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CHAPTER ONE

Jenni fer Smal | wood stood on the crowded
platformwth the cool, danp March w nd whi ppi ng
her all-weather coat around her | egs. She drew the
col l ar of her coat closer around her neck and
si ghed i n annoyance as the long, dark train
finally canme into view She glanced at her watch.
The train was fifteen mnutes late and pulling two
cars instead of three.

To think she'd decided to take the train today
because she didn't trust her car not to break down
and nmake her |ate. Sone days she just couldn't
Wi n.

As the train slowed, she found herself swept
forward by the people behind her on the platform
The train cane to a stop, wth the doors of the
second car several feet away.

The trai nman stepped down. Urged forward by
the swell of people at her back, Jennifer hurried
toward the train. Cutching her briefcase in her
| eft hand, she pulled herself up the steps and
into the train with her right hand.

Standing in the juncture between two cars, she
qui ckly glanced to her left and right. Both cars
seened relatively full, but there appeared to be a
few seats in the car to her left, near the back.

She wal ked down the | ong aisle scanning the
seats on both sides of her for an enpty seat. If
she were lucky, she'd just nake it to the office
intinme for the staff neeting. Wich neant she



needed at least ten mnutes on the train to review
her notes before she arrived.

Just as she was thinking she'd have to stand,
she spotted an enpty space on a three-seater bench
bet ween two nen, near the end of the car. The nen
were sitting one on each end of the seat with a
space in the mddle. Not exactly her first choice
for a seat, but it would beat standing. She
st opped near the seat.

The man on the aisle side | ooked up fromthe
paper he was readi ng. Jennifer swall owed several
times as she found herself gazing down into the
bl uest eyes she'd ever seen. Not that she'd had
occasion to gaze down into many white nen's eyes.
Certainly not any who | ooked as if they'd stepped
off the cover of GQ H s tie was silk; his suit
| ooked

Tai |l or-nmade. She hated to think how nuch he'd
paid for his haircut. Al though he was cl ean-
shaven, he was George C ooney sexy.

"Excuse ne."

"OF course." He flashed her a brief smle,
fol ded his paper, and got to his feet. She
resisted the urge to | ook hi mup and down. He was
tall--she guessed about six two or three--and well
built wi thout being nuscle bound. The train was
crowed, which neant she had to brush past himto
get into the seat. Her heart thunped as she caught
a whiff of his cologne, subtle, yet sexy--like the
man hi nsel f.

When she was seated, he slipped onto the seat
next to her. It was a tight squeeze. Too tight.
She coul d feel his thigh pressed right agai nst
hers. She tried to draw her | eg away, but there
was no room



Pl aci ng her briefcase on her knees, she began
gl anci ng through the financial statenents she
needed for the neeting. But she couldn't
concentrate. Not sitting next to this man whose
nmere presence was playing havoc with her breathing
and heart beat.

Al right, Jenn. Get it together, girl. He's
just a man. A white man, who doesn't know you're
alive. You'll never see himagain. Forget him

Qut of the corner of her eye, she saw the man
now had the paper on his |lap and he was gl anci ng
I n her direction. She turned her head slightly and
found himsmling at her.

"You woul dn't have the tine, would you?" He
had a warm deep voice. The kind that would nake a
woman tingle in anticipation when he whispered ...
anything in her ear.

"Ah ... yes ... " She cleared her throat and
lifted her armto | ook at her watch. As she did,
she saw an expensive | ooking silver watch on his
| eft wist below the white cuff of his shirt.

She nodded toward it. "Is that broken?"

"No." He flashed that dinpled smle at her
agai n.

| f his watch wasn't broken ... he was com ng
onto her! "It's ... eight-forty." She forced her
gaze back to the open briefcase. Ckay, Jenn. GCet
It in gear. He's probably bored and having a
little fun at your expense. O worst, he was
| ooki ng for sonmeone with whomto have a brief,
meani ngl ess affair.

It was difficult, but she kept her gaze on her
reports for the next fifteen m nutes. She was
aware that the man besi de her cast several gl ances



in her direction, although he didn't speak to her
agai n.

When the train pulled into her stop, she
turned to find himlooking at her. "Excuse ne."

Smling, he rose. The train wasn't as crowed
now, having nade two stops since she'd boarded. So
there was no reason for himto stand so close to
the seat, nmaking it al nost inpossible for her to
step into the aisle wi thout brushing agai nst him

The train lurched unexpectedly and she was
thrown forward. Her briefcase flew from her hand.
She threw out her arnms to break the fall she knew
was com ng. Suddenly, a strong arm w apped ar ound
her wai st, not only keeping her on her feet, but
al so pulling her back against a very solid, very
mal e body.

"It's all right. |I've got you."
The lights blinked out as she turned to face
her rescuer; still, she knew whose arns she was

I n; whose deep voi ce whi spered softly agai nst her
ear, making her tingle.

The lights flickered back on and she found
hersel f | eaning agai nst his chest, staring up into
his blue eyes again. Ch, God, but he was
br eat ht aki ng. She couldn't | ook away from him She
couldn't nove. She could barely breathe.

Her gaze settled on his lips. They were firm
chi sel ed, and sensuous. Her own |ips parted, her
head tilted back. The breath caught in her throat
when his nmouth opened slightly and he bent his
head.

"Sorry for the nonentary inconvenience, folKks.
Mar ket East Station. Al out for Market East."

The conductor's voice, sounding fromthe
speakers, startled her. She glanced around, saw



t he ot her passengers staring. She'd | ost her m nd.
She was in the mddle of the aisle, clinging to a
strange white man--waiting for himto kiss her!

The bl ood rushed to her cheeks and she
scranbl ed out of his arns. "Thank you. Thank you."

She bent to retrieve her briefcase, but he'd
al ready scooped it up fromthe floor. He silently
handed it to her. Their fingers brushed when she
took the case. An electric current sizzled up her
armat the contact. Their gazes net and briefly
| ocked. The unm st akabl e | ook of desire in his
eyes nade her heart beat quicken. Just for a
nonent, she allowed herself the sweet |uxury of
delighting in the know edge that she could turn
such an attractive man on. Then she began backi ng
away fromhim "Ah, ... thank you."

Hs |lips parted and he reached out a hand, as
If he intended to touch her again.

She shook her head, turned and hurried down
the aisle, and off the train. She ran across the
platformto the double glass doors |leading to the
escal ators, her heart thunping wldly. She was at
the top of the escal ator before she began
breat hi ng normal | y agai n.

Just for a nonent, she'd been afraid he would
foll ow her. She cast a quick glance over her
shoul der and her heart began to pound again. He
was standing on the platformjust beyond the
escal at or doors, |ooking up at her.

Overwhel ned by the feelings coursing through
her as she briefly contenplated what it woul d be
li ke to get to know him she couldn't nove.
Sanity quickly returned and she realized that if
she stood there, staring expectedly down at him
he'd think she wanted himto follow her. Breathing



qui ckly and unevenly, she turned into an

under ground passage. It was well |it and |ined
Wi th stores on both sides. It would eventually
| ead to the basenent entrance of the building
where she worked.

Al'l the while, she thought of the man fromthe
train. She wouldn't admt that part of her was
sorry he hadn't followed her fromthe platform
She sternly rem nded herself that he was white and
If his clothes were any indication, they were from
two very different economc circles.

They weren't likely to neet again. And that
was a good thing because just sitting next to him
had filled her wwth lustful thoughts that shaned
her. Forget the havoc being pressed against himin
t he ai sl e had caused.

"Mommy, do you like nmen?"

"Huh?" Jennifer finished | oading the washi ng
machine with the final [ oad of clothes. Only then
did she turn to look at the small child spraw ed
on her stomach on the washroom fl oor.

It had been a | ong day and an even | onger
week. Not much had gone right. The refurbished
dryer she'd bought a year ago had di ed, her car
battery was threatening to do the sane, and she'd
been notified that her real estate taxes were
bei ng i ncreased for the second tine in tw years.
To make matters worst, she couldn't stop thinking
about the George C ooney | ook alike she'd net on
the train earlier that week.

She gl anced at the newly strung |ines
stretching across the length of the basenent. Her
plan for the night was sinple. First she'd finish
washi ng, slap the last tw | oads of clothes on the



line, put Tia to bed, and settle down wth a good
| ove story. Preferably, a steany one that she
could I ose herself in--with a black--a very bl ack
her o.

"Mommy! You're not listening to ne!”

"I" msorry." She blinked and pulled her gaze
fromthe oak-panel ed basenent wall and focused on
Tia's face. "What did you say?"

"I asked if you |iked nen?"

"Yes," she said, reaching for the [aundry
basket on the table next to the washer.

"All nmen?"

She hesitated, studying her daughter. Tia had
Jims dark brown eyes and beautiful chocol ate
conpl exi on. She was as pretty as he was handsone.
And just as relentless.

"Ah, ... why do you ask?"

“"Do you, Mnmmy?"

Her liking of men was part of her problem Her
life would run a | ot snoother if she didn't |ong
for a broad shoulder to | ean on when |ife becane
difficult. And the | ast fourteen nonths had been

rough. Still, if nothing else, the rough tines had
taught her the inportance of self-reliance.
"Well, ... yes ... nostly."”

"Even white nen?"

She turned back to the washi ng machine so Tia
woul dn't see how the question di smayed her. Before
that incident on the train, her answer woul d have
been a resoundi ng no. She'd never even thought
about dating a white man. As her nother was fond
of saying, white nen were for white wonen. Not for
si ngl e, black wonen who needed nore enotionally
t han nost bl ack nmen coul d provide. Forget a white
one.



But she couldn't say any of that to five-year-
old Tia, who m ssed her out-of-state daddy so nuch
she'd taken to trying to fix Jennifer up with any
and every eligible male in sight. Three weeks
earlier, she'd invited her kindergarten teacher to
di nner. Al though he was ni ce enough, he was fresh
out of college and five years younger than
Jennifer; definitely not her type. Just |ast week,
she'd fended off an attenpt of Tia's to get her
and the roofer together. But at |east both nen
wer e bl ack.

"Mommy?! Are you listening?"

"Yes." She turned to face Tia. "People are
peopl e. "

"That's not what Granny and Auntie Linda say."

"Well, it's what | say."

Tia frowned. "Then why doesn't Auntie Linda
want ne to play wwth the white girls at the park?"
That was one of the drawbacks of having her
not her's best friend, Linda Johnson, baby-sit Tia.
Al t hough she was devoted both to Jennifer and Ti a,
at sixty-five, she was very nuch a product of the
old south. As far as she was concerned, that neant
bl acks and whites were equal, but should remain in
their own separate social circles. It was a view
Jennifer's own nother, now living in Florida with

her second husband, was inclined to share.

"Peopl e are people,” she said firmy. "G anny
and Aunt Linda are entitled to their views, but
you and | don't share them R ght?"

"Right!" Tia replied with satisfying
pronptness. "W |ike all kinds of people.™

"Right. Al kinds."

"So, Mommy, you want to neet a white one?"



She shook her head. She'd already net one
white man too many. Granted she and the nman on the
train hadn't actually "net," but she knew he'd be
haunti ng her thoughts for weeks to cone. "Cone on,
sweetiekins. | know you mss your daddy, but |I'm
not ready to start dating again."

"But Daddy's been gone for years!"

Jenni fer hoisted herself onto the washing
machi ne top and smled down at Tia. "Now,
sweeti ekins, you know that's not true. | know
fourteen nonths seens like a long tine, but--"

"He's very nice and big and cute and he's not
married!" Tia said in a rush. "I know you'll 1like
him"

Jennifer decided to try a different approach.
"Who i s he?"

Tia's dark brown eyes Iit up and she sm | ed.
"H's nane is Daniel Mchael Reilly. He's really
bi g, Mommy. And he's sooo nice.”

"And just where did you neet this really big,
ni ce man?"

"In the park. He's there nost days when Auntie
Li nda takes ne there after school.”

So this big, nice man nust be unenpl oyed if he
spent his afternoons idling in the park. She
hopped of f the washi ng machi ne and went to | ounge
on the cool tiled floor next to Tia.

She touched Tia's cheek. "Sweetiekins, |
t hought you understood about talking to
strangers. "

"I do, Mommy!" Tia protested indignantly. "But
he's not a stranger. | used to see himat the
center when he cane to pick up his little girl.
Only she doesn't cone there any nore."



"Hs little girl? | thought you said he wasn't
married."

Tia | ooked up at her, her dark eyes wide with
surprise. "He's not."

"You said he has a little girl."

"He does ... he did, but Daddy has ne and he's
not married to you."

Jenni fer blushed. "I know. Ah, you were
telling nme how you knew it was okay to talk to
this ... Mchael Daniel Reilly," she rem nded Ti a.

The last thing she wanted was to get on the
subj ect of why she and Jimweren't nmarried. And
now never woul d be.

"I't's Daniel M chael, Momy and he used to
cone to the center. | told you that. So when he
started comng to the park, | knewit was okay to
talk to him He has nice eyes. They're blue |ike
the sky and they tw nkle when he smles and his
hair is nostly dark, but sonme of it's white too."

Great. So he was white, unenpl oyed, and ol d.
Perfect.

"He smles alot. You'll like him Mmmy."
"Maybe, but right now!l think it's tine for
all pretty little girls to be in bed." She sat up,

drew Tia into her arnms, and ki ssed her cheek.

Tia giggled and wapped her arns around
Jennifer's neck. "OCkay, Mommy, but first prom se
you'll neet him"

She wasn't tired enough to make a rash prom se
li ke that. Casping Tia to her, she stood up.
"We'l|l see.”

In the neantinme she'd better have a talk with
Aunt Linda--just to nake sure this Daniel M chael
Reilly was harnl ess.

*kkkk*



It was rather cool and cl oudy, but M ck was
sitting in his favorite spot in Fairnount Park. He
told Hal and the other guys at the office that he
cane to the park because the fresh air hel ped him
t hi nk, enhancing his work. That had been his
original reason for his afternoon treks to the
par k.

He gl anced up fromhis laptop P C and | ooked
around the park. There were several young children
pl aying on the sliding boards and chasi ng each
ot her around; the air was filled with their
excited cries.

He enjoyed the sounds of happy children. But
sonet hi ng was m ssing. One particular face that
was the reason he continued to cone here.

He | ooked at his watch. It was nearly four
o' cl ock. He sighed. She probably wasn't com ng
today. Again. OCh, well. There was al ways tonorrow.

His |ips curved into a self-deprecating smle.
Hal was right. He did need a |ife outside of the
office. But not a woman. Not yet anyway. He
allowed hinself to think briefly of his encounter
wi th the woman on the train.

It still amazed hi m how one casual gl ance up
into her |liquid brown eyes had started him
t hi nki ng about sl ow dancing in the noonlight. He
was sorry now that he hadn't at | east asked her
nane.

He renenbered the way she'd practically ran
away from himand grimaced. He'd had about as nuch
chance of getting her nane as he had of playing in
t he Super Bow .

They weren't likely to neet again since he
normally drove to work. O course he could ride
the train for a while, hoping to see her again,



but that way |lay trouble. She'd | ooked to be in
her early twenties. She'd probably thought he was
just a dirty old white guy lusting after a sweet,
young t hi ng.

For now he was content to put all his energies
into the firm He wasn't particularly happy, but
then he didn't really expect to be happy for a
very long tine. If at all. He was content. It was
enough for now.

**kk k%

Tia was waiting at the front door for Jennifer
Monday night. She took one |look at Tia's face and
knew she was upset. "Hi, sweetiekins." She bent to
ki ss her cheek.

"There you are at |ast, Mommy! | thought you
wer e never com ng!"

Jennifer transferred the |Iight jacket she'd
worn to her left hand where she was carryi ng her
bri efcase and took Tia's hand in her right one.
She gl anced at the clock over the living room
mantel. It was seven-thirty. "l'msorry, sweetie,
but | had to work a little later tonight. How was
your day, sweeti ekins?"

"Long and boring and sooo sad."

She stifled a smle. Tia was clearly feeling
dramati c.

"Jenn, is that you?"

"Yes," she called at the sound of Aunt Linda's
voi ce coming fromthe kitchen, but she kept her
eyes on Tia's face. Tugging gently, she led Tia
over to the big, dark blue sofa along one wall in
the living room Tossing her briefcase and | acket
I n one corner, she sank down in the other, pulling
Tia onto her | ap.



She slipped her arns around Tia and pressed
her cheek against the top of her head. "What's the
matter, sweetiekins?"

"Auntie Linda wouldn't take nme to the park
after school. She said it was too cold."

"I't was kind of cool today."

Tia pulled away fromher and turned to stare
up into her face. "But Mck was there and I m ssed
him Mmy!"

She blinked in surprise. "Mck? Wo's Mck?"

"You know. Daniel Mchael. H's friends call
himMck. And I'"'mhis friend, so | call himM ck
t 0o."

1] d.]. mn
"Aunti e Linda should have taken ne to see him
He nmust be wondering where | am [|'Ill bet he

thinks | don't like himany nore, but | do!"

Jenni fer paused. Although Aunt Linda had
I mredi ately and enthusiastically agreed, it had
been her decision to keep Tia away fromthe park
and away from Daniel Mchael Reilly. At | east
until she had a chance to decide how to handl e her
daughter's growi ng fondness for him

"I't was ny decision not Aunt Linda's, Tia,"
she sai d.

"But why, Mmmy?"

"Honey, | have to be sure it's all right for
you to go on seeing him"

"But Momy, [--"

She carefully placed two fingers against Tia's
mouth. "It's ny decision, Tia. | know you're not

happy with it, but you are ny own, precious
sweetiekins and | have to be sure. Please try to
under st and. "



"But he woul d never do anything to hurt ne,
Monmy. "

"I know you think you're sure of that and you
m ght be right. But |I'mnot."

"You would be if you nmet him Please neet him
Momy? Pl ease?”

About to refuse, she hesitated. Tia was right.
The only way to know if the man posed any threat
to Tia was to neet himand judge for herself.
"Ckay. "

Tia's face lit up and she threw her arns
around Jennifer's neck. "OCh, Momy! Thank you."
She pull ed back and | ooked up at her. "Wen can he
cone?"

