends."

"Why?" Franklin asked calmly, picking her hand wgaia. "Because of the
guy that hurt you?"

"Hurt me? How did you know a guy hurt me?" Kaylagan ironic laugh.
She apparently hadn't given him enough credit feindp able to read
between lines:Hurt seems like such a small word, but yes, becauteof

guy.’
"What happened?" he asked quietly.

It was hard for her to think straight with him gagiat her that way. He had
slowly brought her fingers back to his lips agdantalizing her with
whisper-soft kisses.

"Does it matter?" she said tiredly, wishing despyashe would never have
to think about Tony again.

"It does to me. What was the guy's name?"

"Tony. Tony Platto." Her stomach fluttered as Fitar& tongue touched
first one fingertip, then another. She would swkarhad had a lot of
practice at this sort of thing if he didn't look angelic behind those large
glasses of his.

"What did he do to you?" he persisted firmly.
"We were engaged. He got another girl pregnantteadito marry her."

Funny, that didn't hurt as much as the last tineeh&d told someone about
it.



"Did you love him?"
"l certainly thought | did," she admitted painfully
"Did?" he pursued gently.

"Did, do, I don't know. But it doesn't matter anywa&Vhat we had is over
and gone." Her eyes had lost their sparkle and .glovts place was defeat.
Cold, hard defeat.

"And you're going to let one son of a—" Franklirught himself. ". . . one
bad experience sour you on men for life?"

Kayla's blue gaze pleaded with him for understagdiRranklin, | believed
what Tony and | had together was something sacrddpecial. | believed
the sun rose and set in him. | would have gladtyay life down for him. |
trusted him implicitly. | gave him my all. | encaged him in whatever he
dreamed of. | wanted what he wanted. He took afl ibve and trust and
threw it back in my face the night he decided totgded with another
woman. Yes, Tony soured me on other men, and Idiost know if | can
ever care for anyone again. Right now | choose/éonhy life without men."

"You're sure you can do that?" Franklin cocked diend eyebrow
guestioningly. "Don't you think it's possible foowy to be attracted to
another man? Say, a man like my good friend Nig®la

Kayla answered curtly, "Are you kidding? He would the last man on
earth I'd be attracted to!" For some unexplainestred-ranklin was stirring
up a lot of old longings that she had thought had dlong with her love for
Tony, and she didn't like it. "Why do you find @ anusual that | don't want
a man in my life right now? | was under the impi@ssyou weren't"—
Kayla paused, searching for the right words—"that gidn't have a lot of
experience with women. You apparently are livingcassfully without
women."

"Oh ... well, yes, to be totally honest—" He learfedvard, bringing his
face very close to hers, his eyes dead-seriousith¢he large horn-rimmed
glasses. "tanbe totally honest with you, can't I?"



"You certainly can," she said encouragingly, hergérs beginning to
tremble in his strong grasp.

"Uh..." He looked around uneasily to see if thelrispered conversation
could be heard by anyone. "To be absolutely hondstye never—" His
voice broke off embarrassedly.

Kayla's blue eyes widened as his words hit pay'thiever?" she whispered
incredulously.

"Shhhh!" he threatened in a mortified tone. "I"&ver told another soul
that!"

"Oh, I'm sorry, Franklin," she soothed, grasping tand tighter in hers. "I
was just so ... so shocked to think . . . How ollyou, anyway?"

‘Thirty-six."
"Thirty-six! And you've never—"
"Shhhhh!"

"Sorry!" Kayla glanced around nervously, then conéid in a hushed tone.
"Haven't you ever even wanted to?" This was toohthuc

Franklin shrugged his massive shoulders and adiniita meek voice, "I've
thought about it sometimes."

| should hope to shouKayla thought irritably.Thirty-six years old and
never . . . Well, he must hold some kind of record!

"Do you have some sort of problem," she asked dratsp- ally. There had
to be some reason for this ... this gross casejudtice!

"No!" Franklin fired back instantly. "No, no prolote It's, well, | wanted to
save myself for my wife . . . that's all. | toldyd'm an old-fashioned guy,”
he said defensively.



Kayla drummed her fingers on the table and statdéranklin critically,
wondering if this guy was for real. She halfway véd he hadn't been so
candid and told heall about his life. Now, suddenly, he began to se&m li
a challenge. Thirty-six years old . . . and ne@rish!

"Perhaps I've been too straitlaced,” he said fyilteaching for her hand
again, "but Mother always warned me against ...d¥dsl." He cocked one
eyebrow and peeked from behind his glasses at thdioss face. "Of
course, | don't knowhyI'm telling you all of this. We're both going te m
the same boat now, since you've sworn off men."

Troubled blue eyes met bleak gray ones. "Aw, comeYou're puttin' me
on, aren't you, Franklin?" She smirked accusinghsolutely refusing to
believe her ears.

"I'm telling you the truth!" he insisted adamanthzranklin Franklin has
nevergone to bed with a woman in his life." Doom wagten all over his
handsome features.

"Well, try not to worry about it," she urged optstically as she patted his
hand in sympathy. "Someday the right girl will coaleng, and you'll be

glad you waited." What else could she say to asi-year-old male

virgin? Hang in there, fellow, and try not to think ab@@t

"Well, | suppose if you're ready, we should betstgrhome," Franklin said
gloomily, dropping her hand back onto the table.

Trying not to let her strong feelings of sympatby fiim show, she made
herself smile brightly. "It's been such a nice engnl hate to see it end."”

"You're just saying that," he replied glumly asseeoped up the check and
threw a hefty tip onto the table. Kayla's eyes tdereed as she glimpsed the
wad of bills he carried. He must carry his life isgg with him!

The drive home was very different from the resthad evening with its
lighthearted banter. Kayla was lost in her own fds as she stared out at
the passing streetlights. Franklin seemed to bagibul, making only a
minimal attempt at any meaningful conversation. ki=art ached for him in



so many ways. She had known him barely a few horesshe felt an
unusual closeness to him. How she wished he couddsbme nice girl who
would ... She sat up suddenly, alarmed at her getnas thoughts. For some
crazy reason the thought of him with someone etse¢ a wild stab of
jealousy through her. For heaven sakes! What wasgviwith her. She
certainly didn't want to get involved with this m&o, what she was feeling
was pure sympathy for a nice guy who seemed toaben@ a hard time.
Emotionally she couldn't afford to let herself be@involved in Franklin's
troubles. She just couldn't! He had had these problfor thirty-six years;
surely he could live with them a little longer. Whée took her home
tonight, she would discourage any future involvetnvith him. Her mind
was made up. She wouldn't trust a man with hemfgelever again.

As they pulled up in the drive Franklin killed theotor and sat with his
hands draped over the steering wheel. "Well, | gtleis is good night," he
observed dejectedly.

"Yes, | guess so," she agreed. "I meant it wheaid bve had a nice time,
Franklin. | wish you'd believe that."

"There's only one way on earth that you could maleebelieve that, and
that's if you'd let me—" His voice broke off.

Oh, good grief Surely he wouldn't have the gutasio her to go to bed with
him, she thought frantically. Not after thirty-gmears of abstinence.

"Let you what?" she asked helplessly. She was reasigream. If he did ask
her such an utterly ridiculous question, she hdnektin't know how she
would answer him. He was so . . . good-looking anite!

Almost before she knew what was happening, hehgrdover next to him

smoothly, one large hand taking her face and hgldigently. "Let me kiss

you good night," he finished sweetly. "Oh, | knoim Ibeing much too

bold,” he went on apologetically, "but you're jg&t.. so... special.” He
began to run his thumb deliciously up and downstiten creaminess of her
cheek, his eyes pleading silently with hers. In fum&ard motion she came
into his arms. Not for a moment did she considerya® his request. She
wanted this kiss. She had all evening.



"Franklin, you're not bold. Really, | don't mindshe said eagerly. He
pressed his lips to hers, caressing her mouth tharekissing it at first, his
mouth feather-touching hers tantalizingly.

"You mean you'll really let me?" he asked hopefdiyd his tongue reached
out to touch hers warmly. You would have thougldlgiven him a million
dollars!

"Just a kiss," she reminded him . . . and herself.

"Oh, ma'am, | wouldn'tireamof asking for anything else,” he said in a
horrified tone, peering down angelically at henfrbehind the large frames.

She felt the heady sensation of his lips againshaek, and then he slowly
brought his mouth around to capture hers. Shedisse with a hunger that
belied her previous thoughts of giving up men. Wéhsoft groan he
smothered her lips with demanding mastery, hisdesgling a wild swirling
into the pit of her stomach. If Franklin was asxperienced at lovemaking
as he said he was, then he was a real naturaHsrihand moved from his
cheek to his jawline, stroking the clean-shavenatess, then running on
up to greedily entwine itself in the thick massdafk-blond hair that curled
SO enticingly at the back of his tanned neck. Héeduher closer to him,
wrapping his arms around her waist, his strengtihdmg her against his
granite frame.

When his lips left hers, what seemed like only motsdater,she felt an
acute sense of disappointment. She had forgottemiae it was to be held
and kissed.

"l suppose this is not only good night but good-bye reminded her sadly,
his lips leaving hers and searing a path down ek again.

"Are you leaving tomorrow?" she whispered shakigr hands tightening
in his hair as his mouth reached the curve of remklme, his tongue
flicking lightly at her fragrant skin.

“"No, I'm going to be in town for a while. | justabght since you were off
men permanently, you probably wouldn't want me hap@round your



doorstep." His mouth recaptured hers more demahdifgs time. She

kissed him lingeringly, savoring every delicious mment of his hands
moving seductively along her back.

"I wouldn't mind,” she said hopelessly, all prewouhoughts of

discouraging him down the drain. "I mean, as losigau're going to be here
for a few days, | wouldn't care if you called me."

"Umm . . . well, if you're sure, ma'am. What areiyfning tomorrow?" he
asked, sipping at her lips as though they wereha full-bodied wine.

"Nothing! I'm free all day. It's Saturday,” she mured between heady
kisses.

"Will you go on a picnic with me?"

"In March?" she asked weakly as his lips continiegalay over hers lightly.
"In March," he confirmed seductively.

"I'd love to." Why fight it. She was definitely edtted to this man.

"Then, | think you'd better let go of my neck," imeirmured sexily, "or I'll
have to tell my mother on you, Kayla Marshall."

Kayla blushed heatedly, releasing her death lodki®neck, her mouth still
mingling with his. "Tell her what?"

Tell her Ifinally met up with one of those 'bad girls' who is suppds lead
me down the garden path," he teased. "Should féeany virtue?"

"Do you honestly think I'd deny your wife the suser of her life on her
wedding night? Not a chance." She grinned as stieigad up her purse and
slid over to the passenger side. "See you in thaimg, Franklin Franklin."

"Good night, ma'am.” He grinned sweetly.



She was still smiling as she turned out the lighty minutes later and laid
her head down on the cool linen pillow. Maybe &Gfaild begin to hold new
meaning for her again. When she had broken off witmy, she had
honestly thought her life was over. Until today s$teel had no reason to
believe otherwise. But a matter of hours had broagtery shy, very honest
man into her life. What would it hurt to pursue f@ssibility of falling in
love again? Franklin was not like other men—he vgageet, kind,
considerate, and a thirty-six-year-old virgin! Wah unbelieving shake of
her blond head she pulled the blanket up closketahin. Oh, well, if she
came to care about him like she strongly suspesttedvould, there was a
good possibility that she would consider changhmag too. For his sake as
well as her own.



CHAPTER THREE

Saturday dawned bright and beautiful, the perfagtfdr a picnic in March.
Kayla awoke with a new lease on life, and she fobedself humming
happily as she fixed a basket lunch for her anchiiia She had just
wrapped the last ham sandwich and hard-boiled adgn she heard the
doorbell ring. Her breath quickened and her cheeksned as she realized
just how much she was looking forward to spendiegday with him.

With a happy little skip she walked to the door aswlung it open,
welcoming Franklin with a radiant smile. "Hi!"

His whole face lit up as he surveyed her. "Hi, weli ma'am."

"I'm almost ready," she told him, stepping asideetdim in. As he brushed
past her her heart thudded, then settled back dowts normal rhythm.
"Where are we having our picnic in March?" She ethil

"I know a nice little place | think you'll enjoyie said absently, admiring
the nice way her slacks hugged her rounded bottévant me to carry
anything?"

"If you'll take the hamper, I'll get the blankeidamy sweater.

| hope you're hungry. I've packed a big lunch,” shbed from the hall
closet.

"Starved," he called back, glancing around the kmaht living room. It
had a feeling of warmth and cheerfulness to it. itheh of a woman—a
very lovely woman.

"Well, I'm ready if you are." Kayla was standingdre him again, her face
eager and excited.

"Kayla ..." Franklin's face had grown serious nbg,eyes troubled. "l think
there's something you should know."



"Franklin." Kayla took his arm and steered him tadvéne front door. "You
don't have to tell me anything about yourselfkélyou just the way you are.
For today let's just enjoy each other's compangdrH-ranklin was so
insecure around women he felt he had to always tiigm his pitiful life
story!

llBut_ll
"No buts,"she stated firmly.

"Whatever you say." He let out a deep breath. VeHall of a mess he had
gotten himself into this time!

"Your car's nice," Kayla commented as he helpeditter the passenger
side. She thought she might try to boost his mdsgl@ointing out all the
good things he had going for himself.

"It's not mine," he said, curt to the point of rndss.

These abrupt changes of manner were beginningftie &yla, but then,
maybe that was his problem—he was unpredictablél, @ell, it's nice
anyway," she said. "Whose is it?"

"Hertz's."

"Oh."

"Don't you want to know what kind | drive?" he spad impatiently.

Kayla turned and looked at him in surprise. "Whatdkdo you have,
Franklin?" she asked, a bit tense. He didn't sedme in the best of moods at
the moment.

"A damn Ferrari!"

"That's nice," she said coolly. "I have a damn Folfche meant to impress

her, he was going at it in the wrong tone of voi@mes your 'damn’ Ferrari
get good gas mileage?"



He whirled to glare at her, anger showing in hisseyDoesn't it strike you
the least bit odd that a book salesman would beéndyia Ferrari?" he
demanded irritably.

Brother! He must have gotten up on the wrong sfdb@bed this morning.
What did he want her to say? That he wasn't goodgmto go into debt for
the rest of his life for an extravagant car thasapparently in the shop for
repairs? She felt her anger rising as she glarekl &iahim coldly. "Does it
strike you odd that | drive a Ford? Good grief,rfkian, | don'tcare what
kind of car you drive. Those things don't meanlleofibeans to me. | like a
person for what they are, not for what they have!"

The tenseness disappeared swiftly from the seisdbioad shoulders, and
she found it impossible to resist his disarminglemiSorry | came on so
strong," he apologized. As they waited at a stdylige reached over to tilt
her face around to meet his gently. "For a woman'svbeen hurt once,
you're too damn trusting of men, Kayla," he saitilygo

The soft brushing of his fingers against her cheehkt explosive currents
through her, and once again she experienced mixeti@ns about the man
looking at her so intently.

"What a strange thing for you to say, Franklin. dimpuldn't | trust you?
Aren't we friends?"

"Kayla!" Franklin said, irritability creeping intbis voice once more.

There it was again. That lightning switch of mood&tanklin, if you'd like
to change your mind about our picnic today, itidquly all right with me,”
she told him, getting a little irritable herselfwas going to be a miserable
day if this kept up!

His voice, though quiet, had a melancholy tone a&s Ieautiful
smoke-colored eyes captured hers. "No, | haveahg@bd my mind. | want
very badly to spend this day with you, Kayla."

Her large blue eyes were misty and wistful as sspanded quietly, "And |
want to spend the day with you." His fingers skdsuously from her cheek



to barely touch her lips. He read in her eyes gilayn an honesty that he had
never before encountered in a human being. Kayleshdl was a rare and
beautiful woman, and for the first time in his Iiie felt the faint stirrings of

love.

Kayla drowned in the gentleness of his gray gaieeyes caressing hers.
She hesitantly leaned forward to receive his lipshers as the loud,
impatient blare of a car horn spun them back irteirt immediate
surroundings. They laughed with released tensiod,Faanklin set the car
in motion again. All traces of the previous frictibetween them were gone.
It was going to be a beautiful day after all. Kayllaeart sang joyously as
she resumed her vigil out the car window. A trugabtiful day!

They drove for over twenty minutes through theingllhills. Kayla noticed
the way the grass was beginning to green up. ltamasof those glorious
days that occasionally come along in March. A déemwthe temperature
climbed toward seventy degrees and the wind wagplgimperfect for
soaring a kite toward the teal blue of the heavEranklin turned off the
main highway, driving along a graveled road fornle&t mile, talking to her
casually about first one thing, then another. Ttieye over a cattle guard
rail, and the car took off over a grassy pastueadimg in a southeasterly
direction. Kayla could see rows of white fenceshia distance and several
sleek Thoroughbred horses standing in the thicgetasf grass.

"Oh, look at those horses,” she said excitedlychiss out to grasp
Franklin's arm. "Aren't they beautiful?"

Franklin was gazing out at the spirited, healthiyreats as the car sped over
the bumpy terrain, a look of pride in his eyes.

"Yeah, they certainly are," he agreed softly. "Tdase some of Arkansas's
finest. Born and bred right here. Look! See thatygtanding over there to
the left?"

Kayla leaned forward, peering out his window tochaa glimpse of the
horse he had pointed out. Franklin slowed the ca trawl as they both
studied the animal's smooth, glossy coat, evidegn at this distance.



"Yes, | see it. That's a racehorse, isn't it?" gnessed accurately. "It looks
SO . .. majestic! Look how dainty its legs arej #re way it holds its head so
proudly!"

"That one should be proud,” Franklin said pateynd$he's won the last six
races she's run in. She's one of the best filiesg right now."

Kayla glanced over at him in surprise. "Do you othese horses?" she
asked.

“"No . .. no." Franklin picked up speed and seetdhr on its way again.
"They belong to Nick."

Oh, brother, him again, Kayla thought as she scbloéek to her side of the
car. "Well, even if they are his, they're still bgful. Does Nick live around
here?" she asked. Not that she really cared, lautkiin seemed to dote on
his rakish friend so.

"He owns that ranch over there, but he's rarelyraildo run things. He has a
good foreman who keeps the ranch operating smabthly

"Wonder why he would even bother to have suchgelapread when he is
obviously too busy off doing whatever he does'ad time," she pondered
out loud.

"He's off trying to make a living," Franklin saidlightly perturbed again.

"He plans to come back here someday and settle .dde/a getting to the
age—" He gave a short ironic laugh. "Actually Hefsgy past the age when
he should have found himself a wife and startednigaall those children

he's always thought he might like to have."

"Nicholas Trahern wants children?" Kayla was shdcké# meanlegal
children? From what I've heard, he probably hasionevery state,” she
scoffed.

"And what you've 'heard' is just that!" he saidftlyu "Nothing but gossip
and hearsay. He does not have a child in everg.dti is a little more
selective than that, Kayla. Hell, give the nsmmecredit!"



Kayla brought one hand up and bonked herself hardhe head. "I'm
sorreeee. | didn't mean to malign your perfect Nlias! Personally |
wouldn't give the man the time of day, but if it kea you happy, Il
consider him a monk!"

"He's not perfect,” Franklin conceded in a mildemg, "but he's certainly
not the SOB you think he is.”

"Okay," she admitted. "One of these days, whemgtkat Nicholas Trahern
is in town, you can take me to meet him. But | gnéee | will not like him
nearly as much as | like his friend. I'm willing bet that he isn't half the
man Franklin Franklin is. | know that you think $i€verything a woman
would ever want in a man, but you're wrong." Kagdaoted over close and
captured his arm tightly. "The kind of man that ma®men want is as
honest and as caring as you are. | certainly wduwwant a man who had
slept with every woman he came in contact with."

"Nick hasnotslept with every woman he's come in contact witle, gritted
out impatiently.

"I know, | know." She patted his arm consolinglyh@ was she going to
learn! "What | meant was... weljjour wife is going to be the luckiest
woman alive. To think that she will be the only dae . . to . . ."

Franklin broke in heatedly. "Look, Kayla, surelyuaouldn't expect your
husband to come to you pure as the driven snowbA has his needs, just
as a woman does. Take you for instance. Didn'tsjeep with Tony?"

"Well, yes . . . but he's the only man I've ever And we were going to be
married, or so | thought."

"There, see? There are certain things in one'stpasbne can't change. It
shouldn't really matter what's happened beforavm people's lives. It's
what happenafterthey meet each other that should concern them!"

Kayla blinked her eyes and shook her head. "Whatwa talking about,
Franklin? | was merely trying to point out the diftnce between you and
Nicholas Trahern! | just wanted you to see thatawvarywoman goes for a



man like him." This man simply would not let a wamfaelp him over his
insecurities, or say one bad thing about his idehfl. "And besides," she
added irritably, "why shouldn't a woman be thrilladout her husband
coming to her a... a virgin? Your wife's going ®detting one!"

"Whoopee!" he grumbled quarrelsomely as he pulecar up under an old
oak tree and braked to a halt. "I would think tkla¢ would have enough
brains to want him to come to her as someone wHdduked them all over
and wanted no one but her. A man who loved hemarded her to be the
mother of his children. A man who wanted to spdredrest of his life with

no one but her beside him. Wouldn't that make nserese than worrying
about what he had done when he was out sowingilusoats?"

"l suppose,” she said thoughtfully, and then haeldyes brightened. "But
don't you see, that's the beauty of it. Your wifgsg to have it all!”

Franklin groaned and knocked his head on the sigevheel. "Let's just
drop the subject,” he said tiredly.

"Fine with me," she said, glancing around at tiseirroundings. "This is
nice. You have good taste, Franklin." She had tsteohis morale.

The next few hours were the happiest Kayla hadtspesver a year. To be
honest, maybe they were even happier than alldbestshe had spent with
Tony. Franklin had an easy persuasive way about Henhad spread the
blanket out on the ground, and they had talkedhours about their
childhoods, the things they liked, didn't like. Aally Kayla did most of the
talking, at his insistence. He seemed very hesitatatlk about his life, only
commenting on minor, impersonal aspects of it.esafternoon deepened,
Kayla began to have the nagging suspicion thatKiramvas becoming
more than a friend to her. Was it possible for anao to fall in love with a
man she had met less than twenty-four hours age”h&t heard of such
things but had personally always thought the idaa avlittle farfetched.

Still, when she looked at the man stretched outrieefier on the blanket, a
deep peace entered her being. The nearness ofavienhgr such comfort,
such happiness—not to mention the way her pulsekgoed every time he
looked at her and smiled that open, friendly srati&er. And the way the



warmth of his laughter sent little cold shiversingcup her spine. No, this
afternoon was a turning point in her life. Afteethell she had been through
during the last year, she could finally see thitligt the end of the tunnel.
Franklin Franklin was about to capture her heart, she felt no fear. He
was good, he was honest. He would never do anythihgrt her. It almost
brought tears to her eyes.

"Why the serious look, Kayla Marshall?" he askeowdily as he turned
over on his back and looked up at her. They wetk lyong sleepily in the
warming rays of the early spring sun, feeling sdffand lazy from their
picnic lunch.

"Just thinking what a nice man you are and how glach | met you," she
answered honestly, reaching out to push back amtelock of his dark
blond hair.

Two deep lines of worry appeared between his brawd, his eyes filled
with a curious deep longing. "Have you ever wisked could live a day
over in your life, Kayla?"

"Oh ... | suppose so. Why?" she asked, still albgstroking his hair.
"If | could, I'd live yesterday over," he said téully.
"Yesterday?" That seemed an odd thing to say—tlaeynhet yesterday.

With one efficient turn he rolled over onto hisesi@ahd propped himself up
on an elbow, gazing at her intently. "There's thirtat | would do
differently.”

"Well"—she sighed contentedly, then lay down on Ib&ck to stare up at
the cloudless sky "e—I suppose we all could sayt.thst just about

yesterday but about other days in our life." Heutrhts wickedly led her
back to Tony. "Did you have a bad selling day yelstg?" she murmured
sleepily."No," he said gravely. "l think | outdidyself.” She has such a nice
voice, he thought fleetinglyAll soft and clear and lowEverything about

her spoke of warmth, love, and understanding. lewer encountered the
man who had hurt her so badly, he would be hardspieto keep from



bashing his head in! Just the mere thought of amymausing her pain
twisted his insides painfully. The ever-naggingutjot of what he was
doing to her caused that pain to twist deepersmght, but he found himself
in a position that he had no control over. What $tadted out to be a lark, a
challenge, a silly game had now developed into sloimg that frightened
and disturbed him. Never had a woman turned hisl Imea touched his
heart as this lovely creature lying next to himiggaip at the sky had done.
He had always been told that when the right wonaanecalong, he'd know
it. For thirty-six years he had waited patientlgdasuddenly there she was,
cutting off phone calls before she could answemth&ut he was
everything that she despised in a man, or so shath. And what would
her reaction be when she found out that the gsligtFranklin Franklin was
the notorious womanizer, Nicholas Franklin Trah&fitk groaned softly.
Somehow he had to keep her from finding that ostt yet. For he needed
more time with her—time to make her fall in lovethvthe man, not the
name. It was his only hope. It sickened him to tbeelook of trust that
radiated from her lovely eyes every time she gaddm, but he was just
going to have to bear it until he could figure aywaait of this nightmare.

"Umm ... Then what would you change?" she askednditg. "I thought it
was a pretty nice day. | know | certainly enjoyen dinner last night." She
reached over and playfully removed his glassehiasan a piece of grass
across his nose. She discerned the merest twimklis ieyes as he balanced
one of the fresh strawberries she had packed éarltimch on the tip of her
nose. "You did?" he whispered huskily, wisely chagghe subject. His
tongue flicked out to catch the succulent berrigisimouth.

She instantly responded to his seductive gestaehar senses reeled as if
short-circuited. With a voice as steady as shedcmdnage, she answered
weakly, "Didn't you?"

"Are you serious?" he said, raising one eyebrovptg&aily. "Of course |
enjoyed last night. Want to share this with me?"skHek part of the plump
red strawberry out of his mouth in invitation torhk answer her pulse
thudded rapidly. His mouth slowly descended to rhees, leaving her little
time to refuse his offer. As if she would even e¢dessuch a refusal! She bit
into it daintily with her small, even white teetimd the juice squirted put
over them, dripping down the corners of their mauth



"Umm... good," she agreed with a breathless laigin, voice sounding
tinkling clear in the afternoon's quietness.

"Very," he murmured as his tongue flicked out tecchasome of the juice
falling from her red lips. "I think | like this betr, though," he observed, and
his lips slowly met hers one more time. Suddenly slas lifted into the
cradle of his arms, and his lips parted hers imxgloring, sensual kiss. His
tongue probed the sweet recesses of her mouthr asrhe came up around
his neck to draw him closer. The world faded frots&nce as Kayla's last
shreds of doubt crumbled and she gave herself tiigtsheer joy of being in
his arms. They lay locked in each other's embtasanouth holding hers a
very willing captive. When they finally broke awé&ypm each other, their
breaths were coming in soft, short spurts.

He gazed at her longingly, his smile as intimatdiaskiss had just been.
"Ma'am, you do strange things to me," he said ledgrsis eyes following
the uneven rise and fall of her breasts.

"You do strange things to me/" Kayla said, her galoeven. She could still
feel the delicious imprint of his lips on hers. 8you sure you haven't had
years of experience at that sort of thing? It'slharbelieve you're shy.”

"I've just been waiting for the right woman to hel@ get over that little
obstacle . . ." His last words were smothered byipe as he claimed them
once more. Forcing her mouth open to accept hisstimg tongue, he pulled
her roughly against his rigid frame, his mouth ejgg#evouring hers again
and again. Rockets, bells, horns, flashing lightgrything Kayla had ever
read about clanged in her head as this overpoweiiilg male staked an
undeniable claim upon her. Wrapping her arms ardumg she pulled him
closer, acutely aware of the hardness of his masthilghs pressing against
her. His large hands locked against her spinesaartior ignited in a searing
blaze of passion. Her body melted against his hemdvorld was filled with
nothing but him. He began murmuring her name alnmastherently as his
hand lightly touched her through the soft matesfdher blouse. Her mind
was spinning in confusion. She was drowning indigh, yet concerned at
how quickly this was getting out of hand.

"Franklin," she gasped in sweet agony," your wife".



"My what?" he breathed hotly as his lips searedth gown her neck, across
her delicate shoulders.

"Your future wife ... It seems such a shame to hraa€e it all these years,
and then—" Kayla's breathing was coming hard astlda his kisses fairly
sang through her veins.

What was the matter with her! Why should she waioput some future
wife when she was practically begging for his tqutfe undeniable
maleness of him.

Franklin broke away, fighting to bring his passiomder control. "Yes . . .
yes, my wife. I've got to think of my wife!" His W@ sounded nearly
strangled.

"Oh, Franklin," she whispered, burying her facéimneck and breathing a
kiss there, "it isn't that | don't. . . want yotis just, that | think it would be
best for the both of us if this didn't go any fenthight now." She couldn't
stand for him to think that she didn't desire hiiacause she certainly did.
"We've just met, and . . . although | feel veryseéldo you, | ... I.. . things are
just moving too fast,” she ended helplessly. Therpoan must think he
really did have one of those girls his mother had warneddbout. Kayla
had probably scared him to death by respondingastdamly to his kisses!
His hands felt so warm, so gentle as he cradlednhiis arms and buried
his face in the mass of her fragrant hair.

"It's all right, sweetheart . . . shhh ... | und@nsl. I'm sorry," he apologized
sincerely.