"Ah, well, ... " She sighed. "Maybe in a week
or two, I'll get off work early and neet you and
Aunt Linda and himin the park--"

"A week or two! Ch, Mommy! Not that |ong! |
have to see him before then."

Smling, Jennifer kicked off her heels,
pressed back into the sofa, and fol ded her |egs
underneath her. "Sweetie, you don't have to see
him You want to see him There's a difference."

"No, there isn't, Momy. | have to see him"
Tia insisted.

"Okay. Ckay," She acknow edged, giving up that
battl e. "How about Saturday?"

"Thi s Sat urday?"

"Yes. This com ng Saturday."

"Good. Mommy, can | see himtonorrow? To tell
hi nf"

She wanted to talk to Aunt Linda about him
first. "Let's nmake it Wednesday. Ckay?"

"Thi s Wednesday?"

"Yes. This Wdnesday."



"Thanks, Mommy!" Tia ki ssed her cheek, hopped
off her lap, and charged fromthe room Jennifer
heard her singing her favorite song, Around The
Mul berry Bush as she stonped up the uncarpeted
stairs.

Smling, Jennifer walked into the kitchen
where Aunt Linda was just turning off the oven.

"H, Aunt Linda." She kissed the ol der woman's
cheek. She sniffed the air. "Sonething snells
finger-Ilicking good. How was your day?"

Li nda Johnson turned to face her. She shook
her head. "That child, Jenn. What are you going to
do with her? It was all | could do to keep her
away fromthe park and that man who's bew t ched
her."

Jenni fer sank down onto one of the stools at
t he breakfast nook. "You nmake it sound as if he's
sone kind of Piped Piper. Do you think he's
danger ous?"

"Well, ... no. Not dangerous. | don't think he
woul d do anything to hurt her. He's very gentle
with her and he seens nice enough ... well, you
know, for a ... a . "

"For a white man?"

Looki ng i ndignant, Aunt Linda drew herself up
to her full height of five feet. "I didn't say
t hat . "

But Jennifer knew she'd neant it. "So you
think it's all right for nme to allow their
friendship to continue?”

"I didn't say that either," she said quickly,
turning to lift the top off one of the pots on the
stove. She gave the contents several rapid, over
vigorous stirs. "The vegetabl es and baked pot at oes
are ready."



"So he i s dangerous?"

"No! You only have to see the way he | ooks at
her to know that he would never hurt her."

"Then why do you object to her seeing hinP"

"I't's your decision, Jennifer, not mne."

Jenni fer. She was annoyed. "Aunt Li nda.

Pl ease. Just | ook at ne."

The ol der woman turned reluctantly to face
her, her face creased with |ines of disapproval.

"You know how grateful | amthat you agreed to
| ook after Tia when Mom noved to Florida. Tia and
| know you | ove us and we | ove you. Your opinion
IS inportant to us. |Is your only objection to him
based on his skin col or?"

"Everyone has his proper place, Jennifer. Life
wor ks best when we all stick toit."

She took Aunt Linda's answer as an affirmation
of her own suspicions regarding Aunt Linda's
notivation. "Tia really likes hima lot. 1've
agreed to neet him W're going to invite himfor
di nner on Saturday so |I'd appreciate it if you'd
take Tia to the park on Wednesday so she can see
himand tell him"

"You're inviting himhere? To di nner?"

She nodded. "Yes, unless you object?"

Aunt Linda shrugged. "It's your decision. You
do what you think best, Jennifer." She sniffed and
turned away. "1'd better get ready to go. |I'll see

you in the norning."



CHAPTER TWO

"M ck! Mck!"

Mck Reilly | ooked up fromthe notebook
conputer he was working on. He saw the snall,
pretty child running toward hi m down the park
| ane; despite the efforts of her sitter to hold
onto her hand. He gri nned.

He | ooked down | ong enough to save the program
he'd been working on, shut off his |aptop, and put
it in the case at his feet. Then the child was
throwi ng herself into his | ap.

"Mck! Hello."

"Hell o, yourself." He smled at her before
| ooking into the di sapproving face of the ol der
wonman st andi ng several feet away. He coul dn't
bl ane her. She had no way of know ng what his
notives were in befriending the child.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Johnson," he said
pl easant|y.

"M. Reilly," she replied coolly; her
expr essi on unyi el di ng.

Oh, well, he'd tried. He | ooked down at Tia
and smled again. "How are you today, pretty
| ady?"

"Better now. | m ssed you."

"I mssed you too. |'ve been sitting here
hopi ng you'd cone for the |last three days."

"I knewit!" She frowned. "But |'m here now. "

"And | can't tell you how happy | amto see
you. "

"@Quess what ?"



"What ?"

"@uess. "

"Hm GCkay." He studied her small face. She
was smling and her eyes were bright. So it was
sonet hi ng good. "You're going to spend the weekend
wi th your daddy."

Her smle vani shed. He'd guess w ong.

"No. That's not for another two weeks," she
said, frowning again. After a nonent, she sm |l ed.
"@Quess again."

"You're going to Sesane Pl ace."

"No! G ve up?"

"Ckay," he agreed. "I give up."

"I knew you'd never guess," she said, a
satisfied smle on her face.

"Okay, you were right," he said, smling. "So
are you going to tell ne or keep ne guessi ng?"

"You'l | never guess! | told Mommy about you!"

"Oh." He wasn't sure if that were good or bad.
" And?"

"She wants to neet you! Isn't that great?"

He kept his smle in place with difficulty.
Wi |l e he understood why Tia's nother wanted to
meet him he knew Tia well enough to know she was
hopi ng he and her nother woul d becone romantically
I nvol ved.

"Yes, but there's sonething you should
understand first, Tia."

She smled up at him "Wat?"

"Well, ... you are | are friends and | hope we
al ways will be, but your nother and | aren't
likely to be."

"Why not ? Because she's bl ack?"
That was part of it, but he wasn't about to
try to explain that to Tia. Not that he understood



his feelings hinself. He just had a feeling that,
his fornmer passion for Helen notw thstanding, his
taste in wonen hadn't really changed. The inci dent
on the train the week before had confirned that.
"I"'mnot looking for a girlfriend just yet," he
said carefully.

A vision of a snooth, nut-brown face with
full lips, beautiful brown eyes, and long, flow ng
dark hair danced in his head. He ruthlessly
di sm ssed the imge. He'd allowed her to get away,
so there was no point in constantly thinking about
her .

"That's all right because Mormy says she's
not | ooking for a boyfriend. Does that nean you
two can't be friends?"

‘Ah, ... no. No, | guess not, but--"
"Then you'll cone neet her?"
"Well, [--"

"Pl ease. You just have to cone, Mck."

He | ooked down into the child's pl eading eyes
and acqui esced. Since neither of themwere
Interested in dating, he decided there was no harm
in neeting Tia's nother. Besides, it was tine he
net her, if for no other reason than she had a
right to know the man who spent at |east three
hours a week with her child.

"Okay, sure. Just tell ne when."

She screaned in delight and threw her thin
arnms around his neck. As he returned her enbrace,
he was aware that Linda Johnson's wasn't the only
di sapproving stare directed his way. He received
several fromother wonen there with their
chil dren-black and white. He stared back.

kkkk*



Jennifer couldn't renenber the [ast tine
she' d been so annoyed with herself. She glanced at
t he cl ock over the kitchen door. Five-fifty. She
groaned. In about ten mnutes she'd cone face to
face wwth Tia's nice, big, cute, old white man.

She checked the pots on the stove. The rice
was nearly ready. The vegetabl es were sinmmering.
The baked chi cken was a gol den brown. Everything
was ready. Except her. How could she have | et
herself be talked into inviting himto di nner?

Si nce Aunt Linda had assured her he was okay, she
coul d have arranged to neet himin the park. There
was really no need to have invited himto dinner;
except to please Tia.

"Momy, how do | | ook?"

She turned to see Tia standing in the doorway
and smled. Tia, a tonmboy, usually lived in jeans
and tee shirts with her long, thick hair hanging
In a ponytail to her shoul ders. But tonight she
was wearing a pretty, creamcolored dress and had
I nsisted that Jennifer braid her hair in an
el aborate chignon of braids that had taken hours.

She nust really like this Daniel M chael
Reilly. She never wore a dress for anyone except
Jim

"You | ook beautiful, sweetiekins."

Tia's smle turned to a frow. "It's al nost
time for Mck to cone. When are you changi ng,
Moy ?*

She was wearing what she usually wore on
Sat urday eveni ngs spent at hone: baggy jeans and
an oversized tee shirt. She wasn't about to dress
up for Tia' s unenployed big, cute friend.



"What you see is what he'll get." She took
Tia's hand and headed toward the |iving roomjust
as the doorbell sounded.

Tia held back. "But Mommy, he'll think you
don't really want to neet him"

And he would be right. "I'm not changi ng,
Tia," she said and noved to the door. The peephol e
had sonmehow becone di sl odged so she couldn't see
who was on the other side of the door.

"Who is it?"
A deep, nmale voice answered. "M chael
Reilly."

"I't's him Mmy! Qpen the door. Let himin!"
She smled at Tia's enthusiasm "Al right,
already. I'mletting himin." She opened the door
and found herself staring up into a pair of vivid
bl ue eyes. They were as blue as those of the man
on the train. Her gaze swept over his face. She
sucked in her breath. It was the man fromthe
train! He couldn't be Tia's big, cute "old" nan.
Al t hough his thick, dark hair was begi nning
to silver at the tenples, she guessed he was no
nore than thirty-five or forty years old. He had a
deep dinple down his left cheek that she knew was
enchanting when he smled. He'd smled enough at
her that day on the train for her to know t hat.
For a nonent she was speechl ess, unable to
| ook away, aware that she would give a week's
salary to be better dressed. What would he think
of her dressed the way she was? Her next thought
was that Tia had been wong. There was no way this
bi g, gorgeous man didn't have sone | ucky woman
sharing his bed.

"Momy. "



When she felt Tia tugging at her hand, she
dragged her gaze away from hi m and | ooked down at
her. "Yes?"

"This is Mck, Mmy."

"Oh." She glanced back up at him waiting for
the light of recognition to reach his eyes. "I'm

Jenni fer Smal | wood. "

He nodded, smling slightly. "M chael
Reilly." He extended his hand. When she foll owed
suit, he held her hand briefly, as if he weren't
any nore eager for the contact than she was. It
was difficult to tell what he was thinking or
feeling. H's expression was pl easant, but not
particularly interested. H s present manner was SO
far renoved fromthe smling, flirting man from
the train that she realized that he didn't even
remenber her. Unforgettable she clearly was not.

"Pl ease. Conme in." She stepped back fromthe
door, thinking how nuch smaller the I[ight blue
living roomwould be with himfilling it. It
wasn't just his physical size, there was a ...
mascul i ne aura surroundi ng himthat was as
br eat ht aki ng and overwhel mng as it was sexy.

"Thank you."

He brought his left hand from behi nd his back
to reveal two m xed bouquets of flowers. The
smal |l er one he held out to Tia with a warmsm | e.
"For you, pretty |ady."

Tia giggled happily and clutched the flowers
to her. "Thank you, Mck."

"You're welcone." He held the | arger bouquet
out to Jennifer, his gaze briefly locking with
hers. "And these are for you. | hope you |like
t hem "



Despite herself, Jennifer was inpressed. At
twenty-seven, she had her first flowers froma
man. She was careful not to touch his fingers as
she accepted the flowers. "They're beautiful.
Thank you, M. Reilly."

A brief smle turned the corners of his nouth
up. "You're wel cone."

"I't's Mck, Momy," Tia interrupted. "Call him
M ck."

She sighed. Wth Tia running interference, it
was going to be a long night. She glanced at him
"Do you m nd?"

"No." He sounded anused. "It is ny nane. Well,
one of them Sonme people call ne Dan or M ke, but
| prefer Mck."

"Ah. Right. Well." She notioned to the sofa.
"Mck it is. Cone in. Have a seat. |I'Il ... and
call nme Jennifer."

"But Mommy, all your friends call you Jenn!”

She glanced at Mck in tine to see himw ping
a hand across his lower face, as if he were trying
to hide a smle. "Call ne Jenn. If you like," she
offered in a voice that indicated she hoped he
woul dn't |i ke.

"Wy don't we wait until we're both
confortable wth that?" he suggested.

She nodded slowy and rel axed. Maybe the ni ght
woul dn't be so bad; that is if she could get
through it without staring at him "Wuld you Iike
a drink before dinner?"

"No, thanks."

"Okay. Then I'll put the flowers in water and
we'l | have di nner."

He nodded, smling. "Fine."



Tia slipped her hand into his. "I'lIl keep M ck
conpany, Mmy."

"Thank you, pretty |ady."

She took Tia's flowers. "I'll be back in a
nonent." She gestured toward the sofa again. "Mike
yoursel f confortable."

As she noved to the kitchen to put water in
t he vases, she could hear the nuted voices of Tia
and Mck Reilly comng fromthe living room Tia
was giggling and he was | aughing. On the way back
to the living room she resisted the urge to go
upstairs and slip into sonething a little nore
flattering. Wy do you want to inpress hin? He
doesn't even renenber you, for crying out | oud!
She returned to the living roomto find himand
Tia sitting on the uncarpeted living roomfl oor
pl ayi ng j acks.

He'd renoved the jacket of his expensive dark
bl ue suit and she had an excellent view of his
shoul der and chest nuscles outlined under a shirt
that fit so well, it mght have been nmade just for
hi m

She wat ched as he threw the small, rubber ball
into the air, scooped several of the tiny jacks
into his big palmwhile catching the ball before
It could hit the floor. She noved into the room
"Ni cely done."

He smled up at her. "Thanks."

"We're playing jacks, Mommy," Tia told her
happi | y.

"So | see." She sank down into the floor
beside Tia, directly across fromMck Reilly. Wth
an effort, she kept her gaze on the gane that he
clearly allowed Tia to w n.

“1 won! | won, Momy!"



She | eaned down to kiss Tia's cheek. "Good.
Now, go wash your hands so we can go into dinner."
"Ckay, Mommy." Tia sprang to her feet and
grabbed at Mck's right hand. "Conme wash your

hands too, M ck."

"Yes, ma'am"”

She busi ed herself gathering the ball and
j acks so she wouldn't be tenpted to watch hi mwal k
away.

He and Tia returned fromthe powder room and
they went into the dining roomwhere she'd set the
t abl e.

"So, how | ong have you and Tia known each
ot her ?"

He paused in the process of lifting a forkful
of vegetables to his nouth. "Ah, let's see. | used
to see her when | picked up ny niece at the
daycare a year ago."

"Your niece? Not your daughter?" She
I nt errupt ed.

He nodded. "My niece. One of ny younger
brother's wi dow s has since noved to Ireland so |
don't have to go to the daycare any nore to pick
up ny niece. | didn't see Tia again until |
started seeing her in the park a couple of tines a
week about six nonths ago."

He put his fork down and | ooked at Tia. "But
It wasn't until about two nonths ago that we
deci ded we |i ked each other."

"Alot," Tia put in.

"Alot," he repeated, smling.

She watched in alarmas Tia seened to bl ossom
under his smle. "Well, you've made quite a hit
with her."”



He gl anced briefly at her before grinning at
Tia, who grinned back at him "And she with ne."

"So have you had any success?"

He si pped his | enpbnade. "Any success at what ?"

Oh, no! She'd put her foot in it. He probably
didn't want her to now he was out of work.

Al t hough hi s unenpl oynent nust be very recent
because he still apparently had the ability to
dress well. "I"'msure it'll work out after a
while," she said quickly. "Just don't give up."

"Don't give up on what? What are we tal king
about here?"

She shrugged. "Wl l, you know. "

He shook his head. "Actually, no, | don't."

"Well, ... I'"'msure you haven't been | ooking
| ong. "

He propped his el bows on the table and rested
his chin in his palns, his blue eyes fixed on her
face. "For what?"

She rolled her eyes. He just wasn't going to
allow her to be tactful. "For work. | know you're
out of work."

He seened surprised, but not enbarrassed. "You
do? How?"

"Oh, cone on." She smled at himto |ighten
t he nbod and was nonentarily stunned into staring
when he sm | ed back. "You don't have to be
enbarrassed. |t happens to everyone sooner or
| ater."

"Does it?" He turned to Tia. "Honey, what have
you been telling your nonmy about nme?"

"Not hi ng, except that you're big, nice, and
cute.”

Hs |lips twitched. "Cute?"



"Yeah." Tia grinned. "I like that thing in
your cheek when you smle. You're real cute."

He | aughed. He had a warm deep | augh that
Jennifer liked. "So are you." Wien he turned back
to face her, he was clearly anused. "I may be real
cute with a thing in ny cheek that Tia |likes, but
| am not unenpl oyed. "

"You have a j ob?"

"Yes. Wiy did you think I didn't?"

"Oh. Well." She glanced at Ti a.

"I didn't say Mck didn't have a job, Mmy,"
she sai d indignantly.

And she hadn't. "I know you didn't,
sweetiekins, but you did say that you saw himin
the park nearly every day."

"So0?" Tia chal |l enged.

Jenni fer shrugged. "So ... | thought

"That | nust be out of work if | spent ny
afternoons in the park?" he suggested, sounding
anmused.

"Well, | did think ...

"Let ne reassure you. | do have a job. I'ma
civil engineer and a partner in an engi neering
firm Qur office is just a few blocks fromthe
park. | think better if |I get outside for an hour
or so every day."

Tal k about openi ng your nouth and putting a
big foot init. "Oh. Wll. OCh. Good."

Hs lips twtched and she watched himtrying
not to smle. "Were you afraid that | m ght have
cone tonight |ooking for a handout or a | oan?"

"Of course not!"

H's smle conveyed his disbelief. "Are you
sure?"



She felt the blood warm ng her face. "O
course I am"”™

"I's there anything in particular you'd like to
know about ne? | know you're probably not thrilled
by ny association with Tia, but--"

"No. That's not true." And it wasn't. "Okay. |
admt that at first | wasn't crazy about the idea,
but she | ooks forward to seeing you and she really
| i kes you."

"I like her too." He ran a hand through his
hair. Jennifer watched and wondered what his hair

woul d feel |ike under her fingers. It |ooked thick
and sil ky.

"Seeing Tia fills avoidinny life."

"A voi d?"

"Mck had a little girl, Momy, but she died
In a car crash when | was just one."
Her gaze flewto his face intine to see his

jaw clenching. "Ch no! I'mso ... so sorry."
"Thanks." He blew out a slow, deep breath. "It
... 1t doesn't stop hurting. | guess it never
will, but ... " He looked at Tia and smled. "This
beautiful, little girl makes it nore bearable.™

Tia junped out of her chair and ran to throw
herself at him He lifted her onto his lap and
hugged her. He glanced at Jennifer over Tia's
head. "Thanks for sharing her with ne, even for a
little while."

She watched them surprised at how nat ur al
Tia's soft, ebony cheek | ooked pressed against his
much |ighter one.

"Was t here?"

"Was there what?" Her gaze shifted to his
| i ps. They | ooked firmand unusually full.



"Was there anything you wanted to know about
me?"

"Oh." She dragged her gaze from his nouth and
settled it on Tia's head, which was resting
agai nst his chest. Now there was a sight of which
Jimwould definitely not approve. "Yes."

Al nost as if he knew what she was t hi nki ng,
he gently lifted Tia fromhis |lap and set her on
her feet. Both Jennifer and he watched as the
child reluctantly returned to her seat. Only then
did he turn to face Jennifer again. "Shoot," he
sai d.

"You're Irish?"

"Yes. "
"Born in |Irel and?"
"Yes. Dublin."

"You don't seemto have nuch of an ...
actual ly, there doesn't seemto be any trace of
t he renowned brogue in your speech."

"Ah, that's where you're wong, lass," he
said, lapsing into an exaggerated brogue. "Me nom
and ny three brothers have lived in the United
States since | was fifteen. This | ad has had
plenty of tinme to learn howto turn it off or at
| east nute it."

"But what a shane.”

" Oh?"

She shrugged. "It's just ... it's sort of
well, | like the sound of Irish brogue."

Hi s blue eyes lingered on her face. "Do you?"

She | ooked away. "Ah, did you say you have
brot hers or sisters?"

"No sisters, but | have two surviving
brot hers. Both younger and ... " He grinned at
her. "Gainfully enployed."



Her lips twtched. "Point taken. Tia tells ne
you're not nmarried."

"No. |I'mdivorced."

"How | ong?"

"It becane official alittle over a year ago,
but we both knew it was over when Kelly died."

Sonething in his voice told her of his pain.
"Can you tal k about her?"

"Who? Helen ... or Kelly?"

Again his tone told her that Kelly had been
hi s daughter. "Kelly. Can you tal k about her?"

The nmuscles in his jaw cl enched and he
si ghed. "She was the sweetest, nost beautiful
little girl in the world. She was warm friendly,
|l oving, and ... her smle was always enough to
lift my spirits, no matter how down | was. She was
the light of my life; the center of all ny hopes
and plans for the future. | wanted to give her
everything. Helen felt the sane way. So once Kelly
was gone, there was nothing | eft between us. W
went on pretending that there was until Hel en
threwin the towel two years ago. She filed for
di vorce shortly after she left ne."

She wonder ed about the woman who had |l eft him
after being his wife. After making love with him
After tasting his lips. Feeling his hands on her
body. After—

Ch, Jenn, girl! Get a grip!

"That must have been very hard on you."

He shrugged. "The divorce? Not really. Helen
and I ... we weren't in love any nore, but we're
not enem es. Qur divorce was am abl e enough. After
| osing Kelly, everything el se was a breeze."

She sensed he didn't want to tal k about Kelly
any nore. "Are you seeing anyone now?"



Hi s gaze caught and held hers. And just for a
nmonent, she wondered if he did renmenber her. But
there was nothing in his gaze to suggest a sudden
flash of nmenory had struck him "You nean do |
have a special woman in ny |ife?"

"Yes. | only ask because if there is, she
m ght object to your seeing Tia," she said
qui ckly. She didn't want himthinking she had any
personal interest in him "If that's so, |1'd |like
to know it now. "

"I't'"s not." He glanced at Tia. "This pretty
|l ady is the only special wonman in ny life at the
nonent . "

Tia grinned. "He thinks I'mpretty, Mmy."

She nodded. "You are pretty, sweetiekins."

"I know," Tia said with a conplete | ack of
nodesty.

Jenni fer and M ck gl anced at each ot her and
smled |ike proud parents. Proud parents indeed.
Man but she was tripping. She | ooked away and
stood up. "Ah, |I'Il just go check on the coffee.”
She gl anced at Tia. "Sweetiekins, why don't you
take himinto the living roonf"

"Ckay, Mommy."

She was in the kitchen, putting the coffee
pot, sonme hot water for Tia's hot chocol ate, and
three cups on a tray to carry to the living room
when she heard a tap on the door behind her.

M ck's deep voice quickly followed the tap.

"Excuse ne."

She turned to find himstanding in the
doorway. "Yes?"

He gl anced quickly over his shoulder. "I just
wanted to have a word wth you in private."



Finally! Finally he renenbered their
encounter on the train. He wanted to tell her he
was attracted to her. Surely he would ask her out!
And when he did, how could she possibly accept?
How coul d- -

She put the brakes on her run away thoughts.
"What about ?"

"I wanted your perm ssion to give Tia ny
phone nunber and naybe get yours."

"Exchange phone nunbers?" Wth Tia, not her.

She hoped her disappointnent didn't show "I don't
know. | thought you two were happy neeting in the
park. "

"We are, when we neet." He shrugged.
"Sonetinmes |'mthere and she's not and vice versa.
Sonetinmes ny job takes ne away. | was hopi ng we
could keep in touch when we can't see each other."

"Oh. Ah. kay. Fine." She nodded. "Tia would
li ke that."

Hi s bl ue gaze was piercing. "But you
woul dn' t ?"

She didn't look anay fromhim It was just as
wel | that they understood each other. " Not
particularly, no."

"Any particul ar reason?"

One long | ook into those blue eyes of his and
she knew what he was thinking. That it was j ust
because he was white. "There are several reasons,
but let's just say |"'mnot too sure it's a good
| dea for her to becone any nore attached to you
than she already is. Any day you m ght neet
soneone who woul d object to your friendship with
her. \Were would that |eave her?"



"I don't allow anyone, no manner what the
relationship, to dictate who ny friends are. |
will not let her dowmn, Ms. Smallwood. | prom se."

"Good. I'"'mgoing to hold you to that prom se.”
She turned away to pick up the tray.

"Here, allow ne." She heard hi mnove and then
froze as she saw his hand novi ng around her body
to reach for the tray; although he was careful not
to touch her. She stared down at his hand for a
nmonent. It was big and powerful | ooking. She
| i cked her |ips, wondering what his hands woul d
feel |like on her skin. Stroking her. Arousing her.
Maki ng-

"No." Setting the tray back on the counter,
she turned to face him staring directly into his
eyes until he took several steps away from her. "I
can take care of it nyself. Thank you." On the off
chance that he did renmenber their encounter on the
train, she wanted it clearly understood that she
was now in full possession of her commobn sense
agai n.

He stared down at her for a |long nonent before
he spoke. "I see.”

"Do you?"

He sighed and nodded. "Yes."

"Good." They understood each other all right.



CHAPTER THREE

"Momy, did you like, Mck?"

Jenni fer tucked the |ight sheet under Tia's
chin and bent to kiss her cheek. "He seened very
nice," she said cautiously.

"I'sn't he cute, Mmy?"

Cute didn't begin to accurately describe him
He was gorgeous; stunning. "Yes, he is, but
sweetiekins, I'mnot interested in going out wth
him" Not that he'd shown any wish to go out with
her .

"Oh, | know, Mommy." Tia sounded di sappoi nt ed.
"I't just seens a shane.”

She sat on the side of Tia's bed. "Wat's a
shanme?"

"Don't you think he's too nice and cute not to
have a reqular girlfriend to cone hone to, Mymmy?"
"I think that's the way he wants it, Tia."

She frowned. "That's what he says too, but it
sure woul d be nice to have hi maround the house a
|l ot. Wouldn't it, Mommy? He's big and nice to be
next to. He always snells so good."

Jenni fer shook her head. Her allow ng M ck
Reilly to cone again would only encourage Tia to
t hi nk there was a hope of he and Jennifer becom ng
I nvol ved with each other. And there was absolutely
no hope of that.

"You know your daddy wouldn't |ike the idea of
hi m bei ng around you." Hopefully, Tia's |love for
her father would be enough to kill any silly ideas



she had about Jennifer and Mck Reilly becom ng
romantical ly invol ved.

"Then why doesn't Daddy cone around hinsel f?"
Ti a demanded, her dark eyes sparking with tenper.
"I hardly ever see himany nore! |If Daddy won't
cone, why should he care that M ck cones?"

Jennifer bit her lip. This was a touchy
subj ect. She had been devastated when Jimcalled
of f their weddi ng, noved out of the house they
shared, and finally left Pennsylvania. Still, she
did her best not to allow her bitterness and pain
to color Tia' s opinion of her father.

"He has his reasons."”

"And | have mne for wanting Mck around!" Tia
shot back.

She sighed. Tia had her father's quick tenper.
She stroked a hand down Tia's face and bent to
ki ss her cheek. "I know you do, sweetiekins, but
for now, | think it's best if you continue to see
himat the park."

"But sonetines he doesn't cone!"

"I know, and that's why you have his phone
nunber and he has ours. That how it has to be for
now. "

"Why?" Tia wail ed.

She touched Tia's angry face. "Because | need
you to work with ne on this. | know you like hima
| ot, but it has to be this way for a while. Ckay?"

Tia turned her face into her pillow, away from
her. "If you say so."

Jennifer bent to kiss Tia's cheek, pretending
not to notice how the child drew away from her
t ouch. She sighed and straightened. At the door,
she turned to | ook back into the room Tia's



sl ender body was curled into a small, tight knot
of resentnent.
**kk k%

M ck sank down into the warm water of the
Jacuzzi, with his eyes closed. Thinking of Tia.
And her nother. The woman fromthe train. A woman
he'd never expected to neet again; a woman he had
difficulty forgetting. And yet he had to forget
her. Earlier that evening she'd seened even | ess
I nclined to wel cone any romantic overtures from
hi mthen she'd been on the train.

He'd wanted to expl ain and apol ogi ze for his
behavi or that norning. Let her know that he didn't
usually try to force an acquai ntance with
unw | i ng wonen. Until he realized that she didn't
even recognize him He clearly had not nade a
| asting i npression.

When he was doing his best to resist his
natural inclination, usually to please everyone
but hinself, he was into blondes with bl ue eyes
and long | egs. That preference should have, but
didn't | eave Jennifer Smallwood out of his
t hought s.

Asi de from her being over ten years too young,
she'd nade it plain that she didn't like him And
whil e he wanted to continue to see Tia, he wasn't
sure he |iked her nother nuch. She certainly
didn't have Tia's sweet disposition. Wich, on
second thought, was probably just as well. There
woul d be very little danger of himfalling for her
against his wll.

"So forget her, lad," he said softly.

k) k*

"So how did it go?"



M ck | ooked up fromthe blueprints he'd been
studying as a tall, slightly-built black man stuck
hi s head around the door of his office on Monday
norni ng. Hal WArd was the nmanagi ng partner.

He sat back in his seat. "How d what go?"

"Your date.”

"My date? \What date?"

Hal grinned. "Wth your little girlfriend's
not her . "

e

"Well, howdid it go?"

"Not as well as |'d hoped."

"Oh?" Hal eased hinself into the room and sank
down into one of the two chairs in front of his
desk.

"Her not her had al ready nmade up her m nd not
to like ne before | arrived."

Hal 's dark eyes w dened. "That nust have been
a new experience for you."

He frowned. "Meani ng what ?"

Hal shrugged. "Meani ng nost wonen woul d kill
to get a date with you. As you very well know "

He narrowed his eyes. He and Hal had been best
friends since senior high and generally could talk
about al nost anyt hing. Neverthel ess, Hal had
al ways resented the ease wwth which Mck attracted
wonen; both black and white.

"I don't know any such thing and | didn't go
there to wow her."

Hal didn't | ook convinced. "So you're saying
you're not interested in her?"

"She's not ny type."

"Not your type, you say? She is black, isn't
she?"



M ck strai ghtened his shoul ders. "How many
tinmes do | have to tell you to stay out of ny
personal |ife, Hal ?"

"I"'monly trying to be a pal."

"Then find us a new accountant. W have | ess
than a nonth before we have to file the firms
quarterly taxes or file for an extension."

Hal | ooked irritated. "I know that, M ke, but
it's not ny fault Mrt had a heart attack," he
said of the accountant that had handled the firms
taxes for the last five years.

"I know, | just think things would run a | ot
snoot her around here if you concentrated on
busi ness and allowed ne to handle ny private
life. "

"That's part of the problem You don't have a
private life. It's been too | ong since you' ve been
with a woman. That sort of abstinence makes a man
edgy. M ke, ny man, what you need is a | ot of
| ovi ng. "

He gave up all efforts to be diplomatic. "The
only thing that makes ne edgy is your refusal to
stay out of ny personal life."

"That's what friends are for," Hal said,
getting to his feet. "Don't forget you're com ng
to ny place on Friday night. Marge and | have
soneone we want you to neet," he said of his wfe.

On the verge of telling Hal he had other
pl ans, he hesitated. Since his divorce from Hel en
had becone final, he'd only been out a couple of
times. None of the wonen had nmade a | asting
| npression and he hadn't asked any of them out
again. Meeting one nore wonan woul dn't nake nuch
di ff er ence.

"Who is this sonmeone?"



Hal paused at the door and grinned. "Trust ne.
You'l | |ike her."

He was in no nood to spend a | ong, boring
evening with a woman he had nothing in comon wth

just to please Hal. "Who is she?"
"Her nane i s Janet Wl ker."
" And?"

"Conme on, Mke, you'll take all the nystery
out of Friday. She's a friend of Marge's."

"And?" he insisted. This wouldn't be the first
time Hal had tried to fix himup. He knew from
past experience that he probably wouldn't be
overly inpressed with this Janet Wl ker. Not t hat
Marge didn't have his best interest at heart. He
knew Hal was the one pushing for himto start
dating. Not unlike his nother, Hal had very firm
| deas about the do's and don'ts of dating;, who was
an appropriate date and who wasn't.

"And she's tall, blonde, and nicely built.
The type you say you prefer.”

He i gnored the obvious enphasis Hal had put
on the word say. "You left out her nobst inportant
attribute, didn't you?"

Hal tried to pretend that he didn't know what

he neant. "I beg your pardon?”
He stared at himuntil Hal nodded. "Ckay.
Yeah. She's white. But | hope you'll still give

her a chance.”

He shook his head. "You know, Hal, your
attitude about ny supposed preference in wonen is
getting real old real quick. You nake it sound as
i f | have sonet hing agai nst white wonen."

"Don't you?"

"I'n case you've forgotten, Helen is white."

"She was a fluke."



"And, as you say, | like blue-eyed bl ondes."

"So you say. But conme on, Mke. This is ne.
Man, don't you think it's tinme you admtted the
truth? You can't deal with your ... problemuntil
it's out in the open.™

"There's no problemto deal with," he said

wearily. "In the eighteen years we've know each
other, |'ve dated one bl ack wonman and nunerous
white ones."

"Yeah? Wll, let's face it, man. |If your

not her hadn't been so against it, there would have
been a | ot of other black wonen and very few white
wonmen graci ng your social cal endar.™

"So you say."

Hal shrugged. "Hey, that's fine if that's the
way you want to play it," he said quickly,
correctly interpreting the angry | ook on Mck's

face. "Just say you'll be at our place on Friday
night and |I'mout of here."

"Fine. I'll be there."

"Geat." Hal pulled the door open. "I'm
expecting several calls from accounting agencies
this norning. Hopefully we'll have a new

accountant by the end of the week."

"Great. Don't let the door hit you in the
back on your way out."

Hal | aughed and quietly cl osed the door
behi nd him

The smal|l cafe where Jennifer and her friend,
Tasha, were having lunch two days |ater was
crowded. They were practically squeezed into a
smal |l corner table, whose only virtue was the view
It offered of the park a bl ock away. The sane park
where Tia saw Daniel M chael Reilly.



"You | ook distracted, Jenn. What's the
matter? Jimbeing a jerk again?"

She swal | owed a nout hful of tuna sal ad before
answering. "It has nothing to do with him" she
said wearily. As her best friend, Tasha had taken
Jinls desertion al nbst as hard as had Jenni fer and
Tia. And she was inclined to blanme Jimfor
everything froma stopped up toilet to the Qulf
W\ar .

"No?" She sounded di sappoi nt ed.

Jenn smled. "O at least very little. | told
you about Tia's friend?" And when Tasha nodded,
"Well, we had himover for dinner on Saturday."

Tasha's pretty face becane attentive. "Tell
me everything, but first tell ne how he | ooks? Was
he as bad as we thought?"

She had a sudden vision of blue eyes, thick,
dark hair, and a killer smle. "Not exactly, no."

"You nean he's not an old, balding, white
guy?"

She shook her head. "He's definitely not
bal di ng and he doesn't | ooks any nore than thirty-
five or forty."

"I"'mhere to tell you that forty isn't
exactly ny idea of a young stud," Tasha, who was
t hree nonths ol der than Jennifer, said. "But what
does he | ook |ike?"

"He has these incredi ble blue eyes and he's

dr op- dead gorgeous," she admtted. "He al nost
t akes your breath away."

Tasha put down her fork and sat back in her
seat, her eyes on Jennifer's face. "Say what?
Details. | need details, girl."



She shrugged, trying to | ook nonchalant. "He
has dark hair, and a nice smle. And he's ...

physically ... inpressive."

"Physically inpressive, huh? That can cover
alot of territory. Inpressive how? 1Is he tall,
wel | -built, nice buns? Bedroom eyes? What?"

"Actually, he's ... he pretty nmuch has all of

t hose things."

Tasha sighed. "He sounds as delicious as the
guy fromthe train."

"Ah ... actually, ... he is the guy fromthe
train."

Tasha's eyes wi dened. "No stuff!! \When are
you seei ng hi m agai n?"

"What ?"

"What ? Read ny lips, Jenn. Ch, wait. Wat
does he do for a living? Is he financially
sol vent ?"