"Oh, it wasn't you, Franklin,” she hastened to esktum. "It was me! | don't
know what came over me. | don't want you to thimktti'm . . . well, that |
act like this with every man | meet." Her lovelycéawas filled with
consternation.

"l don't think that,” he whispered tenderly. "Andstould be kicked for
getting out of hand." He gathered her more tighblyhim. "Forgive me,
Kayla?"



"Of course," she whispered shyly, breathing in #exy smell of his
aftershave. "But | think we've proved somethingdytmay, Franklin."

"Really? Now, what would that be?" He grinned untmtably, trying to
keep her squirming body away from the blatant evigeof her effect on
him.

"l think you're starting to pull out of your shymseground women," she said
encouragingly. "There certainly wasn't anything ahgut the man who was
kissing me a few moments ago," she continued. "Yfiaend Nicholas
would undoubtedly be very proud of you."

"Kayla, you're too nice for your own good . . ."sHioice trailed off as he
leaned down and touched her lips lightly with hieedinal time. "l don't
think even old SOB Trahern would be proud of mehet moment.”

"Well, he might not be, but I surely am, Franklirafklin. All my friends
say that I'm too accepting, but my parents alwaygit me that the
important things in life are love, trust, and alwdnaving something to hope
for. | think I'm ready to start thinking about tieothings again. | feel we're
going to be very good for each other. You did say lved close to here,
didn't you?"Yes."

"Then we'll have plenty of opportunity to explongr deelings for each other
in the next few weeks," she said as she sat ugpagdn to gather together
their picnic items. "Who knows?" She grinned sauciThis may be the
start of something big." Her face grew serious anoee. "Someone to love,
something to hope for. That's all that's really amant in life. And maybe,
just maybe we can find those things together, Hnarik

"Yes, maybe we can," he murmured uneasily. Sherighs it was the start
of something big. It was going to be the biggeshghhe had ever
encountered.

An old saying his parents had always hammeredhimopopped into his
head as he helped her into the car and stoweddhe jpasket in the back
seat. You can never change the past, but you danarperfectly good
present by worrying about tomorrow!



He'd have to take his chances.



CHAPTER FOUR

The following days were ideal for Kayla. Hours spiidrapidly as she fell
into the pattern of efficiently handling the offieerk of Trahern Tool and
Die, then spending the evening with Franklin. Aligb he still showed
definite traces of shyness, Kayla noticed a newitiegc dimension
developing in Franklin. Always the perfect gentlemae proceeded to
court her with the tenderness and affection sheahadys longed for. Not
that Tony hadn't shown her affection-he had; butinothe same way.
Franklin never failed to have some small gift ia pocket when he showed
up on her doorstep each night—ranging from herrgv@andy bar to the
ridiculously expensive diamond locket he had givem last night. His
offerings never failed to elicit a shower of kissesl affectionate hugs from
Kayla. As the days passed, her fondness grew ferntian who had
accidentally happened into her life such a shorétago.

They had been seeing each other regularly for aveeek and a half when
Franklin telephoned on a Wednesday afternoon tanekkayla what time
he would pick her up that evening. The mere soundisvoice sent her
stomach fluttering.

"Hi, pretty lady. Do you know | find it next to inpgsible to keep my mind
on work lately," Franklin began in a low, suggestuoice.

"Funny. I've found that hard too. What do you tlenkausing the
problem?" She leaned back in her chair and clogdelies dreamily,
picturing Franklin's face.

"I don't know. Maybe it's because | keep seeinguia @f big blue eyes
looking at me, or | keep imagining the taste ot thiak lipstick you wear.
What flavor is that?" .

Kayla laughed softly. "It doesn't have a flavorsBles | resent the fact that
your mind is on such trite and inconsequentialghias the flavor of a
woman's lipstick when you're kissing her. Can't ook of anything more
imaginative that that?"



"Oh, my imagination runs wild when I'm kissing Hehe assured her
seductively, "which, by the way, I'm dying to dght now." "Kiss me?"

"Among other things."

Kayla chuckled wickedly. "By the way, who is thislllng?”
"Kayla!"

"Oh, Franklin! I didn't recognize your voice."

"You're turning into a tease," he growled playfully

"I know, and I'm sorry."

"I'm not. | kind of like it. Want to go to a carrmiktonight?"
"A carnival? | didn't know there was one in town."

"There's a small one passing through. | noticexhithe outskirts of town
this morning as | came to work. You know what élseticed?"

"No, tell me." She loved the small-boy tone of hi@ce when he was
excited about something.

"Well, | noticed they had a big double-wheeled enheel.”

Kayla's stomach turned over as she thought abeutdlght of onef those
contraptions. "And?"

"And | was thinking about how nice it would be tetgou there all alone,
and maybe if my luck held out, there would be sameor mechanical
problem—"

"l hate heights," she warned.

"Trust me. If that happens, your mindnigtgoing to be on heights," he said
blandly.



"Promise?"

"You're teasing again, you little witch. What tirde you want me to pick
you up tonight?"

"Same as usual, | suppose. Things have been gitydiround here today."
"Old man Trahern still gone?" he asked quietly.

"Both senior and junior, thank goodness. As | naed before, Paula said
Nicholas is rarely in the office, and the elderfem is out of the country.
You know, | rather wish Romesoulddrop in sometime during the day. He
keeps the strangest hours. Apparently he comdsigta and catches up on
his work, because there's always a pile of papek vmbe typed and filed
every morning,"” she mused thoughtfully. "I'm dyitngget a look at this man
who has most of the women who know him practicdtiyoling."

"I'm sure the guy has a real problem on his harkersfiklin snapped. "Look,
I've got to get back to work. I'll pick you up armlseven."

Kayla was a bit surprised as she heard the ratta@p <lick at the other end
of the line. Frowning irritably at the receivergsteplaced it in its cradle and
sighed. Franklin sounded as if he was in anothlrso$trange moods today.
Regretfully turning back to her own pile of workjeshoped she could
change that tonight.

When the sporty red Ferrari pulled up in her dthet evening, Kayla had to
do a double take to be sure it was Franklin. Upl tims moment she had
forgotten Franklin's car was in the shop for repair

"Boy, this is what | call real class,"” she said atimgly, circling the
automobile slowly. "How long have you had it?"

"A year or so. Do you like it?" Franklin's pride svili concealed.



"It's gorgeous. It must have cost a fortune,” Kaglemised, wondering
how Franklin could swing the payments on a car fike one.

"Get in. It rides like a dream,"” he boasted asol& her arm and helped her
into the passenger seat. Minutes later they wemmigy down the
highway, with Kayla agreeing that it did indeederitke a dream.

"Where do you want to eat tonight?" Franklin askedching over to give
her a quick kiss.

Kayla's gaze met his lovingly. "Anywhere's fine vite."

The sound of squealing brakes filled the air aslEdna impulsively cut
across two lanes of traffic and pulled onto theusther of the highway. In
one swift movement he pulled Kayla over to his sidd crushed his mouth
down on hers in a kiss that made her senses risdlpslmoved against hers
in an urgent, exploring welcome, devouring theiftregss. She was
powerless to resist his mastery, nor did she waris body felt heavy and
warm pressed up against hers in the small carsesm@wa deep longing in
her. He buried his fingers in her soft flesh andcamed almost painfully as
his kiss branded her with fiery possession. Whemn fahally broke the
embrace, she could feel his ragged breathing ochezk. She buried her
face in his broad chest contentedly.

"Oh, Franklin, I've missed you today,” she murmureging to regain
control of her erratic pulse. "l know it's crazy.ta to . .." She didn't want to
say "fall in love," but that was exactly what happened to her. Kayla had
fallen in love with Franklin so quickly that shedmét had time to set up any
defenses against him. It wasn't something she lmaded to happen, but
since it obviously had, she had no intention olffiiigg it.

The strong arms that were holding her close tigidemm their clasp as
Franklin buried his face in the fragrance of hdar.ha

"To what?" he prompted.

"To ... feel so ... close to you. We barely kneach other, and yet . . ."



It was impossible to find the words she was searchor. These new and
disturbing feelings she had for Franklin were efigglher, and yet she
couldn't think of anything that she wanted morenttaasimply turn herself
over to him—body, mind, and soul.

Franklin was silent as he held her tightly, hissegi®sed in shameful misery
at what was taking place in his life. It was almiasighable. For thirty-six
years women had meant very little to him. Not tetlisrespected them. It
was simply he hadn't needed them, except for tiveoab. But the short
time he had spent with Kayla had made him yeara fifferent sort of life.
A life with a woman like the one he now held in hisns—a woman who
would have his children, share his dreams. Wouldttedse hopes be
shattered when she found out who he was? He haddoeeareful. He had
taken her only to the most out of the way restasrdnstead of going to the
movies or to disco clubs he had elected to tak@hdéong moonlit drives or
secluded picnics, always fearing that they would into someone who
knew him not as Franklin Franklin but as Nicholastiern. When that
moment came . . . His large frame shuddered td thiithe consequences.

"Are you cold?" Kayla hugged him closer.

"No. Far from it," he teased in a voice made shHakgmotion.

"Hungry?" she pursued with concern.

He drew her face up to meet his. "Only for you."ditghed, bringing his lips
coaxingly to hers. They kissed with slow intoxiogtkisses until their ardor
began to mount to simmering proportions.

"I think," Franklin rasped, pulling away from Kaylarcibly, “that we had
better put a stop to this. You realize we're primgdjuite a show for every
motorist out there.™I couldn't care less." Sheged, kissing him on the tip

of his nose. "But | suppose we should be going."

After one last kiss Kayla scooted back to her sBag. car pulled out onto
the highway and merged with the other traffic srhiot



"What are you in the mood for?" Franklin asked icardly, referring to his
original question about where they should eat¢kaning.

Kayla wickedly slid back over and playfully nippadl his ear. "Do you
really want to know?"

"You are making it next to impossible for me to geay mind where it
should be," Franklin scolded, trying to keep his ey the heavy traffic and
steal hurried snatches of kisses from her at theedame. "Have you no
shame, woman?"

"Uh-uh. None at all." She teased the lobe of hisagth her tongue.

"Kayla," he protested weakly, his body growing taatd tense from her
playful actions. "This is pure torture."

"Oh, all right,"” she relented, but not before heouth found his with
another searing kiss. "I'll behave."

"At least for the moment,” he pleaded. "You have atea distinct
disadvantage, you know. Wait until | can enjoy ybitile games with you.
Then we'll see who begs for mercy." His eyes t@ddxactly which one of
them it would be.

They chatted comfortably as they drove to the weatet, a small steak
house on the outskirts of town.

"You undoubtedly know the quaintest, darkest pldcé&sayla teased,
squinting her eyes as she tried to read the metheidim light.

"l like dark places," Franklin assured her quietly.

"You must. | don't think we've eaten in one pladeere | could read the
menu . . . not even once!" She laughed. "What s®godd to you?"

"l think I'm going to have the prime ribs. How abgou?"



"The same. And | want a huge baked potato." Fotabiefew days Kayla's
appetite had run rampant. At the rate she was gelrgwould gain back the
weight she had lost after her breakup with Tongortime at all.

After the waitress had taken their order, Kayla&atr to Franklin, her eyes
sparkling with excitement. "Guess what?"

"l can't imagine." Franklin smiled tenderly, picginp her hand and kissing
each finger slowly.

"Franklin," Kayla protested, her senses springiigragly to life, "l want to
tell you my news."

"Fire away."

"l can't think when you're kissing me like thatliescomplained, yet she
loved every minute of it.

"Good. Then we're even. | haven't been able tdthtiraight since the day |
met you." He brought his tongue across the palmhef hand in
feather-light strokes.

"Oh, Franklin," she said softly, her eyes devoutigyhandsome features,
"I wish | had met you years ago."

Before he could answer, the waitress was backngetieir salads before
them. With resigned smiles they picked up theik$aand began eating.

"What were you going to tell me?" Franklin askepeming his package of
crackers and offering her one.

"Well, I just had this marvelous idea this afternobthink | mentioned that
| used to own a small dress shop when | lived orié."

Franklin nodded, offering her another cracker. "aid something about
it."



"l loved that shop." A look of pain crossed Kayl&se. "But when Tony
and | broke up ... well... | didn't feel like | ddustay there any longer, so |
sold it and moved here. | made a tidy little praiit it—in fact, | really
haven't had to work since | moved here. Up untédlial wasn't sure | was
going to stay here. But now I'm ready to think abstarting another shop
here in Little Rock. | don't know if getting baako the business world has
spurred me on, or what. All | know is that | cabeckal estate agency this
afternoon, and they gave me a list of several abkalshops to look at." Her
face became animated as she laid down her forkoeok@d up Franklin's
hand. "Will you help me look for a new shop?"

"Don't you think you should think about this aléittonger, Kayla? Maybe
you'll meet some rich man who'll marry you, and'ffaever have to work
another day in your life," he said seriously, singkher hand gently.

"Oh, that isn't what | want at all, Franklin! A hianan has never been my
goal in life. I would be perfectly happy with juat nice ordinary man.
Together we can both work for the things in lifattkeem important to us."
An encyclopedia salesman would do just fislee thought wistfully, but
discreetly refrained from saying so. "Besides, dpen a shop here, then
we'll be able to go on seeing each other. You didyou lived near here,
didn't you?"

"Sort of."

"Sort ofl Why are you so evasive about where ygadi' Kayla suspected

that Franklin had a small apartment somewhere aivdtadvant her to see it

for fear it wouldn't seem prosperous enough. Steesuee that his car ate up
most of his earnings, although he always carriéatge amount of money

with him.

"I'm not being evasive. I'll take you there sometiag returned in a passive
tone.

"Franklin, | don'tcarewhere you live, or how you dress, or what you &lriv
It's youl care about." He certainly didn't have anythimgvbrry about so far

as the car and clothes went, and she was surg@disreent was clean and
presentable.



"Kayla . . . look"—he threw his fork angrily dowmahe table—"we have
got to talk."

"About what?" Kayla gazed at him seriously. So@esiy that his nerve

failed him totally. Somehow this just wasn't thghtitime to tell her. He had
to do it with diplomacy and tact. If he didn't,\Wweuld lose her. He suddenly
had no doubt in his mind about that. What else &t expect? He had
deliberately misled and lied to her. Come what nfeeywould eventually

have to face the fact and suffer the consequeBe#$or as long as possible
he was going to delay the inevitable.

"About... the advisability of going into businessyour own right now," he
faltered.

"Oh, | can make it, Franklin! My shop was thriving Florida. | used to
carry these darling dresses—"

"Damn it, Kayla! There are businesses going ungethke hundreds right
now." He didn't want her going into business bysk#r He was a rich man,
andhewanted to take care of her.

"My goodness, Franklin,"” she teased, "I'm not b ioman. | have to work
for a living. Granted, | could probably survive fanother few months on
my savings, but | do have to start thinking abdat future. Anyway, if |
should happen to marry a man who wasn't rich, thewuld already have a
nice profitable business established, and I'd e t@bhelp us buy a home
sooner," she said with a glint in her eye. "Aftee thildren came along, |
might be persuaded to stay home, but until thevoiild seem senseless,"”
she reasoned, desperately hoping she wasn't stanmtp death with this
talk of marriage and children.

The plate of beef that had been set before him esugdooked very
unappetizing to Franklin as his mind tried to fiiagdlt with her reasoning
but failed. Unexpectedly he had to control the pdweirge to slam his fists
against the table and blurt out the terrible ttather. The truth being he was
a low-down SOB who didn't deserve the love and detagrust that shone
so brightly in her eyes.



Kayla seemed unaware of his dilemma as she dowe het meat,

complimenting Franklin on his choice of food, asalsWhatever avenging
angel had decided to get even with Nicholas Trales indeed doing a
superior job, he lamented glumly as he disheartpidled up his fork and
punched at his meat. In fact, he would probablgilsen a gold medal!

* % %

Hours later they were still wandering around onghmsll carnival ground
they had driven to after dinner. Kayla had notitiest Franklin's pensive
mood was lingering. He was such a strange man. éfeguad loving one
minute, harsh and almost angry at others.

She desperately wished she knew what bothered diat smes. She had
done everything within her power to boost his ctefice and assure him
that he was a completely desirable man. Everytexaept. . . Her mind
toyed with the idea that had been forming in itea#éning. There had only
been one man in Kayla's life, and she had lovedvitm her entire being.
Now a second man had taken Tony's place in het.H@anld she do less
than offer the same love to Franklin? Although Kktemnhad proven to be a
very ardent suitor, he had never overstepped thad®he had established,
and he had touched her only in controlled passstwe. knew that at times
that had been very hard for him. More than once Bhd felt his
overpowering need for her as he pressed her tigigynst his lean body.
His kisses would grow hot and urgent, but always aertain point he
would firmly though lovingly push her aside, hisebthing ragged and
desirous. Many times she had wanted to tell hirhithrzas all right, that she
loved him and would gladly give herself to him. Big had not asked for
such privileges, and she was embarrassed to bfen to him. Instead she
would go in the house with a deep need unfulfiteed spend the night in
restless dreams. Dreams that always featured ataafhy-haired man
whose kisses could set her blood aflame.

All night the tiny thought had been chasing aroumtler mind that maybe
Franklin was simply too shy to make the first mo®&gil a virgin, he

probably wouldn't have the least idea where td;dt@ might even be shy
about undressing in front of a woman. If that widae case, then she would
have to be the one to initiate their lovemakingaflarticular thought sent



shivers down her spine and set her pulse racirgeally. In fact, the mere
thought of Franklin undressed and lying naked imamms sent her stomach
into a mad whirl. She had seen very little of leslya but what she had seen
turned her knees to water and sent a shaft of hgnhgoursing through her.
Making love to Franklin would be no hardship whatger. She was sure of
that. So sure that she had made up her mind to thakest move. Now all
she had to do was concentrate on getting him teldas amusement park
and take her home. From then on it would be ugeto h

"Franklin, I'm getting tired. Aren't you about regath go home?" Kayla
asked, not for the first time, as she shifted @ panda bears and the one
long, monstrous stuffed snake around in her armanifin's aim was
deadly with anything you could throw or shoot. Gamgently she had had
to give some of the prizes that he had beamingbgdmeed upon her to a
couple of children who had watched his expertigh awe.

"What's your hurry? Let's ride the Ferris wheeliagaranklin protested,
never once dreaming what delights lay in storénfor.

"Absolutely not! We've ridden that thing four timesd it's made me ill
every time!"

"Are you sure? That's my favorite ride." ObviouBhanklin felt that all his
inhibitions flew right out into space when they watopped at the very top.
For those few minutes Kayla was hard pressed ievgethat Franklin was
as inexperienced as he claimed to be.

"I'm positive. Nothing could get me on that whegdia. Let's go home."
"Okay, but just one more ride first." He eyed thdl& interestedly.

"Not that thing either,” she said irritably, cringi at the screams of pure
terror that erupted from the spinning cars on itte.r

He took her arm and they strolled through the petdpping at each ride for
her to put the final quietus on each one. They weren to the Mad Mouse
when she finally decided to bargain with him.



"If we ride one more, can we go home then?"

"l agree." He grinned angelically. It was amazirggyvhamusement parks
could bring out the small boy in grown men. "I ckepthough!"

Five minutes later Kayla was zooming up in theoaithe Ferris wheel once
more, hating every minute of it. Clutching her &dftoys, she buried her
face in them as they climbed higher and highemn giel over the top, her
stomach dropping to her toes.

"Aren't the lights pretty from up here?" Franklinserved, leaning over to
stare down on the gaily lighted fairgrounds.

"Sit still'" Kayla warned, her knuckles turning vitaias she gripped the bar
across her lap.

Franklin chuckled wickedly, then set the car intotion, rocking it
deviously.

"Oh, good grief!" Kayla threw her arms around heskand buried her face
in his chest. "Franklin, please!" she pleaded lesigdly.

"Franklin, please what?" he whispered, catchingdien and tilting her
mouth up to meet his.

His nearness suddenly made her forget where sheamwdswhat was
happening as her blue eyes met his silver-colones.o

"Franklin, please kiss me," she finished, awarerdy him.
They kissed for the rest of the ride, her soft esrmolding to the hard

contours of his body. It was with extreme disappuint that she realized
their ride was over. For once that stupid ride hatdmade her sick!

It was growing late when the Ferrari pulled up nmont of Kayla's
apartment. Franklin had insisted she share his aedthey had exchanged



interminable sultry kisses on the slow drive hoflautting the engine off,
Franklin continued to kiss her until his controlsmaushed nearly to the
limit. With resigned patience he released his lmidher and brought his
hands back to grip the steering wheel.

"Well, | guess this is good night."

"Good night?" Kayla was surprised. "Aren’t you cogin?" As a rule he
came in for a while after bringing her home.

"l don't think I'd better tonight, honey." He knévat if he went through that
door now, he wouldn't be coming back out— tonidfayla was like a

powerful drug invading his senses, and his desimadke love to her was
rapidly growing out of control. But he knew he adnit touch her until the
truth had been revealed. Then and only then woaldllow himself the

luxury of taking her in his arms, stripping hertbles off piece by torturous
piece... He forced his mind to snap back to whatvsfis saying.

"Why not?" She kissed him again softly, teasiniyisn't very late."

"I know it isn't," he agreed weakly, tracing thetlme of her lips with his
tongue. "I just think it wouldn't be wise right ndw

"It couldn't hurt," she pleaded, knowing how hardniust be for him to

refuse, yet feeling compassion for his naivete. Yietv was she going to
remedy his inexperience if she couldn't coax hito the house? This car
was hardly conducive to making love, and besidas yganted his first time
to be something special . . . something he woutteraber for the rest of his
life. She would not want to cheapen the experidncorcing the issue in

the front seat of a car.

He groaned as her fingers easily unbuttoned teelirtton of his shirt and
slipped beneath the material to gently caress dlaese mat of hair on his
chest.

"I like all that hair," she noted suggestively, lips following the path of
her fingers.



"Kayla . . ." Franklin's voice was a low moan ascheght her hands and
drew them gently out of his shirt. "I've changed miynd. Let's go in." He

had to get out of this car or all his gallant vomsuld go straight down the
drain."Oh, great!" Kayla agreed readily, reachingtier door handle. Her
spirits soared as she realized that now her platofoght would not have to
be aborted after all.

"Only for a minute," Franklin added quickly, pickiup his suit jacket and
discreetly draping it over the telltale front oghrousers.

Kayla wrapped her arm around his waist as they &dlip the walk,
silently offering him any encouragement that hedeee Taking her key
from her purse, she unlocked the door and theypstépnside the dark
apartment.

Franklin reached anxiously for the light switch hexthe door, but a small
hand stopped his in midair. "Don't turn on the tjgfranklin,” she ordered
softly.

The room was silent; only the sound of a clockitigkcaught Kayla's
attention. She was so nervous! Never had shettsisdduce a man, and she
realized with a sinking heart that she didn't kribe/first thing about where
to begin. Tony had always initiated their lovemakin

Franklin didn't speak for a moment, and when hallfidid, his voice was
cautious and unsteady. "Why?"

Kayla took a deep breath and swallowed her priBecause | want us to
make love."

"No!" Franklin pushed away from her angrily.
Summoning every ounce of strength she possessgth B®pped in front
of Franklin and blocked his path. "Yes," she saitinty. "I think you want

that too."

"No, no, | don't,” Franklin protested firmly, baoki away from her
fearfully.



"Yes, you do," she insisted quietly, taking ea@pstith him. "I know that
you're painfully shy and you'd never ask me ...that doesn't matter. I've .
.. I've fallen in love with you, Franklin, and lant to share that love with
you. It doesn't matter if you don't return the iieglright now—"

"Damn it, Kayla, | do return the feeling—"
"You love me?" Her face lit up with radiance.

"l do. So damn much it's tearing me apart. Thagsty why | won't let this
happen.”

"But if we both love each other, it's only natufalr this to happen,

Franklin," she argued in a gentle tone, slowly lnagkim up against the
wall. "It isn't as if we were strangers. | thinkell in love with you the first

time you brought me those beautiful blue forgetimés,” she said
soothingly as her fingers slid up his chest andhheg take off his shirt. "I

never forget you, Franklin. Not for one momentrdain about you at night,
daydream about you in the daytime ..."

"Kayla, have mercy," he pleaded huskily as his Bastduggled to still her
working ones. "There are things you don't undetstah

"l understand that | love you, and you just saidi yaved me." She was
working the buttons open one by one. "I don't nteekhow any more than
that."

"Yes, you do. You don't know anything about me."

"I know | love you. Anything beyond that isn't inmpant. At least not at the
moment. Take your arm out of your sleeve," she eddxmly.

"No . .. and stop that!" He yanked his shirt cths&his is insane."

Kayla paused, her doubts surfacing. "You honesilytdvant to make love
to me?"



"Now, Kayla, | didn't say that!" he moaned, relegtifor the moment and
pulling her close to his broad chest. "Of couraaht to make love to you. |
have from the minute I first laid eyes on you, buhe time just isn't right,"
he whispered in a ragged plea. He closed his eyaisst the shaft of pain
that sliced through his middle. It was taking everryg he had not to sweep
her up in his arms and carry her to the bedroomyeto her how much
power she was beginning to have over him. Jughihigght of having her in
his arms, willing and eager to let him sample takgtits of her young slim
body, sent his passion soaring. And yet he coutdind the words to tell
her of his deception.

"l love you, Franklin. Doesn't that mean anythimmgyou?" she asked
solemnly. "I thought that when Tony left me, | woulever love again. But
you came along, and suddenly | wanted to live agariove again. | know
how hard it is for a man with your morals to acceyet idea of sex out of
marriage, and ordinarily | would agree with yolhésastened to add. "I'm
still rather old-fashioned myself. But Tony taugh¢ that when you love
someone, you want to be with them ... to share thign . . ."

"If you don't mind,I'm not too crazy about hearing what Tony taught,Y
he growled, pulling her tighter in his embrace, stiiag with the streak of
jealousy that had bolted through him.

"Oh, you don'teverhave to be jealous of Tony," she chastised loyingl
understanding his feelings completely. "That'$ahind me now. It's you |
love!" Once more her hands moved to rid him ofshist. As she peeled the
fabric back to expose the thick hair on his musuceiest, her breath caught
slightly at the magnificence of his body.

"Oh, Franklin, let me love you," she pleaded tehgdroping fleetingly

that his mother would never find out about her waness. Kayla could
feel his uneven breathing on her cheek, and sh&edem raging battle in
him, one that he was losing with every passing teintiaking his hand,
she tugged him gently toward the bedroom, her hgaunding wildly.

Drawing him next to the bed, she carefully remowesi glasses, laying
them on the bedside table, then hesitantly reackie@nd unbuckled his
belt, slipping it slowly through the loops of hiams. In another few
minutes his trousers joined his shirt on the flaod then the last remaining



piece of clothing was peeled away and her eyesrilyinigvoured the man
she loved. Only the dim light from the streetlanigerfed through the
bedroom window, but it was enough to let her knbat she would be hard
pressed to find another specimen of manhood qutemagnificent
anywhere on this earth. He looked so powerful 1o $standing there in the
dim light. His chest was broad and well-develoges waist slim, his legs
long and sturdy like those of some long-ago Vikihge hair that covered
his body was the same color as that on his heag tlicker. Her fingers
trembled as she reached out to touch him, to fiedbdre skin against the
softness of hers.

"This is sheer madness," he whispered huskilytise growing uneven as
her hands began to run freely over him, his taatybawakening to her
fleeting touches.

"No, it isn't, darling. Don't you want to touch megadress me, Franklin,"
she demanded, firmly placing one of his hands dwertop button of her
blouse.

"No! | really don't want to..." His voice cracked his fingers involuntarily
unfastened the first button, then the second. "Witedlybe for just a minute."

"I know how hard this must be for you, darling, dvelieve me, | wouldn't
be doing this with just any man, but you have bhiugp much joy and
happiness into my life, Franklin, | ... | want t@ke you as happy as you've
made me," she pleaded against the pressure apsis |

By now Franklin had managed to undo all the buttmm&er blouse, and he
slipped it off her shoulders with trembling fingerblis mind was
desperately searching for a way out of this situtand yet his heart was
crying out for him to let go and make love to Hex tvay he had dreamed of
so often in the last few days.

"See how easy it is,” she murmured as his mouttesta slow search down
her neck and over her shoulders, his lips devouhagose-scented softness
of her. "Touch me here, Franklin." She guided hasds to her budding
fullness. "And here ..." She continued to movehaisds to places where she
found his touch pleasurable.



He complied eagerly, suddenly more than willingot the pupil. Kayla
gasped as his hands came alive, touching her itgiynavith sure, deft
strokes. He certainly was a fast learner!

"How am | doing?" he asked a few moments latehag broke apart from a
long, heated kiss. "Is there something more | ghbeldoing?"

"No, darling,” she gulped, nearly breathless froasdver- poweringly virile
assault on her body and senses. "You're doinghagnificently!"

"Are you sure?" His hands ran smoothly over thevetetexture of her

fragrant skin, his lips following lazily in theirgph. "I always thought that a
woman would love foramanto . . ." He pulled tlesser to him, whispering
something quite seductive in her ear while his kapebceeded to most
deliriously demonstrate what he had just describeudords.

"Franklin!" she panted, shocked yet thrilled at hgggressiveness. "Oh,
Franklin!"

They had only been together a few minutes, but as already close to
achieving near perfection in his first attempt teka love to a woman. It
was truly amazing. And she hurriedly told him samplimenting him as he
conquered new territory after territory like a seaed warrior.