"I suppose so. He's a partner in an
engi neering firm"

"He has his own business?" Tasha lifted a
menu and fanned herself in dramatic fashion. "I'm
hot just hearing about him GCh, Jenn, you've
finally hit the jackpot! If you need ne to baby-
sit Tia while you see himagain, et ne know. "

She stared at Tasha in surprise. "Wat? Wat
are you tal king about? |I'm not going out with
hi n "

Tasha dropped the nenu and | eaned forward
across the table. "You' re kidding, right? | nean,
Jenn, he's the guy you flipped over on the train!
Let's face it: it's fate. It's obvious you two are
meant for each other. | nean what are the odds of
Tia's friend turning out to be that gorgeous hunk
who flirted with you on the train? Huh? What are



t he odds? No question: you have to go out with
him"

She shook her head. "You know | don't believe
in fate and you are not |listening to ne. | have no
I ntentions of seeing himagain. Wiy should |?
Tia's the one who's in love with him not ne."

Tasha took a small bite of her sandw ch before
answering. "You were pretty hot under the collar
yoursel f when you told ne about neeting himon the
train, but okay. Let's |eave that for the nonent.
Wiy are you upset?" Because Tia |ikes himso
much?"

"Yes. She's already so attached to himthat
she' d be devastated should his work take hi maway
for nore than a few days."

"I's that very likely?"

She frowned, shrugging. "I don't know. "

Tasha nodded. "All the nore reason to see nore
of himso you can find out. Right?"

She shrugged. "Maybe."

"Just maybe?"

"Yes, maybe." She wasn't going to allow Tia or
Tasha to fox her into seeing Daniel Mchael Reilly
agai n.

Tasha | aughed and t ook another bite of her
sandwi ch. "Hmm "

She grimaced. "I know that hnm of yours. Just
don't think I"'minterested in him"

Tasha feigned surprise. "Way would | think
that? On, could it be because the man just has it
goi ng on?" She put her head to one side and
studied Jennifer. "Is it because he's white?"

"That's not the only reason, but it's reason
enough. "



"No, it's not, Jenn. Cone on, girl. Life can
be hard."

"Yes, it can. | don't see how becom ng
I nvolved with a white man is going to nake it any
easi er."

"See, Jenn, you're looking at it all wong.
Don't worry that he's white."

"That's a pretty big worry to ignore, don't
you t hi nk?"

"What | think is that |ove can be blissfully
wonderful or it can tear you into little,
devastated pieces. It may cone along only once in
alifetinme, if you're lucky; or not at all. So
when it does cone al ong, you have to be willing to
take a chance and reach out and grab it with both
hands. You can not let it slip through your
fingers just because he's white. You have to take
| ove where you find it, Jenn. Take the risk and
see what happens.”

Jenni fer blinked. "Ww that's a very pretty
speech.”

Tasha grinned. "Yeah. | thought so nyself.

Ki nd of effective, huh?"

"Yes, except for one thing. If you really
believe that, why haven't | ever seen you with a
whi te guy?" she challenged. "You' re a great one
for giving out advice you don't take yourself."

Tasha's pretty face brightened. "That's not
true. At the nonent, there are too many fine
brot hers beating a path to ny door, but if | net a
white guy who rang ny chines, |'d go wwth the
flow, girl. In a New York mnute and |later for
anyone who didn't approve."

Jenni fer had no doubt that M chael Reilly
could ring al nost any wonen's chi nes he choose to,



I ncluding Tasha's. Not that she was going to admt
t hat .

She gl anced at her watch and pushed her plate
away. "l have to get out of here. I'mgoing out to
a new client this afternoon.”

"Fine, Jenn. Change the subject, but think
about what | said. Don't hold himat arns | ength
j ust because he's white."

As far as Jennifer was concerned that was the
strongest reason not to let herself even think of
Mck Reilly as anything other than Tia's "cute"
friend who smled a |ot.

"You're overl ooking one very inportant fact,
Tash," she pointed out as they stood in line to
pay for their |unch.

"And that woul d be?"

"He hasn't asked ne to go out with him"

"Oh. Bummer."

* %k k k%

M ck | ooked up fromhis conputer as the
secretary he shared with Hal, tapped on his half
open door and | ooked into his office. "Mke, |
can't |locate Hal and the new accountant is here."

He gl anced at his watch. It was after two. As
far as he knew Hal should be in the office
sonewhere. "Thanks, Bess. Put himin the
conference roomand |I'll be there in a nonent."

Bess sm |l ed, a m schievous | ook in her dark
brown eyes. "Ckay. Only he's a her," she said and
wi t hdrew her head.

Ginning at his own groundl ess assunpti ons,
Mck got to his feet, donned his suit jacket,
straightened his tie, and wal ked across the floor
to open the door in the far side of the room



He stepped into the conference roomand froze.
The wonman sitting wth her back toward him | ooked
very different fromthe last tinme he'd seen her.
Today she was wearing a dark suit that ended just
above her knees. She had nice | egs. The rest of
her wasn't bad either, but he wasn't pleased to
see her.

O all the accountants in Philadel phia, Hal
had to pick the one woman he could quite happily
| ive without ever seeing again. "M. Snallwood,"
he said, doing his best to sound pl easant.

Her head jerked up and she stared at him her
eyes widening; her full lips parting in surprise
and unm st akabl e di smay. She stood up slowy. "M.
Reilly!"

Mck felt his lips twwtch with suppressed
anmusenent. She was as unpl easantly surprised as
was he.

He extended his hand and noved toward her.
"This is a surprise.”

"Yes." After a noticeable hesitation, she
pl aced her hand briefly in his.

But nmaybe he was junping to concl usi ons agai n.
Maybe she wasn't the new accountant. "l suppose
you are our new accountant?" Even as he spoke, he
gl anced behind her to the conference roomtable
where her briefcase and cal cul ator | ay.

"Yes. I'mw th Johnstone Associates. |'m here
to see a Hal \Ward."

He had a difficult tinme suppressing his
anusenent. She sounded as if she was hopi ng she
was in the wong place. "You're in the right
pl ace," he told her.

"Oh." She flashed an enpty smle at him
"Good." Her shoul ders practically sagged in defeat



and he allowed hinself a quick smle. "Hal is the
managi ng partner. He's not avail able right now,
but if you'll come with ne, |I'll show you where
you' Il be working."

"I had no idea that Design Associ ates was your
firm" she said as he showed her into a small room
at the back of the office.

He turned to face her, smling openly. "O you
woul dn't have cone?"

She seened surprised by the question. "O
course | would have cone," she said, her tone
neutral. "It's nmy job. | go where |'m needed and |
do ny job, M. Reilly; efficiently and well."

Put in his place. And rightly so. He w ped the
smle off his face. "Look, we've sort of got off
on the wong foot. And as |'mmadly in [ove with
your daughter, that won't do."

He extended his hand and smled at her. "Wat
do you say we start over, lass?" he asked, | apsing
into a thick brogue.

He was rewarded by her slow smle as she
allowed himto take her hand in his.

He gazed down at her, fascinated by the way
her eyes sparkled when she really smled ... with
her eyes as well as her lips. Like now The effect
was stunni ng.

"So, you're Tia's nother," he heard hinself
say, just as if they really were neeting for the
first time. "Jennifer."

"Yes. And you're Tia's big, nice, cute friend,
Dani el M chael . "

"Her very cute friend," he rem nded her, his
gaze on her |ips.

"Oh, yes. Very cute," she repeated, in a
slightly breathl ess voi ce.



He was aware of a sudden, al nost irrepressible
desire to kiss her. The desire seened to enconpass
and overwhelmhim filling his thoughts and heart
with the need. He couldn't renenber wanting to
kiss a woman so nmuch for a long tine. Except for
her ... that day on the train. A day she didn't
remenber.

She didn't renenber. He needed to keep
rem nding hinself of that fact. He wasn't aware

that he was still holding her hand until she began
tugging at it.
"So, I ... | should probably get started.”

The breathless quality of her voice excited
him But then everything about her turned himon.
"Oh, right," he said, but retained her hand. He
| i ked the feel of her soft fingers cradled in his.

"Now. | ... | should get started now. "

The door opened behind them He gl anced over
her shoul der to see Hal standing in the doorway.

He reluctantly rel eased her hand. "Hal, there
you are. Cone neet Jennifer Smallwood."

Hal advanced into the room casting a weary
| ook in his direction.

"Jennifer, this is Hal Ward," he said. "Hal,
Jennifer is the CPA from Johnstone Associ ates."

"Oh. "

Amused, he watched Hal's face clear. He
gl anced at Jennifer and saw wi th di sappoi nt nent
that the sparkle was gone from her eyes. She was
wearing her professional face again. "I'lIl |eave
you in Hal's capabl e hands.™

He | ooked for sone sign that she regretted
Hal's untinely interruption and saw none. This
woman was definitely not interested in him



"Thank you for your assistance, M. Reilly."
She spoke quietly; not neeting his gaze.

M. Reilly. Geat. They were back where they'd
started. "It was ny pleasure, Ms. Snallwood." He
nodded and |l eft the room

Back in his office, he sat behind his desk,
turned on his conputer and nade a determ ned
effort not to think about Jennifer Smallwood or
her amazing smle. There were other wonen in the
world wth amazing smles who mght actually be
interested in him Sone of them m ght even be
bl ack.

He |l et the thought Iinger. He savored and
enbraced it; finding it to his liking. A though he
didn't agree with Hal that his preference in wonen
was a problem Hal had been right about one thing:
It was tine he admtted to his true feelings. He
deci ded suddenly, wearily to stop fighting what
hi s not her had once called his "unnatural
obsession." H's father had been phil osophical,
sayi ng these things sonetines happened.

Hi s nother, on the other hand, had begged him
to be strong and not give in to his "unnatural
urges." He'd tried hard to please his nother, but
he was and al ways had been strongly attracted to
bl ack wonen.

He didn't understand his preference. He never
had. He just knew he preferred black wonen to all
ot her wonen. And he was tired of pretending
ot herwi se just to please other people at the risk
of his own happiness. It was tine he pleased
hinmself. |If that displeased other people, so be
It.



Hal f an hour later, there was a tap on his
door. "Cone in," he said, sitting back in his
chair.

The door opened. Hal cane in and sat down in
the chair in front of his desk. "You have to do us
a favor, Mke."

He studied Hal's face. It was devoid of its
usual anusenent. Business then. "Sure; if | can.”

"Oh, you can. And it's sinple too."

He knew that tone. He wanted to know what he
was commtting hinself to. "I'lIl be the judge of
that. What's the favor?"

"Stay away fromher, Mke. W don't have tine
to go | ooking for another accountant."”

He didn't pretend to m sunderstand. "Don't
overreact, Hal. | was only there because Bess
couldn't find you."

"Overreact? M ke, you were about to kiss her!"

"I was not going to kiss her," he denied. He'd
wanted to, but he'd had no intentions of giving in
to the urge. "W got off to a bad start. So we
wer e shaki ng hands and starting over again. That's
all."

"A bad start? You were only with her for a
couple of mnutes."”

But what a couple of m nutes. They'd al nost
been as potent as their neeting on the train. He
nodded. "I know, but we've net before.™

"Wher e?"

"She's Tia's nother."

Hal seened surprised. "Tia? That's the little
girl fromthe park?"

"Ri ght . "

"Ms. Smal lwood is her nother? The one you said
didn't |ike you?"



"Yes," he said, smling. "Tia only has one
not her, you know. "

Hal narrowed his gaze. "Okay, w se guy, but
she's obvi ously changed her opinion of you."

"Wy do you say that?"

"Because you will never be able to convince ne
t hat she woul dn't have wel coned your kiss. She
seened on the verge of throw ng herself into your
arnms when | wal ked into the room™"

He stared at Hal in a stunned sil ence.

"So do us both a favor and stay away from
her ?"

On the verge of acqui escing, he found hinself

shaki ng his head instead. "I'l|l see whonever |
| i ke, Hal. Whenever | like," he said coolly. "Just
as you did before you married Marge."

"M ke--"

"Don't Mke ne, Hal." He stood up and wal ked
over to the door and held it open. "End of
di scussi on. "

"Fine. | hope you know what you're doing."

After Hal had |eft, he sat back in his chair,
frowni ng. Hal had overreacted, as he usually did
when it cane to M ck and bl ack wonen. Jennifer
Smal | wod had not changed her m nd about him She
had not wanted himto kiss her. Had she?



CHAPTER FOUR

Jennifer spent the entire thirty mnute drive
honme, trying not to think about that afternoon.
And her unexpected reaction to Mck Reilly. She
grimaced. Not really unexpected. She'd felt the
sane attraction at his office as she'd felt that
day on the train. Still, she'd thought she was
"over" that train nonsense. Apparently she wasn't.
What had she been thinking to allow himto hold
her hand |i ke that? For one wld nonment she'd
t hought he was going to kiss her. And she had
wanted himto. Just as she had wanted himto on
the train.

She stopped the car in her front driveway and
| ooked down at her hands. She was surprised to see
t hey were shaking. And her insides were quivering.
Al'l because she'd been thinking about Mck Reilly
ki ssing her.

Tasha was right. It was way pass tine she got
herself a man. But definitely not Mck Reilly.
Wi |l e she adm red wonen who dared all for |ove,
she wasn't prepared to deal with all the
difficulties interracial couples faced. So M ck
Reilly would remain off limts. She gathered her
bri ef case and trench coat and slipped out of the
car.

Tia waited at the open front door. "Mmmy!"

She sm |l ed and kneeling, she kissed and hugged
Tia. "Hello, sweetiekins."

"How was your day, Mmmy?"



"Fine, sweetiekins," she said in a surprised
voi ce. She couldn't renenber Tia ever asking about
her day. "Thanks for asking. How was yours?"

"Ckay, Mommy." She picked up Jennifer's
bri efcase. "Cone in and take a |oad off, Momy."

She gl anced over Tia's head to Aunt Linda, for
sone hint to Tia's good nood. But Aunt Linda
shrugged and shook her head.

Ten mnutes |later, she was changing fromthe
dark business suit into sweats. "My, what are
we doi ng toni ght?"

She knew that tone. She pulled the sweat top
over her head before turning to face Tia, spraw ed
across the bottom of her bed. "Wat would you |ike
to do?"

"Mck wasn't at the park today, Mmy."

She hesitated, wondering if she should tell
Tia she was working in his office. She decided
against it. Then worried that he would. But surely
he woul dn't.

She turned away and slipped her feet into her
slippers. "Ch."

"So | was wondering. Can | call him Mmy?"

"Well, ... okay, but don't keep himlong. He
m ght be tired or busy."

"Ckay ... but can he?"

"Can he what ?"

"Conme to dinner."

"No!" She spoke nore sharply than she'd
I ntended. She turned in tine to see the hurt | ook
on Tia's face. "Sweetiekins, I'msorry," she said
qui ckly. She bent to kiss Tia's cheek. "But we
just had himto dinner on Saturday."



"That was ages ago, Mommy. | talked to him
earlier and he said he didn't have anything to do.
Can he?"

"Tia, Aunt Linda wasn't expecting him There's
pr obably not enough food."

"He can have part of mne."

The thought of a man of Mck Reilly's size
being satisfied wwth part of Tia's food, brought a
smle to her lips. "Tial Sweetiekins, he's a big
man. He's not going to be satisfied with part of
your food."

"Pl ease, Mommy. Can he cone? |I'll bet he's not
gr eedy. "

Jennifer, who'd had no intentions of agreeing,
found herself nodding. She wanted to see him
again. In her house; filling the roons with his
smle and virility. "Ckay, you can call him and
ask."

Ti a hopped off the bed and picked up the phone
on t he ni ghtstand.

The phone was ringi ng when M ck wal ked into
his condo. He put down his brief and | aptop cases
and picked it up. "Hello."

"Surprise!”

He smled at the sound of the childish voi ce.
"Tia! What a nice surprise.”

"You knowit's nme?"

Hs smle wdened as he | oosened his tie and
sat down on the chair near the phone. "Yes. | know
Its you, pretty lady."

"What are you doing, M ck?"

"I"'mtal king to you."

"Oh. Well, how nmuch food do you eat ?"

"What ?"



"Mommy said you're a big man and you need | ots
of food. Are you greedy?"

"I suppose | do have a big appetite,” he said
slowy. "Is it inportant?"

"I want you to cone over for dinner tonight
because | haven't seen you in ages and Mommy said
there wasn't enough food. So | said I'd share m ne
Wi th you, but she said it wouldn't be enough.
Wuld it, Mck?"

He was fairly certain that Jennifer didn't
want himto cone, but he wanted to see her again;
if only to see if Hal had been right. "I could
bring pizza or Chinese food with ne," he said.

"Bring pizza. Cheese! Bye!" she said happily
and hung up.

He qui ckly showered and changed into a pair of
jeans and a |l ong sleeved pullover. He called in an
order for a large cheese pizza, buffal o w ngs, and
fries before he left the condo.

By the tine he pulled up in front of the
Smal | wood house, thirty mnutes later, he'd had
time to regret not having asked to speak to
Jenni fer before agreeing to cone over. Show ng up
at her house when he knew she didn't want him
there wasn't exactly the way to score points with
her .

But before he could decide what to do about
It, the front door of the two-storied single house
opened and Tia stood there with a big smle on her
face.

He slipped out of the car, picked up the food
and started toward the door where Tia w apped
herself around his legs. "Mck! You cane!"

He smled. "OF course | cane. | said | would."



"I know, but that's what Daddy says soneti nes,
but then he doesn't cone. He calls to explain why
he doesn't cone, but he doesn't always cone."

He wasn't going to touch that one. He gl anced
toward the open front door. "Where's your nonmy?"

"She's inside, waiting for you." She tugged at
his leg. "Cone on in, Mck."

Jennifer cane into the living roomjust as he
and Tia stepped inside. She was wearing a pair of
sweats that hid her figure so effectively, it was
difficult to renmenber that she had a rather lithe,
shapely body. Her hair, worn up earlier, hung
around her face in a thick, dark cloud.

One | ook at her face and he deci ded she was
nore than a little annoyed with him And he
couldn't blame her. "I apologize for not checking
with you to see if it was okay to cone over," he
said quickly, only just resisting the urge to
| apse into an exaggerated brogue in the hopes of
coaching a smle from her.

To his surprise, all signs of displeasure |eft
her face and she shrugged. "You cane to see Tia.
Ri ght ?"

Even as he nodded, he wondered how she'd react
If he told her that was only part of his reason
for com ng.

"Then there's no problem She's all yours, but
you'll have to excuse ne because | brought sone
work hone with ne." Her smle didn't reach her
eyes. "Have fun you two."

Feel i ng thoroughly defl ated, he watched her
wal kK up the stairs. Hal had been wong. Jennifer
Smal | wod had not changed her m nd about him She
still didn't like him

"M ck?"



He smled and | ooked down at Tia as she
slipped her small hand into his. "Yes?"

"Do you |i ke her?"

"Who?"

"My nommy. Do you?"

He was attracted to her. Intrigued by her
smle; the warm rich color of her skin. But like
her as a person? He wasn't sure about that. But he
could hardly admt that to Tia.

"I don't really know her," he began sl ow vy.
"Not |ike | do you. But she seens ...

Tia stared up at him "Wat? Nice? Pretty? Do
you thlnk she's pretty?"

"I ... yes." Although she wasn't. Not really.
But she was attractive. She did attract him

"Good because she thinks you're cute and nice
to be around."

"How do you know t hat?" he asked, as he began
unpacki ng the food.

"She said so." She clutched his free hand in
hers; smling up at him "Maybe you and Mommy wil |
decide to |i ke each other and go out on a date
sonetine. "

"Tia." He rel eased her hand and knelt in front
of her. "W already tal ked about that."

She shrugged. "I know, but things change
sonetines. Don't they?"

"Yes, but that's not going to change."

"Why not? First Daddy was going to marry
Momry, then he wasn't. Mommy used to cry a |ot,
but she doesn't any nore. That changed."

He felt like grinding his teeth. So Tia's
father had | et both her and her nother down. He
t ouched her cheek. "I'mglad that your nonmmy
doesn't cry any nore, but | want you to understand



t hat your nommy and | aren't going to be going
out . "

"But once you and Monmmy get to know each
other, you'll want to go out together, M ck.
You'll see. Mommy's very nice and she has very
sweet |ips. Once you kiss themyou won't want to
stop.”

He sighed. He didn't doubt that Jennifer's
lips were as sweet as they | ooked. And he was
al ready attracted to her, but he knew she wasn't

interested. Still, he would have to talk to her
about Tia's expectations.
He smled. "I think that pizza's getting cold.

Who |i kes cold pizza?"

"Not ne!" Tia giggled and dashed toward the
table. "Cone on, Mck."

Jenni fer stared at the countl ess scraps of
paper piled into several small nounds in front of
her and sighed. She gl anced around the small,
cranped room Thanks to the disorganized array of
Mck Reilly and his partners' records, she was
going to be spending nore tinme in this roomthan
she want ed. Conputerizing their records woul d nean
spendi ng even nore tine here.

And she wanted to avoid that because that
woul d make it al nost inpossible not to run into
Mck Reilly; handsone, white, blue-eyed M ck
Reilly.

She shook her head and reached for the first
pile of slips. She was there to work, not
fant asi ze about a man she didn't have a hope of
ever winning. Even if she could get him what was
she supposed to do with hinf



She si ghed again and gl anced at her watch.

El even-forty. She'd break for |unch around twelve
and neet Tasha. \Wen she got back, she'd really
dig into this ness.

There was a tap on the door and she | ooked up.
It was probably Hal Ward, com ng to nmake sure she
had everythi ng she needed. "Cone in."

She felt a sudden rush of pleasure when M ck
Rei Il y's handsone head appeared around the door
openi ng.

He smled. "H ."

She cast a brief smle in his direction.
"Hello, M. Reilly."

He gl anced at the desk in front of her before
neeti ng her gaze again. "I know you're busy, but |
need to talk to you."

"What about ?"

"Can | cone in?"

She shrugged. "It's your office.”

He opened the door further and stepped into
the room imediately dwarfing it. He was such a
bi g, handsone man. To keep fromstaring at him
she | ooked down at the pile of papers on the desk.

He sat domn on the only other chair in the
small room "It's about Tia."

She | ooked up quickly. "What about her?"

" . " he ran a hand t hrough his hair.
About the ot her ni ght.
"What about it?"

"She seens to think that youand I ... | tried
to explain to her that there's no chance of "
he trailed off and | ooked hopefully at her.

And she felt the blood rush to her cheeks.
"Oh. Well, | told her that we ... that i1s, | ... |
knew this wasn't a good idea."



"What ?"

"Havi ng you over for dinner."

He sm | ed suddenly and her heart beat
I ncreased. "Wiay not? Were ny table nmanners that
bad?"

She found herself returning his smle. "No. O
course not."

"Then? | enjoyed the evening. | was kind of
hopi ng you had too."

It was difficult to nmaintain his intense gaze.

"Well, | ... that is Tia and | did, but now she's
going to think that we ... and there's no chance
of that. | tried --"

"Way is that?" he asked abruptly.

She gave hima blank stare. "Wy is what ?"

He hesitated for so long that she thought he
wasn't going to answer. "Wy are you so sure
there's no chance of her getting her w sh?"

Her lips parted in surprise. "Wat?"

He sighed and ran his hand through his hair
again. "Are you seei ng anyone?"

"What ?"

"A man? A lover? Are you |ooking for one or do
you al ready have one?"

The heat rose to her cheeks again. She found
she couldn't | ook away from him Those bl ue eyes

of his wouldn't let her. "That's ... that's none
of your business."
He shrugged. "I didn't say it was."

"Then why are you | ooking at ne as if you
expect to stare the answer out of ne?"

He | aughed suddenly and finally she felt able
to look away fromhim "WAs | doing that? Sorry."
He stood up and noved to the door. He started to



pull it open, changed his mnd, and turned to | ook
at her. "Are you free for dinner tonight?"

"No, I amnot!"”
"I'f not tonight, sonme other tine."
She shook her head. "I already have plans for

ny Friday night, M--"

"Mck. My nane is Mck."

"It seenms | need to rem nd you of sonething,
M. Reilly. I'"'mhere for one reason: to get your
t axes prepared," she said, ignoring his
I nterruption.

"And I'msure you'll do it very efficiently,
but have you ever dated a white man?"
n m n

"Woul d you consider going out with a slightly
ol der, divorced, Irish engi neer?"

She stared at him her nouth forned into a
small, silent circle.

"I'"ll take that as a maybe," he said and
wal ked out .

She sat staring at the closed door. Her heart
pounded and her hands shook. He was very
definitely interested in her. But she couldn't
afford to be interested in him

**kk k%

"So why don't you give it a chance, Jenn?
Wo's it gonna hurt?" Tasha asked as they sat over
l unch at the little cafe twenty mnutes |ater.

"Tasha!"

"What ?" Tasha shook her head. "Look, Jenn,
he's a good | ooking, financially solvent,
unattached man who wants to be attached to you. He
and Tia are crazy about each other and you ki nd of
i ke himtoo."



She nearly choked on the cherry seven-up she
was sipping. "I never said that!"

Tasha grinned. "OCh, yes you did. | knew you
| i ked hi mon Wednesday when you told ne he was
dr op- dead gorgeous. Not handsone or good | ooki ng,
but drop-dead gorgeous." Tasha pointed her sal ad
fork in her direction. "That's not a description
|' ve ever heard you use."

"It's doesn't nean anything, Tash."

"Then why are you bl ushing? Look, girl, you
deserve a little fun. Way not give it a shot? Wat
have you got to |ose? He's a good | ooking, ol der
man wi th noney who can afford to take you nice
pl aces and hel p you nake ends neet. Let him be
your sugar daddy."

"Tasha!" She stared di sapprovingly at her
friend. "He's not that nuch ol der than ne, and |
can take care of nyself."

"Hey, | know you can, Jenn, but let's face it,
when you bought your house, you weren't expecting
to be footing all the bills alone.™

That was true. It was supposed to be the house
where she, Jim and, Tia lived happily ever after.
After she and Jimnmarri ed.

"I manage," she nunbl ed.

"I know, but why just nmanage when Tia's friend
wants to be your friend too?"

She shook her head and hel d her hands up.
"That's enough, Tasha. W've been friends since
fifth grade. You know | am not going to go out
wWith himjust so he can ... help ne financially."

"Okay." Tasha's voice softened. "I know. Just
go out with himbecause you both want it. And
don't worry about what your nother wll say."



"My nother is not prejudiced!'" she said
def ensi vel y.

Tasha rai sed her dark, perfectly arched
eyebrows. "Say what ?"

"She's not," she insisted.

"Hey, you know | |ove the woman |i ke a second
nom but let's be real, Jenn. She is prejudiced."”

"She's not, Tash. She just thinks interracial
dating and marriage is not such ... a good thing."

"Yeah." Tasha rolled her eyes. "Whatever.
Forget what your nother and the world m ght think
and give hima chance, Jenn. Gve yourself a
chance. You could really go for him"

"Tasha, |--"

"Don't bother trying to deny it. | can see it
I n your eyes when you tal k about him"

A wave of shock radiated through her. If her
interest in Mck Reilly was that clear, had he
seen it too? Was that why he'd asked her out? Cone
to that, was that why he'd flirted wwth her on the
train? Had she unconsciously given off cone hither
Vi bes?

"If it helps any, look at it this way. You
two were neant to be together.”

"Tasha!"

"No, no. Really. Look at the facts. First you
meet himon the train, then he turns out to be
Tia's friend, and now he's a partner in the firm
where you' Il be working! Cone on, Jenn! Surely
that's too nuch coi nci dence even for you.

"He's the one, Jenn.”

She shook her head stubbornly, but coul dn't
vanqui sh a nental picture of Mck Reilly's smling
face.

*kkkk*



When t he phone rang at seven o' cl ock that
night, Jennifer got a chill. She knew it was Jim
And that neant trouble. He should be knocking on
t he door, not calling on the phone.

"Mommy, the phone's ringing,"” Tia bell owed
fromthe dining room where she was col oring at
t he table.

"Thanks, sweetiekins," she called and reached
out to answer it. "Hello."

"Hey, Jenn."

She gave a silent groan. "Jim what are you
doing calling?" she asked quietly, not wanting Tia
to hear. "It's seven o'clock. Tia's bag is packed
and she's waiting for you."

"I know t hat, babe, but sonething's cone up."

She pressed her lips tightly together before
she answered. "Again? How | ate are you going to
be?"

"Hey, don't get an attitude with ne, Jenn," he
said angrily, his voice losing the soft quality
she used to adore. "Things, happen, okay?"

"Fine," she said through her teeth. "How |l ate
are you going to be?"

"I can't nmake it at all, baby."

"What ?!'" She cl anped a hand over her nouth and
bit her bottomlip in an effort to hold onto her
tenper. "You' d better nake it. She's been dressed
and waiting for you for an hour and a hal f! And
she's been | ooking forward to this weekend since
the last tine you couldn't nake it! [f--"

"I can't talk to you when you're like this,"
he said cutting her off. "Tell ny baby I'll talk
to her tonorrow "

"Don't you hang up on ne, Jim" she cried
angrily as she heard a click and then a dial tone.



" Nbrmy 2"

Wth the phone still clenched in her hand, she
turned to see Tia standing in the doorway. The
anxi ous | ook on her pretty face, wung at
Jennifer's heart. She put the phone down and
forced herself to smle. "Yes, sweetiekins?"

"That was ny daddy."

"Yes."

Tia clasped her hands together. "lIs he com ng
| at e?"

She shook her head.

"He's not coming at all?"

"No," she whispered and waited for the angry
tears to start. But although Tia's eyes were dark,
furious pools, she didn't cry. She | ooked down at
the pretty dress she was wearing. The sane one
she'd worn for Mck Reilly's first visit. "Then
"1l go change."

"Tia, I'msorry," she said and reached out to
hug her. She was shocked when Tia pull ed away,
glaring at her. "Tia!"

"I't's all your fault, Mommy!" the child
suddenly screaned. "You shouldn't have nade ne
with hinl He doesn't want you any nore and now
it's rubbing off on ne!"

"Tial" she cried, shocked and hurt. "That's
not true.”

"I't is! This is all your fault, Mmy!"

Jennifer's eyes filled with tears. She heard
Tia run up the stairs to her room A door slamed
and she sunk down onto the chair next to the
phone, shaki ng.

She let the tears flow freely down her cheeks.
What was she going to do? How could she nake this
up to Tia? How coul d she make her understand about



Ji mwhen she didn't understand herself? Darn Jim
She picked up the phone and angrily punched out
hi s phone nunber. It rang five tines before it was
answer ed.

"Hel l 0. "
A woman's voi ce. She wi ped her hand across her
cheeks. "1'd like to speak to Jim please."

"Who's calling?"

"I"'d like to speak to him" she said again.
"I's he there or not?"

"Look, honey," the wonman began, soundi ng
irritated. "You're the one calling here. Now
either you tell nme who you are or you don't get to
speak to him™"

She hung up w thout answering. She felt fresh
tears fill her eyes. So now he had his |atest
woman running interference for him

She all owed herself a mnute to cry before she
washed her face in the powder roomand went up to
Tia's bedroom She tapped lightly on the door and
t hen went in.

Tia slept wwth the phone clutched in her hand,
dried tears on her cheeks. She'd tried to call
Jim Jennifer put the phone on the hook, took off
Tia's shoes, and began to pull the cover over her.

That's when she noticed a crunbl ed busi ness
card in Tia's other hand and bit her lip. It was
Mck Reilly's business card. She sincerely hoped
that Tia had been talking to Jimrather than him
She didn't want Mck Reilly involved in her
personal |ife.



CHAPTER FI VE

"Did | steer you wong, Mchael ne |ad?"

Wth two drinks in his hands, Mck turned from
the bar to find Hal grinning at him

He gl anced quickly across the roomcrowed with
danci ng, | aughing people to the terrace. Janet
Wal ker sat there, waiting for himto return with
her drink. She was everything Hal had prom sed:
tall, blonde, blue eyed, and beautiful; wth a
grace and charm he knew nost nen would find
I rresistible.

"No. She's gorgeous,"” he admtted.

"Yeah?" Hal asked, grinning, as if he were
responsi bl e for her beauty. "Like what you see, do
you?"

"What man woul dn't?"

Hal sl apped hi mon the back so hard that he
nearly spilled the drinks. "Then don't let nme keep
you, lad."

He nodded and hurried back to the table. "Here
you are," he said, setting her drink in front of
her before reclaimng his seat across from her.

"Thanks, M ke," she said and took a slip.

She smled at himand he smled back. Janet
Wal ker m ght be just what he needed right now.
She'd cone along at the perfect tine to keep him
fromfalling for Jennifer Smallwood, who was so
clearly not interested in going out wwth him

He didn't knowif it were white nen in general
Jenni fer Smallwood didn't date or if she just
didn't like himin particular. O if the age



di fference bothered her or if she just wasn't

I nterested in dating. Watever the reason for her
| ack of interest, he needed soneone to take his
m nd off her. Janet Wil ker | ooked nore than equal
to the task.

"Are you busy tonorrow ni ght?"

She smled. "As a matter of fact, I'mnot. I'm
free if you d like to see ne."

He hesitated, thinking briefly of Jennifer.
But that was a waste of tinme. He smled. "I would
like to see you. Wuld you |ike to have dinner
wth me?"

Her smle warned him "I would | ove to have
di nner with you, Mke."

Jennifer felt a pair of soft |ips touching her
nout h and opened her eyes to find Tia standing
over her bed in the early norning |ight.

"H, Mmy."

Her eyes filled with tears and she pulled the
child onto the bed and into her arns. "H,
sweet i ekins. "

"I didn't nean it, Mommy!" Tia whi spered,
ki ssing her neck. "lI"'msorry! | didn't nean it!"

"COh, | know you didn't."

"I"msorry | nade you cry, Mmy!"

"I't's okay, sweetiekins," she said and held
Tia away from her. She was wearing the sane dress
she'd fallen asleep in the night before. "It's
forgotten. Ckay?"

“"Are you sure, Momy?"

She stroked the child's cheek. "Yes. |'m
sure." She kissed Tia and gl anced at her bedsi de
clock. It was just six 'o'clock. Thank God it was



Saturday. "What say you take that dress off and we
go back to sleep for another hour or two?"

Tia slipped off the dress and pressed into her
arns. "Mommy. | |ove you."

"Oh, | love you too, sweetiekins."

The phone woke Jennifer an hour |ater. Being
careful not to disturb Tia, she rested her back
agai nst her pillows and the headboard before
lifting the receiver to her ear. "Hell o?"

"Jenni fer?"

She sat up straight, sleep vanquishing at the
sound of Mck Reilly's voice. "Yes."

"This is Mchael Reilly."

"Yes?"

"Jennifer, is everything all right?"

"Yes," she said quickly, wondering what Tia
had said to him "Wy wouldn't it be?"

"I just woke up and | found a nessage from Ti a
fromlast night. She was crying. |Is she all right?
Are you all right?"

"We're both fine. Thanks for calling," she
said and prepared to hang up.

"Wait a mnute," he said quickly. "Is she
there? Can | speak to her?"
"She's asleep, but I'll tell her you called.”

"So she's not spending the weekend with her
f at her ?"

"Apparently not or she wouldn't be here.
Asl eep!" she snapped. Knowi ng that she had no
right to take her nobod out on him she quickly

apol ogi zed. "lI'msorry."
He was silent for a long nonent. "I'm not your
eneny, Jennifer. | know things nust be difficult

for you, but you don't always have to keep the



wal | between us so high and so fortified. | am not
| ooking to hurt you."

H s voice was so tender that she knew she'd
have wanted to | ay her head agai nst his shoul der
I f he'd been there. She immedi ately dism ssed the
t hought as ridiculous. "I said | was sorry. |
didn't exactly have a very good night."

"I"'msorry to hear that," he said softly and
she knew he neant it. "Is there anything | can do?
For either of you?"

Sonething in his voice left her feeling
breathless. "Well, I'"'mfine, but Tia mght like to
see you sonetine today. |If you have tine."

"She was telling ne she wanted to see Babe I1.
So | bought a copy. Maybe |I could bring it over."

"Oh. Okay. What tine would you like to conme?"

"I"'mfree all day."