With a groan of defeat Franklin drew her down oa led beside him, his
mouth finding hers again in the darkness, and saiegimfold the beauty of
Kayla Marshall for his own selfish pleasure. Hezdsts were generous and
firm, her waist small and easily engulfed by higé&ahands. Her legs were
slender and willowy, and silken to the touch. Halda't remember a time
in his life when he had felt more self-revulsioanthe did now for what he
was doing to this lovely woman. Yet he was incapalfistopping.

Their lips met time and time again as they drewnfelch other a wondrous
sense of love and fulfillment. Franklin's touch waere than Kayla had

dreamed it would be, tenderly seeking out all leerest places, thrilling and

arousing her to the point of madness.



"Make love to me... now, Franklin," she urged, seméhat he was at last
ready, after thirty-six long, miserable years, @sté the delights of
manhood.

Franklin's conscience managed to rear its headnm fmal thrust of
condemnation, but only briefly.

"l can't, Kayla," he begged, rolling away from lagd miserably sitting up
on the side of the bed. Again his mind fought foway out of this
nightmare. "You have got to help me," he pleadggedly. "I'm not going
to be able to do this on my own."

Mistaking his words for yet another expressionisfdiyness with women,
Kayla came daintily to her knees and crawled owdhi$ side of the bed.
Wrapping her arms around his trim waist, she pthmtist, seductive
kisses along his neck, soothing him gently.

"It's all right, Franklin. | understand."

"No, you don'tunderstand, Kayla. Believe me, you don't undedst&auit,
so help me God, | love you." He turned to her,face an agonized mask,
his cheeks surprisingly moist.

She pulled him down on the bed with her, the figitally drained out of
him now. Her slight frame slid on top of his, hgs| her mouth, her hands
beginning the slow, sensual explorations of love.

With every ounce of love she possessed, she pdgreldeart into making
love to him. Gently she whispered instructionsigdar, encouraging him
to relax and enjoy their lovemaking. She strokesddaidy to rigid firmness,

eliciting groans of pleasure from him. His largenfiotrembled as she led
him into manhood, praying that it would mean as Imiechim as it did to

her.

When at last their desire reached the point whereetwas no turning back,
he joined with her in a union that was explosiveyf and oh, so sweet. The
feeling that washed over them and engulfed themmasial as they clung

to each other long after their passion had peaked, subsided. Once more



love had walked into Kayla's life, only this timbet result would be
different. This time the man she chose to givethest, her faith, her very
life to returned that love. In her heart she haddoabt of that. Kayla
Franklin. It sounded nice. And with that thougluailing lazily through her
mind she drifted off to sleep in the arms of heelo

The sound of muted thunder and the first dropsof hitting the window
woke Kayla the next morning. They were in for arspthunderstorm, she
mused, snuggling down tighter against Franklin'smvaody. She loved
thunderstorms and the sound of the wind whippinggealy through the
branches outside her window.

A gentle smile found her lips as Franklin's handcheed out to cup her
rounded softness. At first she had feared thatragit had only been a
dream, that when she awoke, Franklin would be gBuoé.he wasn't. He

was here, pulling her against the muscled hardofesis body, kissing her

awake with kisses that went from gentle to savdg®mst in a heartbeat.
Their appetite for each other had not nearly begeased in the night, and
it was a different Franklin who made love to hes thorning. Gone was the
shy, gentle man, and in his place was a smoothgreqred lover who

knew how to bring her to the very brink of fulfilent but refused to let her
topple over until both their bodies were crying felease.

The storm outside their window was pale in comperio the tempest
inside as their muted cries of pleasure filled sineall room. Franklin's
mouth muffled her whimpers of satisfaction as thgetthey once more
reached the ultimate goal in their love- makingmAlion stars shattered
into the universe as they soared to awesome arttishng heights.

When it was over, the storm still raged on outshig,inside only the soft
whisperings of love could be heard.

"I never had a chance to ask you last night. Wasyving ... as you
expected?” Kayla murmured against his ear, herigrassbbing away
slowly.

"Are you serious? It was wonderful," he whisperagksleepily. "I love
you, lady."



She felt a strong sense of elation that his "firee" had been completely
successful. She grinned smugly. The second wdsatiby either!

"Umm. . . | love you too. What time is it?"

Franklin picked up the clock on the bedside tablktaied to see the hands.
"A little before five."

"Oh," she groaned, wrapping her arms more snug@lyrat his waist, "it's
way too early to get up yet."

"Not for me it isn't. | have to be on the road mother hour." He yawned
drowsily.

"Oh, do you have to go out of town today?"

"Yes. | was going to tell you last night before yswi ... uh... delightfully
distracted me." He grinned, finally rolling off hand pulling the covers up
over them warmly. "Maybe I'll just lie here a fewora minutes," he
reasoned tiredly. "I think you wore me out lasthid3ut thanks,” he added
politely with a smile in his voice.

"You're most welcome,” she acknowledged lovinghill you be back
tonight?"

"No." His voice grew solemn. "l won't be back imtountil Sunday."
"Sunday!" Kayla opened her eyes. "Why so long?"

"It's. .. business."

Business? Kayla found that unusual. Usually Frargklbusiness trips were
only for a day. Or at least they had been sincénaldeknown him. Her voice
revealed her disappointment as she replied, "Davanted you to help me

look for a place to open my shop."

"l told you you didn't have to open a shop. | caket care of you," he
reminded her curtly, but he tempered it with anotbeg kiss.



"I know you can, but | meant it when | said | wahte help us get a house.
No problem, though. Paula will be back Monday, #meh I'll have every
day free to look for a shop." Marriage hadn't bemmtioned yet, but Kayla
felt sure that it would be soon.

"Whatever you say," he agreed, dismissing her worasediately. When
all this misunderstanding was cleared up, he cobkhge her mind. But
before he proposed, he needed a little more tinfiadoa way to straighten
things out.

A hard, cold lump of fear rose in his throat avbard the quiet sound of her
breathing. She had fallen asleep while they weiktatking, her arms
wrapped lovingly around his neck. He would havénd a way soon. He
couldn't keep running the chance that she would diat accidentally who
he was. The only person likely to spill the beaas Waula, but surely Paula
would never associate Franklin Franklin with NicdslTrahern. He would
be extremely careful and stay out of the officeren®re than he had done
for the last week and a half. He could run Trahksal and Die by going in
late in the evenings, just as he had been doirhwanking half the night to
catch up on paper work he had promised his dadouddvado while the elder
Trahern was away. It would all work out, he tolchkelf grimly as his hold
on the lovely bundle in his arms tightened possessilt had to.



CHAPTERFIVE

"l can't tell you how wonderful it is to see theaggde back in your eyes."”
Paula leaned forward in her chair and grasped temd’s hand tightly.
"You know, | was really beginning to get worriedoab you."

"I know." Kayla's smile was glowing. "You've beemch a good friend. |
don't know how you've put up with me the last feantins."

"You had reason to act the way you did," Paularassher, squeezing her
hand once more before*releasing it, "but whoeves Eranklin is, | could
personally hug his neck."

"Oh, no, you don't. No one hugs my Franklin's neekme." Kayla laughed.
"Oh, Paula. | know | loved Tony ... but | can sesvrthat what | feel for

Franklin is so different ... so . . ." Kayla seadlor the words to explain her
feelings and there simply were none. She was headh®els in love with

Franklin, and life was nothing but pure joy.

"So wonderful? | can see it in your every move,ulRaold her. "And |
couldn't be happier for you. Where did you say gt him?"

"Right where you're sitting,” Kayla exclaimed. "Doryou honestly
remember him?" Kayla couldn't see how Paula coolldeft a salesman as
good-looking as Franklin was, even if she was radtri

"No"—Paula's face was a mask of concentration—"h'tdoecall any
encyclopedia salesman of Franklin's descriptionyliahe's new with his
company."

"No, I don't think so. He asked where you wereftts time he came in.
Oh, well, you'll probably recognize the face whew yneet him."

"And when do you think Doug and | will have thdtllating experience?"
Paula teased.



"Soon. Very soon, | promise. Franklin's work scHedsirather odd, and he
travels a lot." Kayla thought back over the fredquam- and three-day trips
he had made during the last few weeks.

"There's always weekends," Paula prompted, anxemuseet the man who
had so vastly improved her best friend's life. "\\Wddaout this weekend?"

"No, | don't think so," Kayla replied with a frowfkranklin had told her
only last night that he would have to be gone agasweekend. "Franklin
is going to be away on business this weekend."

"Franklin must really be a go-getter if he devost#lshis weekends to
business too." Paula sighed, tossing the last o$dmedwich into the waste
can.

Since Paula had returned from her vacation theyokad too busy to have a
long conversation, and while Kayla had been oukilop at shops this
morning, she had decided to stop by Trahern Todl[2ie to have lunch
with her friend.

"Yes, that's what I've thought too," Kayla admiftéalt he does seem like
such a timid man. Oh, well, I'm sure we can gegtogr soon."

"How's the shop hunting coming along?"

"Slowly. If | find the right size, the rent is tdogh, and if | find the right
rent, the shop's too small." Kayla shrugged. "hsé&be running in circles.
| hope Franklin can help me look sometime next wedthough | must

admit, he is very little help in that area. He ddesant me to open a shop at
all.”

"Why not?"

"Oh, something to do with the fact thitl find someone to marry, I'll
probably want to stay home and have babies.” Shaegt happily.

Paula smiled knowingly. "Do you think he's tryirmtell you something?”



"l think so!" Kayla chuckled. "He hasn't come righit and asked me to
marry him yet, but he sure makes a lot of veileshicents about how much
he loves me and how he would love to start a fanhillzink he's trying to
get up the courage to ask me."

"Kayla! You should help the poor guy out,” Paulalded.

"Are you serious! I've done everything but writeashothe wordswill you
marry me, Kayladn a slip of paper and hand it to him!" Kayla psied.

"Well, I'm sure he'll finally summon up the nenaedsk you one of these
days. Are you sure you're willing to devote all ydime to being a
housewife with three or four babies to care foraulR asked with a
challenge in her voice.

"I would be if they were all Franklin's," Kayla glavith a dreamy sigh.

"l certainly hope you have the good sense to ndram tsomething other
than Franklin Franklin, Jr. Ugh. No offense intethdbut that's the most
gosh-awful name I've ever heard of," Paula saidthiu

Kayla frowned. "Boy, it is, isn't it? But names damatter. Only the man
matters, and | would marry him if his name was Moer Snerd."

Paula shook her head. "l can see you're a hopedsss"
Kayla smiled brightly. "Guilty!"

Paula glanced at the clock on the wall, then hdlyidowned the last of her
milk. "This has been fun, but I've got to get bazkvork. Don't you miss
this nice little office?"

"Not really. It wasn't all that hard, but | baredpt all of the younger
Trahern's typing finished before he had anotheckstmm my desk each
morning," Kayla confessed, gathering up her purgkthe remains of her
own lunch.



"Isn't he a doll?" Paula asked absently, applyipggloss to her mouth.
"Who?"

“Nicholas. Isn't that who you were talking about®h. Yes, that's who |
was talking about, but | wouldn't know if he's dl @o not. | never saw him.
He always came in late in the evenings after | IBft the way, did you
know that Franklin and Nicholas are the best oénds? It's almost
impossible to believe, but they are. Two more d#ffé men you could
never hope to meet!"

"Honest?" Paula paused in combing her hair. "Thsdsound like an
unlikely friendship."

"Il say! I'm only thankful that Nicholas's rakisiays haven't rubbed off on
Franklin," Kayla observed thoughtfully.

"Oh, Nick isn't so bad. His reputation far exceds reality, | think.

Actually, he's rather nice. | think you should méen. In fact"—Paula
sized her friend up—"you two would probably makpeafect couple. All

Nick needs is the right woman to come along andeniak sit up and take
notice."

"No, thanks!" Kayla refused quickly. "If Bowser warto sit up and take
notice, he'll have to find someone other than nepe I'm taken! But you
know what? Wwouldlike to know what the guy looks like."

"You've never seen a picture of him?" Paula askiéld surprise.
"No. Is there one around here?"

"l think so. Nicholas and his father had some P&upes taken several
years ago. Wait a minute. I'll see if | can fingedrPaula rose and went over
to the metal file cabinet. She browsed for seveiautes before she closed
it slowly. "Darn, there don't seem to be any IBfe sent a lot out lately—I
guess I'll have to call the printer for more." Sheugged. "Sorry."

"That's all right,” Kayla assured her. "It isn'tportant. | just thought it
would be fun to see what all the fuss was about."



"Nicholasis a darn nice-looking man . . . and rich to boot&uUR said
thoughtfully. "No wonder women drive him crazy #ie time. He's to the
point where he practically won't accept a call e daytime from any
woman unless | swear it isn't a personal one."”

"Poor baby," Kayla said snidely. "It must be awttube so sought after!"

"It must,” Paula agreed laughingly. "Now will yoind#ly get out of here
and let me do my work!"

"Only if you promise to ask Doug about Saturday."

"Oh, rats! I'd forgotten about that.”

"Do you think he'd mind?" Kayla asked worriedly.

"No, I'm sure he won't. I'll let you know what time'll pick you up. Doug
doesn't miss an opportunity to go to the horses,deealone the chance to
go to the last one of the season. Saturday is tkansas Derby!"

"Really? Is that something special?"

"All I know is that it's one of the four quarterdiion-dollar races they have
each year, and they run three-year-olds on the-ami¢eone-eighth track.
Oh, hey! | bet some of Nicholas's horses will benfag Saturday. I'm sure
of it. He goes to Hot Springs almost every weektdad of a picture you
can meet him in person.”

"Not interested,” Kayla said with an airy dismissiyesture. "All | want to
do is learn more about horse racing so | can raidligently with Franklin

about his favorite subject.”

"Undoubtedly Doug can help you there. I'll call ymunight and tell you
what time we'll leave. Okay?"

"Fine. Talk to you later."



Kayla left Trahern Tool and Die humming softly untier breath. She had
some shopping to do before Franklin came by to pekup that evening.

Tonight she wanted to look extra special. For det six weeks they had
spent nearly every night together, excluding thesowhen he was out of
town. As of yet she hadn't seen his apartmentesinwas much easier for
Franklin to stay overnight at her place, elimingtthe long drive back into

town each morning. Kayla shivered as she recalednights spent in

Franklin's arms. Somewhere along the way the teacttestudent roles had
been reversed, and now Kayla was the pupil in tbegmaking. Somehow

Franklin had turned pro, and Kayla was delightedt tehe had been
responsible for introducing him to the pleasured thman and woman can
share. His lovemaking was more thrilling than saé aver dreamed of, and
her happiness knew no bounds. Since she was abwaifse alert to make

herself more knowledgeable about his life, she &sikkd Paula if Doug

would mind taking her to the racetrack this weekand explaining some of
the finer points of horse racing. Since Franklinndobe gone all weekend,
she would surprise him with her newfound knowledgen he returned. He
would be so proud! She just knew it. She was se slit that she discreetly
refrained from letting him know her plans for theekend as they lay in bed
that night, lazily kissing in the mellow aftergla their lovemaking.

Her weekend plans were not the only thing she vespikg secret. Her
hand moved down to gently touch her stomach, hothag by the time
Franklin returned, she would have other news t@ divm . . . news that
would make him ecstatic. But it was too soon. Shaldn't go to the doctor
until Friday, but then . . .

Heaving a long sigh, she rolled over onto his brohdst, her fingers
tiptoeing up through the mat of hair. "Have | tgttli yet today how much |
love you?" she whispered.

"l believe you did mention it a couple of hundredds, but | never grow
tired of hearing it," he teased, catching her fisgend kissing them gently.

"Oh. You think I'm too obvious about how crazy | aout you?" she
asked with a mock pout.



"Not to me you're not. But I'm not sure what allydriends will say when
you put on the 'l love Franklin Franklin' T-shirby bought at the mall
today."

"Oh, pooh. I couldn't care less what they sajo love Franklin Franklin."

"And hedo love you too," he assured her, kissing thetiper nose. "And
he's going to miss you like hell this weekendbélglad when you can start
going with meon . . ."

"On what?"
"On . .. these business trips."

"When will that be?" She kissed him seductivelyr hand wandering
aimlessly over his solid flesh. "Why can't | go ridw

"Honey, I've told you ... in a few weeks you caarsgoing with me." He
had made up his mind. When he returned Monday,dsegwing to take her
somewhere where they could be alone for a coupliags, and in that time
he was going to find a way to tell her who he W&ell aware of what the
consequences could be, he was still determinedtthigpugh with his
plans. No longer could he live with the lie betwéeem. He loved her, and
he would make her believe that. It wouldn't be easy he knew that she
loved him, and he hoped that she would understdrahwe explained that
although it was a foolish thing for him to do, hedHied to her on the spur of
the moment, then dug his way deeper and deepethatdeceit until there
was no longer a way to tell her the truth. Whateterrisk, it had to be
brought out in the open now. Living from day to daiyh the knowledge
that at anytime she might discover his identity wadsng its toll on him.
The dark circles under his eyes were not from ¢img Ihours he had been
working. His clothes fit looser—he had lost his eje. Only his
continuing interest in his racehorses made hisbiarable at the moment.
But to go to the races, he was again forced tarlcetell Kayla he was off on
business. Well, in a way it was business, althonghbusiness as she
perceived it. No, he had to take the chance ahbdethe truth, then ask her
to marry him. With that all behind him Nicholas fean would be the
happiest man alive!



"Kayla, listen to me, sweetheart." Franklin stilledr exploring hands. "I
can't take you with me this time, but when | gatkbilonday, | want us to
go away for a few days. What do you say? Just younae." His gray gaze
was solemn . . . and very serious.

"Can you take off work for that long?" she askethveioncern.

"That's no problem,” he said. "Will you go with Mi&eaching out with one
hand, he pushed back a lock of her golden hair,fihggers lingering
poignantly at the side of her face.

"I'd go anywhere with you, Franklin. | thought y&oew that," she said
quietly.

"That's what I'm counting on, Kayla."
She cocked her head at him and smiled. "What dayean by that?"

"I mean | love you . . . remember that. When yaoklback on this hour, |
want you to always remember one thing, | love y&rom the bottom of my
heart. | love you. Always remember that."

With a groan he pulled her mouth back down to niegt and for the
moment all else was nonexistent. How much longeulavtheir world be
secure? Nicholas wouldn't allow himself to thinksp#onight. Bringing
everything he possessed to it, he made love tovdnean he held in his arms
with almost savage intensity, leaving her both sinaénd puzzled by what
had suddenly overcome him.

Franklin was such a strange but wonderful man. &aybndered if she
would ever cease to be amazed at his rapid charigesod. But it didn't
really matter, she reminded herself as she snugigeah in the shelter of
his arms. She loved him, whether he was plagueddnds or not. Franklin
was the best thing that had ever happened infeeahd if he wasn't perfect
... SO what? She wasn't either.



Kayla was thinking similar thoughts when she emeérfyjem the doctor's
office Friday morning. A baby! It was true, she waarying Franklin's

baby, and she had not the slightest doubt that (iddabe thrilled and

overjoyed at the prospect of becoming a fatherutddlyy he would insist on

marriage right away. Kayla smiled and touched b@mach wonderingly.

Her baby would be lucky enough to have one of tlestrhonest, sincere
men in the world to call Daddy. At that momentthe middle of a bustling,
crowded, street corner, Kayla let out a whoop @feshoy for the baby and
her love for its father. Mrs. Franklin Franklin! \&thmore could any woman
want?

For ten weeks every spring the little town of HptiSgs, Arkansas, some
forty-seven miles southwest of Little Rock, reelander the impact of
twenty-three thousand race fans daily. From thersgteveek of February
until the third week in April the ardent race fahsonged their way into the
beautiful Oak- lawn Race Track, their spirits sogriat the anticipated
sound of "They're off!"

Today was no different as Kayla, Paula, and Dougezii through the
entrance gates, caught up in the air of excitentesut prevailed in the
stadium. The day was a gorgeous one, the sun sirgdimghtly over the
beautifully landscaped track. Kayla would have thte sit outside for the
races, but Doug had already purchased tickets enobthe two five-story
glass- enclosed grandstands.

"Boy, this is great," Kayla said excitedly, rumnyagin her purse for more
money to buy yet another "hot tip sheet” from ohthe numerous barkers
milling through the crowd, hawking their wares. Yame got an extra
dollar?”

Doug fished in his pocket and extracted the askedztirrency. "Hey,
Kayla, that's the sixth tip sheet you've boughtn'Dgou think you've got
enough?"

"But each of those men said if | followed theirstighe horses they had
picked would win today,” Kayla protested.



"Ri-ght!" Doug said with a skeptical smile.
Kayla looked confused. "Isn't that right?"

Paula took her arm and steered her through thedsréaughing at her
gullibility. "Lesson number one. Anytime anyoneld¢efou he has a 'sure
thing," run as fast as you can in tgpositedirection!" she warned.

"The only sure bet around here is the hot dogsydimntributed. "Anyone
want one?"

Paula and Kayla agreed to wait until later, but @eumouth was watering
for one of the plump, juicy dogs served in a warum Bnd smothered with
mustard and relish, so he left the women and ma&laéy to one of the
concession stands on the third level.

"Come on, we can go to our seats," Kayla called theenoise of the crowd.
"He can find us when he's finished."

Kayla followed Paula down the aisle of steps uhgly came to the row they
were to be seated in. They were going to have aellext view of the
racetrack and Kayla's pulse quickened at the pobgevhat was to come.
All around her people were studying their racingrfs, trying to decide
where to place their first bet of the day—the ddibuble.

"What's a daily double?" Kayla mused, studyingthesheets and program.

"That's one you're going to love! It only costs yotwo-dollar bet. You try
to pick the horses that will win the first two rage Paula explained
patiently. "For instance, | think I'll bet on thsrse, Molly's Mother, to win
the first race, and then | think I'll take . . . mm . . Bold Mary to win the
second. If both those horses win, I'll win."

"How do you know which ones to bet on?" Kayla asla@erwhelmed by
the choices before her.

"Oh, | pick the jockey with the cutest name, and de the horse he's
riding," Paula said knowledgeably.



Kayla glanced at her skeptically. "Does that work?"

"It works as well as any system | use. Usually mghworks for me," Paula
confessed.

"Well, | don't know." Kayla wasn't too impressedhwher friend's betting
system. "l wish | could see some of the horsesrbdfbet any money."

"Oh, we will. We'll go down to the paddock befohe races start, and you
can see some of them. Oh, Yes. Lesson number th p&ddock is the
place where they take all the horses to saddle thefore the races. | think
all horses are supposed to be saddled in viewegbtiblic. Then, of course,
you'll see the jockeys and their horses in the paside too."

"Post parade?"

"The jockeys parade the horses in front of thedsdrefore each race. It's
neat. I've brought some binoculars so we can seshwhe of the jockeys is
the cutest, and then we can run up and place avir be

"Oh, good grief, Paula. Isn't there a little sy to bet?" Kayla could see
her two-dollar bets going down the tube if one lodse "cute” jockeys
turned out to have an off day!

Paula looked hurt. "It's as good as any other syskéell you!"

Doug returned, carrying cold drinks for each ointhend two hot dogs for

himself. The threesome sipped their drinks and thadote board in front

of the stands. Kayla watched as the computerizaddbitashed the names
of dignitaries who were in the park today, the tiofdhe first race, post
time, and the time of day. One section of the beh@ved the total bets in
separate pools for win, place, and show, along thi¢hodds and pay-off
prices. Kayla could easily see why Franklin loviee ¢xhilaration of horse
racing. Although she'd barely arrived, she wasaalyeeager for the first
race to begin."Have you lovely ladies decided whengut your money for

the daily double?" Doug asked between bites ohbtdog.



"Not yet. | haven't gotten a good look at the orsles yet," Paula amended
swiftly. "What about you?"

"No question,” he answered. "Trahern has a homseimg in each race.
That's where my money's going."

Kayla studied her program and saw that Nicholakdmawas the owner of
My Pretty Baby in the first race and Getha Leadnuhe second. "Getha
Leadout? What kind of a name is that for a horsKayla asked
disgustedly.

Doug leaned over and looked at her seriously. "Hi®nounced
‘get-the-lead-out.’ | can tetbu'venever been on your feet screaming at the
top of your lungs as the horses come around thatte€upole and your
horse is barely in the lead, straining for thesimvire. Personally | can't
think of a more appropriate name for a horse dttthee," he added with a
devilish grin.

"What's the jockey look like who rides him?" Paasked attentively.

"How should | know." Doug glanced over at his wirfietably. "Anyway,
the track is fast today, so you ladies better nyake bets carefully. There'll
be some tough competition out there today."

"Do you mind if I ask what a 'fast track' is?" Kaylated to be so dumb, yet
the reason she was here was to learn.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Kayla. | was talking about the cdiwh of the track. A fast

track is one that's dry and ideal for racing. Adstel prefer to bet a fast
track. Other times the track can be classified addy, heavy, good, slow,
or sloppy. | usually bet accordingly."

"Who makes up all these rules for horse racing31&asked interestedly.
"The owners? The jockeys?"

"Good heavens, no. The State Racing Commissiontisetsules, along
with The Jockey Club. Now, mind you, I'm not anhearity on any of this,
but I'll try to fumble through your questions,” teéd her seriously.



Kayla grimaced. She would never be able to remeeof this when she
needed it!

"And what about the horses themselves? How wotgd if a horse was a
Thoroughbred or not?" she pursued doggedly.

"Oh, my, you'd have to see their papers. At lehat;s the only way | could
tell. 1 do know something about horses' markingmugh—but surely
you're not interested in hearing about that."

"Yes, | am. Now, come on, what are some of the mgde" Kayla
persisted.

"Well, now, let me think. Some horses have a sdtiat's a white band
around the foot above the coronet."

"Coronet?"

"Top of the hoof. Then there's a white markinglmaforehead called a star,
and a blaze is a large white patch on the facenip is a small white or

flesh-colored marking on the nose or lips, andadd'thorse has an entirely
white face, including the skin around the eyes rmosk. A stripe, which is

usually narrow, extends from between the eyes édbtidge of the nose.

And, of course, there's the stocking. That's whbeelower part of the

horse's leg is all white."

Paula let out a loud fake yawn and fell over intayla's lap in boredom.
"Neverask Doug a simple question without expecting aitizt answer!"

"Well, she wanted to know!" Doug said defensively.
"Honestly, Paula. iowant to hear this. Go on, Doug," Kayla insisted.
Doug shot his wife a superior look, then continu€bthen, of course,

Thoroughbreds can have different colors. Chestoat, gray, bay, black,
and brown are all recognized by The Jockey Club."



"Goodness!" Kayla frowned and decided to changestiieject. "l noticed
when | was reading the program that all the homsesing today are three
years old."

"That's right,” Doug said, studying the sheet befom. "Wednesday they
ran the fillies and mares—"

"Whoa! Explain!"

"A filly is a female horse under five years old.yAarling is between one
and two years old. A colt is under five years ahdl anale. Then a horse is
male and over five years old," Doug explained pltye "and a mare is

female and over five years old. As | was saying,Tanrsday and Friday
they ran the four-year-olds and up, and today liheg'running all three-

year-olds. Clear?"

"As mud," Kayla said glumly.

"l know it's confusing." Doug laughed. "Look, a lot this information
would be easier to digest if | could point out samhéhe horses to you. The
races don't start until one, so let's walk dowtht®paddock, and I'll try to
show you what I've just been talking about. Anyanéhe mood for a hot
dog yet?"

"Doug!" Paula scolded. "Surely you don't want aeothot dog this soon!"

Doug looked properly shamefaced, but that didrn&rde&m from an honest
answer. "l could probably eat three more."

Paula shook her head disbelievingly. "We are gtoritave to carry you out
of here today."

"Oh, all right. I'll eat a pretzel with cheese tmstead,” he grumbled.

They all decided that pretzels sounded good. PanthKayla waited as
Doug made the purchase, and then the three of tih@athe stairs down to
the lower level. As they approached what lookeldagla like a concrete pit
with stalls, Doug observed excitedly, "Gosh, takedak at those beauties!"



No one could argue that the horses being led inthrdones already
standing in the stalls were not real beauties. rThealthy, sleek coats
glistened as the grooms put on their pads, numb#rs; and saddles and
tightened their girths.

"Aren't their legs delicate,” Paula said admirindlydon't see how they
stand up under the pressures of racing."

"That's usually where a racehorse is most pronmjtoies,” Doug told
them. "In their knees, hocks, legs, and fetlocke Way they have to pound
so hard on the track accounts for a lot of injuties

"l can imagine," Kayla said, wincing at the thougtftthe weight those
slender limbs had to support.

Kayla watched the far corner of the paddock as treyght in a stunning
gray filly. Her eyes feasted on its gracefulneas, she thought how much it
looked like the one Franklin had pointed out to tier day of their first
picnic. The filly pranced in sassily, giving thenfi impression that the race
it was running in was all over but the shouting. Thuarticular
Thoroughbred certainly looked like a—what had Flankalled it?—a
shoo out?"

The groom led the horse to one of the stalls nedlnesentrance to the
paddock as another man followed, carrying its tdlstracted for a
moment by the restless movements of a chestnheistall directly in front
of where they were standing, Kayla failed to séallathird man enter and
walk to the gray filly's stall and kneel down toeck the wrappings on the
animal's hind leg.

"Oh, hey, look! There's Nicholas right down therBHula pointed toward
gray filly's stall. "I thought he would probably bere today!"

Kayla glanced toward the far corner of the padddbeltfway expecting to
see a harem waving palm leaves above the heaeiof'thaster.”

"Really? Where?" she asked disinterestedly.