She nentally ran through a quick list of
t hi ngs she needed to do. Chief anong the things
she needed to do was to go food shopping, but that
woul d have to wait until she got paid. "Wuld you
| i ke to come for |unch? Around twel ve?"

"Fine."

"Before you agree, you should know you'll have
to take your chances with [unch.”

"No problem Ah, but if you like, | could

bri ng sonet hing--" he began.
"That won't be necessary," she said quickly.
"Okay. |I'lIl see you at twelve."
"We' || see you then and ... M ck?"

"Yes, Jennifer?"
"Thank you," she said quietly and hung up
bef ore she could say sonething she'd regret.

kkkk*



It took a real effort on Jennifer's part not
to dress up for lunch. Mck knew how she dressed
at hone, so if she wore anything other than
sweats, he'd know it was to inpress him And she
sure didn't want himto know how nuch she'd |ike
to wow him

He arrived just before twelve, wearing a short
sl eeved pull over and a pair of old jeans that
clung to his long | egs and hugged his | ean hips.

She had to force herself not to stare at him
There was nothing sexier than a | ong-1egged, |ean-
hi pped man in a pair of tight, bun-hugging, thigh-
nol di ng | eans.

"Mck!" Tia screaned in delight and w apped
herself around his | egs.

"H ," he said softly to Jennifer, handed her
the two bouquets of flowers he held. He kneeled in
front of Tia, kissed her cheek, and hugged her.
"H, honey!" Tia wapped her arns around his neck
and ki ssed hi mon both cheeks.

Jenni fer watched, stifling a jealous urge to
do t he sane.

"My daddy didn't cone after all, Mck," Tia
said in a sad voice that al nbst brought tears to
Jennifer's eyes.

He brushed the back of his hand agai nst her
cheek. "lI'msorry, sweetie."

"Why? It's not your fault he doesn't |ove ne
any nore."

"Oh, sweetie!" He cupped her face between his
hands and | ooked into her eyes. "That can't be
true. O course he | oves you."

"No, he doesn't," she said stubbornly.

"Tial" Jennifer began. "O course your father
| oves--"



Tia swng around to face her. "Well, he
doesn't and you know it, Mmmy!"

"Hey, hey, hey!" Mck said, and turned her
back to face him "Wat kind of nonsense is this?
If | love you and |I'm not your father, how could
he not | ove you?"

Tia's small nouth parted and she stared up at
him "You do? Really?"

He nodded. "Yeah. Really."

"Do you think it's okay?"

"Do | think what's okay?"

"For nme and you to |love each other? Is it all
ri ght?"

Jenni fer stood clutching the flowers agai nst
her chest as he | ooked up at her. "I don't see
anything wong with it. Do you, Jennifer?"

Tia turned a shining face up to await her
answer and she made the only response she coul d.
"No. "

"There." He smled at Tia. "You see?"

She ki ssed his cheeks agai n.

Over Tia's head, he | ooked up at her with the
sane expression she'd seen in his eyes that day on
the train. She bore his gaze for as |ong as she
coul d, before she | ooked away, feeling breathless.
Then she made herself ook at himagain. "I'll put
these in water."

He smled silently and she hurried away,
taking | ong, deep breaths to cal mher poundi ng
heart. Wiy did she tingle all over every tinme he
| ooked at her? More to the point, why did he | ook
at her wwth that ... warmintinmate look in his
eyes?

She was in the kitchen, putting the flowers in
wat er when she felt a tingling sensation along the



back of her neck. She turned to find Mck standi ng
I n the doorway, watching her.

"Thanks for comi ng," she said quickly, before
he coul d speak. "Having you here will help make up
for her not being with her father."

He nodded and smiled slightly. "Has she been
giving you a hard tine?"

" About what ?"

"Her father ... and you ... not being marri ed.
Wiy aren't you nmarried?"

Her cheeks burned. She turned back to the sink
and put a hand over her |ips. She wanted to be
angry wiwth himfor daring to ask her sonething so
personal, but she was nore enbarrassed than
anything else. And nortified by what he nust think
of her.

"I didn't nean that the way it sounded," he

sai d qui ckly.
She bit her lip and swng around to face him
as he noved into the kitchen. "I really don't care

how you neant it. You have no right to ask such a
personal question and | have no intentions of
di scussing ny personal life with you."

"I wasn't passing any type of judgnent," he
said, trying to catch her gaze.

"Weren't you?"

"No," he said firmy. "I wasn't."

"Then why were you aski ng?" she chal |l enged.

"Because | want to know. "

"y 2"

"Because | want to know everythi ng about you."
He spoke softly and ran the tip of his tongue over
his lips in a manner that she found incredibly
erotic.



She felt the nuscles in her stomach contract.
She | eaned back agai nst the counter, unable to

| ook away fromhim "Ckay, |I'll bite. Wiy shoul d
ny life interest you?"
He shrugged. "I've thought about you

frequently since that norning."

"That norni ng? What norni ng?" But even as she
asked the question, she knew he was referring to
the day they'd net on the train.

"On the train.”

She bit her lip. "The train ..."

He nodded. "Yes, the train. The nonent |

| ooked into your eyes, | was hooked."

As was she. Still, she didn't dare admt it.
"This is a really crazy conversation."

" \My?ll

"Why?! Isn't it obvious?"

He shrugged his shoul ders, shaking his head.
"Not to ne."

"It's too soon for you to be talking |ike
this," she said, trying not to | ose herself in his

bl ue gaze. "It's only been two weeks. And we--"

He spoke in a quiet voice. "I know exactly how
long it's been.”

"Well, then you know this is crazy. | nean--"

"And | know how | feel."

How he felt? That didn't sound as if he were
just tal king about sex. "Well, | don't want to
know, so keep it to yourself." She pushed away
fromthe counter and started pass him

He swung around and caught her arm sending a
tingle of desire through her that she felt down to
her toes. Easily overcom ng her insincere
resi stance, he drew her body against his. He kept
her close with an arm around her wai st.



She gasped. She wasn't sure if the sound was
shock at the contact wth his body or at the
desire she saw in the deep, beautiful eyes | ooking
down i nto hers.

"Don't you?" he asked softly, brushing the
tips of his fingers against her lips. "Are you
sure about that? Aren't you even a little
I nterested? That day on the train when we were in

the aisle, | could al nost have sworn--"

She trenbl ed and attenpted to pull away. "I
don't want to talk about that! | wasn't nyself
t hat day!”

He arched a brow i n obvious disbelief,
smling. "Really? Who were you? Maybe you can
I ntroduce ne to the wonman you were that day. 1'd
| i ke to see her again."”

She stared up at him She had to say sonething

anything to stop himfrom pul ling her any
closer. "Don't ... Tia mght walk in."

"I told her I needed to talk to you al one.
She promised not to interrupt." He bent his head.

"She--she doesn't always keep her prom ses!”
she said wldly, know ng he was about to kiss her.
Part of her wanted himto. Another part knew that
t here woul d be no turning back once he did.

"I do so, Mommy!"

At the sound of Tia's indignant voice behind
them she struggled to be free of his arns. To her
relief, he | aughed w thout any enbarrassnent, and
rel eased her.

"Then what are you doing in the doorway, you
peeki ng Tia?" He crossed the roomand swung Tia up
Into his arns.



Tia giggled and wapped her arns around his
neck. "You were taking too long," she conpl ai ned.
"Besides | thought you cane to see ne, not Mmmy."

"So | did, sweetie." Wthout |ooking at her
again, he carried the giggling Tia out of the
ki t chen.

She stunbl ed back agai nst the counter,
shaki ng. He was too nuch for her. It was only
going to be a matter of tine before she found it
| npossible to resist him Miybe Tasha was right.
Maybe she should let it happen. It was so clearly
what he wanted. And so did she.

She knew all the reasons she shouldn't, but
they weren't going to make nmuch sense when he was
ki ssing and touching her. Maybe what she needed
was to just get himout of her system Have a hot,
sleazy affair with himand forget it once their
desire for each other was sat ed.

The i dea woul d have shocked her just a week
earlier. But now, all she could think of was him
And want him Was it so wong to want himlike
this just because he wasn't bl ack? She knew her
not her and Aunt Linda would think so. She al so
knew she was very close to not caring what they
t hought .

She expected the rest of the day to be heavy
going wwth himtrying to get her alone every
chance he got. Al though she frequently found him
wat chi ng her instead of the novie, he made no
effort to touch her or get her alone.

After the novie the three of them spraw ed out
on the living roomfloor to play Tia's favorite
gane, Candy Land.

"Mommy and Daddy al ways nmake sure | win," she
war ned M ck.



He | aughed and tapped her on her nose. "(Oh,

yeah? Well, |'mnot Mommy or Daddy and if you want
to wn, you'll have to do it fair and square, ne
| assie.”

To Jennifer's surprise, Tia giggled and
grabbed the dice. "Ckay, ne lad," she said in an
awful attenpt at an Irish accent. She paused and
| ooked eagerly at M ck. "How was that?"

"Beautiful," he assured her, straight-faced.

As she watched her daughter practically
gl ow ng under his praise, Jennifer knew he had
conquered both their hearts. She could only hope
that he took better care of themthan Ji m had.

"How | ong are you staying after dinner, M ck?"
Ti a asked as she took her turn.

“"Actually, | have to | eave before dinner."

Jenni fer, who'd al so expected himto stay for
di nner, | ooked up fromthe board. Hadn't he said
he was free all day? She frowned. He hadn't said
anyt hi ng about the night.

"Why?" Tia asked.

He shrugged and | ooked unconfortable. "I have
an ... appointnent."

"What he neans is he has a date.”

She wasn't aware that she'd spoken her
t houghts al oud, until she found both Tia and M ck
staring at her. She bit her |ip and | ooked away.

"I's that what you nean, M ck?" Tia asked.

"Yes."

"Wth who?"

"Tial" She felt obligated to protest, even
t hough she wanted to know the answer to the
question far nore than Tia did.

"No, it's all right," he said. "Her nane is
Janet. | net her at a party."



"When? |s she pretty?"

"Last night and yes, she's pretty."

"And you |ike her?"

"I ... don't really know her. That's why |I'm
going out with her."

"Does she have bl ue eyes too?"

| f he were annoyed by all Tia's questions,
Jennifer could find no evidence of it in his voice
or expression.

"As a matter of fact, she does."

"Mommy's eyes aren't blue," Tia said, as if
she were sharing a secret with him "But if you
really |i ke blue eyes, she can get bl ue contact
| enses or sonething."

"Tial" she cried, horrified. "No, I will not!"

He | aughed, shaking his head. "Your nomy's
eyes are fine just the way they are," he said. "I
| i ke brown eyes nmuch better than bl ue anyway."

Tia smled, clearly relieved. "Good because
Momry' s eyes are brown.”

He smled. "Ch, your nommy's eyes are very
br own. "

"So you won't really like Janet? WIIl you?"

He didn't answer immedi ately and Jennifer
turned to find hi mwatchi ng her. She stared back,
al nost hol di ng her breath.

"I know soneone | |like a whole lot nore," he
finally said.

She caught her breath and waited for Tia to
nove in for the kill. To her dismay, Tia seened
satisfied with that answer.

"I't's your turn, Momy," she said.

She gl anced at M ck and found hi m wat chi ng her
with an anmused | ook in his eyes. She had the



unconfortabl e i npression that he m ght know what
she was t hi nki ng.

She lifted her chin and gave hima later-for-
you- buster | ook. H's smle w dened and he arched a
brow at her.

An hour later, he got up to | eave. He ki ssed
Tia on her cheek. "Do you mind if | had a private
word with your Monmy?"

Tia giggled. "Can | |isten?"
"No. "
"Why not ?"

He ran his hand over her hair. "Because it
woul dn't be private if you listened."

"COh, all right. WIIl you call ne [ater?"

"No. I'll call you tonmorrow or you can call
me. Now nake yourself scarce.”

Tia kissed himon the cheek and picking up her
gane, she headed to her room

Jennifer rose. "l'd better go start dinner.
WIl you see yourself out?"

"WIIl you have dinner with ne tonorrow,

Jenni fer ?"

She shook her head. She felt so envious of the
wonman he was about to spend the eveni ng and
possi bly the night with, that she couldn't trust
herself to speak.

"How about | unch?"

"No. Not l[unch, not dinner. Nothing," she
said, but nade no nove to pass him She was afraid
that if she did, he'd touch her.

"I can't cancel this date," he said, his voice
sof t eni ng.

Tw n flames of enbarrassnent flushed her
cheeks. He knew she was jeal ous! "Wio asked you
to?" she denmanded.



"That's what you want ne to do, isn't it?"

"No! "

"Good. Because | have no intentions of
canceling it."

She shrugged.

"I'"ll probably see you at the office on
Monday." He nodded and turned away.

She reacted instinctively. "Wait!"

He turned back, his gaze cool and inpersonal.
"What ?"

She sighed. He was going to make her admt she
was | eal ous. "Why can't you cancel ?" Her voice was
| ow and she didn't neet his gaze.

"Because | made such a big deal about asking
her last night. | can't just call two hours before
| ' m supposed to arrive and say | have sonet hi ng
better to do."

She turned to face him "Wy not?"

"Because it wouldn't be very considerate of ne
and | wouldn't do it to you."

"Fine. Go enjoy yourself." She turned her back
to him

She felt the tingling sensation and knew he
was just behind her. "I won't," he said gently.
"I'd rather stay here."

She swung around to face him He was so cl ose
t hat her breasts brushed against his chest. They
both sucked in their breaths at the contact. Being
so close to him robbed her of her commbn sense.
Wthout giving herself tine to think it through,
she put a hand on his arm "Please. Stay."

For several nonments they stared at each ot her
In silence. Then, with a soft sigh, he bent his
head and brushed his nouth |ightly against her



lips. The brief contact of his |lips against hers
sent an electric |like shock all through her.

"Are you sure you're ready for the
consequences of my staying?"

She wasn't. It was crazy and inpossible, but
she couldn't bear the idea of himspending the
eveni ng with another woman. Even if he didn't
enjoy hinself. She nmade a small hel pl ess sound and
melted into him H's arns went around her and she
pressed her face against his shoul der. She cl osed
her eyes and clung to him "Please. Stay."



CHAPTER SI X

Jennifer lay in her bed in the early norning
light with her pillow clutched to her chest. She
kept her eyes closed in an effort not to think
about her behavior with Mck Reilly the night
bef ore.

Allow ng himto kiss her had been crazy
enough, but she hadn't been satisfied with that.
She had insisted he cancel his date and stay with
her. Then she had kept himat arm s | ength,
refusing to even allow himto kiss her good night
when he finally left just after ten o' clock.

She touched a finger to her |lips. He hadn't
really kissed her. Just sort of brushed his nouth
agai nst hers. No tongues or open lips. No
wanderi ng hands. He had been a gentl eman. He had
given her no reason to be afraid of him But she
was afraid because she knew how easily she could
fall for him

She needed to tal k. She rolled over onto her
side and | ooked at her bedside clock. It was just
after six-thirty. Tasha woul d probably still be
sl eepi ng. And not al one.

She woul dn't be pl eased, but Jennifer needed
to tal k.

A man answered on the fourth ring. "Wat?"

"I's Tasha there?"

"She's sleeping. Like | was."

"I"'msorry. Wwuld you tell her it's Jennifer,
pl ease?"

"Lady ... Jennifer, it's Sunday. It's early."



"I't'"s inportant.”

A disgruntl ed Tasha arrived forty m nutes
| ater. Her long, dark hair was caught up in a
carel ess ponytail and she was wearing a silk sweat
suit and sneakers.

"A@rl, this had better be good." She gave
Jennifer a brief hug before heading for the
kitchen. After two cups of coffee, they settled on
the big blue living roomsofa to talKk.

"Look, Jenn, call nme slow, but | really don't
see a problem You want him he wants you. Go for
it."

She shook her head. "It's not that sinple,
Tasha. |'m scared.”

"\Nhy 2"
"Because ... | think I mght be falling in

| ove with him" she admtted. "It's crazy and

scary. | don't really even know him but | know I

could ove him™"

Tasha smled. "Being in loveis alittle
scary, but it's also exciting."

"No. | can't be in love with this man. | can't
sleep with him"

Tasha blinked at her. "Excuse ne? Wio said
anyt hi ng about sl eeping with hin®"

She blushed. "I want to," she said. "I | ook at
himand | feel all hot and ... hungry ... it's
been a long tine."

"Then et himlight your fire, girl."

She shook her head. "Oh, no. Not w thout
marri age. Not again."

"Here we go again!" Tasha rolled her eyes.
"Jenn, get real. You don't really think this guy
Is going to marry you before he gets you in bed.
Do you? It doesn't work that way any nore. You



have to give up the goods first. Then, if you're

big tinme lucky, he mght still want you enough to
marry you later."

She shook her head stubbornly. "I tried it
that way with Jimand | ook where it got ne. I'm

practically raising Tia al one and he's in another
state about to marry sone woman who said no to
sleeping wth him | amnot going to sleep with
M ck."

"Jenn, the man is newy divorced. He's going
to be even nore afraid of marriage than a guy
who's never been married. Don't get your hopes up.
| f you want him be prepared to sleep with him"
She shrugged. "Maybe live with him"

"Live with hinml Never! | amnever going to
live with another man without marriage. | can't do
t hat again."

"GQeat. Fine." Tasha threw up her hands. "But
what ever you do, just be careful. Ckay?" Wen she
nodded, Tasha smiled. "I have an idea. Wy don't |
take Tia for the rest of the day? Better yet, pack
her school stuff and she can stay overnight. ['I]
t ake her to school tonorrow before heading into
wor k. "

"Thanks, but that's not necessary."

"OF course it is," Tasha insisted. "That'l|
gi ve you and your big drop-dead gorgeous Irish
hunk t he whol e day and ni ght al one.™

She felt the hot bl ood rushing up her cheeks.
"What about the guy you were wth?"

"Paul ? He'll be gone by the tine we get back."

"1"msorry!”

Tasha waved a hand in dismssal. "Don't sweat
it, girl. He was heading out of town this
afternoon anyway. And face it, Jenn, you need a



little loving. The man wants you, | say, let him
| ove you."

"I can't sleep with him"

Tasha smled. "Whatever. Tell ne that after
you' ve spend a day and night alone wwth him"

M ck was stepping out of the shower when he
heard the phone ringing in his bedroom Wapping a
towel around his waist, he padded into the bedroom
and pi cked up the phone. "Hello."

"M ck?"

He smled and sat on the edge of his big bed.
"Jennifer! H! Wiat a nice surprise. How are you?"

"I'm... fine ... good."

She sounded so shy. His smle w dened. He was
pl eased, but surprised to hear fromher. He' d been
sure that he would have to wear her down before
she'd agree to see hi m again.

"I was wondering if you' d |ike to have brunch
wth nme."

" Today?"

"Yes. |If you're not busy."

Even if he'd had a date with Vanessa WI i ans,
he'd have canceled it. Still he hesitated, aware
t hat he was about to go beyond the point of no
return with her.

"You are busy," she said, sounding
di sappoi nt ed.

"No," he said, imediately making up his m nd.
He didn't know how he'd cone to feel so strongly
about her in such a short tine, but he couldn't
deny that he did feel strongly about her. "I'm not
busy, but why don't you let ne take you and Tia
out instead? We could go down to the Chart House
at Penn's Landing."



"Tia's spending the day with a friend."

"Real ly? Then I'l1 have you all to nyself," he
said slowy and waited for her response. |f she
was going to run away every tinme he showed his
feelings, he wanted to know now. Not that it would

change anything. He was willing to wait until she
trusted hi m enough not to run.

"Yes ... | ‘guess you will.

"Lucky ne.'’

"You ... nean that?"

"You bet your beautiful brown eyes | do."

"Oh. "

"I'"l'l pick you up in an hour."

"Ckay. |'Il see you then."

Jenni fer took great care with her appearance,
carefully applying a |ight foundation, |ipstick,
and bl usher. Knowi ng that she | ooked good in
pastel colors, she put on a pink, silk pantsuit
that clung to her breasts and hips. She slipped on
mat chi ng | ow heels, added a pair of silver
earrings and a silver watch.

She studied her reflection and deci ded she
woul d do very nicely. Fromthe ook in Mck's eyes
when he arrived, he seened to feel the sane way.

"These are for you," he said, holding out yet
anot her banquet of flowers. Roses this tine. Red.

She smled up at him "Thank you, but you
don't always have to bring flowers."

"You don't |ike then®"

"OF course | do! | just nean they're
expensi ve. "

"And you think | can't afford thenf"

Judgi ng by how well his firmwas doing, she
knew he could. But he did have an ex-wife that he



was probably paying alinony to. "No! That's not
what | neant. | neant... well ... roses ...
especially red ones ... are special."

Hi s blue gaze flicked slowy over her face.
"So you are.”

"Oh," she said breathlessly.

He di pped his head and ki ssed her gently on
t he cheek. "You | ook beautiful."

"Oh," she said again, staring up at him "W,
ah ... we should go. W're here al one.™

He | aughed and ki ssed her again. This tinme, on
t he corner of her nouth, making her knees knock.
"Lead the way."

Once in the car, he asked her what kind of
musi ¢ she liked. "Rhythm and bl ues,"” she sai d.

"How about Jazz?"

She shrugged. "Not really. | like to sing
along with ny nusic.”

"Not hi ng wong with that." He gestured toward
the car stereo. "You choose stations."

She did and nonents later the car was filled
with the nell ow voi ce of Babyface. She gl anced at
his profile as he nerged into traffic. "Do you
m nd?"

"No," he said so pronptly that she suspected
he di d.

"I could change stations," she offered.

"Not necessary. | don't want you to change a
t hi ng about yourself to please ne." He threw her a
| i ghtni ng fast sideways glance. "You're perfect.
Just as you are.”

Unable to do a thing about the big smle
spreadi ng across her face, she rel axed agai nst the
soft | eather seat and cl osed her eyes. "I hope you



don't mnd if | doze. | didn't sleep very well
| ast night."

"Neither did I," he said with such feeling,
that she smled. That nmust be his way of telling
her that he'd spent the better part of the night
t hi nki ng about her. Just as she had about him

She was surprised at how confortable she felt
with him The last tinme she'd been out on a date
nine nonths earlier, she'd been too nervous to eat
and her knees had kept shaki ng.

They didn't really talk until they were
sitting over coffee. "Tell nme about you and Tia's
father," he said.

She sighed. Tal ki ng about what had gone w ong
for her and Jim wasn't exactly her favorite topic
of conversation. "Jimand | net in junior high and
fell in love. W dated all through senior high and
attended the University of Pennsylvania so we
coul d stay together."

She shook her head, renenbering how much in
| ove they'd been. "W couldn't get enough of each
ot her."

"Were you | overs?"

She stifled a sigh. The man had a | anent abl e
talent for asking awkward and enbarrassi ng
questions. "No. Not then. W went all the way
t hrough coll ege, content with heavy petting. W
didn't nmake love for the first tinme until after we
graduated. It was our present to each other." Her
| ack of enbarrassnent amazed her.

"Did you plan on having Tia?"

"No. Yes. No. Well, not right away, but we
al ways tal ked about marriage and a famly. But
ki ds were going to cone after we both got
established. Jims a CPA too. Anyway, once we



becane | overs, we were careful. The one tine, we
got careless, | got pregnant.”

"And he was angry?"

She took a sip of her cooling coffee.
"Actually, he was pleased. | don't want you to get
the wong idea about him He loves Tia. And he
supports her financially. He's not a deadbeat
dad. "

"I"'mglad to hear it. What happened between
you and hi nf"

She shrugged. "Everything was fine at first.
We got an apartnent together and waited for Tiato
be born."

Hi s eyes searched her face. "You were okay
with that? Living with hin®"

She renenbered her hurt surprise when Ji m had
first suggested they live together instead of
getting married. "Not really, but he wasn't ready
to get married. So | settled for living wwth him
For awhile, everything was fine. Tia was healthy,
both Jimand | were doing well in our jobs, and |
started to think about the future. | told himit
was tinme we thought about getting married."”

"And?" he pronpted when she paused.

"He said okay." She took a deep breath before
continuing. "I was so happy. | really thought the
three of us would live happily ever after. So we
decided to put things right. Tia and I noved into
t he house where we |ive now. He was going to stay
in the apartnent until after we were married. Only
t hat never happened.”

"Why not ?"

"He said he was starting to feel tied down.
Like | had his life all neatly planned and plotted
out. First he called off the wedding and then he



noved out of state. He's getting married soon ...
toa... agirl ... a wnan who said no and
continued to say no. Like |I should have."

She | ooked away, aware that her bitterness and
pain was right out in the open for himto see.

He reached across the table and covered her
clenched fist with his large hand. "Not all nen
are like that, Jenny," he said softly.

She sl ow y bought her gaze back to his.

"Aren't they?"

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "I'mnot."

She wasn't sure what to nmake of that
statenent. She shrugged and pushed the sad
menories away. "Tell ne about your ex-wfe."

It was his turn to sigh. "Helen and | net in
coll ege. W dated casually on and off, but
graduated wi thout any real comm tnent between us.
We both went on to see other people. Wien we net a
couple of years later, we started dating
exclusively. Two years later, we got marri ed.
Fifteen nonths later, Kelly was born."

He stopped abruptly, rel eased her hand, and
| ooked away. She saw the nuscles in his jaw
cl enchi ng and uncl enching. Tears stung her eyes at
hi s obvi ous pai n.

"Mck? It's okay if you can't tal k about her."

He shook his head and turned back to face her.
"It's okay. It's just that it ... it never seens
to stop hurting. It's an ache that's always there

sonetines just under the surface ... sonetines
it's Iike an open wound that's as painful and raw
as it was when she first died."

"I ... I"'mso sorry for you."

"Ah! Wul d you like to see a picture of her?"

She nodded. "I'd love to."



He pulled out his wallet and passed a snall
snapshot across the table to her. She found
herself | ooking down into the smling face of a
pretty blonde child wth wi de sparkling gray eyes.

"She's beautiful, Mck. She nust have given
you a lot of joy and many happy nenories."

"She was everything to ne.”

She handed the picture back and net his gaze.
"I's that why you and your w fe broke up?"

"We didn't break up. Helen left ne because ...
Hal and | had gone into partnership just after
Kelly was born. So we both worked | ong, hard hours
trying to nmake the firma success.

"That didn't |eave nuch tinme for Helen and
Kelly. And Helen resented it. She said | was
m ssing the best part of Kelly's life. | didn't
agree because she was so young and by the tine she
was ei ght or nine, the business would be
flourishing and 1'd have all the tine | wanted to
spend wth her.

"I didn't know she was going to be taken away
fromnme before | got the chance to show her how
much ... | loved her." He clenched his hand into a
fist and hit it against the table. "Anyway, Helen
found it difficult tolive with ne after that. She
felt that |1'd neglected her and Kelly. And she was
right."

"But you had a good reason for doing it."

He shook his head. "It didn't seem so good
once Kelly was killed and I knew |I'd never have
t he chance to atone for all the nights | wasn't
there to tuck her in bed." He took a deep breath.
"She was al ways afraid of the dark. She liked ne
to be there to nmake sure there were no nonsters
under her bed before she went to sleep. And nost



of the time | wasn't. |I'd call at her bedtine, but
It just wasn't the sane. | ... let her down."

"Ch, Mck! I'"'mso sorry."

He ran a hand through his head. "Thanks." He
gl anced out the wi ndow. "Feel |ike a walk al ong
t he pier?"

So they wal ked al ong Penn's Landi ng. Soneti nes
hol di ng hands; sonetines with his arm around her
shoulder. It was md April and cool, but there
were still a lot of people on the pier. Sone
wal ki ng as they were, sone sitting in the grass
listening to nusic, sone sitting along the
outcropping with their |egs dangling over the
waters of the Del aware River several feet bel ow

Later that afternoon, they decided to see a
novi e. They chose a novie theater that specialized
I n show ng ol der novies. The current attraction
was Corona, Corina, a love story about a black
woman who falls in love with a white widower with
a young daughter.

Jenni fer was very conscious of how closely the
thenme of the novie mrrored her relationship with
M ck. Especially when the couple on the screen
began dancing as Louis Arnstrong sang, You Go To
My Head in the background.

That's when M ck put his arm around her. She
half turned to himand he kissed her for the first
time. Really kissed her. Full on her nouth. Wth
his |ips and his tongue, warm and sweet, caressing
and tasting hers. "You go to ny head, Jenny," he
breat hed the words into her nouth.

I n response, she | eaned closer and kissed him
with all the passion and desire she'd been
fighting since the first tinme she saw him



They didn't talk nuch after they left the
novi e. They wal ked al ong Penn's Landi ng agai n, had
di nner at a snmall bistro across the pier, then he
drove her hone.

"Woul d you like to cone in for coffee?" she
asked.

He nodded and foll owed her inside. "Wat tine
will Tia be hone?"

"She's spending the night out," she said. She
nodded toward the sofa. "Have a seat and |'1|
bring the coffee.”

"I'"l'l keep you conpany,"” he said and foll owed
her into the kitchen.

Recalling their earlier enbraces |eft her
feeling weak. Her hands shook as she opened the
cabinet. "I hope you don't mnd instant. Decaf."

"No," he said in that neutral voice that she
knew neant just the opposite of what he was
sayi ng.

Being alone with himin the house so unnerved
her, that she dropped the coffee jar. It didn't
break, but when she scooped it up off the floor,
the lid wouldn't budge. She struggled to open it,
a curse formng on her I|ips.

"Let ne give you a hand," he offered.

That woul d nean his comng closer to her. "No!
| can open it."

But he was al ready standi ng behind her,
reaching to take the jar out of her nervel ess
fingers. Instead of |oosening the Iid, he set the
jar on the counter top. "You know, | don't really
want any coffee.”

"Oh." She stared up at him "Wat do you
want ?"



"This." He brushed the tips of his fingers
gently against her |ips, then he cupped her face
I n his hands and kissed her. H's |ips noved
slowy, sweetly over hers. Again and agai n.
Teasing hers apart. Then tasting her warnth. Hs
arm around her wai st held her body close to his.

Standi ng on her toes to return his kisses, she
knew exactly when he began to get aroused. She
felt himhardeni ng agai nst her and the nuscles in
her stomach churned with anticipation, |eaving her
al nost 11 ght headed.

Al l thoughts of not sleeping with another man
wi t hout marriage were washed away under the warm
tide of his kisses. She pressed against his
har dness, ready and eager to give herself to him

It had been too long since she'd felt a nan's
hands on her body, caressing and |oving her. She
needed himto nmake her forget all the lonely
ni ghts she'd suffered through over the |ast two
years.

She was di smayed when she suddenly felt his
hands on her shoul ders, gently, but firmy pushing
her away fromhim Her eyes fluttered open and she
| ooked at himin confusion. "M ck?"

He took a deep breath and w ped the back of
one hand across his nouth, as if he were trying to
W pe the taste of her lips away. "I'd better go
now or you'll have a heck of a tine trying to keep
me out of your bed,"” he said in a |ow, husky
Voi ce.

"Who says | want to keep you out? I--"

He pressed a finger against his lips to
silence her. "Do you have a condon?"

The bl ood rushed up her neck into her cheeks.
She averted her gaze and shook her head.



"Nei ther do I.
She brought her gaze back to his. "You don't?"
"No, | don't. Way do you sound so surprised? |
don't sleep around and |I'm not one of those nen
who wal k around with a condomin their wallets."
Hi s t houghtful ness touched her. "Thank you,
M ck."

"For what ?"
"For not bringing one with you as if you
t hought | mght be ... easy."”

"Why would | think that? You' re twenty-seven
and you' ve had one |lover. That's not easy. Any
even if you'd had several nore, it wouldn't be ny
pl ace to judge you."

He bent his head and ki ssed her lightly on the
corner of her lips. "Walk ne to the door before |
forget ny good intentions."

But at the door, he swept her into his arns
and pressed a warm lingering kiss against her
nmouth. She tingled wwth desire as she felt the
telltal e bul ge pressing against her. Wth her arns
wr apped around him she deliberately rubbed her
| ower body agai nst his.

"God, Jenny, don't do that!" He shuddered, and
t hen before she could repeat the offense, he was
pushi ng her away again. He held her at arnis
| ength with his hands on her shoul ders.

"Let go," she begged softly, wanting nothing
nore than to rush back into his arnms so she could
feel the evidence of his desire for her.

"No," he said in a ragged voice. "Wen we nake
love, | want it to be as perfect as possible. |
don't want you to | ook back and feel that all |
was interested in was getting you into bed.”



"But that's all I'"'minterested in now" she
was horrified to hear herself admt.

He stared at her for a nonent, clearly
surprised. Then he | aughed softly and gently
ki ssed her cheek. "Sweet dreans, Jenny."

Restl ess dreans were nore like it, she thought
as she got ready for bed. She |ay awake for a | ong
time, just thinking about him There was a lot to
t hi nk about: his smle, his walk, the sound of his
voi ce, and the feel of his arns around her. She
fell asleep wishing he were there wth her.

The ringing of the phone woke M ck froma deep
sleep. Goaning and rolling onto his side, he
reached for the phone w thout opening his eyes.
"What ?"

"M ke."

"What is it, Hal?" he asked irritably. He
opened his eyes and gl anced at his bedroom w ndow.
It was still dark. He glanced at his clock. No
wonder he felt lousy. It was only four a.m

"There was a tire fire under the Passyunk
Avenue bridge a couple of hours ago. The fire's
been contained, but the bridge is closed and
PennDot wants us to consult with them on possible
structural damages."

"When?"

"I'n about an hour. Can you pick up Dale and
neet the PennDot representative at the field
office they've set up just off Passyunk?"

Dal e Hardy was an engi neering major working in
the office on a co-op program "Fine. That's what
| get paid the big bucks for," he said, throw ng
the covers off. "Wat's the nane of this PennDot
per son?"



"You' ve already net her, MKke."

Sonething in Hal's tone, nmade hi m pause in the
act of sitting up. "Who?"

"Janet Wal ker."

Just great. "Fine," he said and hung up. He
wasn't in the nood for any of Hal's | ectures. And
he didn't know what he was going to say to Janet
Wal ker. How was he going to explain his sudden and
conplete lack of interest in her?

In the shower, he stood with his eyes cl osed,

t hi nking of Jennifer. He knew it was early days
yet, at least for her. But he had a feeling he'd
found everything he needed. In Tia he had a
surrogat e daughter he could shower all the tine
and attention he hadn't showered on Kelly. And he
knew Jenni fer was a woman he could love to

di stracti on, assum ng she could get pass his skin
col or.

"M ke! ™

The nmonment M ck saw Janet wal king toward him
with an open smle of welcone, he knew it was
going to be a | ong, unpleasant day.

"Mke!l It's good to see you again so soon."
Still smling warnmy, she extended both hands.

Hs own smle felt forced. "Janet." He briefly
encl osed her hands in his. "This is a surprise."

"A very nice one, | hope, Mke."

He nodded and introduced Dale. "So, what do we
have here, Janet?"

She smled at him "R ght to business?"

He hesitated, choosing his words carefully.
"That's why Dale and | are here.”

"I's it?" Her smle wavered. She nodded toward
a big, beige trailer several yards behind them



"Let's go into the trailer and have a cup of
coffee before we get started.™

G eat. Showdown tine. "Ckay. Fine."

She glanced at Dale. "Ah, Dale, do you mnd if
| have a word with M ke?"

"No." Dale glanced at him "I'lI|l be out here
| ooking the girders over if you want ne, M ke."

He nodded and fol | onwed Janet.

Just inside the trailer, she turned to face
him "I was hoping you'd call ne." He nodded and
matched her pour two cups of coffee.

" . " he ran a hand through hIS hair, and
took a deep breath. "I would have.'

She handed hima cup. "Except? Friday, you
told ne you weren't seei ng anyone."

"I wasn't."

"But you are now?" \Wen he'd nodded, she went
on. "Conme on, Mke, today is only Monday. You were
with me until two a.m on Friday. Wen did you
meet this person?"

Enough beating around the bush. "Actually, |
al ready knew her when | net you."

"What ?"

He told her about Jennifer.