"Right over there by that gray horse. The good-ioglone kneeling down
in back, checking the horse's legs."

Kayla's eyes followed Paula’'s pointed finger, ardface lit up brightly.
"Oh, gosh, Paula! There's Franklin! He must be etie Nicholas today!"
Kayla said excitedly. "l wonder if he can hear rhieyell at him!"

"I don't know. It's pretty noisy in here," PauladsdWhich one's Franklin?"

"The handsome devil in the blue slacks and blue, shily! Isn't he a doll?"
Kayla's voice was filled with undisguised love atbration.

"Blue slacks and shirt ... | don't see anyone ueldlacks and a blue shirt
except Nicholas. Is Franklin standing in the stath the gray filly?"

"Yes, Paula, he's standing right there, talkintheoman who's putting that
thing on the gray horse's head!"

Both sets of eyes were trained on the men in thetddl. Slowly Paula's face
lost its smile as a nagging suspicion began topctie®ugh her mind.

"Is ... Franklin . . ." Paula swallowed hard. Asnklin..."

Kayla looked at her friend in concern. "What'shatter with you, Paula? Is
Franklin what?"

Paula cleared her throat and started again. "Iekirathe one kneeling
down again?"

Kayla glanced back down at the stall. "Yeah. THatis. Isn't he cute?"
"Oh ... Kayla." Paula's heart sank. "There messeime mistake."
"Mistake? What do you mean?" Kayla smiled.

"That's .. . that isn't.. . that man leaning dowmicholas Trahern." Paula
didn't know anything to say but the truth. Surebyk& was teasing her.



Suddenly the bright, exciting day turned cold arstnél. Kayla looked back
at the man in question. "That's not funny, Pawdhée' said in a near whisper.

"l never meant it to be, Kayla." Paula reachedand grasped her friend's
hand.

"Now, look, there's got to be some reasonable esgpilen for all this. Don't
start jumping to conclusions,” Doug cautioned.

Kayla turned a blank face toward them. "I don't Wwhat you two are

talking about. Franklin wouldn't lie to me. He wdnk do that to me..." Her
voice trailed off painfully as her eyes once matimed to the paddock. It
felt as if someone had slammed a hard fist intoniggle of her stomach.
Surely this was some cruel, vicious joke.

As if experiencing a rare perception, the tall rmathe blue slacks stood up
and glanced toward the crowd, his eyes trying tatl® what was bothering
him. Then his features froze and his face grew gsaleis gaze encountered
the confused, stunned face of the pretty girl Stapdext to the railing. In
one forward motion he raced to the retaining wsdibuting her name. The
sound of his voice had the effect of someone thngwai bucket of ice water
in her face, and she whirled and bolted throughctiogvd. Her mind was
one chaotic mass of bewilderment. Her wonderful, &iving Franklin had
lied to her. He wasn't Franklin at all, he was Miels Trahern! The
despicable womanizing cad Nicholas Trahern! Howrust have laughed
at her all these weeks... all the nights when sitedatiently led him in the
acts of love, showing him what pleased a womahe.nights when she had
whispered how much she loved him. Her stomach thinea to empty itself
as she blindly pushed her way through the mazediels, searching for a
way out of the stadium. Tears were rendering harlpsightless as she ran
from the entrance and fled down the street in tinection of the motel
where she and Doug and Paula had rented roomsthising. They had
planned on spending the entire weekend in Hot §pribut now . . .

The impatient blare of a car horn made her swemgywas she ran on
down the street. It was happening all over ag&ie,almost unbelievable
pain that sliced through her when she thought ®fdeceit, the lies that he
had told her. She thought it had hurt when Tony Ihetdayed her, but that



had been nothing compared to the bitter, excrunggiain that overtook her
now. Somewhere in the far corners of her mind srerdhher name being
shouted, but it barely registered as she ran nsstilelown the sidewalk.

"Kayla! Dammit. . . stop!" Nick's voice thunderddaugh the air, but she
had no intentions of stopping. She would never Btsipe could help it. She
would run to the ends of the earth if it meants@d for one moment erase
men like Tony Platto and Nicholas Trahern from togtured mind.

Blindly she ran on until she came to the motel. Key delayed her
momentarily, her fingers shaking so hard she cduikisert it into the lock.
When she finally managed to get the door openyg$iged into the room
and bolted the door securely behind her. Her s aching from the long,
hard run, and salty tears were streaming down heels as she leaned
miserably against the door and grasped her stonfdehbaby. She had to
think of the baby right now! All that running mightave hurt it, and this
hysterical crying surely couldn't be good for heher condition.

"Oh, God." She sank down on the floor and buriedfaee in her hands.
"Why have you let this happen to me again?" shestoueed pleadingly.
"What have | done to deserve your anger and yoath®f' She lifted her
face in a plea to her heavenly Father. "I loved.Hitruly loved him. How
could he have done this to me?" She prayed fonawer,anyanswer, that
would ease the pain in her heart. Only the quiahdmf the muted traffic
outside filled the room. There were no answers<ayla Marshall today.
And the desolate thought crossed her mind thateth@ght neverbe an
answer. Not even tomorrow.

With feigned calmness she straightened her shablted began to wipe at
the cascading tears. She had to get herself umadrot No matter what

had happened, she would be able to live throug8he had before, she
would again. Only this time she would have somegheft of her misplaced

love. Her hand went back down to tenderly touchaietomen. This time

she would have one thing that couldn't be takemfin@r. Not ever.

The calm was shattered by a loud fist slammingregahe door. Kayla
jumped as if she had been shot with a gun, her peirkihg back to the
present.



"Kayla, open this door!" Nick demanded hotly.
"Go away, you . . . you snake in the grass," shedul.

"I'm warning you, Kayla, open this door. | don'tw#o make a scene, but |
will," he warned in a grim voice.

"You'll have to burn this place down before yogét me to open that door,
Mr. Trahern!" she shouted. "l don't ever want to see your Ij@ag again as
long as | live! Do you hear me?" she yelled attteof her lungs.

"Yes, | hear you," he acknowledged in a muffledetofalong with every
other damn person standing out here. Now, opeddbg and let's talk this
over quietly."

"Over my dead body," she announced flatly.

"Have it your way," he said angrily. Kayla flinchad she heard his foot hit
the door, splintering the wood violently.

"Don't you dare come in here, Franklin . . . Ni@®l.. whatever your name
is. I'll call the desk and have them send the pelt Her words were
interrupted as the door shook on its hinges once psending wood chips
flying all over the room.

Kayla ran for the telephone and was franticallyidgathe desk when the
door finally gave way and Nicholas stormed into tbem. Jerking the
receiver from her hand, he slammed it back inngslle, his face a violent
mask of anger.

"Sit down,Ms. Marshall! he roared.

"l don't have to sit down—" Nicholas pushed hergtdy onto the bed and
landed next to her, his eyes warning her thawnahddsit down,andlike it!
"You can't treat me like this! Someone will hearuyand call the
management,” she argued.



"l told the bystanders that we were on our honeymead having our first
qguarrel. 1 don't think anyone's going to be comiagyour rescue.” His
breathing was labored as he tried to still her regimig body. "I think |
convinced them."

"Oh, that's right. I'd forgotten for a moment whatexcellentiar you are . .
. Nicholas," she spat out.

A look of pain blanketed his face as his eyes wistermy. "l want to talk to
you about that," he said quietly.

For a moment the struggling ceased as their eydsimmmute anguish.
Unwanted tears welled up in Kayla's as she lookdaesaface that had come
to haunt her days and nights. It looked innoceough. It still had all the
features she loved. The smooth, tanned skin, thatibel silvery eyes, the
soft golden hair, the firm, almost rigid jawlineatltshe had kissed so often ...
it was all still there. All those familiar landmarkyet she had the feeling that
she was staring at a stranger. A cold, lying steang



CHAPTER SIX

"Don't look at me that way, Kayla." Nick's gaze vpasned as his eyes met
hers. He leaned forward as if to kiss her, andesthed back angrily.

"Don't you touch me, you dog in the manger!"

"Stop calling me snake in the grass and dog innmthager!" he snapped,
struggling with her heatedly. "You haven't evenegivme a chance to
explain!"

"Ha! As if you could!"

"I can. Are you willing to listen?"

"No! | don't want to spend another minute with ytet, alone the time it
would take for you to explain your little deceptibshe cried, wrestling
with him for possession of her wrists. "I'm warniyay, I'm going to resort
to violence if you don't let me go!"

Nicholas rolled her over onto her stomach and thrsaNarge frame on top
of her, pinning her tightly to the mattress. "We gping to discuss this if |
have to sit on you all night, Kayla!"

Kayla pounded the bed with her clenched fists, ptess to move. "l hate
you. Do you realize that? | hate you!"

"I know you think you do right now—"
"I don't think it! | know it."
Nicholas closed his eyes in agony. "Don't say thagetheart.”

"And don'teverrefer to me as 'sweetheart' again. I'm not yowesheart . .
. I'm nothing to you—" Her voice broke off in a sob



"That's not true. Good Lord, Kayla, you're everythto me," he said in a
husky tone. "l was afraid this was going to happ&new | should have told
you sooner, but that first day . . . you rememberfirst day we met?"

Kayla lay silently, her mind painfully recallingeh first meeting. The way
she had picked her silly panties off his broad thes

Nicholas took her silence for a sign that she wasning. "Remember how
you let me know in no uncertain terms how you &slout men like me . . .
Nicholas Trahern. | knew that | would never gefirtst base with you if you
found out that | . . . Well. . that's what made me say my name was
Franklin."

Kayla grunted disgustedly and buried her face deiepde pillow.

"And thatis my name ... in a way. Nicholdganklin Trahern. That part
wasn't entirely a lie,” he said lamely, a traceseff-righteousness in his
voice.

Kayla refused to answer him.
"Are you listening, sweetheart?"
"No. Let me up. | want to go home."

"No. Not until I make you understand that what'pgened between us in
the last six weeks has not been a lie. | am in \eile you, Kayla."

Kayla's anger overcame her, and she shoved ag@msiolently, knocking
him off her. She scrambled over to the side oflited and glared at him
coldly. "You actually want me to believe that wiyau did to me you did
from love? Well, I'm sorry, Frank— Well, I'm sorryhat is certainly not
my idea of love. You must have had a good laugheatvay | believed that
you had never been with another woman." Her voieeked and she
swallowed hard. "Did | amuse yohljcholas,when | coached you in all the
things that please me?"



"Don't do this, Kayla," Nick said harshly, his eyg®wing misty. "Don't
cheapen what we had. | know what | did was wrong."

"Well, at least you're man enough to admit thats,Wicholas. What you
did was cruel and despicable ... and | wélerforgive you for it."

"Don't say that. You don't really mean it."

"I don't think I'm getting through to you, Nick. #&f today | hope | never see
you again. As far as I'm concerned, I've never Rieholas Trahern. The

man | loved, Franklin Franklin"— her voice broke&daears threatened to
overtake her— "the man | loved with all my heartlaoul died today.

That's the way I'm going to look at it. | will gvie over the loss of Franklin
until the dayl die, but as far agou'reconcerned, | feel nothing!"

Nicholas reached out and turned her over and phkedoughly up against
his chest, his mouth grinding into her lips huttfuFor a moment Kayla
was too stunned to try and break the embrace, bebhwhe realized what he
was trying to do, she jerked away angrily and séablpis face. "Don'tver
do that to me again!" she warned in a deadly tone.

"Are you trying to say that you don't still respaiedme . .. that what we had
is gone because of some stupid misunderstandingék’'sNface was a
tortured mask as he released her and they backé&omfeach other.

"That's exactly what I'm saying. | detest you. dsssimple as that.”

"I will not believe that, Kayla. You don't detesem. . you detest what |
have done to you, and | can't blame you. | knowdbing to have to give
you some time... | know this has been a terribteckh . ."

"I mean it, Nick. Don't ever try to see me afteddg. You've had your fun.
Now the game is over—I don't want to play anymok&gyla sobbed.

"Kayla, look. Remember when | said that | wantedaugo away for a few
days when | got home Monday? Honey, | was goirgltyou then, honest
| was. | knew that this couldn't go on indefinitelywas going to tell you
who | was and ask you to marry me. You hgeéto believe that, Kayla."



"I wouldn't believe a word you said, Nicholas. Wban't you get that
through your stubborn head. Go back to your worl@men and horses ..
.and lies . . . or whatever a man like you doed,laave me alone!"

Nick's face became cold and proud as her wordsrb&gaink in. "Is that
what you really want?"

"Yes." Kayla turned away from him and walked owettte window. "That's
exactly what | want."

"Then I'll be damned if I'll bother you again! legs | was wrong about you,
Kayla. You're just like all other women. Selfishold, with not an
understanding bone in your body. You've put onegait act, haven't you?
Making me think you were a warm, lovely, unselfish—

"l want you to leave, Nicholas. Now!"

"With pleasure!" He strode angrily to the door gadked it open. "I tried to
tell you—"

Kayla staunched the flow of words by slamming tberdn his face. "You
should have tried harder!" she yelled through fiimtered wood.

The silence in the room was unbearable as Kayl&addback over to the
bed and miserably threw herself down. No matter thand she tried to
believe that she hated Nicholas Trahern, the awfith kept bleeding
through. She didn't hate him. Disappointment, assenf betrayal,
loneliness, she felt all of those at the momelbitit hate? Could such a final
and forceful word be used to describe her feeliogsNicholas Trahern?
There was supposed to be such a fine line betwatenaimd love. On which
side did her feelings he? Rolling over onto hekbahe stared at the ceiling
in blind apathy. Right now she couldn't tell whaedelt. Only one thing
was clear in her mind. She would never see Nichatgsn if she could
possibly avoid it. He would never know about thbybd uckily she had no
ties to this city. Nothing to prevent her from pudj up her roots once more
and leaving. Thank heavens she had been unahiledta shop that suited
her. As it was, she could leave immediately. Thveas nothing to prevent



her from going home and packing all her belongiagd putting the past
behind her. And that's exactly what she would do.

The ride back to Little Rock was strained. Doug &adila had returned to
the motel shortly after Nicholas had departed. Tdaag very little, only that

they would pack their bags and take Kayla homelaPlaad put her arms
around Kayla and hugged her in mute commiseratords failed both of

them. This had happened twice in a very short sgatime, and Paula
couldn't give Kayla the comfort that she needed/l&&elt like an utter fool,

and she knew Paula felt totally incapable of degiiith this unexpected
turn of events.

Once a fool, always a foddept running through Kayla's mind as she rode
back to the city. It wasn't a very pleasant thought now the signs were
unmistakably clear. All the times Franklin had dcfreoccupied, as if
something was on his mind, all the times he hatlhel they needed to talk,
the way his lovemaking had become expert almostnigiet, his strange
moods ... it all fit together now. She must haverbe blind fool to miss the
cues, because he had certainly given her enough tbheepast weeks.
Obviously the furthest thought from her mind haérbéhat Franklin was
not who he said he was. Love had made her sightteesssf, and most
assuredly stupid. The nagging nausea that had gdagar all afternoon
threatened to overcome her as she laid her heaasatjae back of the seat
and closed her eyes. Her nerves were a mass oériqugvjelly, and she
longed to be home where she could let her emosipitisout in private.

When they reached her apartment, she said her lggesl-hurriedly,
promising to talk to Paula tomorrow. The moment sVes inside her
apartment, she bolted for the bathroom, thankfat #he had escaped the
embarrassment of having to ask Doug to stop the car

Afterward she was too drained even to switch ot as she walked into
the bedroom and fell across the bed. Decidingetthiere until she could get
her dazed feelings under control, she closed hes agd let the tears fall.



When she awoke, it was morning. She was still lymthe same position

she had been in when she fell asleep. As she slawggd herself up another
bout of nausea assailed her. Reeling under thesityeof it, she ran for the

bathroom at full speed. Ten minutes later she #oppeakly down on the
bed and placed a wet washcloth over her forehegall @e stupid times to

come down with a case of the flu, this was undalliptihe worst. So many
things to do, and she didn't have the strengthiseher head off the pillow.
With a tired sigh she closed her eyes again, fighthe new surge of
sickness that washed over her. Today was definiely Packing and

leaving would have to wait until tomorrow. At theoment she felt she
would be lucky to see the dawning of a new dayioper

A week later Kayla still lay staring up at the sastain on the ceiling,
wishing someone would have mercy and shoot her.r léter hour of
sickness had blurred into days. At first she wae she had contracted some
rare tropical disease that was undoubtedly fataliity no idea where she
could have picked up such a debilitating illne$s quickly surmised that
the germ must have been carried in on the lastitbohdananas she had
bought at the store. After several days of not d¢paible to keep even a
simple glass of water down, she went to the dodtogave her little
satisfaction to find out that her rare tropicaledise was only a typical
reaction to pregnancy. Clutching the morning siglsngills the doctor had
prescribed, she had hurried back home to the $prafiher bed and
bathroom, grateful that her days were not numbessdshe had secretly
feared. Although she had little desire to go omtjvat the moment, she had
less desire for the alternative.

Paula had been a saint during the last week, stgfpi every evening after
work to check on Kayla and bring her somethingamt her appetite.
Kayla who was still unable even to think about fomdich less eat anything,
had lost a great deal of weight.

"Hi. | brought you a chocolate shake," Paula caiteztrily as she breezed
into Kayla's bedroom.



Kayla's stomach lurched at the thought of the rhak®, and the smell of
Paula's perfume made her grit her teeth.

"Thanks, Paula, just put it in the freezer. Mayloan drink some of it later
on."

"Come on, Kayla. Can't you try to just get a littleit down? You didn't eat
any dinner last night, or breakfast this morning."

"l know." Kayla sighed. "I'm sorry, Paula. | appege all you're doing for
me, but | simply can't eat a thing."

"Does the doctor know how sick you are?" Pauladskariedly, taking the
washcloth off Kayla's forehead and going into tla¢hboom to run cold
water over it.

"He says that some women have a harder time theemsoat first. The baby
and | are healthy, and hopefully in a few more veale nausea will pass. If
| live a few more weeks!" she added sickly.

"l worry about you," Paula confided, placing thesiweloth back on her
head. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, Pawdeegeat her friend's pale
features. "Are you all right . . . otherwise?" Natds Trahern's name had
been mentioned rarely since the day they had cameirom Hot Springs.
Kayla had been too sick to discuss her problems Ratula, desiring only to
get through each day without adding the extra pHirthinking about
Franklin. Nights had been the hardest to endurerd’had been times when
she had cried for hours, longing for his preseresede her, confused by her
body's changes ... wishing with all her might tthabgs could have been
what they first seemed to be—that Franklin couldhbee with her, that he
could help her through these long days and givéhteeiove and support she
so badly needed.

"I'm fine," she answered quietly.
Paula noticed her voice didn't sound fine. "Heledsabout you... several

times." Paula bit her lip, knowing that the subjeets painful, yet feeling
that Kayla needed the assurance that he hadntttergher.



Kayla didn't answer, only turned her face toware wall and closed her
eyes.

"l think he cares, Kayla. His feelings and priderdndeen hurt too. Don't
you think it would be only fair to let him know aliothe—"

"No! | do not want him to know about this baby, RaUKayla's voice was
calm, yet firm.

"But you need his help, his support right now," Baeasoned. "Yogan't
go through this by yourself."

"Thousands of women do every day. I'm no differedbn’t need Nicholas
Trahern's support, nor do | want it."

"You're being pigheaded about this, Kayla. Whoisgdo take care of you
while I'm gone?"

"Where are you going?" Kayla opened her eyes.

"l told you . .. Mother is being operated on Fridagrning. | promised I'd
be there with her. I'll be gone a week or more. S&ome has to look after
you. You can't take care of yourself right now."

"I'll make it all right. I've always been able tare for myself. You worry
too much. Excuse me for a minute."

Kayla jumped up and ran to the bathroom. By thetaine returned shakily
to her bed, Paula had fixed her a glass of 7-Uppdancked it on her bedside
stand.

"This is awful." Kayla laughed weakly, her eyedird with tears. "l feel
S0... S0 helpless!" She lay across the bed andl ltkeea baby. All her senses
seemed to be out of whack, and it was the mostrétisg experience she
had ever had to deal with.

"Let me call Nick," Paula pleaded.



“No."

"Then let me take you to the hospital and haveadnitted until | get back.
| don't know why the doctor hasn't put you in befapw."

"Oh, Paula! Stop!" Kayla covered her ears. "I'll &k right! I really
appreciate all you've done for me, but please,splestop worrying about
me. | can't stand all of this fuss!"

"l don't care what you say, I'm going to call Nick—

"No! You do and I'll never speak to you again. lamét, Paula! Promise me
you'll not everthink about calling Nicholas."

Paula thought for a moment, then mentally crossedihgers. "l promise."

"Good." Kayla closed her eyes once more, nausddibgiagain in the pit
of her stomach. "At least that's one worry off mynadt"

After Paula left, Kayla lay thinking about her prige Surely she wouldn't
lie to a sick person. That would be unthinkable, Blee had always been
able to trust Paula, and she saw no reason to deulstow. Kayla's secret
was safe, and just as soon as she was able tomtamel feet five minutes
without throwing up her socks, she would leave ttoen, as she'd

originally intended, and put thousands of milesveein her and the father of
her baby. All she needed was a little more time.

Bolting off the bed, she ran for the bathroom oagein. Just a few more
days and she would be her old self again. If rie,v8as reasonably sure she
would be dead. Either way, it would all work out!

The night before Paula left for her mother's, k&ith and Doug came by to
check on Kayla. By now Kayla's hair was limp andaggly, and her
complexion an ash gray. She was in no mood for emypyet she did
appreciate all that was being done for her.



"Now, I've left five cans of chicken noodle soup-Pdula began.

"Paula, please. Just leave me a note. I'll reatiéin my stomach feels up to
it," Kayla moaned. The mention of chicken noodleisdad made her
gueasy. Her mind instantly conjured up all thoseagy little noodles

floating around in a yucky yellow broth . . .

"Excuse me, Doug," Kayla mumbled, grabbing for fwdye and streaking
past him.

It was another thirty minutes before Kayla coulshdace her friends to
leave for Paula's mother's. By the time they letrtkelves out the door,
Kayla was feeling drained and irritable, but plehs® be by herself once
more. She dozed off and on for the remainder of @hening, waking
occasionally to glance out the window by her badhk distance she could
hear the rolling thunder, which reminded her of tharly morning
thunderstorm that had awakened her and Franklidirstenight they had
spent together. For a brief, painful moment sheerabered the feel of his
lips on hers.

Assuming that another storm was on its way, shiedobver onto her
stomach and buried her head under the pillow. h€tdvant any reminder
of Franklin . . . however remote. During the pasewshe had intentionally
blocked out all thoughts of him, and she felt maob vulnerable at the
moment to let her mind dwell on the past. Driftingand out of sleep, she
heard the storm lashing at her windows and the loeals of thunder,
literally rattling the room.

Calm returned with the passing of the deluge, anly the methodical

dripping of the rainspouts could be heard when Kayvakened much later.
The peal of the doorbell startled her. Glancinghatclock on her bedside
table, she saw that it was nearly midnight. Summgishat Paula and Doug
had decided to drive to her mother's in the mormms¢ead of tonight, she
lay there in bed waiting for the sound of the keyhie lock. -Paula probably
wanted to check on her one final time. She had begng herself in lately

to keep Kayla from having to get up. And sure efmpueg moment later
Kayla heard the sound of the door being opened@utdteps entering her
apartment.



"Paula?" Kayla called out softly.

There was no answer, but Kayla could hear the tejp¢sdrawing nearer to
the bedroom door. Her heart raced as she realmdPaula would surely
have answered her by now. Sitting up in bed, sheregethrough the
darkness toward her bedroom doorway. "Paula,"ree again.

"No, it's not Paula.” Nick's voice came to her ¢gjyithrough the shadows.
That traitorous, conniving ratfink Paula had bedcher!

"How did youget the key to my apartment? It was Paula, wé8H'Kayla
said disgustedly. "You can just turn around angdeirself back out, or I'll
call the police," she ordered impolitely.

"Just dry up. I'm here, and you're not going td ta& police,” Nick said
irritably. "Where in hell is the light switch?"

"Find it yourself," Kayla said crossly, then flogpback down on the bed
and covered her head with the pillow. Great bailfire! How much had

Paula told him? Surely she wouldn't have told huargthing! Even if she

hadn't, Kayla would never forgive her for givingcKiher apartment key
and letting him come over here tonight. What aguly rotten trick to play

on a friend. Kayla's hand crept up under the cavef tried to push her
stringy hair into some semblance of order. Shedddike death warmed
over, and here Nick was standing in her bedrooratcbéng for a light

switch!

"Don't turn on the light," she hissed from bengéth covers in a muffled
voice. There was enough light streaming in fromlémep Paula had left on
in the living room for him to see. What did he nedtbodlights?

"Why not?" His familiar voice brought back a flootlunwanted memories.

"Just leave it off. What do you want?"



The sound of footsteps moving closer to her bed@dlayla's breathing to
qguicken. Although he didn't make a move to touch Bbee was acutely
aware of his presence in the room.

"Take that sheet off your head. | want to talk ¢y

"You can talk to me like this. What do you wantteSvasn't about to let
him see her looking this bad.

He moved closer to the white lump on the bed. Kayilaged as she heard
his foot land in the large pan she kept by herib@dse she couldn't make it
to the bathroom in time.

"What in hell—"

"That's my 'urp’ pan! Get your foot out of it!"

He jumped back like he had been burned. "Youthogle it wasn't . . . full!”
She would have gladly given everything she ownebea@ble to tell him
"Yes, it was ... filled to the brim!" But unfortutey it wasn't. She decided
to do the second most cruel thing and simply nptasgything. Just let him
wonder if it had been used or not.

"Well, was it?"

"l can't remember."

"I'm turning on the light," he said authoritatively

"You turn on that light and I'll scream the raftdosvn,” she warned, pulling
the sheet up higher over her head.

"Okay, okay," he relented. "Don't make a scene.fitehis way over to a
chair and sat down, slipping his shoes off quidBlgfore he put them back
on again, he wanted to get a good look at therharight.



They sat in the dark for a few minutes, neitheth&m speaking. As the
silence deepened, Kayla became more irritable. Witahe think he was
doing? Coming over here in the middle of the neyid sitting down next to
her bed without saying a word! Any minute now sheswgoing to have to
make her hourly trip to the bathroom, and she wbialk to crawl over his
lap to reach her goal. The thought was revolting.

"Have you had any dinner?" Nicholas broke the sieat last.
"Yes. | had chop suey and then went dancing witiead," she lied.
"Be serious. Have you eaten anything or not?"

"No, | haven't eaten anything! And | dowantto eat anything. You just
wait until | get my hands on Paula!" she fumedpigyto raise the sheet up at
its corner for a breath of air.

Reaching over, Nick quickly ripped the sheet off head and tucked it
neatly around her chifilf you don't mind! | felt like | was confronting a
member of the Ku Klux Klan!" he explained dryly.

His hand lingered for just a moment as it came @otatact with the softness
of her cheek. "How are you, babe?" he whisperetlysof

Maybe it was from being so sick for so long. Maytb&as the touch of his
hand. Maybe it was the never-ending hours of loesk. Kayla didn't
know. All she knew was that suddenly, her defers¢éaged to crumble as
she tried to see in the dim light the face she d¢rackloved so dearly.

"Oh, Franklin . .. I've been so sick," she criedgktting for the moment that
Franklin no longer existed.

"I know, and I'm so sorry, sweetheart.” He pulled head against his broad
chest, and the sobs tore out of her, long rackotg shat she had held in for
weeks, sobs that shook her body violently and sledrher soul. Holding
her close, he murmured words of comfort into her assuring her that he
was here now, that she wasn't alone any longer.nwhere were no more
tears left, he switched on the bedside lamp and wethe bathroom for a



cold washcloth. She lay limply on the bed, her faa®olten red, hiccups
jarring her body, and wished she didn't have te faien yet. Bringing the
cloth back, he placed it on her face and sat dawthe bed next to her."Why
didn't you tell me about the baby?"

"It's none of. . hic . . .your... hic .. .business!"

"None of my business! Dammit. Thatisy baby you're carrying, too, you
know," he said sternly.

"I don't ...hic...look at it that...hic... way!" she returned with as much
dignity as the situation would allow.

"Well, | dolook at it that way. We'll get married immediatélyhere was

no particular emotion in his voice as he said tbeds, Kayla noted. Not "I
love you, Kayla, baby or no baby" or "You're gotogmarry me because |
can't live without you." No! Just the cold, indifémt "We'll get married

immediately."

"l wouldn't marry you if you were the last man anhic. . . Earth," she told
him bluntly. "I could wring Paula's neck for telijryou!"

"You're not being sensible, Kayla. If you think Igoing to let my baby be
brought into this world without the benefit of mgme—"

"There is absolutelyothingyou can do about it, Nicholas." She spit the
words out at him nastily.

"What do you mean, there's nothing | can do al@uthere's plenty | can
do about it. You watch me!"

"I'll be happy to watch you. It so happens thatlled a lawyer shortly after
| found out about my pregnancy . . . just in cdse s$ituation should arise.
You're an unwed father, Nick. In essence you hany ¥ew rights . . .
practically none at all! Not unless you can prowean unfit mother, and it
will be a cold day in hell when that happens,” &l him heatedly.



"You forget, Kayla. | have the power and tneneyto fight you every step
of the way on this. I'll take you to court and makeir life miserable if you
try to play dirty with me." His face was contortetth anger now, his gray
eyes snapping. "l wamybaby!"

"Go ahead! Waste your money if you want to! It &t gour baby. This
baby's father was named Franklin Franklin. I hadenanet a Nicholas
Trahern when this baby was conceived. What do kimkta judge would
say to that, Nick?"

Nick looked uneasy for a moment but quickly regdittes upper hand. "All

right, so | don't get anywhere in court. Either yoarry me and let me give
our baby a name, or I'll camp on your doorstep timikid is eighteen years
old! I won't allow you a moment's peace, Kayla.ahde pretty damn
stubborn when something of mine is in jeopardynKtabout it, Kayla!"

"l don't need to think about it. Face it, Nick. Fmrce in your life neither
your money nor your poweror your lies will benefit you. No judge would
give you custody of a child under these circumstan@nd | certainly
would never marry a man simply to give my childane. My baby will

carrymyname."

Nick sprang up from the bed and stalked to the aiwndHe stood looking
out into the night, a tense muscle working alorsgdavline. "How in hell do
you think you're going to support a baby by youdfs&lou don't even have a
job right now!"

"I have some savings. Enough to last until the bedaypes,” she replied
quietly.

"What about hospitalization?"

"I have ... a little for that. Look! | didn't salgat | wouldn't let you help me
through this." It went against Kay la's grain t&mawledge that she might
need financial help during her pregnancy, but sheni stupid. She knew
that even with her savings, money was going toxbeemely tight, and she
wouldn't be able to open her own business now.



"You're willing to take my money but not my name—tmat what you're
saying?" Nick asked snidely.

"No. I'm not willing to take either one now. Fordanhentioned it! | don't
want or need your help, Nick. All I want is for yoa forget that we ever
met. I'm certainly going to."

"You are crazy as hell if you think for one minlifglan on stepping out of
your life," Nick said grimly, turning back around tace her. "Whether you
like it or not, that baby you're carrying is justrauch mine as it is yours. It's
my flesh and blood, and if you think I'm going talkoff and leave it, then
you're just plain off your rocker. You can refugemarry me, you can
scream your head off that you hate my guts, butisimt going to change
one thing. That baby's half mine, and it's goingriow it has a father who
loves it, andvantsit. Do | make myself clear, Kayla?"

Kayla glared at him angrily. "Perfectly! But youndatorment me and my
baby if you can't find us! I'll run away, Nichold3l run so far you'll never
find me!" she threatened.

"Go ahead and run. I'll find you. I'll hire a mamwatch you twenty-four
hours a day. Startinigeforel leave this house tonight. You're going to get
tired of running, Kayla. Especially with a smalbyavho needs a home and
love and care. Are you willing to treat our balkelthat?"

"l hate you, Nicholas," she cried, her nauseagisip in her throat again.
His coming here had upset her all over again.

"I'm sorry about that. But you're forcing me intsituation that is not going
to be pleasant for either one of us. I'd suggestrgaonsider my offer of
marriage."

"Never! I'd rather die first."
"Then you better reconcile yourself to the fact tnatil that baby's born, I'm

going to be around to see that yime to give birth to it. When it's born, I'll
talk to youin court. Now, are you going to throw up again?"



"Yes. Get out of my way!" She got out of bed andv&d past him.
"l thought so. Your face looks green."

"I don't want to hear your nasty observations,” sha& sourly as she
slammed the bathroom door in his face.

"Good. | wasn't wanting to tell you your hair lodkee a chicken's roost."”

Kayla slammed the stool lid up and pretended it Na&bolas Trahern she
was bending over.

On her way back to bed, she stopped dead in hekstralick was calmly
making up the sofa in the front room.

"Just what do you think you're doing?" she askededulously.
"Going to bed. Why?"
"Not in this house, you're not."

"Oh, yes, | am. It's an hour's drive to the rariichhave to fix your breakfast
in the morning, I'm not going to drive home, therck"

"Who said you were fixing my breakfast in the mog#" she sputtered.

"Look at you. You must have lost ten pounds inlés¢ week. That can't be
good for my baby!" Nick snapped. "I'm going to dbat you get some
decent meals down you, starting with breakfasherhorning."

"Food won't stay down, Nick!" Kayla said betweeerahed teeth. "Do you
think I'm an idiot? kry to eat for the baby's sake."

"Together we'll work on getting something down ybat your stomach
won't reject. Now, why don't you go to bed and gfahe sleep. You look
like hell."



Kayla could have stomped her foot in anger, screlaargd pulled out all her
hair, but she realized how determined Nick was gsegt his authority
tonight. With a cry of disgust she slammed the bedr door and climbed
back into her bed. When she got back on her feetyas physically going
to throw that ill- tempered, conceited jackanapghtrout on his ear! He
could bank on that!



CHAPTER SEVEN

April drifted lazily into May, then May into Jun&ayla's days were nearly
all identical, varying only in the degree to whatie was sick each particular
day.

Nicholas came by the apartment every morning amhiag and patiently
tried to coax meals down Kayla's throat. There weaay days when barely
a civil word was exchanged between them as Niclazhbsly spooned soup
or pudding into her mouth, her blue eyes glaringaddy into his slate-gray
ones. The only reason she allowed this outragé aaa that she was still
too sick to do anything about it; she was livingtlee day when she had the
strength to boot him out.

As Nicholas straightened up the apartment eachhdayould talk quietly
about his ranch, about some remodeling that héhaxaisg done. He took to
bringing decorating books by for Kayla to look thgh in the daytime and
asked her to jot down pages that she liked orkéigliFor the first six weeks
she had hatefully jotted down every page she loakenh the "dislike"
column. She wasn't about to help him redecoratenbise! Nick would
patiently look the list over, then hand her a netch of magazines with the
instructions to "browse through these today."

Kayla did notice one thing. He was always there wblee needed him. It
was uncanny how she would run to the bathroom anaiduld be beside
her, holding out a wet washcloth when she wasHeddeing sick. He knew
when every doctor's appointment was and neverdfaleshow up an hour
before she was due so that he could drive her.tkeeasionally he would
leave her sitting in the waiting room while he wemtnd visited with the
doctor himself. He did all the shopping and all laemdry and fixed all her
meals. Kayla wondered when he had time for a lifei® own, but he still

went to work every day and only occasionally leftle after dinner. Kayla
assumed he probably had dates on those evenirtggnbe they rarely said
anything personal to each other, the subject wasrr@oached.

She tried to tell herself she didn't care whatideadth his time as long as he
didn't bother her. And that he didn't do. Neveresmce he had started
taking care of her had he touched her in any wapmade any move that



wasn't entirely above reproach. Nor did he tell herloved her, and he
certainly never mentioned marriage again. He wag@, polite... servant.
The baby was always politely referred to as "ountyaand he never failed
to bring home some ridiculous toy that the childlda't use until it was in
grade school! A considerable assortment of dumgksutoy trains,
footballs, and tricycles occupied a huge corneKayla's apartment now,
and each time she glanced over at what she nowedféo as "Santa's
workshop," she seethed anew. He would never seethe baby, let alone
watch it grow to an age at which it could use thosgs, if she had her way.
Daily she nursed her original idea of running aw@ge day she even went
so far as to pack a bag and lug it out to herdae.heat had been atrocious,
and the longer she sat there in the driver's geasicker she became, until
finally she gave up and went back in the house.Mitieholas came by that
evening, he eyed the suitcase suspiciously butgdidng to her. Instead he
unpacked it and put it back in the closet. His teaus conduct was driving
her batty.

At least he wasn't staying overnight like he haalfttst night. He did allow
her a few hours of privacy before he came backémorning to fix her
breakfast. At first she totally ignored his comiragsl goings. That part was
easy. The Loch Ness monster could have swum thrbeglving room and
she seriously doubted whether she would have mhtasesick as she was.

But as the weeks passed she caught herself wattimmgas he did the
dishes or ran the sweeper. Every once in a whéeasjuld catch a whiff of
his aftershave, the one he had always worn as knar@ad her insides
would tighten at the memory of the nights they bpdnt in each other's
arms. Nights when he would whisper all sorts oereht suggestions to her
and she would willingly and lovingly comply.

Nicholas dressed immaculately, and now that he &lbandoned his
horn-rimmed glasses, he was breathtakingly handsAttanes she had to
will her eyes to look away from him, traitoroushytent as they were on
staring at him.

One night after dinner he had slumped into therchext to her bed and
drew a magazine on horse racing out of his briefcthiseemed he wasn't in
any particular hurry tonight.



"Il bet you don't have the slightest idea whaha@se eats while it's in
training, do you?" he asked, opening the convemsatongenially.

"No." Kayla's curt answer left no doubt that shéndicare what a horse ate
while it was in training. "Why don't you go homeste said crossly.

"l don't want to. Now, take a guess. What would ylouk a horse would
eat?"

"Bacon ahd tomato sandwiches." Kayla leafed thrdugthromance novel
and found the page she had stopped on the nigbtebef

"Wrong. Bran, oats, and hay."

"Whoopee."

"Okay. Take a guess what a filly would weigh. Waiminute—that isn't a
fair question. You probably don't know what a filig,” Nick said

apologetically.

"Oh, yes | do." Kayla didn't want to play his &tlgame, but she spoke
before she thought.

Nick glanced up in surprise. "What is it?"

"A female horse under five years old."

Again he looked surprised. "That's right. How daijknow that?"

Kayla shrugged and went back to her novel. "Doldynite the day we went
to the races." A swift shaft of pain sliced throdmgt when she thought back
to that horrible day.

"Oh." He looked thoughtful. "Do you know how mucheowould weigh?"

"Nope. | didn't have my scales with me that day."



He shot her a dirty look. "A little over a half@nt All right, here's another.
Do you have any idea on what date of the year sehloas its birthday?"

"Beats me." She turned over toward the wall ancdabegading.

"First of January. | can tell this quiz is reallyning you on, isn't it?" he said
dryly.

"You noticed."
"Hey, how about this one? How much does a jockexlhsweigh?”
"A little over a half a ton. No, wait, that was therse, wasn't it?"

Nick snapped the magazine closed and stood u@te &l get the distinct
feeling you're not interested in racehorses."

"That's right. | don'everplan on being around any."

"Our baby will be raised around a stable full arth Don't you think you
should take an interest at least for its sake?"

Kayla ignored his question, keeping her face tutoetie wall. With a sigh
he leaned over and asked, "Do you need anythirgdéteave?"

"No. Nothing. Thank you."
"Well, then, I guess I'll see you in the morning."

Kayla heard his footsteps walking toward the dd@king a deep breath,
she closed her eyes and called out softly, "Nig#la

He paused, then looked back. "Yes?"
"How . . . how much does a jockey usually weigh?"

A flicker of tenderness crossed Nick's face, buylKaouldn't see it. Her
face was still turned steadfastly toward the wall.



"Somewhere between a hundred and ten and a huaddesixteen pounds."
"Oh ... that's interesting," she returned nicely.

"Are you sure there isn't anything | can do beldeave?" he asked again.
"No, nothing."

"Good night, then."

"Good night." For the first time Kayla really dilmant him to leave, and
for the life of her she didn't know why.

As the bedroom door closed she laid her book asidesalty tears ran down
her cheeks. She rolled over onto her back and edveer eyes with her arm.
She had been depressed all day. That was theeaspm she hadn't wanted
him to leave tonight, she told herself.

Suddenly she sat up, her hand going to her ston&toh.had felt a tiny
flutter! Her baby had moved for the first time! Thears mixed with her
laughter as it fluttered again, letting her knowattiwithin her body she
carried another life. It gave her a feeling of aamel reverence to know that
someday that tiny life would call her mother. Ni¢ké would want to feel
the baby move too! She sprang to her feet andaréimetdoor. Peering out,
she could see the red taillights of his car goiowml the street. Her face
crumpled as she let the curtain drop back intoeplaidn't matter, she told
herself as she returned to her "prison." It hachkeeéoolish idea to begin
with. He was the man who was going to tryakeher baby from her when
it was born! Why should she care if he felt hisyaiove for the first time.

With a relieved sigh at having missed him she gkidown on the bed and
switched off the light. Tomorrow was another dayoher painful, endless
day.

"You're eating better this morning,” Nick obsenasthe got up to pour them
another cup of coffee.



Kayla finished the last of her bacon and eggs ahdack in her chair. "You
know, | think | do feel a little better this morigifi It was the first of August
and for the past few days Kayla had noticed thatbtbuts of nausea were
coming much less frequently now.

"Let's see. You're how far along now?" Nick asKadttering another slice
of toast and handing it to her.

"It's more than four months now. | don't think Incaat another piece of
toast, Nick," she protested.

"Sure you can ... put some strawberry jam on ie baby loves strawberry
jam." He smiled coaxingly.

"The baby and | won't be able to get through thehlen door if | keep
feeding it all this strawberry jam." She grinnectlkhasmearing her toast
liberally with the red preserves.

"Say, I've noticed you're beginning to pooch outfront a little," Nick
observed teasingly.

"Yes, look at this." Kayla pushed back from theeadnd stuck her slightly
rounded stomach out. "I'm going to go shoppinghaternity clothes soon.
| can't get into anything | own."

"Good. Let me know when you need some money," otk her, adding
cream to his coffee.

"I don't need any of your money." Kayla's smileaghgeared. "I'll buy my
own clothes."

"No, you won't," he replied calmly. "Have you féte baby move yet? It
should be getting close to the time when you cehifeThe baby books say
sometime in the fifth month."

"Yes, I've felt it." Kayla picked up her toast asthrted eating again,
dismissing the subject of clothes for the moment.



"You did? When?"
"A couple of weeks ago," she said with a shrug.

"Two weeks ago! And you haven't said anything abib®t he asked
incredulously.

"That's right. I still don't consider it any of yolbusiness." She put the toast
back down on her plate, her appetite suddenly gone.

"Well, I'll be damned. | thought you'd at least tek when you felt it move
for the first time." He sounded rather put out witr.

"I didn't think about it," she fibbed.

Nick sat coldly assessing her, his eyes runninitylazer her breasts, which
had suddenly become fuller, along with her pudgynsich.

"Will you at least tell me the next time it happ@hs
Kayla shrugged again. "It happened just a few neimaigo."

"Honestly?" He slipped out of his chair and reactethy a hand on her
belly. "Do you mind?" He glanced at her questiomly.

She couldn't bring herself to meet his expectamegd don't suppose so.
Though it might not do it again for a while.”

They sat for a moment watching his hand, neither saying a word. In a
few minutes a broad grin broke across Nick's féa€kere! It moved, didn't
it?" he said excitedly.

Kayla's grin nearly matched his. "Yes! Could yoallefeel it?"

"Sure, | felt it. That kid's going to be tough! Helyere it went again!"

Baby Trahern was indeed putting on quite a shovit§anom and dad.



"Does it hurt?" Nick asked, suddenly concerned abB@yla's discomfort.

"No, I can barely feel it," she assured him, "altgl I'm sure that in another
few months he'll get a lot rowdier."

"He? Do you think it's a boy?"

"Oh, I don't have the slightest idea. A little giduld be nice too. Don't you
think?"

"Oh, damn, | don't care if it's a boy or a girl,ickl said. "All | want is for
you to come through this with flying colors and the baby to be good and
healthy."

Abruptly, as their gazes met and held, the moodhgbd. For one brief
unguarded moment love flickered brightly in Kayleyes.

"Please don't take this baby from me, Nicholas it's all | have,” she
begged, forgetting her pride. "You'll have otheilldrien. Let me have this
one."

"Don't ask me to do that, Kayla." His eyes grewplieéistressed. "l don't
want to hurt you any more than | already have youtcan'task me to give
up this baby. I love it every bit as much as youldwould despise myself if
| knew that somewhere in the world | had a sonaugthter who thought its
father had deserted it. All I'm asking is for youshare this baby with me,"
he pleaded. "Let me take care of my baby, Kayla."

"No, itisn't fair! You have the money to buy aniyinin the world it takes to
make you happy. Why can't you be content with #mat leave me alone!"
she blazed.

"l can't buy happiness,"” he protested. "As | skadn't want to hurt you, but
you're not going to take this baby away from met Without one hell of a
fight."



Kayla shoved away from the table angrily. "You are insensitive clod,
Nicholas Trahern!" She glanced around the tabledlwillooking for
something to throw at him.

Both their eyes lit on the piece of discarded t@astered with strawberry
jam.

"Oh, no, you don't! You throw that at me—" He dutkes the toast and jam
sailed by his head, splatting up against the waslity.

"Ha! You missed!" he yelled smugly.

"Oh, yeah! Well, I won't this time!" She snatchegl the jar of jam and
pitched it all over the front of his white dressrshAngrily she whirled and
started to leave the kitchen.

"Hey! Did anyone ever tell you motherhood has giyen one mean, nasty
disposition!" he yelled after her.

"Blow it out your ear . . . Superfly!" she shouteatck.

"Blow it out yours . . . Mommy." The anger drainaat of him as he ran one
long finger along the front of his shirt and scobpap the dripping
strawberry jam. "Say, this isn't bad," he obserfer licking his finger. "I
can see why the baby likes it." He grinned and ethknischievously at
Kayla.

She gave him a withering glare and stalked outh@tkitchen in a huff.

"Oh, well," he said with a sigh and peeled off siigined shirt. "The baby
book said there would be days like this!"

"What do you want for breakfast this morning?" Nigks standing at the
stove with a spatula in his hand when she entdredkitchen the next
morning. She hadn't spoken to him since breakffesptevious day, totally
ignoring him when he brought her dinner by lashhig



"Bacon and eggs."” She sat down at the table akegiap her fork, waiting
expectantly for her food.

"You can'thave bacon and eggs."
"Why not!"

"We are completely out of jam," he pointed out nekely, "and | know you
don't want bacon and eggs without toast and jagoteith it."

Kayla looked sheepish. "Pancakes?"

"How about French toast?"

"Umm ... | suppose so." He was spoiling her rotten.

Nick walked over to pour her a glass of orangegnd a glass of milk.

"You know," she said, "this is silly. I'm beginning feel good enough to
make my own breakfast. You don't need to keep cgrower here every
morning."

"You wouldn't eat a bite if | didn't fix it,” he kb her firmly. "l intend to see
that you take care of yourself until the baby'snisor

A surge of anger went through Kayla. Until the Baldyorn! Always the
baby! "I don't want you around until this baby'sidd she complained.
"You're nottaking my baby, Nick. Somehow ['ll find a way teepent you
from ever doing that! And | want a cup of coffestead of this horrible
milk!" She shoved her glass irritably toward him.

"You can't have coffee this morning. Not until ydtink your milk,” he
replied patiently, wiping up the drops of milk tHzad sloshed out of the
glass. "We go through this every morning, KaylauYeeed to drink milk
for the baby's sake."”



Kayla gritted her teeth and slammed her fork dowrnhe table. She knew
perfectly well she was acting like a spoiled bfatt she didn't care. His
slightest word could set her off.

"How many pieces of toast do you want?" Nick aséadly, walking back
over to the stove.

Kayla refused to answer.

"Two? Good. You must be feeling fine this morninge dumped a wad of
butter in the skillet and turned on the burnerd'ou sleep well last night?"

Kayla sighed, then reached for her glass of juitit very. It seemed
awfully hot in my room."

"I don't think your air-conditioner is working pregy. I'll call your
landlady today," he replied absently.

The word landlady instantly rang a bell in Kaylasad. "My landlady!
Good heavens, | just thought of something. I'venbsesick | haven't paid
any bills for months. It's a wonder | haven't bpa&ohed out in the street for
not paying my rent.” She was shocked that she duad let something that
important slip by her, but she had barely been awéathe days, let alone
her financial responsibilities.

"l took care of the bills,” Nick answered lightly.

"You what?" Kayla set her glass down and starddmat

"| said, | took care of your bills while you wernels Here, you can start on
this while | fix the other one.” He handed her at@lwith a slice of French

toast on it, then turned back to the stove.

"What gave you the right to interfere in my perdobasiness?" she
snapped.



"Now, look. We are not going to get into a big haswer the fact that | kept
things running smoothly while you were fiat on ydaack, carryingmy
baby. If it's going to upset you, you can pay mekbba

"I most assuredly will!" Kayla picked up the jar sefrup and angrily
drenched her French toast. "You write doaverycent you've spent, plus all
the groceries you've been buying lately," she adler

"All right, I will. I'll have Paula send you an itézed statement,” he agreed
blandly. "Now eat your breakfast."

"Don't have Paula send me anything!" Kayla mumbetiveen bites of
toast. "She's nothing but a ratfitkousend it to me.

"l thought | was a ratfink too," he mocked, dishiqghis slice of toast.
"You both are.”

"There's a sale in the babies’' department at $eday. Are you going to
go?" he asked, reaching for the syrup.

"I might,” she replied crossly. "l need to starlyimg some things for the
baby."

"No, you don't. I've bought enough to supply sikiba. Did you see that
frilly little thing | brought home yesterday?"

"Yes. And | just hope you can find some needydilibby to give all those
beautiful things to, because youret giving them to mine!" ,

"Ours. And, yes, | am." He stuck a piece of histoa her mouth.
"Stop it!" She brushed his hand away.

"Okay. Let's change the subject. Since you're rigebetter, how about
going out to the ranch with me tonight after work.

The carpenters have reached a point where | havieapsome changes.”



"I'm not going anywhere with you," she said stuloibyar

"What would it hurt to take a drive in the cooltbé evening. You haven't
been out of this house for weeks," Nick reasonHdt's a matter of being
with me, | can't see what difference it would maWéhether it's here or
riding in the car I'm going to be with you."

Kayla mulled over the tempting proposalwibuld be nice to get out of the
house. It had been so long since she had doneiagytht lie in bed.

"How long would we be gone?"

"Just a few hours. | promise | won't wear you out."

With a sigh of resignation Kayla gave in. "All righ

"Good." He smiled happily. "We'll have dinner sonmene on the road."”

"Great. And now that you're not trying to hide freine world, | hope it will
be in a restaurant where there's enough lightad tee menu.”

Nick looked properly put in his place. "l would feataken you to the darkest
places | knew whether | was Franklom Nick. | remember some pretty
pleasant times in those dimly lit booths." He gadrone of those smug,
infuriating grins he could manage so well.

Kayla blushed, her stomach fluttering at the inmlgeim his voice. This was
the first time he had said anything really intimedéher since this mess all
began.

"Another thing I'd like for you to do is meet myrpats one of these days,"
he said decisively.

Once again Kayla's face flamed a bright red. "Niokbuldn't think of it!"

"Why not?" He glanced at her in surprise.



"Meet your parents! With me as big as a barn wibhrychild .. Well, |
simply wouldn't do that! Besides, what would be $kase of it?"

"You're carrying their grandchild, Kayla. Don't ythink they would want
to meet you?"

"You told them about . . . about the baby?" shepeds

"No, not yet. Mom and Dad are out of the countghtinow, but as soon as
they return, of course I'm going to tell them,"re&urned calmly.

"No, | don'twant to meet them. | would be embarrassed to déait so
should you be," she scolded. "Or am | not the firstnan you've brought
home to meet them carrying your child."

"That's ridiculous and you know it. Have you tolally aunt?"

Kayla had once remarked that she had been raisdtebgunt after the
untimely death of both her parents when she was gepars old.

"No, and | don't know if | will," she returned ursglg. "We're really not very
close. | haven't seen her in years. | should haen lmore careful,” Kayla
murmured, glancing down at her lap shamefacedly.if'Odidn't have the
sense to bgjoushould have taken care of it." Kayla knew why shé left
herself wide open for this pregnancy. At the tintee diad had every
intention of marrying~ranklin, had he asked. But fdfickto have been so
careless puzzled her. Surely with his vast expeeevith women he hadn't
always been so neglectful!

Nick had picked up the morning paper and was lapkirthe ad for the sale
at Sears, having lost interest with their convéosat

"Well, why didn't you?" she demanded, knockingfgaper out of his hand
in exasperation.

"Will you cut that out?" He mopped up his spilt fe&f with a napkin. "Why
didn't | what?"



"Why didn't you take precautions about getting megpant?"
Nick lifted his shoulders in an indifferent shrdgthought you were."
"You thought! You thought! Why didn't you ask?" gheisted.

"Because it didn't really make a whole hell of & db difference to me,
Kayla. At the time ... at the time you felt a lotferently about me than you
do now, and | assumed that if anything happenet get married. | had no
objections to your having my children. | had evengntion of taking care
of you if anything happened.”

"Are you like that withall women?" she asked incredulously.
"No. Only you," he admitted sullenly.

Kayla's breath caught at his words. They were \Brgct, sincere, and
honest. Why did he have to be so nice after hebleath so deceitful? For
that matter, why couldn't he have played it strevglth her from the first so
this horrible situation would never have arisen.

"Why did you have to lie to me, Nick?" she asked imurt voice.

"l told you. It was a spur-of-the-moment, asiniakg. One I'll regret the rest
of my life. But | can't change it, Kayla," he saigpatiently.

He rose from the table and looked down at her. itithné day comes when
you can forgive me, there's no way | can make itouyou."

Kayla shook her head negatively. "I'm sorry. | wamforgive you, but |
can't. No . . . that isn't true. Maybe | have feegi you." She realized that
might be true. At some point during the last fewel his kindness and
tender care had forced her heart to forgive himut"Bcan‘tforget what
you've done."

His eyes were sad as he reached for his suit jackkeslipped it on. "l know,
and I'm very sorry you feel that way. But the femnains, we have a baby
that's a part of both of us, and | intend to clany part.” Kayla held her



breath, hoping he would tell her once again thdblied her and wanted to
marry her, but he remained silent. Apparently wh#é affection he had

felt for her had died in the last few weeks. Welkidn't matter, she told
herself defiantly. She wouldn't marry him if he glmwn on his hands and
knees and crawled!

"I'll see you tonight," he said with a tired sig@all me if you need anything
today."

"I'm sure | won't." She avoided his gaze, trying twonotice how virile and
handsome he looked this morning.

Kayla had to work very hard at keeping the teatsagtas he left the room.
For one wild moment she had considered flingingsélérinto his strong
arms and letting him hold her, give her the strerglte needed to face the
day. But of course she hadn't. He would have thostglwas a fool, and she
would have been. Her feelings had been turbulemoutihout this entire
pregnancy, and today was no different. At timesfeheas if she loved Nick
as deeply as she had loved Franklin. In truth these the same man in so
many ways. Except that Franklin had been shy asecure, whereas Nick
was bold and always in control. Nick was capabl¢hefsame tenderness
that Franklin had shown her. He brought small dgdtber even though she
steadfastly refused them. There was a pile of céady and little trinkets a
mile high next to her bed. He had spent hours ngath her at night, and
watching TV with her when she had been so ill, hachad brought home
her favorite flavor of ice cream at least twiceeek. All these things he did
without expressing any particular feeling for hemiords; only for the baby.

But the main ingredient of a happy relationship wadly missing. Trust.
Kayla didn't trust Nick. She was always looking &or ulterior motive and
usually had no trouble coming up with one. He waiaglall these things for
her because of the baby he wanted so badly. lérewt for the pregnancy,
she would never have seen Nicholas Trahern afeed#ly when they had
broken up in Hot Springs. She was convinced of. tA#hough he had
offered to marry her, Kayla was sure that he warelpdeing gallant. He
wouldn't leave any woman out in the cold. If he lget pregnant, he would
face up to that responsibility. It was as simpléhas.



Lately she had begun to wonder if she had beer&sty in refusing his
offer of marriage. Although it burned her to thioktaking anything from

him, she knew that it was going to be terribly hardaise a baby alone.
Especially if he carried out his threat to makeltiemmiserable if she didn't
let him have custody of the child. Would that be blest thing for her child?
Her hand went lovingly to her rounded belly. Alrgaghe loved this child
with all her might. She couldn't give it up! He had right to try and take
something that was so precious away from her. H®plygi had no right!

Somewhere she would find a lawyer who would prolthregfight for years,

if it came to that. She still didn't believe thatcould actually take the
baby, but as he threatened repeatedly, he didthaysower and the money.

Tiredly she left the kitchen and went to take avgto Shewvouldgo to that
sale at Sears today. Maybe if she had her ownt&af@tthe baby, it would
help her to pull out of her depression. At leastas worth a try.

The department store was hot and crowded, makindakaish she had

stayed at home. It occurred to her that she dfdeltas well as she had
earlier thought, but since she was already here,sight as well take

advantage of the sale. With a feeling of apathyssireed through the tiny
baby clothes, trying to picture her baby in her dniwould it have Nick's

proud nose, or his smoke-colored eyes? Quickly csheght herself and
deliberately made her mind go blank. She would sp#nd the whole

afternoon mooning over him!

Absently she studied the different brands of padl diapers arrayed
before her, glancing up in embarrassment as sippesieon the foot of a
man standing next to the baby rattles.

"Pardon me." Kayla's eyes suddenly narrowed sumsty. "What are/ou
doing here?" she hissed between clenched teeth.

Nick's silvery eyes focused on her small form, éingg for a moment on her
rounded stomach. "Buyingybaby a bed," he said matter-of-factly.



"A bed! Well, you can just take it back. I'm buyinge!" she said sharply.
"Besides, it won't be with you at all, let alone ilh a bed!"

“I'm not getting into this with you again," he reg stubbornly, reaching
for a large crib mobile lying on the display ratkou'd better save your
money for the custody suit. You're going to neéd it

Kayla's temper simmered as she watched him pickngpof the boxes of
diapers thatshe had planned on buying and stuff it under his arm
authoritatively. She noted with extreme irritatibiat he had reverted to his
"Franklin" disguise for the afternoon. He had oe thrge horn-rimmed
glasses he had worn during his masquerade, anegnedpinterestedly at the
price of a teething ring. Obviously he was in hatrquit of another
unsuspecting woman, using that shy, inexperiencedeawas so good at.

Jealousy ripped through Kayla painfully at the tjimtuof Nick and another
woman. Undoubtedly he had been seeing other worheloag. A man
with his strong appetite would certainly never remzelibate for all these
months, and he sure hadn't been sleeping in her Tea thought was
torturous. Nick kissing another woman ... his haio@sning intimately over
her body as they had done so often and so deligiousr hers.

Her anger was close to the boiling point. Tappiagfbot agitatedly, Kayla
warned him tensely, "Put it down, Nicholas! I'veealdy bought one of
those too. You're going to be stuck with a thousdoithrs' worth of baby
items that you'll have no need for."

His answer was to pick up a set of nursing bottled add them to his
growing pile on the counter. "Let me worry abouatth he said with
saccharine sweetness, turning back around to atdrer pointedly. "Why
don't you run on home. You look washed out."

That was the wrong thing to say at this partical@ment. Kayla's temper
blew. "Nicholas Trahern, you're treading on thie with me," she said
hotly. "And take thosediculousglasses off. Who are you trying to impress
with your meek act today?" She reached up and wstyosnatched his
glasses off his nose and threw them onto the floor.



Nich stared down at his glasses, his mouth opetomisternation. "Now,
Kayla, dammit... that was my best pair of glassks!'tomplained in a hurt
tone. Damn, but she'd been touchy since she ggnarg; and he was
getting pretty tired of these rampages she had ey on lately.

"l suppose you're going to tell me you reallyhave to wear glasses!" she
said in near hysteria, as though daring him to nskaething out of her
temper tantrum.

"Yes, | do," he said defensively. "l wasn't lyinigoaut that. When my eyes
are strained, the doctor said | have to wear them."

Kayla glared at him witheringly, all his previoubd running through her
mind. She knew she was being totally irrationat, liwas simply pushing
her too far!

With one deliberate stomp she shattered first eng tf the glasses, then the
other. Looking back up at him belligerently, shedlsa a menacing tone,
"Tell me another one, Nicholas!"

"Well . .. I'll be damned! That takes the caked'iled.

Feeling considerably better after her act of vioksrKayla whirled and fled
the department store, leaving Nicholas and thesksalg standing staring in
mortification at the pile of twisted frames and ts&@d rubble lying on the
floor.

Nick looked at the saleslady sheepishly, then sieddis broad shoulders
philosophically. "Hormones," he offered lamely.

By the time Kayla arrived back at her apartmeng, whs furious. To think
that she had been having second thoughts aboubldgthis morning! She
must have been crazy to think that they could gvemwith each other. Her
anger only in-creased as she saw the dozen orxas lging on the sofa
with the name of a local maternity shop printedtmnsides.

Angrily she ripped the boxes open, irritably suingythe lovely maternity
fashions lying in the boxes. Superfly had struckialgWell, she would



return every last one of them. He wouldt patronize her in this flagrant
manner.

Shoving her shoes back onto her swollen feet, slieeged up every box

and carried them out to her car. For the rest@tfternoon she returned the
despised items and got his money back. He hadgpkiin's ransom for the

wardrobe. Then she went to her bank and withdrem fier savings enough
money to pay Nick back for the last few monthstrgroceries, and other

miscellaneous bills that he had paid for her, asdesextra to buy three or
four modestly priced dresses and pairs of slackset her through the

remainder of her pregnancy. When she had finishexdshopping, she

climbed wearily back into her car and drove horeelifig very proud of her

independence and accomplishment. It had nearlgdkitler, but she had

managed to stand on her own two feet once more!



CHAPTEREIGHT

"I'm warning you, I'm tired and I'm cranky, anddrt want to be gone all
evening." Kayla followed Nick out the front doorjshing she had never
promised to go with him to the ranch. The long daghopping had worn
her out completely, and her back ached, her feee wwollen, and the
nausea had returned to a slight degree.

"I know, | know. You've warned me six times alreahd we haven't even
gotten in the car yet," Nick said. "And don't téddkme about being cranky.
You didn't have to spend the last three hourseabfitician's."”

Kayla noticed he was wearing a new set of glasBes.sight of the old
Franklin was achingly familiar, and it caused tteclbse her eyes briefly in
the pain of remembrance.

They approached a Renegade sitting at the curbiNarkdopened the door
for her. "Hop in."

Eyeing the vehicle disdainly, she taunted, "How ynaars do you have,
anyway?"

"Only two. | just bought this Renegade to keephat tanch. Why?" Nick
slid behind the wheel and started the engine.

Kayla tried to ignore the fact that he had a péicuoff jeans on and his
bare legs were sending her into fits. "It must lme o be filthy rich," she
observed resentfully.

"It certainly is," he agreed. "You could be, toouyknow. I've offered to
make things easier for you." He pulled the Renegadeonto the street.
"Take that dress you're wearing, for instance."”

Kayla glanced down at her new maternity outfit. "8 wrong with it?"
"Well, | keep waiting for elephants and clowns tame walking out from

beneath it," he said bluntly. "Now, why in hell wdwou return all those
lovely clothes | bought you and go buy somethikg that?"



"Because | distinctly told yonot to buy me any clothes. You know that.
And there's nothing wrong with this dress!" Actydflayla had considered
the red and white stripes a little colorful hersblit it had been a good buy
on the sales rack.

"Suit yourself, but you'd better run as fast asryittle legs will carry you if
you see a circus truck coming down the streetyvamned.

They stopped for Chinese food on the outskirtsoafmt During the meal
they managed to refrain from snapping at each otkiek talked about
some of the problems he was having with a couplei®fThoroughbreds.
Kayla found herself listening more attentively whendiscussed the horses.
To her surprise she had begun to grow interestdwbise racing and had
made a promise to herself that one day she woulsbgk to the races and
actually see the horses run.

After dinner they left the restaurant in a more loelmood. The August
evening had begun to cool as they drove towardaheh. All around them
the sounds of summer could be heard as the jadtidkatydids tuned up.

Kayla was reminded of the first picnic she and kliarhad gone on as Nick
turned the Renegade into the large gateway andedagvoss the cattle
guard. Tonight Kayla couldn't see any horses standiound in the fields,
as she had the previous time.

"Oh, | was hoping some of the horses would be oghé said,
disappointment in her voice.

"They're down at the stables. I'll take you thexter tonight if you'd like."
Nick reached over and pinched her nose playfully.

"I'd love it. I'm surprised they're here at all. et you racing them?"

"Not this week. I'm going to go to Ak-Sar-Ben nexgekend and watch a
couple of them run.”

"Where?" Kayla grimaced at the strange name.



"Ak-Sar-Ben. Think about it. What does Ak-Sar-Beelsbackward?"
Kayla thought for a moment, then smiled. "Nebraska?

"Right. Omaha. Do you think you'd feel well enouglgo with me?"
Kayla's smile vanished. "No."

"Not so fast." He tweaked her nose again. "Are sore you don't want to
think about it? I'll only be gone a couple of daybey have a beautiful
racetrack up there and rumor has it that the lastehraces you attended
turned out to be a less than enjoyable.” Nick's&tiirned husky. "I'd like to
make that up to you, Kayla ... if you'd let me.liket to show you a part of
my life that's very important to me."

Suddenly the months peeled away and they were toattte old Franklin
and Kayla. The atmosphere was almost congenidieasdrove along the
winding lane leading to Nick's ranch. Kayla consédk his proposal
silently, wondering where the intense irritatioredimad felt only a little
while ago had gone. How could she forget that th@ mho sat beside her
was going to try to take a large part of her liidwhim when they separated
in a few months. For they would eventually havedparate. After the baby
was born, Kayla knew she couldn't live in the sdaaven as Nick. But for
now, would it hurt to let down her defenses fot jusnoment and accept his
offer to accompany him to Nebraska? She would to\see his horses race,
and it did seem senseless to keep refusing togelere with him when he
was with her the greater part of every day anywan, she theorized, that
too would probably stop before very much longercsishe was beginning
to feel so much better now.

"Are you thinking it over?" he asked softly.
“I'm . . . thinking," she answered.
"l promise you'll have a good time."

"Where will we stay?" That thought had occurrethé¢o belatedly.



"In a motel." He glanced at her angelically. "Wedht two rooms. Strictly
on the up and up,” he added.

"And if | don't go, what then? Would | actually getspend two whole days
of glorious freedom from all that obnoxious milkuymake me drink?" Her
smile was mischievous.

"No. I'll just ask that ratfink, Paula, to come oaad sit with you while I'm
gone."

"You certainly will not. I'm still not speaking teer."

"You're going to have to get over that too. Pau#s wnly looking out for
your best interests. | would eventually have found about the baby
whether she told me or not," he replied seriously.

"l don't see how," she argued. "If | hadn't gotsensick, | would have left
town the day after | returned from Hot Springs."

By now they had reached the sprawling ranch haarse Nick pulled up in
front of it and shut off the engine. "l wouldn'tiealet you just walk out of
my life like that, Kayla," he said quietly.

Her breath caught at his look of ... of what? Tendss? Love? She wasn't
sure. The moment passed, and Nick forced his gazy &rom her and
opened the Renegade's door. "Come on, let's takmkaat what the
carpenters have done."

"Why are you redecorating?" Kayla asked as he @owend and helped her
out of the passenger side.

"I bought this house several years ago," he told ta&ing her arm and
steering her up the walk. A profusion of marigoldsinias, cosmos, and
pinks lined the concrete path, their colors riotonsthe late summer
evening. "At the time | had neither the chancetherinclination to fix it up

the way | wanted to. It's funny." He paused and/eysed the house and
emerald green pastures that surrounded it. "Iridbve with this house the



minute | saw it. | knew this was where | wantegpend the rest of my life
and raise my children.”

Kayla's eyes followed his line of vision, and sbeld easily see the beauty
he was referring to. The ranch had a peacefulrssst &, a tranquility that
could only be found in the lush, rolling Arkansafishwith their tall,
majestic maples and oaks.

"That is funny," she said thoughtfully. "Somehowduldn't have thought
you were the type who would take an interest iromé& and family.” She
didn't mean to sound critical or sarcastic. His dgohad merely surprised
her.

"That only goes to show how little you really knalwout me, doesn'tit?" he
remarked curtly.

"l didn't mean that to be offensive, Nick. It's tjukat I've always had a
different opinion of you—"

"l know what your opinion of me has been." He reatnto the pocket of
his cutoffs and withdrew a key. "My problem is kfudon't know how to
change it."

The front door swung open, and Nick ushered hedénsKayla's eyes
widened as she stepped inside the redwood houketsvithocolate-brown
trim, and she stared openly at the homey intedotarge combination
dining room, kitchen, and family room met her gaaa] she noticed with
delight that the ceilings had exposed wood beaneer@l colorful
handloomed rugs lay about on the wooden floor atehd of the room
where a huge open fireplace stood. Antique potscaniling utensils sat on
the hearth, and one large cooking urn hung ovecalgtashes in the grate.
Two rust-colored sofas sat facing each other intfod the fireplace with a
monstrous round pine coffee table separating tiayla had never seen a
room so beautiful. Only in magazines had she exem such elegance, yet it
was all done with such simplicity that she knewt xayone would feel at
home and comfortable in these surroundings. Fagelavindows and a
French door let in the light from outdoors, makihg room warm and cozy
in the gathering dusk.



"Oh, Nicholas .. . this is lovely," she breathedlking over to touch the
charming bow-backed pine settee closest to her.

"Do you like it?" He looked at her, trying to reldr face.
"Like it? It's . . . I've never seen a house lkis bne,"” she said with awe.

Kayla paused in the dining area to take in the tiehueplica of an
old-fashioned harvest table and the marvelous aate safe.

"Where did you find these chairs?" she exclaimétbve them!"

Nick glanced at the classic cane and chrome sideschnd smiled. "You
picked them out, don't you remember?"

Kayla looked at the chairs more closely. "Me? Wdghl pick them out?"
She had no doubts that she would have chosen tieses but to her
knowledge she had never seen this furniture before.

"Don't you remember all the books | had you gotlgid? These chairs were
about the only thing you had on your 'like’ list!"

"You bought them because | liked them?" she askad drously.

"That's right." He took her arm and propelled heward before she could
protest. "There's a lot more | want to do with theuse,” he told her
excitedly. "I haven't even begun on the bedroonmsayel there's two of the
baths that still need redoing.” As they approackach room he offered
detailed explanations of what he would like to hdwae with it.

Kayla could do little more than take in all the befal furnishings, and she
was soon caught up in Nick's enthusiasm. "And &duig-poster bed with
one of those lovely old-fashioned patchwork quiltsuld really set this
room off," she told him happily when Nick led hata the guest bedroom.

"That's exactly what | had been thinking," Nickeenl. "Something in blues
and reds. I love those two colors."



As they walked down the hall he draped his arm a&swaround her
protruding waist. "Then | thought I'd like to haseme of those frilly, sheer
curtains hanging at the window and maybe a big woadcker sitting next
to the window where our guests could look out otrex pastures and
horses."

Kayla noticed the wordur but thought that it was a slip of the tongue on
Nicholas's part. He was totally absorbed in plagnire house.

Strolling on down the hall, they came to a roomtloa right, close to the
master bedroom. Opening the door carefully, hedstixk and waited for
Kayla to walk in. "Now, don't get mad," he cautidrieerily.

Kayla looked at the room filled with toys, Ethanlekl baby furniture,
rocking chairs, and toy trains.

"Nick." That was all she could say. She meant fartbne to be accusatory
but failed miserably. Instead it came out very waall unimposing. "Why
are you doing this?" Her eyes took in the large dogffe leaning in the
corner, looking very lonely as it waited for its ster.

"You know why." Nick leaned against the door andclad her carefully.
"I want my baby to have everything | can possiblyechim.”

Kayla sighed and walked over to lovingly touch ylelow comforter that

was lying in the crib. It was so dainty and beauitiThe whole room was. It
had obviously been planned with care and love. Agaiccurred to her that
she wished things could be different—that this waig to be her home,
that this would be the room where she would lowvié@are for her baby. She
could visualize herself sitting in the wooden raxkichair, holding their

baby close and crooning a soft lullaby to helpadttg sleep. Nick would

come in, and together they would put the baby gentits bed and tuck the
lovely yellow comforter around its sweet-smellingdy. Together they

would kiss it goodnight, then leave the room gyidtlick's arm around her
waist. He would lead her to their bedroom and clbeedoor, the look of

love and desire on his face causing her to turrkwetn longing—

"A penny for your thoughts." Nick's soft voice imapted her daydream.



She laughed quietly. "Not worth it. | was only tkimg."
"About what?"

"About what a pretty room this is. | hope you'lvMeamany babies to bring
home to it. But | hope you won't try to spoil thathto the degree you are .
. . to the degree you're planning on." She hadestdo say "this one" but
couldn't manage the words.

"Spoil them? I'm not going to spoil them," he saidignantly.

"Yes, you are," she insisted, walking over to tbeker and sitting down.
She began to rock. "My parents died when | was yeong. | went to live

with my aunt, who wasn't exactly thrilled to hawveeght-year-old thrusted
upon her. She fed me, clothed me, sent me to schodldid all the things
that were expected of her, but there was one tlaickjng in my life. She

never loved me. When | was fourteen, | got my fiokt Between school
and working | had little time to spend under hatfso we got along better.
When | was sixteen, | moved out of her house atal anlittle apartment

behind the house of an elderly woman whom | worked| took care of

Mrs. Swain's house and lawn, went to school, therked six hours at night
at a nearby clothing factory."

"I had no idea you came from that sort of backgthuNick said quietly
from the doorway as he watched her begin to rostefa"The only thing
you ever told me was that your parents died andiyed with your aunt.”

Kayla shrugged. "I've never talked about it. Anywayhen | became
eighteen, | received a small inheritance from nrepts. | stuck it away in
the bank, and after college | bought my own dresg sl worked very hard,
Nick, and | made that shop successful. | probalduld still be there today
if it hadn't been for Tony ...." She paused anadkad. "Well, what I'm trying
to say is, | don't want my child handed everythomg a silver platter.
Naturally | would never want him to go through whdid, but | want him to
live in the real world, Nick. A world where you eawvhat you have and it
isn't simply given to you. I'm sure you have naaigéhat I'm talking about,
do you?" The sound of the rocker made a rhythmak @n the wooden
floor as Kayla stared out the window at the gatigetwilight.



"I never wanted for anything, if that's what youaneBut my parents didn't
throw money around like it was water. Dad has patnis life's blood into
the business, and he's taught me the value ola dbhe Trahern money is
the result of a lot of hard work, some very wiseestments, and a steady
hand at the helm. My son or daughter will be taugatsame things, Kayla,
but | do have enough money to make life a littlsieafor my child. Surely
you wouldn't want to see it any differently."”

"l don't want to seé at all," she replied firmly. "I really wish we did have
to face a long-drawn-out battle over the baby, Niab."

"We don't. All you have to do is be reasonable,tétarned quietly.
"Reasonable? What you mean is, all | have to dpvis up my baby."
"No, | didn't say that. There are other alternaiVe

"Marriage?"

"Thatwasone." The stubborn muscle of Nick's jaw was waogkiow as he
stared past her toward the open window. He wasva With her, but he
would be damned if he would ask her to marry himimagntil she showed
some sign of loving him back! "But you've ruledttbat!"

If he had asked her to marry him at that momers, sbuld gladly have
flung herself into his arms and agreed. She wad tf fighting him, and yet
her pride would never allow her to beg him to mdrey. Apparently he
wasn't going to renew his offer.

"So what's left?" she asked tiredly.

Nick sighed wearily. "You realize, don't you, Kaythat if | wanted to, |
could make this pretty dirty. With a good lawyedamough money | could
bring in witnesses who would not be favorable to.ydde paused, then
continued, "But | think too much of you to do th@that | am going to do,
though, is this. If marriage is out of the pictufeen as soon as the baby's
born, I'm going to legally declare that the chgdnine and ask the court to



grant me reasonable visitation rights. | intendfully support the child
financially.”

"Bring in witnesses! | haven't done anything immoral, Nick!"

Nick's eyes grew cold. 'Saidwith enough money | could do a lot of things,
Kayla."

Kayla closed her eyes painfully. "That is goindpeonothing but a headache
for both of us, Nick. What happens when we bothrgfat may want to
move out of the state."

"Forget it! I'll never permit that, Kayla." His anggwords shattered the night
air.

"You can't stop me!" Kayla rocked faster, her thasgumbling together.
"And suppose Hon'tget married. How do you think I'll feel when yooda
your... wife take my baby for weeks at a time."

"You're crossing too many bridges at one time.n'dloave any intention of
marrying right away," he snapped.

"You're not seeing anyone right now?" Kayla was tified that she had
blurted out her thoughts like that.

"You mean lately?" Nick looked surprised at theugbrquestion. "Since |
met you?"

"No, | meant since you reached puberty!" Kayla samssly, avoiding his
eyes as she continued to rock.

"Since | reached puberty ... a few. Since | met yono." He grinned.

"l bet it's disgusting how many women you've kndawiyour sordid past,”
she mumbled grimly, jealousy nearly eating hereaivthe thought of Nick
with other women. All of the risque stories she hadrd about "Romeo"
Trahern came closing in on her, raising her angardangerous level.



Nick sighed and then walked over and knelt downdaelser. "I don't know
why in hell I'm going to bother trying to explaihig to you, but for some
reason | want to. You're right, | haven't alwaysrban angel. When | was in
college and for several years after, | led a prettycarefree life. But never
once did | make any promises, Kayla. When | wethaiwoman, she knew
from the first that | wasn't interested in any ldegn commitment. The
ladies ... um ..." He cleared his throat, and Kaglald have sworn she saw a
twinkle in his eye. "The ladies whom | associateithwvere usually in
complete agreement with me on that score. At thre in my life | was out
for a good time, nothing more."

"And | suppose you were accustomed to making a éolof your . . .
ladies," Kayla interrupted, "telling them thingsittweren't true. How many
times were you 'Franklin," Nick?"

Nick looked at her sternly. "Only once. And youight again. At that time
in my life | wouldn't have thought twice about ugia ploy like Franklin to
get a date with a lovely girl."

Kayla met his honest gaze. "And you wouldn't now?"

"They would have to cut my tongue out before | vdoeNer play a trick like
that again,” he said with a grimace. "I've learaquhinful lesson this time."

"It was rotten," she began.

"And conniving," he added.

"And miserable."

"And despicable, and all the other things you'vddilat me," he agreed.
"But it's also in the past. | won't do it againathk the only consolation | can

offer you."

Kayla could feel the block of ice around her hé&aginning slowly to melt
as she gazed into his sincere gray eyes.

"Forgive me?" he asked carefully.



"Maybe." She grinned with intense relief."Okay."sHeyes brightened.
"How about the big question. Can you forget it?"

Could she forget it? That question had been on&syhind constantly for
the last few weeks. Would the lie Nick had told Akvays overshadow her
feelings for him? "I... don't know," she admitteonlestly. "I try, but there

are times | feel so horribly resentful toward ydvhen | think of all the

times you must have died laughing at the thingsd and did. All the rotten
things | used to say against Nicholas Traherrl thathings | called him."

She blushed furiously.

"No, | didn't,” he replied quickly, reaching out tmuch her velvet
cheekbone. "I only felt like a rotten heel."

"If you had only been truthful with me—"

"I know. But that's all water over the dam." Whdiessaid was true.
Nicholas had said the same things to himself ondroaver again every long,
sleepless night since he had met her. "Look atKagla." He turned her
face to meet his. "lI've spent the last few montiimg my damnedest to
make you see that Nicholas Trahern, cad that he imaeep down all the
things you loved about Franklin. Can't you see,ti;msame man you were
attracted to, the same man you willingly let sharer bed and your life for
that short time." His eyes grew solemn. "Those wleedappiest days of my
life, sweetheart. For thirty-six years | have lookier a woman who |
wanted to love, and when | finally ran across heguldn't let her know
how I felt because of one stupid indiscretion. Dgau think there might be
some way we could start over, Kayla? Maybe if wgdneagain . . . with no
lies this time, we might be able to salvage whabwee felt for each other.”

"l don't know, Nicholas," Kayla broke in. It was bard to deny him this
request, but if they should fail to recapture wthety once had, he would
still be there to take her baby from her and witirenvengeance than he felt
now. She wanted to believe him so badly ... butcsluddn't rid herself of the
persistent, nagging thought that he was tryingaim gustody of his child
the only way he knew how: by wooing its mother istdomission. And if
she agreed to a marriage, should he ever ask agaowld only be one of
convenience for Nicholas. A marriage he would ewalhy grow tired of



and reject to go back to the life he had been @amexl to living. Kayla
could not take that chance. She would be gambiliitly tve only thing she
had left in her life. Her baby. The stakes werepdynioo high.

Nicholas's hand dropped slowly away from her fdue,eyes registering
defeat. "All right. If that's the way you want te,lKayla, | can't change it. |
have my pride too, and | won't beg you. What yowtb your life is up to
you, but what you do with my baby's life involveg.nYou will never be
completely free from me, so you might as well dediol make the best of
the situation. I'll be around for a long time tore”

"I'm going to look for a man to marry who weighsotlwundred and fifty
pounds,” she said grimly, "so he can come overpansionally knock your
block off, Nicholas Trahern!" Her temper finally@aded.

"As long as you're looking, you'd better up thatighe by another fifty
pounds. He's going to need it if he plans to takeom"

"You don't scare me," she bluffed.

"Then maybe this will. | jusiightgo out and find me a woman to marry
who would be as mean as a snake to kgmpunder control. You think
having to deal with me asfatherwill be tough, wait till you see what I'm
going to turn lose on you asstepmotheto our baby."

Kayla shoved out of the chair and started towand dungrily. "You just try
it, mister! You just try it!" The thought of havirtg share her baby with this
maniac was bad enough without the added burdenathar woman.

Nick grinned wickedly and rushed forward to pickr hg in his arms,

making her squeal with alarm. "Just a little renginthat I'm still bigger

than you are, so you better start watching yous,stee warned, walking
out of the bedroom with her still clasped tightiyhis arms. Kayla squirmed
helplessly, achingly aware of the familiar smeltidael of him. It was all

she could do to keep her anger alive and not weaahms snugly around
his neck and let him carry her off to anywhere ésird.



"Put me down, you idiot!" she yelled as he strodeugh the house,
ignoring her thrashing fists.

"No way. I'm going to take you down to the statdesl lock you up with
some of my horses," he threatened. "Maybe | canlleayou better that
way."

He opened the back door and walked outside withTtexy were standing
on a large covered patio facing a glistening oghkaped swimming pool.
The same kinds of late-summer flowers that Kayld $een in the front of
the house bloomed in large beds surrounding thé @ercome by her
natural curiosity for the moment, she stopped treggling.

"This whole place is gorgeous!" she observed rewbre'No wonder you
fell in love with it!"

"Yeah. I'm bad about loving gorgeous things. Gougditle things that are
starting to weigh as much as one of my horseswidked, bringing her up
closer to his chest.

"It's all your fault,” she returned, a spark of dmnstill in her eyes. "And
stop insulting me! Ifyour baby wasn't getting to be such a little pig, |
wouldn't be getting my appetite back so quickly."

"Remind me to have a talk with him when he geteHéick grinned.

Suddenly their laughter died as their gazes met,thay became acutely
aware of each other. Nick's arms closed aroungbssessively.

"You feel good, did you know that, bossy?"
"As in cow? Or disposition?"
"Both."

"You're terrible." She smiled tenderly, hating teeling of pleasure she was
experiencing in his arms.



"No, I'm not. And if it takes me the rest of myelifi'm going to prove that to
you," he said in a husky voice.

"Are you going to kiss me?" she asked expectamtiyhing fervently that
he would.

Nick looked momentarily taken aback. "Do you warg to?"

"Yes ... and no," she admitted softly, her pulsang at the more than
pleasant thought.

"Yes and no. Now, what kind of an answer is thatii ¢ither do or you
don't."

Kayla lifted her shoulders impishly. "Hormonesukgs. At least that's what
you always accuse me of." That was the only reakercould come up with
for feeling so confused about him.

"Well, I'll tell you what." He brought her mouthode to his, barely brushing
against the sweetness of her lips. "There's notnitigis world that I'd like
better at the moment than to kiss you."

"So," Kayla teased, longing for him to complete kines, "what's stopping
you?"

His breathing had become heavier as Kayla's armgt arp intimately
around his neck.

"When | kiss you the next time, | want there tonmedoubt whether you
want it or not," he whispered. "When you're sumy {et me know."

Kayla froze, then dropped her arms irritably. "feuotgoing to kiss me?"
"Not today!" He started to walk down the path te tstables. "But [I'll

seriously consider it when you ask me again ... Mhgrti He grinned a lazy,
self-assured grin.



"Don't hold your breath!" She reached out and paddiim soundly on his
broad shoulder.

Nick's delighted laughter rang out over the trah@ukansas hillside. Not
that he wanted to, but he could wait because—hkdrmamugly—he knew
she would ask again.

The walk through the quiet stables was lovely. fesity came over Kayla
and Nick as he led her to each stall and they mkiekat the horses. He kept
his arm around her, explaining the various procesldor caring for the
horses, showing her one of his favorites, who vimiato give birth.

"When is the baby due?" Kayla asked in a hushedpehias they stood at
the door looking in at the expectant mother.

"Soon. Joseph said he expects it any day now."
"Is Joseph the man who takes care of the rancyoia?"

"Yes." Nick's hand came out to gently stroke the ipare's bulging sides.
"He's excellent with the horses, and | don't knolatM would do without
him. What's the matter, girl?" he crooned softlyfesmare whinnied lowly.
"Are you restless tonight?"

"Who takes care of your house?" Kayla asked.

"For the last few weeks I've been batching it. Myusekeeper is away
spending some time with her son and his familyc&ihwanted to get the
redecorating done, | told her to take some timeha$f summer. Besides, all
I've done is sleep here since you've been so sick."”

Kayla thoughtfully rubbed the mare's ears, commatsgy with this animal
who shared her condition. "You don't have to kempiag over every day,"”
she told Nick. "I'm really beginning to feel likeyrold self."



Nick made no reply as he continued to stroke thisdi® belly. He seemed to
be lost in thought, to have completely forgotten foe the moment. "How
would you like to name Sheba's foal?"

Kayla laughed quietly. "I wouldn't know how to naraeracehorse. I'm
having trouble coming up with a name for the baby!"

Nick turned to face her. "That shouldn't be toadhdH help you."

"Oh, no, you don't! | don't want our baby named stimmg like Daddy's
Bouncing Baby Boy," she teased, remembering ortbeohames she had
read on her racing program.

"I couldn't even give Aorsethat name," Nick scoffed. "There's a rule about
how many words and letters you can use when yolerahorse. Does the
same thing apply to naming babies?"

"l don't think so. Besides, | like the name Jared."

Nick thought for a moment. "Jared Nicholas Trah&lot bad."

"l don't saying anything abodicholas Trahern,’Kayla scowled.

"I'l make a deal with you. We'll name it Jared Notas Trahern if it's a boy,
and Kayla Gayle Trahern if it's a girl. Gayle wag gnandmother's name,"
he told her.

"Kayla Gayle? | don't know, Nick. | hadn't plann&ad naming it after me."
"Well, I had. I like your name," he said matterfattly.

"Kayla Gayle. Well, I'll think about it."

"I really don't care if it's a boy or a girl,” Niatoncluded, giving the mare
one last pat, then shutting the half door to tladl.stl just hope it has its

mother's good looks and its daddy's brilliant bsaiand winning
personality.”



"Your humility overwhelms me," Kayla observed wiltiaugh as he draped
his arm around her and led her out of the stable.

"No humility involved. I'm simply an honest man."

"Ha!" Kayla grinned but snuggled closer to his sidenest or devious?
That was the question foremost in her mind as Wedited casually back to
the house under the star-studded sky. Why cowtie'tmake up her mind
which one he was?

"Nick, were you serious when you said"—her voicevgsmaller—"when
you said you haven't been seeing anyone elser.a While?" For some
reason that was very important to her tonight.

"No, I haven't been seeing anyone else. When wichéde the time?"

"I don't mean to interfere with your personal llfshe said solemnly. "Now
that I'm feeling better, you can... resume your diven’

"I plan on it," he said easily.
"Oh. You do?" Kayla frowned.

"Yeah." He sighed dramatically. "I'll have to sterbking for a woman to
live in my new house and help me take care of my maby"—he
paused—"on weekends and during the summer, of eourand protect me
from the baby's two hundred and fifty pound stdpatwho's going to be
after me for upsetting the baby's real mothertadl time. That is, unless
you've changed your mind and agreed to bypas$aliftn and listen to
reason."

"l haven't changed my mind. Besides, | haven'tch@aryone asking me to
change my mind." She held her breath, waiting for to ask her to marry
him again.

"You know the offer still stands," he said lazibAnytime you're ready, you
just let me know."



"And in the meantime you'll be looking for thathet woman'?" she
prompted.

"You've got it. You're jealous, | hope?"
"Certainly not! Would you be jealous if | went oumith someone else?"

"Certainly not!" he mocked. "Date anyone you chodseavill make you
come to your senses sooner."

"Thank you, Mr. Trahern. | just might do that,” sleplied, wondering who
in the world she could get to go out with her iis ttondition!

"Just be careful where you take my baby," he addelhing her into the
Renegade once more. "And drink milk instead of paed be home, in bed,
alone by nine o'clock every night. Other than tlgat) have my blessing to
go out and have a good time."

Kayla looked at him in disbelief. "Have a good tim#&ith those rules?"

Nick looked at her and shrugged. "That would beglpuwouldn't it?

Well"—he slid into the seat next to her and staiteel Renegade—"my
advice is, stay home and forget the whole idegolfre good, I'll bring my
date by and keep you company for the evening."

"My, my. Jared or Gayle, Kayla, Nick, and 'the boem' " she mused
playfully. "Sounds like a lovely evening. | can digrwait." She grimaced
as he put the Renegade in gear and sped back tiewoad toward town.



CHAPTER NINE

The rented station wagon pulled into the Marriotitéd the following
Saturday and braked to a halt. Nick jumped outvaexlt in, coming back a
few minutes later with the keys to two rooms. Kagtaldn't help but be a
little sorry that, true to his word, he had rentieein separate rooms, but she
managed to hide her disappointment.

"You did say two separate rooms, didn't you?" He grinnedhgng her
door key in front of her face.

"That's right," she said calmly.

"Good! | did exactly as instructed," he pointed.diitvo rooms."

"Thank you," she responded coolly, ignoring hisrtenting grin.

"Let's take our luggage to the rooms and then gouto the racetrack,” he
suggested, opening her door and helping her owr pfane had gotten in

around tera.M., and Nick had rented a car and driven straigktiécotel.

Within the hour they were turning off Mercy Roadhe Ak-Sar-Ben field,
a large complex located on three hundred acresntral Omaha.

"They have a coliseum, clubhouse, livestock buddiand the finest barn
area in Thoroughbred horse racing out here," Nob# bher as they drove
toward the racetrack. | want you to meet my traaret groom and some of
the jockeys who wear the Trahern colors."

"Do you mean the colors that are on their uniform&ayla asked
confusedly.

"Sure." Nick glanced at her. "The owner's silks."
"Of course," she replied dryly.

Nick reached over and patted her tummy. "Hangeneth- you'll soon learn
the lingo.”



As the afternoon progressed she did indeed ledoh @ the lingo. Nick
took her into the clubhouse and introduced herlinlgant array of people,
tossing out names and positions that flew rightr dvex head. There was
only one uncomfortable moment when Nick was inteidg her to some of
his friends. They had walked up to a distinguisgeaip of gentlemen, and
Nick had readily pulled her forward.

"Frank, Ron, | want you to meet Kayla Marshall, mytie glanced at her
swollen condition in consternation—"very good fideh

"How do you do," Frank said, reaching out to takeyld's hand in his, his
eyes running lightly over her slightly rounded stain.

"Very well, thank you," Kayla responded, mentaligking Nick's teeth out.
Good friend indeed!

"Why did you tell that man we were friends?" sheskd under her breath as
they continued through the clubhouse.

"l said we weregoodfriends!" he said defensively. "Besides, what da y
want me to do? Tell him the truth?"

"No. | just think we could think of a better wordrfme tharfriend.”
"How aboutfiancee?"he suggested helpfully.

She glared at him pointedly. "dHon't think so.""Mother? Sister,
grandmother? You name it," he said agreeably, Ingriaer a cold drink.

"How aboutacquaintancer old friend of the family?$he offered.

A few minutes later she was being politely introgldicas a close
acquaintance who was an old friend of the family.

The best part of the day for Kayla was when Niakktber to the training
stables and introduced her to his trainer and grd®oth men patiently
explained their roles and duties, adding considgrabKayla's knowledge
of what went on behind the scenes of Thoroughboegeracing.



"How many times a day are the horses fed?" shedaskaching the groom
ready one of the fillies to be taken to the paddoclsaddling.

"While they're in training? Usually three timesayd the groom answered.
"At four A.M., tena.m., and four.m."

"Your day must start pretty early," she said syrheacally.
"Yes, ma'am. Pretty early,” he agreed with a flagtgrin.

"How did My Pretty Baby do in her workout this morg?" Nick asked
Sheldon, whom he had introduced earlier as higdrai

"She's running beautifully today," he assured Nitlo problems."
Post time was at two o'clock on Saturdays, andbyitme Nick and Kayla
had had a light lunch, it was time for the racekdgin. There was a feeling

of expectancy in the air as the race fans beganngaleir bets.

"Here." Nick handed Kayla ten twenty-dollar bill>ecide which horse
you want to bet on, then get to the windows early."

Kayla glanced down at the wad of bills in her hamet, mouth gaping open.
"Good heavens. What's all this for?"

"It's your mad money for today. Go have fun."

"You're crazy, Nicholas! | wouldn't bet that muclomey. Why, this would
pay my rent and buy my groceries all month!"

He had already spent entirely too much on thisanpway.
Her plane ticket, her motel room—always insisting paying for all her
meals. She sorted through the bills, then handed tdlem back except one.

"There. This is all | need."

"Twenty dollars?" he asked blankly.



"Sure. How many races are there?"
"With only twenty dollars, not very many for youhe observed dryly.
"I'll just bet two dollars until | run out,” sheasoned contentedly.

"Wow, last of the big-time spenders,” he marveléthve you figured out
where your first two-dollar ‘chunk’ is going to §o?

"No," she mused worriedly, studying her programeonwore. "Will you
help me?"

"l wouldn't miss this opportunity for the world:sltgoing to be one of the
biggest challenges I've ever faced."

"What? Betting on a horse?"
"No, trying to stretch twenty lousy dollars oveethext four hours!"

The afternoon turned out to be not only a challelngeone of the most
enjoyable days of Kayla's life. They laughed, pthteeir two-dollar bets
together, munched on hot dogs, drank Cokes and, laeel let their
problems of the last few months disappear for e d

Kayla's excitement grew to fever pitch as they apphed the windows late
in the afternoon to place their bets on a racedhatof Nick's horses was
running in.

"I think I'm going to bet four dollars on this oh&ayla announced grandly,
in an effort to show her confidence in him.

"Four dollars!" Nick nearly choked on his drink. 8MTightwad is going to
blow four dollars ormyhorse!" he exclaimed disbelievingly.

"Cut the theatrics, Nicholas. | know my money'ssa$he grinned, picking
up her tickets. "I trust your horse."



"Aw," he sighed, putting his arm around her as tbeglled back to their
seats. "Lucky horse."'He deserves my trust,” she gaintedly. "Besides,
look how much money he's made for you."

"Ha, ha, and double ha! If | were in this sport floee money, I'd be in bad
shape.”

"You don't win a lot of money?" she asked in siggri

"Let's just say that I'm in it for the pleasureciéament, and the love of the
animals. Anything else is strictly speculation.”

The roar of the crowd as the horses broke fromstlagting gate was
deafening. Kayla's eyes became riveted on the heeseing the Trahern
colors of yellow and maroon and the number fourviesly she watched
as the horse ran in the middle of the pack, thenlglbegan to edge toward
the inside rail.

"Oh, Nick, she's not going fast enough!" Kayla saith a groan, her hands
restlessly toying with her tickets.

"Give her time,” Nick said easily, displaying nohet least bit of
apprehension. "She breaks slow, but she'll mak®wuj in the last three
eighths of a mile," he said confidently.

Kayla held her breath as Getha Leadout worked &g through the field,
moving up slowly in position. The voice over thaidispeaker kept the
crowd informed of the horses' positions, but Kaytdiced that Nick kept
his eyes anxiously fixed on a monitor suspendeh filee ceiling.

Coming out of the final turn, the horses broke tfte homestretch as the
crowd surged to their feet in a deafening roar.l&@nd Nick both had to
duck as one enthusiastic spectator threw his kesglst up in the air and
jumped up and down as the horses streaked towarfihibh wire.

Nick pulled Kayla over to his side and yelled, "Nastch your horse go!"



Sure enough, Getha Leadout seemed to find a nexesofl speed as the
number-four jockey brought the horse neck to neitk the lead position.
By this time Kayla was doing her own jumping up aeavn, trying to yell
number four on to victory. She was unconscioustgdtiing her tickets into
a million pieces, and they went fluttering wildly the ground when she
gave a triumphant shriek of joy as Getha Leadoatked across the wire a
good full length ahead of the second-place horse.

"She won! Getha Leadout won!" Kayla hurled hersetd Nick's arms,
hugging his neck with exuberance. "Aren't you eda Your horse won!"

"I never doubted that she would." He smiled, clgdiis eyes as he pulled
her closer to him, savoring the softness of heyhwdssing into his. "But |

bet I'm not nearly as excited as you're going tevhen you find out what

you did to your winning tickets."

Kayla glanced down at her empty hand, then to tleeoprubble at her feet.
"Oh, for heaven's sake! And that was four dollavsrth!" she said
disgustedly.

Nick laughed and hugged her tighter. "I'll sharewmgnings with you!" he
offered as he picked her up and whirled her ardappily.

"Oh, Nicholas, | don't really even care! Your homsen, that's all that
matters!" Suddenly she realized that she was iafms. Her gaze came up
to meet his, and the world around them faded imioeristence. "Maybe
you better put me down," she whispered a littlatiressly.

"Maybe | don't want to," he whispered back, brirgghis mouth down to
brush teasingly against hers.

A tiny whimper escaped her throat as his lips tedlchers. It had been so
long since he had kissed her, so long since shebbkad in his arms. "I

thought you weren't going to kiss me until | askathe admonished him as
her hands came up around his neck and her fingeledhin the thickness of
his tawny hair.



"You were getting ready to ask me," he said huskiynging his mouth
down to touch hers again lightly. "I'm just tryibg get back in shape. It's
been a long time since I've had you in my arms. daon long, in fact.”

"I don't know if | was going to ask you," she pisitl insincerely, growing
weak at his touch.

"Well, you're going to now, or I'll end up askingu—"

"Nicholas!" A redheaded woman broke through themcrofollowed by a
short, stocky man. Both of them were smiling, mitigy to Nick. Nick
swore quietly, burying his face defeat- edly in Kes/hair.

"I knew my luck was too good to be true," he muredjrefusing to release
his hold on her.

"Nicholas Trahern! Where have you been lately?" fiddhead breezed up
and grasped Nick's arm as he stepped reluctantly nom Kayla.

"Janice. How are you?"

"Better since I've seen you," she breathed in & geice. "I've been trying
to reach you for the last six weeks! Why aren't taking any calls lately?"

"Because he's a busy man," her stocky companienaated, reaching out
to shake Nick's hand. "How's it going, Trahern? Muoarse just brought me
in a bundle!"

"Hi, Pete. Glad it worked out for you. Pete, Janiagant you to meet Kayla
Marshall." Nick pulled Kayla to his side and pla@grotective arm around
her waist.

Janice surveyed Kayla's obvious pregnancy, thencgthup at Nicholas
resentfully. "Glad to meet you, Kayla," Pete saimd @xtended his hand to
shake Kayla's.

"Where have you been lately, Nick?" Janice askgdpring Kayla's
introduction.



"Busy. How are things with you?"

Janice's face took on a petulant look as Pete ¢eek the conversation,
quizzing Nick on the upcoming race. Janice statéhgla rudely, trying to
ascertain her position in Nick's life.

"Let's all go out for a drink after the races,"idarbroke in, interrupting the
men's conversation. "Or maybe for dinner. It's beedéong time, Nick," she
pleaded, deciding simply to ignore the pretty psegnwoman by Nick's
side.

"Sorry, Janice. Kayla's had a long day. | wanteb lger back to the motel
and let her rest. Maybe another time," Nick sailitglg.

Kayla was so grateful for Nick's refusal to havengir with this odd couple
that she nearly hugged him.

"We'll do that,” Pete said, taking Janice's handl steering her back in the
direction they had come from. "Let's go, baby. k&t race will be starting
in a few minutes, and | haven't made my bet yet."

"You will call, won't you, Nicholas?" Janice petsid, unwillingly
following Pete.

"We'll probably be seeing each other around,” Nsegkd consolingly,
pulling Kayla in the opposite direction.

"One of your 'lady' friends?" Kayla asked pointedly

"She used to be," he said easily. "Say, how woaldlike forher to be the
baby's new—"

"Forget it, Nicholas," Kayla warned in an ominowsce.
"Well, it was just a thought." He grinned wickedly.

"A stinking one, | might add!"



"I might add that too. | never did care much fanida," he admitted.
That little observation made Kayla's day considgrabppier.

It was late afternoon when they left for the moteayla had spent a
wonderful day, coming out of the racetrack witloerhore money than she
had gone in with. She had insisted on paying baekdriginal twenty
dollars Nick had given her, despite his indignamotests.

"You're going to have to learn the value of a dgllshe scolded as they got
into the car and started toward the motel. "If adh't been for me, you
would have blown a lot of money today."

"Or made a lot," he grumbled. "But | had fun. Whhout you?" He smiled
at her tenderly.

"I had a wonderful day. Thank you."

"Are you tired?"A little." She leaned her head iagathe back of the seat
and closed her eyes.

"We're going back to the motel, and you're gointpie a hot bath and rest
before we go to dinner," he told her firmly.

"l won't argue with that." Her mind skipped backhe way he had playfully

kissed her this afternoon, and her stomach fludtese had welcomed that
kiss and was acutely disappointed when it was ruppeed by Janice and

Pete. When they reached the motel, Nick unlockeddber, then placed one
arm between her and the doorjamb. "You need any®tiin

"No." Her stomach filled with butterflies at the yvhais eyes were hungrily
devouring her, yet he made no move to touch her.

"I'm in the next room. All you have to do is holler

"What do you want me to holler?" she teased cdggling none of the
animosity toward him she usually did.



"I'd probably get arrested if | answered that goest he replied lazily. "But
feel free to holler anything you want."

"Thank you, | will." She waited expectantly for himkiss her, but he didn't.

"I'll let you rest for a while, and then I'll giy®u a ring on the phone. We'll
decide where we want to eat. Okay?"

"Okay."

He reached out and absently brushed a lock of &ieafway from her face.
"I've been meaning to tell you how pretty you akelly. I've always heard
that pregnant women had a special glow about theit, must admit | had
never noticed it. To me, they always looked pudgyy miserable.”

"And | don't?"

"No." His finger slipped down the side of her fdoagingly. "You look
very lovely and very desirable.”

Her pulse leapt at the look in his eye. This wasatrely different man
from the Nickandthe Franklin she had known. And the look in hie ess
the look of a man who was in need of a woman. N&itany woman, but the
woman he loved.

"I think you'd better go take your bath," he sé&tting his hand drop back to
his side, "before | make a fool of myself."

Kayla felt such disappointment, it nearly took heeath away. For some
strange, unexplained reason she had wanted hiome o with her, to take
her in his arms and make love to her for the nese¢k¥ She would not have
uttered a single word of protest had he done hat As she watched him
walk to the room adjoining hers and slip the keg ithe lock, she wanted to
call out and tell him how she felt, but somehow sbigldn't push the words
out of her restricted throat. Surely if he had tbeead wanted her, he would
have told her so. She would be a fool to push Bitil, how many times had
she stubbornly told him she wanted nothing to dihwsim? Strange, but
that was no longer true. Yes, he had made a mistadtdied to her. But she



had made plenty of mistakes herself. She had t;mlegout her trust in

someone, sometime, and Nick was the only one shéeddo commit that

trust to. If she did marry her baby's father, catlat marriage withstand its
shaky start and survive to become a happy, lortgzasne?

She lay soaking in the bathtub, mulling over all pizzling thoughts for a
long time. When she finally toweled herself offr Bkin was rosy and pink,
and she was completely relaxed after the long dayisities.

Liberally dusting herself with a fragrant powdetes surveyed her
blossoming figure. Remembering Janice's sleek digwhe wondered
fleetingly what chance she had of catching Nicksmdion in her condition.

A soft tap on the door adjoining her bedroom intpted her musings.
Slipping into a soft, clinging robe, she unlockkd tloor and opened it.

"Hi." Nick lounged against the door, a towel wragpeosely around his
neck. "Did | wake you?" His eyes ran languidly otlez blue robe, noting
that the color almost perfectly matched her eyes.

"No. | just got out of the bathtub." She returnésllbok longingly.

"l didn't mean to bother you. | decided to clearang then go down to the
bar for a drink while you rested."

"Oh." She didn't know what to say. She wasn't tinesv, but she didn't
know if he would want her company at the bar.

"Did you happen to bring big bar of soap? These tiny things they have at
motels drive me crazy."

"Oh... yes, | brought one. Come on in." She turaed went into the
bathroom, coming out a few minutes later with adfasoap wrapped in a
paper towel. "Here, you can keep it. | don't mine $mall bars."

"You look refreshed and ready to go," he obsenasiially, taking the bar
of soap from her.



"| feel great. Just a few sore muscles from jumpipgand down all day."
She smiled.

"Do you have a bottle of lotion?" he asked pledga# he sat down on the
bed and looked at her.

"Lotion? | think so. Why?"

"l thought I'd offer my services as a masseur,5&e nonchalantly.

"Oh . .. that's not necessary." She blushed.

"I know it's not. It would be my pleasure. Get tbhgon and come here."
"Nick—"

"Get the lotion, Kayla." His voice was soft andseasive in the quiet room.

A few seconds later she found herself handing hierldtion with trembling
fingers.

"Stop looking at me like I'm the big bad wolf." igenned, taking her hand
and pulling her onto the bed with him. "You're gpito enjoy this, |
promise."

Kayla had no doubt she would!

"Slip your robe down," he urged, gently laying ldemn on her stomach.
"Are you comfortable lying on your stomach?"

"I'm okay," she acknowledged, letting her robe digpvn to her waist.

"I don't want our baby to have a pug nose," he prop uncapping the lotion
and pouring a small amount into the palm of histhan

"It won't," she assured him with a muffled giggle.



His large hands reached out and touched her baressbwly smoothing the
white lotion soothingly over her back. "Feel good?"

"It feels heavenly,"” she murmured as the tensi@gzab to drain out of her
body. The touch of his hands was not exactly sagther, though. It was
sending her pulse skyrocketing, and her body waporing in a
scandalously shocking way.

"You tell me where it feels the best," he said yjenassaging the small of
her back where it seemed always to bother her thst.m

"Right there," she murmured.

"Your skin's so soft," he marveled, running higéns exploringly over the
velvet moistness of her rosy flesh. "It's alwaysaaed me how soft and
sweet you feel and smell." Lean fingers slipped mldlae sides of her rib
cage, barely touching the sides of her breastsn&hed uneasily, pulling
away from him slightly.

"Don't get skittish," he said in a low, soothingoag and his hand slid down
to the backs of her legs and gently kneaded thd 8pots. "Are you afraid
of me?"

"No," she whispered, her breathing becoming maeegyurlar. "I'm not afraid
of you." It was herself that she was concerned about.

"Do you think I'm going to try to make love to yduRayla was amazed at
how calmly he said it.

"I ... I don't know. . ."

"l told you once before, Kayla, | have my pride.td@u won't hear me say
the words."Kayla's heart sank. Was she going te hawask him?

Reaching for the bottle of lotion, he poured maneanto his palm and put
the bottle back on the nightstand. With delibesd@vness he peeled away
her robe, tossing it over onto the chair besidebtok



"Nick," she protested, reaching for the sheet @ndit up over her bare
bottom.

One large hand blocked her effort, gently placiagdrm back down by her
side. "Just relax and enjoy this, sweetheart. birseeing anything | haven't
seen before," he assured her, bringing his handstbaheir task. In a few
minutes he had covered every inch of her backside tve thick white
lotion, gently massaging away the aches and pains.

Gradually, his motions become more lingering, hesathing more ragged;
then he tenderly flipped her over onto her backaitikd a low groan buried
his face in her soft, fragrant neck. "I hope I'mkmg you feel better,
because you're making me ache all over, lady," lepered.

"We shouldn't be doing this, Nick," she said genlgr arms holding him
close to her.

For a moment he pulled away from her, his eyesingntne length of her
body. Then he placed both hands on her swollenrabdand brought his
mouth down to place tender kisses around her néMello, baby,” he

murmured softly. "This is your daddy talking to yoow. | want you to

know I'm here and | love you." His hands tighterpa$sessively as he
kissed his way back up her body, pausing to nubelevarmth of her breast.
"Are you going to breast feed our baby?" he askaduidly.

"I've been thinking about it. Dr. Walters think's ia good idea.”

"l think so too," he told her, his hands reachingthe lotion once more.
"Even though these bring me great pleasure, | tthiekgood Lord meant
them to be more than decorative,” he murmuredsliyispreading lotion
on the objects of discussion.

Pausing for a moment, he suddenly leaned downtheyckissed deeply, the
first real kiss they had shared in a very long tirkke had kissed her
teasingly this afternoon, but this was a kiss adspan and unconcealed
desire. His tongue searched hungrily for hers asainds closed around her
breasts, and she willingly responded to his adwwanEg&changing heated



kiss after heated kiss, they lay pressed tightlgiresy each other, both
fearing to speak.

Kayla's hands reached out to work his shirt ugphik, trying to remove the
cloth barrier that was between them.

Understanding her need, he got up and strippedlisf€iothes, then stood
for a moment, letting her drink in the once fammilsaght of his aroused
body. The look of desire that passed between th@okesmore than any
words they could say, and as he took her in hisamece more Kayla knew
she loved Nicholas Trahern with all her heart.

Whatever had happened was in the past as far awaheoncerned. If
Nicholas didn't love her, only loved her baby, tilserbe it. She loved him,
and in time maybe he could grow to love her inghme wild, impetuous
way she loved him. She was going to work very lanmthaking sure he did!

With a low moan Nick released her, his breath cgrim short spurts.
"We're going to have to slow down some," he cawtibraggedly, stilling
her wandering hands.

Kayla wanted nothing more than to lose herselhendweetness of his love,
but she still had to wonder where all this was ilegdNick had distinctly
said she wouldiothear him ask her to make love. Was he waitindnéto
make the suggestion? Not that she wouldn't... eradlgit but it did hurt her
feelings to think he would make her practically beg

Slipping her hands into the blond hair that greMush thickness across his
broad chest, she kissed him lovingly, her tongasitgly searching out all
the old familiar places that had driven him wildtire past. Playful kisses
soon turned into ravishing ones as they tried tb their passion but failed.

Nick shuddered and a moan escaped from his lie gaulled away from
her, and he reached for the bottle of lotion onoeem

"Nick!" she gasped, every fiber of her body longfog him. "I don‘twant
any more lotion rubbed on me, | want—"



His mouth cut off her impatient words. They kis$edly as Nick laid her
down gently. Then, taking a bit of lotion on hisdger he began to write on
her leg.

Kayla sat up and looked at her leg, and a smilameg form on her lips.
Nick pointed to her leg, his silvery eyes aglowhyiassion. She read his
words silently: "Hi, my name is Nicholas Franklimahern." Her eyes
misted as she noticed that he had deliberately riineé Franklin. She
reached down and wiped the lotion from her legn tte®k the bottle from
his hand and wrote, "Hi. I'm Kayla Marshall."

Again the lotion was erased, and Nick took thelbott'm sorry | lied to
you, Kayla Marshall,” he wrote.

The bottle returned to Kayla.

"I know. You're forgiven" was the cleansing messtuetime.

Nick reached over and kissed her sweetly and linght, then rubbed the
lotion into her leg once more. This time his messaguld have melted the
coldest of hearts. "l want you, Kayla."

"l want you, too, Nick," she wrote with shaky hand.

"Nick?"

He looked up from his scribbling, his eyes askirgjjent question.

Kayla nodded, tears forming in her blue eyes. I \Wéck she loved, not
Franklin.

"Nick wants to make love to you" he wrote once more
Again she nodded, the tears slipping down her chestke wanted that too.
"We won't hurt the baby, will we?" he whispered tsedy, pulling her down

into his arms. "I don't want to hurt you or the pdthe said, moaning as his
mouth covered hers, no longer able to controlreisbling need for her.



"No, we won't hurt me or the baby," she whispetedugh a veil of tears,
impatient for his touch.

They came together in a hot surge of eagernessniss@nt of the days
when there had been nothing between them but logddhe uncontrollable
need to be with each other.

"I'm so sorry, Kayla. I'm sorry for everything ttlatome between us,” he
gasped, clasping her tighter as he drew her baxbedb his.

"I know you are," she whispered, sharing his agang knowing that the
road ahead of them would not be an easy one.

"I do want this baby, Kayla. Let's not fight abdi baby again.”

The baby. Was that all he wanted after all? It sssbto be uppermost in his
mind at the moment.

"We'll work it out, Nick. Somehow we'll work it ogltshe promised.

"I'll never let you go, Kayla," he breathed agaihst mouth, his passion
finally overriding his words.

Conversation ceased to exist as did the world ag®ihed his body with

hers, both of them pouring out their love for eatler in every movement,
every murmur of endearment, every devouring kisseémed so right to
Kayla, this intense, fervid, poignant love she fettNicholas. Could a love
so right be wrong? Long before they rushed towlaedoeak of that magical
mountain, then tumbled swiftly over the top, shel lamswered her own
guestion. No, her love was not wrong. Impracticalybe, but never wrong.

She honestly couldn't tell if Nick returned thavdo Certainly he returned
her desire. That was obvious as he held her tightlyis arms, his large
frame shuddering with the intensity of the mométe.had said he needed
her, wanted her. Wasn't thatlove? Maybe, but sbkdetto hear hirsayhe
loved her.



"Are you all right?" he rasped, relieving her ot Wweight as quickly as
possible.

"Yes, I'm all right," she assured him, a triflatmted. Secretly she wanted to
pinch his head off for always worrying so much altbe baby! She wanted

to lie in his arms for hours like they used to dierathey had made love,

kissing and whispering love words to each othew/dth he seemed to want
to do was make sure they hadn't hurt the child.

Nick pulled her face around to meet his. "Whatstatter?"

"Nothing!"

"There is too. Did | hurt you? I'm sorry if | dithut damn, it's been so
long—"

"You didn't hurt me!" she snapped, rolling awaynfréiim and going into
the bathroom.

He was lying quietly, staring up at the ceiling,amhshe came back. He
moved over and let her slide in beside him, reagtorpull her close to him.

"Are you sure you're all right?"

“I'm fine!"

Nick sighed and buried his face in the clean frageaof her hair. "I'll be
glad when you have this baby and things returnaional,” he confided.
"Those screwed up hormones of yours give me fits."

Kayla stiffened, offended by his words. Screwechapmones indeed! Was
it too much to expect some romantic pillow talknfréthe man you had just
made love with?

"Are you hungry?" he asked, nuzzling her ear pliyfu

"No, I'm just sleepy.”



"Umm... me too. Let's forget dinner for the next feours.” He yawned and
plumped his pillow up more comfortably. "Wake me iapa couple of
hours."

"Wake yourself up,” she said crossly. "I may wanmtsteep more than a
couple of hours."

"I'll'make it worth your while to give up a littlsleep,” he growled
suggestively, kissing the graceful curve of hetknec

"Leave me alone, Nicholas." She shrugged away yoldl

Nick looked surprised, then resignedly covered theti back up again.
"As | said, I'll certainly be glad to get the oléd{da back," he murmured.

"You may not get the 'old Kayla' back," she snapped

"Yes, | will," he mumbled confidently, his largeafne snuggling down next
to hers.

"You just wantyour baby; she accused resentfully.

"And my Kayla.Now, stop looking for a fight and go to sleep. Tiaby
needs its rest. Oof!" The air whooshed out of h&niKayla angrily punched
him in the stomach with her elbow. "Good grief, wdigt you do that?" he
exploded, crawling off the bed and reaching forgasts.

"Where are you going?" she demanded.

"To my ownbed!" he said indignantly. "I have the feeling haot welcome
here at the moment."

"Yes, you are! You get back in this bed this mini&holas Trahern, you
ratfink!" she screamed.

Nick dropped his pants and looked at her in exasjoer. "All right! Don't
get so upset!"



Tears welled up in her blue eyes as she threw lhdraek down on the

pillows, unable herself to understand her swiftnges of mood. Nick

draped his trousers back over the chair and patierdawled back into the

bed, taking her tenderly in his arms. He didn'twmehat to say to her; he
merely held her close and let her sob out herratisns. He wasn't overly
concerned with her moods. The baby book said thetgd be days like this

one too. Personally he couldn't wait until the dagne when he could take
that damn little blue book and dump it in the neagarbage can!

As much as he hated the thought, he knew he wag goihave to give her
some breathing room. He loved her, and he had deaething within his
power to prove that lately, but she failed to rEalust how deep his love
was. Now he was going to have to force her into tbaization.

"Kayla, listen to me." He turned her tear-streafa up toward him. "I'm
going to ask you one last time. Are you going tgpsthis nonsense and
marry me, or not?"

This was the worst possible time Nick could haveked to ask for her hand
in marriage. At the moment she was sure his onlg lwas for the baby she
was carrying.

"No! I won't marry you."

"Okay, then | don't see any point in going on likes." Nick put her
trembling body away from his resolutely.

"What do you mean?" she said, sniffing.

Nick avoided her blue, limpid gaze, afraid he wookl/er be able to go
through with his plan. But if shevas serious and really didn't have any
intention of marrying him, then this was the timerake the painful break.

"I mean that if that's the way you want it, I'metirof fighting with you."
Nick slid out of bed and started dressing. "I'mrgkyou home first thing in
the morning. Now that you're feeling better, | vidye coming around to
bother you anymore. There'll be no need for usteach other until the
baby's born."



Kayla's heart leapt at his cold words. "You're wadkout on me and the
baby?"

“Not on the baby. When the baby's born, | stilhpten doing all I've said I'd

do. But if you stubbornly refuse to marry me, theee no reason for me to
make a fool of myself and grovel at your feet." géze met hers painfully.
"When you're ready to come to me—"

"Il never come to you," she said angrily, feelingtrayed once again. "I
only wish you'd told me that | hadn't made an alitsofool of myselfby
sleeping with—"

"No one made a fool of themselves," he growledkipg up his shirt and
stalking toward the door. "And no one's been hurg"added softly. "Be
ready to leave early in the morning."

"Don't worry, | will!"
He slammed the door heatedly as Kayla fell backrdowo the tumbled

blankets and sheets and pounded her fists agdiaspitiow in abject
frustration, wondering where it would all end.



CHAPTER TEN

"What color do you prefer? Apricot or mauve?" Paatked, casually
leafing through a book she had had her face bumiedl evening.

Kayla glanced up, then back down at her own bolkither one. Why?"

"Oh, just wondering," Paula responded mysteriou¥ihatis your favorite
color?"

Kayla sighed and laid her book aside, unable taeoinate on the story. If
she had thought the first months of her pregnarenewad, it was nothing
compared to the last few months. Although all tsagksickness were now
gone, the loneliness that had entered her lifers@xaeks ago was nearly
unbearable. Nick had not phoned, come by, or taentact her in any way
since he had angrily brought her back home fromrakMda. At first her
anger had matched his, but as the days driftedodithlly by, her rage had
dimmed, then faded entirely. Now the feeling thanthated her was one of
misery, loneliness, and the aching need to seedNish

If it hadn't been for Paula these last two morittag/la honestly didn't know

what she would have done. Forgetting their diffeesn Kayla had crawled
to Paula like a wounded animal, hoping that shédcll her what to do or

where to turn. Paula, though, hadn't done thatedasshe had let Kayla pour
out her heart, weighing the pros and cons of mgerta Nicholas Trahern,

yet failing miserably to come up with an answer.

October was now here and Kayla's body was growingensumbersome
every day. The baby moved almost constantly now,a@nshe lay in bed at
night, her hand on her stomach, feeling the stretegdy kicks, she would
think of the radiant smile on Nick's face the fulsty he felt the baby move.
He had been so proud . . .

"Well. What's your favorite color?" Paula persisted

"Color? | don't know, Paula. Why? Is it so impottér you to know my
favorite color?"



"It's not important. | was just making conversatiahe said lightly. "What
about blue?"

"No, | don't particularly care for blue." Kayla e herself off the sofa
with a strangled grunt. She walked to the kitchee poured herself a glass
of ice tea, then stood looking out the window off kisichen as she sipped
from the glass. The trees were beautiful this tifngear. The one big maple
in her backyard was vividly alive with the colorkfall. This had always

been one of her favorite times of year—she lovedhéen the days were
warm and the nights crisp and chilly. Unwillinglgrmind drifted back to

Nick, and she wondered where he was right now. &teleen true to his
word. He had told her he would not see her agatihshe came to him, and
he had meant it. Kayla had debated about goingricsaveral times, yet her
pride had held her back. The baby was all Nichelassted. Not its mother.

Walking back to the living room, Kayla noticed Pawkas putting her
sweater on, making preparations to leave.

"Are you going home?" Kayla asked, a surge of gisagment racing
through her at the thought of another long, empgiatrahead of her.

"Yes. | promised Doug | would fix him a decent méahight." Paula
couldn't help but note the look of longing on Kayleace. "Why don't you
come with me? Doug can drive you home later."

"No. I'm not very hungry tonight. I'll make mysafsandwich, then watch
TV. Thanks anyway, Paula."

Paula walked across the room and hugged Kayla farttiness. "l wish |
could make things better for you."

"I know. And I can't thank you enough for all yoeI'sone for me, Paula. In
many ways you have made things better,” Kayla asisher, returning the
hug with affection.

"All you'd have to do is go to him," Paula saidesohly, her big, round eyes
gazing at Kayla seriously. "That's all he wantsm8diny sign that you're
willing to bend a little."”



"He wants some sign that I'm willing to give hinethaby, Paula. And I'm
not willing to do that."

"Not true." Paula shook her head stubbornly. "Heetoyou every bit as
much as he loves and wants that baby. You're gasstubborn to see it."

"If he loved me, he would never have given me Hayla said childishly.
"He would have stayed around until the baby was laoid—"

"And what? Begged you to let him marry you? Redlgyla. Up until Nick
met you, he wouldn't have asked a woman fdaitwice unless she was
something pretty terrific. He hasevergone out of his way to court a
woman, let alone cater to her whims. You just daaitize how different the
man is since he met you!"

"Has he ... is he ... seeing anyone lately?" Kagkew Paula would know if
anyone would.

"Would it matter to you?"

"Of course it would matter to me," Kayla blazedenthquickly regained
control of her temper. "I want him to be happy.”

"Then | would suggest you get your fanny in gead amarry the man!"
Paula said decisively, picking up her car keys aadking to the door.
"You're going to wait around until the last minuéed he'll have to marry
you on your way into the delivery room. Remembaet thid Doris Day
movie where she was being rolled into the delivexym and the minister
was marrying her to the baby's father?" She laughed

"I remember."” Kayla grimaced. "But that's only e tmovies, Paula. | think
| could pick a better time to get married than fmeutes before my baby
was born."

"Well, you'd better hurry,"” she warned. "Decemlsertithat far off. By the
way, | like that dress you're wearing. What cofoit?"



Kayla looked down at her dress, unaware that it a@aghing unusual.
"Mint green, | think."

"It's nice. Do you like mint green?"

"Paula, what is this thing you've got about cotorsght?"
"Nothing! | simply asked if you liked mint green!"
"Yes!"

"Fine! I'll talk to you later." Paula blew her a kiss amdnt out the front
door.

Another two weeks dragged by as Kayla continuethta her feelings for

Nick. The sound of the phone ringing one Thursdigitwas a welcome
relief. After picking up the receiver on the thitrdg she was nearly floored
when she heard the familiar man's voice at ther@he of the line.

"Is this still the prettiest girl in town?"

"Tony?"

"That's right. Tony. Are you surprised?"

Surprisedwasn't quite the word Kayla would have used. Hike was a
reminder out of a past that she honestly hadnitghbabout in months.

"Where are you?" she asked with a shaky laugh.

"Right here in town! | have business here in themmg, so | flew in
tonight. Can you meet me for a drink?"

"Well, I don't know, Tony," she hedged, thinkingho$ wife, Maggie.



"l told Maggie that the first person | was goingtdl when | got here would

be you. She agreed wholeheartedly, Kayla. I'd loveee you. How about
it?"

"I guess | could, Tony. Where are you?"

"Some bar out here near the airport. Wait a mifitde. put his hand over
the receiver, and Kayla could hear him asking where/as. "Listen, maybe
you'd better name a place for us to meet. | doniktthis is any place for
you to be."

Kayla laughed. "Okay." She gave him the name affaufar cocktail lounge

and promised to meet him there in an hour. As simg lup the phone she
couldn't help wondering why Tony had called. Shdrttaheard from him

since they had broken up, and as far as she kreedidn't know where she
was living at the moment. Obviously he had inquiaddut her and found
out she had moved to Little Rock.

An hour later she pulled her car into the parkiofgdf the cocktail lounge
and got out. Walking into the dimly lit lounge, dbeked for Tony, hoping
that he had arrived before her. He had, and aspbited him he rushed
forth, taking her in his arms for a large bear hug.

"Holy..." He stood back and surveyed her balloorfiggre. "What is all
this?"

Kayla grinned, then blushed prettily. "Kind of owdrelming, huh?"

"How many have you got there?" he teased, dragsgrm around her and
walking her to the table he had reserved earliayl& didn't think a thing
about Tony's affectionate ways. He had always bffeationate toward any
woman he was around.

"I think only one, but it must be a very large drghe sighed, sitting in the
chair he was holding out for her.

"Gosh, but you look good,” he told her, his eyearking sincerely. "It's
been a long time!"



"Yes, it has. How are Maggie and the baby?"

"They're both fine. Just fine. Maggie gets pretéeery day, and Tony, Jr.
looks exactly like me!" he said proudly, fishinghis pocket for his wallet.

For the next five minutes they looked at baby pis$yu both of them
exclaiming about how cute Tony, Jr. was.

"Do you think I'm just prejudiced, or is that rgailhe cutest baby you ever
laid eyes on?" Tony asked seriously, his buttormutbo pop of his shirt
with pride.

"He's a beautiful baby, Tony. You sound very happle assured him.
"l am, Kayla. Happier than | deserve to be," hefessed solemnly.

Kayla reached across the table and took his hamnal.glad, Tony. | really
am."

"That's why | wanted to see you, Kayla. | told Magighave never felt right
about what happened between us .. . and | judiohege you again to be sure
that your life was as happy as mine is. You damivk how relieved | am to
see you all fat and sassy, carrying a baby of ymwn." He sounded
tremendously relieved. "Who's the lucky guy?"

"The lucky guy—" Kayla's happy facade crumbled, tewts sprang to her
eyes. She was mortified that she was going to bdeak in front of Tony,
but she could sense it coming. "Excuse me, Torhg"mumbled, blindly
fumbling in her purse for a tissue.

The tears started rolling down her cheeks uncheesedony hurriedly
withdrew a snowy-white handkerchief from his pocket handed it to her.
"l gather | said something wrong?"

"No. | have these silly bouts of crying all the &rhshe snuffed, wiping
ineffectually at the salty wetness. "I hope you'ttimnk I'm crazy."



"Not at all. Maggie bawled for three fourths of h@egnancy! | was so

happy when she finally had the baby, | could hakeused," he said

sympathetically, trying to help her mop up the $edrere, let me get you a
drink." Tony motioned for a waiter and gave himauder for a glass of

white wine. "Now .. . you want to tell me about itRnow tears are just a
sign of pregnancy, but there's usually somethinpdring the mommy to

bring them on." He smiled at her tenderly, sensiirag) in this case there was
indeed something bothering the mommy.

Tony had always been a good listener, and suddemya found herself
pouring out the whole story of the past seven man#&midst tears of
recrimination and self-pity Kayla told Tony all alidher love for Nick and
the frustration it had brought her. Tony was stitjood listener, and he let
her spill her heart out to him, stopping her ordgasionally to question her
about some minor detail.

An hour later she was still sniffing but feelingtta tremendous weight had
been lifted from her shoulders. It had been manlderapy to tell her

problems to someone other than Paula. Paula hadabsaint, but she was
definitely biased in Nicholas's favor.

"So the question is, do you want to marry this gog give the baby a name,
or do you struggle through it all alone?" Tony suminup a few minutes
later.

"Not exactly. The problem is Nick wants to marry foe the baby's sake,
and | want him to marry me because—"

"Because he lovegu.Right?"
"Right." Kayla blew her nose daintily on his handiteef.
"Sounds to me like he loves you,” Tony said realSlyna'Most men

wouldn't have taken the time and gone to the tetblsee that you were
taken care of when you were so sick."



"You would have," Kayla reminded him with a snlfAs | recall, you said
you didn't love Maggie when you married her. Likeeilas, you felt a
responsibility toward your baby."

Tony's fingers played restlessly with the napkilemhis drink. "At the
time | was very much in love with you, Kayla. | wasrn between
responsibility and love. But | have never regrettied decision | made.
Maggie is one hell of a woman, and | love her veéegply now. It has
worked out beautifully for us. Our only regret whg way your life was
torn up."

"I can't say that | didn't go through a pretty rbdigne, Tony, but now, since
| met Nick—"

"You realize that love can find you in very stravgays?"
"Yes," she whispered softly.

"This Nicholas. He wouldn't happen to be aroundosig or two and have
blond hair, would he?" Tony inquired abruptly.

Kayla glanced up at Tony in surprise. "Yes. Why?"

"Because unless | miss my bet, he walked in alutrinutes ago with a
couple of other guys, and he's been sitting ab#restaring daggers at us
ever since," Tony replied calmly, reaching for ¢hisik and taking a casual

sip.

Kayla's eyes flew over to the bar and encounteffedssy silver stare. "Oh,
my gosh. It is Nick," Kayla mumbled, turning heraldeaway quickly in
embarrassment. "I hope he didn't see me!"

"Are you kidding? He hasn't taken his eyes off gowce he walked through
that door."

"I think I'll go to the ladies' room," Kayla saidheasily, hoping that by the
time she returned, Nick would have gone.



Tony stood as Kayla slipped out of her chair andlenlaer way hurriedly
across the dimly lit room. The ladies' lounge wadhe far rear of the
building, safely away from the crowded bar.

Twenty minutes later she could think of no possibtéher reason to stay in
the small room, having combed her hair and putigstitk until she was
sure the attendant thought she was a little w&8tdpping out cautiously,
she peered around a potted palm, checking therbar A sigh of relief
escaped her as she noted that the stool Nick had ferched on was now
empty.

"Looking for someone?" an angry masculine voicesdskom behind her.
She whirled around.

“Nicholas! | thought you had left," she said irbita
"Not on your life. Who's the man you're with?" m@apped curtly.

"None of your business," she snapped back ancedtistpush resentfully
by him. After all these weeks of leaving her alémérood, he had nerve to
suddenly reappear and demand to know who she whbk wi

"Oh, no, you don't." He reached out and graspeairar pulling her back
into a dark alcove. Both arms came out to traplbetween the wall and
himself. "Now. Who is the guy?" he asked again ¢bnsthat stubborn
muscle on his jaw working tautly now.

"Tony," she spit out, trying to ignore how closs face was to hers and the
smell of his familiar soap and aftershave.

"Tony?" Kayla could see the struggle on Nick's fexglace the name. It
took only a few seconds for grim recognition to laep the look of
puzzlement. "Tony! The creep you used to be engagéd

"That's right. Now get out of my way!" Kayla pushieeatedly against the
granite wall of his chest.



"What in hell are you doing with him?" Nick reachewat and trapped both
her flailing wrists in one hand.

"l don't owe you any explanation of who | see,” shél, still seething but
abandoning her struggles for the moment.

"You think not! Well, you're wrong, Kayla. What do¢hat bum want?
Surely he isn't wanting a reconciliation with yau your condition!" he
fumed, gripping her wrists tighter.

"You're hurting me!" she said between clenchectééet me go!”
Nick fought to control his anger, loosening hispgon her very slowly.
Kayla was surprised by his hot surge of temper.ltattenever seen him this

angry. On the contrary, he was usually a prettyl+tempered person.

"All right, I want you to march your little tushgint over to that table and tell
him to kiss off! Is that clear?"”

"Kiss off! Are you mad? I'm not about to tell Tony—

"Fine. Then | will." Nick whirled and started toveathe table where Tony
was sitting, his eyes blazing.

"No!" Kayla reached out and latched onto his twepdrts jacket, pulling
him to an abrupt halt. "You're not going to go otrere and make a scene!"
she pleaded.

"Then you're going to tell him you're sorry, yatu have to leave," he told
her ominously. "And | don't mean later. | meaht now!"

"Where am / going?" she asked crossly.
"l want to talk to you," he replied sharply, stiaigning the cuffs of his shirt

with short, aggravated jerks. "I'll wait for youtside. And, Kayla, don't try
anything cute. I'm not in the mood for it tonightg warned.



Making her hurried apologies to Tony, Kayla expéairthe situation and
told him she would love to hear from him and Maggpen. Tony assured
her that she would and wished her the best ofwittk Nick. Kayla laughed

shakily, wondering what awaited her when she hedtdocktail lounge. Nick

had been in a nasty mood, and she anticipatedyaunpteasant evening.

The night was chilly as she stepped out of the deusnd slipped her arms
into the light jacket she had brought with her.W&aed Ferrari squealed up
to the curb, and he reached to sling the door apetipning for her to get
in.

"I have my car here," she protested as he pulledhke the car and peeled
away from the curb.

"I'll send someone over to pick it up later," hekeal.
They drove for several minutes without exchangimgpad. The lights from
the dash gave Nick's angry face an almost sinistd;; making Kayla very

uneasy.

Finally summoning up the courage to speak, shedagkestly, "What did
you want to see me about?"

"Why were you with Tony tonight?"

Kayla sighed in exasperation. "Because he calldéeeand wanted me to
have a drink with him. How did you know | was aatlfounge?"

"l didn't. I was there with a couple of businessagsates. | had no idea you
would be there with your . . . boyfriend!"

"Good heavens. He's not my boyfriend, Nicholass Mety happily married
and has a child of his own now," Kayla said patigeribsing all desire to
argue with him. She was suddenly just happy toda him once more.

"He's got his nerve, asking you out for a drinkitkNstewed, shifting gears
angrily. "If he's so damn happily married, wheheswife?"



"At home, | suppose. He's here on a businessAng. she knew he was
going to call me. Where are we going?" she demandeédick cursed, then
swerved to miss a car in front of him.

"I'm taking you home!"

"Thanks! But suppose | don't want to go home? Tamy | were talking—"

"l don't give a damn what you affnywere talking about. What do you
think | felt when | walked in there and saw youlwthat guy?"

"Nothing. | don't think you feel anything for meshe returned bluntly.
"Well, you're dead wrong! | felt plenty," he neaslyouted.

"You were probably worried about your baby, but giam't have to be. The
baby is doing fine!"

"I know that. | talk to Dr. Walters every week,"dkibarked curtly.
"You do?" Kayla looked at him suspiciously. "Why?"
"To see how you and the baby are doing. Why else?"

Thatdid surprise Kayla. All these weeks she had supposeambiuldn't care
less how she was doing.

"And you're about five quarts of milk shy of whatuwshould have drunk by
now!" he said severely as he jerked the steeringeito miss another car.

"Dr. Walters told you that? And slow down! You'reiigg to kill us!" she
yelled.

"No. Paula told me that!" he yelled back, ignorireg plea for sane driving.

"Paula . . . always Paula!" Kayla threw her hanglsnuthe air disgustedly.



The sports car roared into Kayla's drive, and Nilskmmed on his brakes
with a screech. Turning the ignition off, he fadeer defiantly. "Okay,
Kayla, now I'm tired of fooling with you! | have pently waited for seven
long, unbearable weeks for you to come to youresgrend so far I've had
no indication whatsoever that you have seen tlnt bgday."”

Kayla opened her mouth to respond, but one largel lckamped over it,
preventing her words from escapifijyo! You're going to listen to me for a
change," he said grimly. "I havaskedyou to marry me nicely. | have
pleadedwith you to marry me nicely. | hawsaitedfor you to marry me
nicely. In fact, | am damn sick and tired of askiptgading, waitingand
being nicelYouare going to go into that house, pack a bag, taéira taxi,
and come directly to my ranch. Now, | know you'rengering why | want
you to come out in a taxi, but you haya to let me have one small shred of
pride left, Kayla. At least | can always tell myflsgbu did come to me, in a
way. I'm not accustomed to getting down on my haandd knees and
crawling to a woman, though in this case I'd cravdund the world if it
would help. I know you don't believe | want yolkniow you think it's only
because of the baby that | want to marry you, loutrg about as far out in
left field as you can get. | wagbu.True, | want the baby, but | wagbu
more. And | assure you | havevertold another woman that in my life!"
His gray gaze was solemn as he held her headahdiamped tightly over
her mouth. "I want you to think back to the lagghtiwe spent together
before all this fiasco began. | think you'll beealbd come up witlthe most
important thing | ever said to you. Not the ligednt you to think of the truth
| told you that night.

Think hard, Kayla. It's important. And when you ember, you call that
taxi and come to me. I'll be waiting."

His free hand reached out and opened the door; tbkeasing her mouth, he
urged her out.

Kayla was standing out in the crisp night air, vaatg his red taillights
disappear into the darkness before she realizedéhaas really gone. He
had simply put her out in front of her house andeadr off!



Slowly her mind ran over all he had just said to. Néhathadhe told her
that last night before she found out his true idghiShe let herself into the
dark apartment and without turning on the lightsdgavn on the sofa, her
mind traveling back to six months ago. She had dpn@aula’s office to
have lunch with her, and they had discussed Kalgaés for Franklin. She
had gone shopping that afternoon, wanting to lcakdest for Franklin that
evening. He had taken her to dinner, and then baely made love. She
remembered lying in his arms and his asking hgotaway with him that
coming Monday. She remembered the soft kisseshilsbed words they
had shared. She could almost see his eyes, sluotbarm solemn, as he
had turned her face up to meet his and whispere&he blinked back the
coming tears. He had whispered ... A beautiful enitl her face as she
sprang from the sofa and ran toward the bedroopat¢t her bag.

It was growing very late as the taxi pulled acribescattle guard and drove
up to the ranch house. A bright harvest moon hwspended in the sky,
casting its silvery beams over the quiet, lushypast

Kayla paid the driver as he set her bag out omtive. The house was dark
except for one light burning in the back, where lddgnew Nick would be
waiting. As the cab pulled away she walked up ® dbor and knocked
softly. When no one answered, she tried the knabfannd it unlocked.
Opening the door, she slid in silently, knowing glee her heart that she
would be welcome. After all, this was her home now.

She walked quietly through the darkened housewhgrlit by the shafts of
moonlight streaming through the windows. In theatise she could see the
light coming from Nick's den. Love filled her asespushed the door open
and stood in the faint rays of the lamp.

Nick turned from the window he had been staringajuar glass of scotch
gripped tightly in his hand. His eyes ran lazilyeoher burgeoning figure as
he stepped away from the window and held one lax@®forting hand out

to her. Stepping forward, she took it, placing $reall one in its welcoming

warmth.

"I've been waiting for you," he said softly, lovadrating from his voice.



"Very long?" she asked, her voice becoming unsteady
"All my life," he confirmed in a husky whisper.

"Well, I'm here now."

"It's where you should have been all along, yowkho

"I know." Their eyes were hungrily devouring eathes's features, only the
crackling of the fire in the grate breaking the@sde in the room.

"Did you remember what | told you that last nigle spent together?" he
asked urgently.

"Yes, | remembered.” She smiled tenderly. "Thoudtad forgotten that
night and what you told me," she admitted.

"l thought you had. Want to refresh my memory?"

"Have you forgotten?" she teased, her arms goingrognd his neck.
"Hardly. Since you're the only woman in the worklever said that to, |
don't think 1 would forget a thing like that." Heedned down and

feather-brushed her lips. "l want to hear you $4dy i

"You said . . . you loved me. You said that no eratthat happened, you
wanted me to remember that you loved me."

"Do you believe that? If you don't, step into tteam down the hall that has
that big old four-poster bed you wanted, and Ml rore than happy to
prove how much | meant those words," he offeredkihyshis mouth
touching hers again lightly.

"I plan on spending a lot of time in that big otdif-poster bed,"” she assured
him, "but | would kind of like to hear you say tleosonderful words again.”

"What? That | love you?"



"Yes," she returned shyly, her breathing quickerasghis hand made its
way up under her blouse and unsnapped her bra.

"You are really filling out,” he teased, his hamwtissing over the voluptuous
treasures he had uncovered. "Now, let's see, wheg we talking about

before you took my mind off our conversation?" Heamed as he kissed
down the side of her neck, his hands roaming ogebfeasts lovingly. "Oh,

yes, you want to hear me say, | love you."

"Do you mind?" she murmured happily.

"Not at all. |1 planned on telling you every day fibre next fifty years
anyway. | love you, Kayla," he said simply. "I widlve you for the rest of
our lives."

Kayla pulled away and surveyed his nose critically.
"What's the matter?"

"l was just checking to see if it grew any." Shanged, wrapping her arms
around his neck once more.

"My nose hasn't grown, but | wouldn't make any ladétsut any other part of
my body if | were you." He grinned back just befaapturing her mouth
with a smoldering kiss.

When they broke apart minutes later, Nick reachmginrdand scooped her
up in his arms hurriedly.

"One other thing | want to know before | start prayvthat everything I've
tried to tell you for the last seven months wae frine said as he started
carrying her toward the bedroom. "Are ysurewe're going to have just
onebaby?"

"Positive,” she replied happily, laying her headaiagt his shoulder
contentedly. "But maybe next time we won't be sk’



"I want five or six, you know. Considering how meamd cantankerous you
get when you're pregnant, maybevibuld be better to have them two at a
time," he reasoned worriedly.

Kayla shrugged her shoulders, her mouth searchwegtty for his. "It's the
hormones. Remember?"

Laying her down gently on the bed, he stood ab@veahd began to slowly
unbutton his shirt, the sight of the broad expasfd@s hairy chest making
her turn weak and trembly.

"There's one more thing | have to assure you df,then | .don't want it
ever brought up again. | will always regret that had to start our
relationship with a lie, but | promise you therellwiever be another
moment of deceit between us, Kayla. There's bebt af long, lonely
nights when | thought that one terrible mistake ldalestroy all the good
things we had going for us. | know it will be hdat you not to remember
that time in our life, but I'm going to work veratd to show you your trust
in me will not be misplaced.”

His shirt came off along with his trousers and thes briefs, and his
smoldering gaze locked intimately with hers. Kaa her hands lovingly
up his bare leg, marveling at how much love coilldhér one small heart.

"I trust you," she replied with complete honesBetause if yoeverlie to
me again, | shall personally pinch your head off."

"Good. Now that we have that settled, come heranamg" he growled,
crawling back onto the bed with her and enfoldieg im his strong arms.
"Oh, by the way." He stopped and propped himselbaphis elbows and
smiled angelically at her. "Did | mention we wemtghg married the day
after tomorrow?"

Kayla smiled. "That's impossible. | couldn't plaw@dding that soon."
He cleared his throat nervously and picked up & tafcher hair to twirl

around his finger absently. "Now, | don't want yowget upset, sweetheart,
but | have something to tell you..."



Kayla's eyes narrowed. "What?"

"Well . .. now, look . . . you know I've alwaysdwun you would eventually
marry me... and times running out. | didn't want to take the chance we'd
have to hire a baby-sitter while we were on ourdyomoon," he explained
sheepishly, "so . . ."

"So0?" Kayla sat up and glared at him distrustfully.

"So...Paulaandl...well, now, honey, yan changanythingyou want
except the color of the bridesmaids' dresses. Veaalteady been ordered.
The cake and the flowers have been ordered, anchtiveh is reserved, but
you can still select the music if you want to. Radbesn't have to make a
final selection on that until ten tomorrow mornfhg.

Kayla gaped at him, her mouth dropping open widéu' plannedour
wedding without even consulting me . . . withoubking whether | would
accept ..."

"Now, don't get upset, sweetheattnkewl was going to get you to marry me
one way or another. You had exactly thirty- eigldrenhours to make up
your mind, or | would have personally come over &adled you to the

church in that ridiculous circus tent you're hedlab on wearing!" he said

firmly. "Doug and Paula were going to help me."

"But what about a wedding dress?" she protestedzadthat he would go
to such lengths to arrange their wedding.

"It's lovely. You're going to be crazy about it,& lassured her quietly,
kissing her into submission. "Don't fight it, Kaylalove you, and we're
getting married Saturday afternoon at two o'clockperiod.”

"You ... | can't believe you!" she sputtered lowing

"What's to believe? | told you, | can be pretty destubborn when it comes
to something | want. And I've never wanted anytrasgoadly as | wanted
you," he whispered in a low, husky voice vibratinigh emotion. "You're
not really mad, are you?"



It took very little convincing to make Kayla agrée the forthcoming
wedding, and minutes later Nick reached out andcbwd off the bedroom
lamp, their passion overriding all else for the neorn

"Nick,” she murmured against his plundering mouttAre those
bridesmaids' dresses by any chance ... a mint gteen

"l think so," he breathed raggedly. "Why?"

"No reason," she muttered a trifle irritably, retung her attention to the
exciting man who lay in her arms.

But at the back of her mind a tiny, little voicengaout at the top of its lungs,
"Paula, you wonderful, glorious, marvelaus. ratfink!"