She was silent for a nmonent. "Well. Is it
serious? | nean maybe we could still see each

ot her ?" She put her hands on her hips and sm |l ed
provocatively at him "It's not ny usual style,

but | like you. | guess | nmade that plain Friday."
He remai ned silent.
|'"d really like to see you, Mke. | can

handl e knowi ng you' re seei ng soneone else if she
can. "



He could imagine Jennifer's reaction to such a
proposition. He shook his head. "That's definitely
not her style or mne. I'ma one wonan nman. "

Her eyes narrowed and her lips tightened. "And
you' ve found your one wonan?"

"Yes. Look, | know | probably cane on a little
strong and mslead you. I'msorry if | "

"Hey, don't sweat it, buster," she said,
suddenly brusque. "You're not the only unattached
man in Philadelphia. I'll just have to find nyself
anot her. Now. Ready to get to work?"

He felt Iike a heel. He had intended to use
her. He m ght even have hurt her; the last thing
he wanted to do. It was going to be a long, |ong
day, he thought, follow ng her fast disappearing
back fromthe trailer.

Jennifer spent the norning in the little
of fice at Design Associates, trying not to think
of Mck. At the sane tine, she expected himto
wal k into the office at any nonent; carrying roses
and ki ssing her into subm ssion. She smled at the
t hought. During the night she'd cone to terns with
hersel f. Things hadn't worked out with Jim She
wasn't sure why, but it wasn't going to stop her
frommaking love with M ck. Nothing was going to
stop her from becom ng his | over.

She didn't deluge herself into thinking that
she and M ck could or would have a serious
rel ationshi p. She just knew she wanted himin her
life and in her bed. The know edge that she was
willing to sleep with hi mw thout a real
comm tnent on either of their part, nmade her feel
sl eazy.



She'd feel better about her decision once she
saw him But Hal Ward was the only one to stop in.
He cane just before twelve.

"I canme to see if you have everything you
need," he said.

Sonething in his manner | et her know that
wasn't quite true. That nanel ess sonet hing kept
her from asking himwhere Mck was.

She gl anced at the small pile of receipts in
front of her and knew she had a valid, built-in
excuse. She could always claimthat she needed to
talk to M ck about sonme of his expenses. Sonehow,
she didn't think Hal would believe her.

"I have everything | need, thanks," she said,
turning her professional smle on him

"Good." He started towards the door and then
turned to ook at her. "By the way, how was your
weekend?"

One | ook at his face told her he knew about
her budding relationship with Mck--and didn't
approve. Not that she was surprised. She rem nded
herself that no one she knew woul d approve, except
Tasha. Probably none of Mck's friends would
approve either. Arelationship with Mck was goi ng
to create all kinds of problens for both of them

"My weekend was just fine, M. Ward," she said
I n an expressionless voice that didn't invite him
to ask any nore questions. "Thank you for asking."

"No problem Look, | know that M ke and your
daughter are friends."

She nodded and wait ed.

"I also know that Mke ... well, I'msure you
know how M ke feels. If there's anything you need
to talk about, feel free to cone see ne, M.

Smal | wood. Anything at all."



She softened towards him He seened sincere.

"I appreciate the offer, M. Ward, but | can
handle ny private |life w thout any hel p."

He spread his hands and shrugged. "Just
t hought 1'd offer.™

After he left, she worked on for another hour
I n the hope that M ck woul d cone and ask her out
to lunch. Wien he didn't, she went to neet Tasha
at the little cafe where they had | unch at | east
tw ce a week.

"I can't believe you!" Tasha shook her head as
she took a bite out of her ham sandw ch. "Here |
put that |uscious hunk Paul out and take Tia for
the day and night. At the very least | expected to
hear sordid, erotic accounts of hot, endless raw
sex. What do | get instead? Tane tales of old
novi es, boring neals, and chaste kisses. How coul d
you |l et himaget away w thout fanning those not so
dormant fires of yours into flanes?"

"I't wasn't for lack of trying," she admtted.
"But | think | tried too hard." She bit her lip.
"Oh, Tasha! What am | going to do? | haven't seen
himall day. | think maybe | scared himoff."

"Don't go there, Jenn," Tasha said. "If he
wasn't scared off by Tia's insistence that he neet
you, he's not likely to be bothered by a little
aggr essi ve sexual behavior on your part."”

"Then why haven't | seen himall day? Last
week, he was constantly finding reasons to cone
Into the roomwhere I"'mworking. O he'd be in the
recepti on area whenever | wal ked by or he'd be
neeting ne in the parking lot. Now, after | cane
on so strong, he's avoiding ne."

"Jenn, get a grip. It's very sinple. You go
back to the office and you tell the secretary you



need to see him She tells you where he is. You
see himand find out what the deal is. | guarantee
he is not going to say he doesn't want to see you
any nore because you cane on too strong."

She shook her head suddenly. "Onh, wow |'m
unbel i evabl e. "

Tasha smled. "I hear a big, handsone |rishman
t hi nks so."

"No, really. I"'msorry."

" About what ?"

"I've been so selfish lately. Al nost every
time we neet, |'ve tal ked about nyself and ny

probl ens." She reached out and touched Tasha's
hand. "Tell ne what's going on in your life."
Tasha grinned. "You sure you want to know? The
details are sizzling, girl."
She | aughed. "Tell ne everything," she said.
"I can handle it."

"All right, but don't say you weren't warned."
After a satisfying and tawdry gossip with
Tasha, Jennifer headed back to Design Associ at es.

She gave up expecting Mck to appear by three-
thirty. At four o' clock, she was packing up her
bri efcase with work she wanted to take hone when
t he phone rang, startling her.

"Desi gn Associ ates."

"Jennifer. H."

"M ck!"

"Jad to hear from ne?"

"No! Wiere' ve you been?"

"Who wants to know?" He sounded anused. "Jenny
or Ms. Snmal | wood?"

"Where have you been?" she denmanded.

He | aughed softly. "That woul d be Jeal ous
Jenny asking."



"M ck!"

"Okay. Ckay. Don't take ny head off. Did you
hear about that fire under the Passyunk Avenue
bri dge on the news?"

"Yes. What about it?"

"PennDot called us in to check the structural
integrity of the supporting girders. |'ve been out
here since a little after five this norning."

She sat back in her chair, feeling as if the
prover bi al wei ght had been lifted off her
shoul ders. "You nust be tired."

"Not too tired to see you and Tia. How about
di nner tonight? We could drive up to The Burger
Pal ace. You think Tia would |ike that?"

"She'd love it, but that's too long a drive.
You're tired. We could stay hone."

"No. | want to take you both out."

"We'd | ove that--another tinme when you're not
so tired. How about we just have pizza out and
conme back?"

"Okay. | have to go hone to shower and
change. "

"We'll be waiting, Mck."

"See you soon, Jenny."



CHAPTER SEVEN

The phone was ringi ng when Jennifer, Tia, and
Mck returned fromthe pizza parlor later that
night. "It's probably ny daddy!" Tia pushed pass
Jennifer and Mck to dash into the house.

Jenni fer glanced up at Mck as she foll owed
Tia inside. Mck's hand on her shoul der, paused

her in md-stride. "lIs sonething wong?"

"No. Well, it's just that ... he's not going
to be pleased," she said.

" About what ?"

"You ... Tia ... ne."

He shrugged, dropped his hand, and she went
into the living roomin tinme to hear Tia answer a
guesti on.

"W were out for pizza ... no ... with Mck

' she gl anced at Jennifer and gi ggled before
answering. "He's nommy new boyfriend!"

"Tial" She dashed across the roomin an
attenpt to take the cordl ess phone fromthe child,
who danced out of her way and went on tal king.

"He's real nice, Daddy ... big and white ... you
know ... white ... no, daddy ... white."

She groaned silently and wat ched the happy
smle vanish fromTia's face. "But ... but

yes, Daddy." Tia turned and held the phone out to
her. "Daddy wants to talk to you, Mmmy."

Jennifer glanced at Mck, a silent appeal in
her eyes. He stared at her for a nonent before he
turned to smle at Tia. "Honey, why don't you show
me how well you can color ... in the dining room"



"Okay," she said in a dispirited voice.

Jenni fer watched himpick Tia up and carry her
out of the room before she l[ifted the phone to her
ear. "Hello, Jim"

"Jenn, what is going on up there? My baby j ust
told nme you're going out with sone big, white
dude. He's not white. He's just |ight skinned.

Ri ght ?"

"No. He's not just light skinned ... he is
white."

"He's white? Did | hear you right?"

"Yes, you did. He's white."

"Why?! ™

"Why? Way what ?" But she knew what he was
asking. He just didn't deserve an answer.

"Your own kind not good enough for you any
nore, baby?"

"Don't you call ne baby!" she hissed into the
phone. "And anyway, what kind is ny kind? The
kind, |ike you, who says he |loves ne, wants to
marry nme and spend the rest of his life wwth ne
and then slyly goes off with another woman? No,
Jim that kind' s not good enough for ne."

"I't didn't happen that way!" he said angrily.
"And you know it! | didn't neet Jetta until | left
Philly. And what nakes you think it'l|l be any
different with your white boy? | hope you're not
fooling yourself into thinking that white dude's
going to marry you. All he wants is to get in your
panties!"

"Well, they're ny panties and |I'l| deci de who
gets in them Not you!"

"Oh, yeah? Fine. You do that, Jenn. You go
right ahead and | et that white boy use you. But



you listen good. | amnot having a white boy
around ny baby. You' d better dunp him Do you--"

"He's not a dammed boy!" she said angrily,
cutting himoff. "And you have no say over who |
see. So don't you dare try to dictate to ne."

"Listen to this Jenn, and listen good. Tia is
ny daughter and I am not going to have sone white
dude hangi ng around her. 1'll do whatever | need
to, to make sure of that."

"What ' s that supposed to nean? |s that a
threat? Are you threatening to take her away from
me?! "

"I wll drag you and your white dude boyfriend

t hrough the nud before I'll allow you to have him
around her. |'mher father and | have rights."
"Oh, yeah, your rights! | renmenber now. You

assert them whenever it suits you and ignore them
when it doesn't. \Wat about other people's rights?
What about when you | eave her sitting and waiting

for you?! And you never cone? \Wat about her right
not to be disappoi nted? And what about ny right to
see who the hell | |ike?!"

"She's ny daughter, Jenn! Mne! Don't push ne
on this! You tell that white dude he'd better get
to stepping away fromny baby girl or you'll both
be sorry!"

"You buzz off, Jim" she snapped and sl amred
t he phone down.

She was sitting on the sofa with her hands
cl enched into fists when Tia and M ck canme back
Into the room

Tia ran to her and wound her arns around her
neck. "Mommy, |I'msorry. | guess | shouldn't have
tol d Daddy about M ck. Should I?"



She hugged Tia. "It's all right, sweetiekins.
He had to know sooner or l|ater.”

"But he was so mad. He didn't give ne a chance
to tell himhownice Mck is. Did you tell him
Moy ?*

"No, but I will when | get a chance."

She was aware of M ck studying her face before
he turned to look at Tia. "Sweetie, can | talk to
your Mommy for a nonent ?"

"All right." Tia kissed her cheek and ski pped
out of the room

"Jenni fer?"

He wanted to talk. They did need to talk, but
not yet. Not while she was so upset. She shook her
head, got up, and started across the room away

fromhim "Yes, but right now, | need to be al one.
Can | talk to you tonorrow?"
He foll owed her and took her hand in his. "I'm

here now, Jennifer. Talk to nme now. What did he
say to you?"

She shook her head, not |ooking at him
"Not hi ng i nportant."”

"Ah, Jenny, don't tell ne that. | want to know
what he said to you to nmake you | ook so scared,"”
he said, slipping his arns around her.

She pushed agai nst his shoul ders. "M cKk,
don't. Tia mght cone back into the room"

"Then | et her cone."

"Mck!" She tried unsuccessfully to hold him
off. "If she cones in--"

"She'll see me with ny arns around you. Wat's
so bad about that?" He pulled her against him
After a nonent of resistance, she lay her head
agai nst his shoul der.

"Oh, Mck! He doesn't want you around us."



"Too damm bad!"

"Mck!" She stared up at himin surprise.

"What ? |' m supposed to back off because of
what he doesn't want? | will. Wen Hell freezes
over. If he wanted to have a say in what goes on
in your |ife, he should have stayed wth you."

Then, realizing what he'd said, he stopped and
briefly hugged her to him "But oh, Jenny, |I'mso
glad he didn't."

"M ck?"

"I know we haven't known each other |ong, but
|"ve got to tell you how !l feel. | want to be your
man and | want you to be ny woman, Jenny," he said
softly. "I want you to look to ne to fulfill your
every need. If you need a shoulder to cry on, |
want it to be mne. Wien you're |onely or upset, |
want to keep you conpany and confort you. Wen you
want to nmake love, | want mne to be the body on
yours, ne inside of you.

"I"'msorry if he doesn't want ne around, but
that's too bad. Because |'m going to be around.
For both you and Tia. Whatever he said to you ...
we can face it together. Ckay?"

She | ooked up into his eyes. The warnm h and
t ender ness she saw there gave her an incredible
feeling of belonging. She didn't need to face
everything life had to throw at her al one any
nore. Now she had soneone to hel p her. She had
Mck. If only she dared give up her independence
to rely on himas he was aski ng her.

"Ch, Mck!"

"I want to be there for you and Tia, Jenny."

She pressed her head agai nst his shoul der.

"Ch, Mck."



He kissed the top of her head, took her hand
in his, and |l ed her back to the sofa. "Tell ne
what he said to you."

Taking a deep breath, she told him

He didn't speak until she fell silent. "He's
full of hot air. What can he do? Neither of us is
married. He can't file for divorce and he can't
take Tia away fromyou."

She pulled away fromhim "And how do you know
that? He makes nore noney than | do. He can hire a
| awyer who can twi st the facts and nmake ne | ook
| i ke a bad nother," she said wldly.

He stroked a hand down her cheek. "And | can
hire one to prove just the opposite.™

"You think I want your noney?!"

H s eyes widened. "Did | say or inply that you
di d?"

She bit her lip. "No ... no. I"'msorry. I'm
just alittle ... edgy."

He nodded. "I know, but, | need you to trust
me, Jenny."

"I do!"

" But ?"

"Well, it's just that before you go making

financial prom ses, don't you think you should
consult your ex?"

He seened surprised by the question. He pulled
her back down next to himon the sofa. "Wy should
| ? Helen is a successful corporate | awer. She
doesn't need or want any financial support from
me. Everything | have, 1'd gladly share with you
and Tia."

H s offer rem nded her of Tasha's suggesti on
that she |l et himbe her sugar daddy. "I don't want
your noney, M ck."



"Okay. Fine. It's not that inportant, but |
just want you to know that it's there for you if
you need it. But enough about noney. Let's talk
about ny body," he said, grinning at her. "Pl ease
don't tell nme you don't want that either because |
sure want yours."

She felt an undeniable tingle at the | ook of
need she saw in his blue gaze. "Oh, | want your
body all right!" she adm tted.

H s eyes gleaned with satisfaction and she
bl ushed. Hi s touch against her face was tender.
"Jenny, you're as sweet as you are pretty.”

"And you're full of blarney," she said w thout
heat. "I'mnot pretty, Mck."

"I beg to differ with you. | think you're
breat ht aki ng." He gl anced toward the di ning room
where they could hear Tia singing as she col ored.
"You want to nake a date to get better
acquai nt ed?"

The look in his eyes left no doubt about what
he was asking. Her answer shoul d have been an
unequi vocal no. Once they took that step, there'd
be no going back. "Ch ... Mck, ... yes."

" Yeah?"

She nodded, her heart thunping. "Ch, yeah,

M ck."

He | eaned forward and kissed her. "I can
hardly wait," he said against her |ips.

Nei t her coul d she.

She invited Tasha to di nner the next night.
After Tia went to bed, she and Tasha sat in the
living room listening to CD s.

They listened to Wiitney Houston in silence
for a while, before she gathered her courage. "I
need a favor, Tasha."



"Nane it."

"I know you had Tia last Sunday and | really
appreciate it."

"Yeah?" Tasha encouraged, w thout | ooking up
fromthe CD s in her hands.

"Could you ... do you think you could |l et her
sl eep over on Friday or Saturday night? I'd ask
Aunt Linda, except ... " She'd have to tell her
she wanted to spend an illicit night with M ck.
And she knew how wel|l that would go over with Aunt
Li nda. Tasha | ooked up quickly. Jennifer waited
for the barrage of questions and suggesti ons.

After the small est hesitation, Tasha nodded
and went back to the CD's. "Sure. Paul's going to
be away for the weekend. Tell you what, 'l take
a half-day off and pick Tia up fromschool on
Friday and take her honme with ne. G ve Aunt Linda

a break. We'l|l make a weekend of it. Just pack
enough cl othes for the weekend and school on
Monday. "

"Thanks, but that would spoil your weekend.
One night would be great."

"Hey, |'ve had plenty of very nice weekends
and |'ll have plenty nore. It's tine you had one,
Jenn. No nore roadbl ocks. You just leave Tia to
me. We'll have a great tine. You go, girl. Ckay?"

"Thanks, Tasha."

She shrugged. "You'd do the sane for ne.
Ri ght ?"

"Ri ght . "

| f she thought asking Tasha to baby-sit Tia
was bad, it was nothing conpared to trying to tell
Tia she'd be spending the entire weekend away from
her. She gladly accepted when M ck volunteered to
tell Tia with her.



To her surprise, Tia seened to resent the
| dea. "The whol e weekend? | have to spend the
whol e weekend wth Auntie Tasha? So you can be
with Mck?"

She hesitated. She didn't |like to lie to Tia,
but if she didn't, how could she later tell her to
hold out for marriage before sleeping wwth a nman?

She decided to tell the truth. "Yes."

Tia frowned. "Wy?"

"Well ... we'd like to get to know each ot her
alittle better."

"Why can't you get to know each other with ne
around? What are you going to be doi ng?" She
turned a frown on Mck. "lIs it because you want to
sleep in the sane bed wwth Momy |i ke Daddy used
to? Is that why?"

Jennifer's face felt like a fiery furnace. She
couldn't | ook at M ck.

"I do want to nmake |love to her," she was
horrified to hear himadmt. "But if it nmakes you
unhappy, we don't have to do it."

Tia stared up at him as if she wasn't sure if
he was being straight with her. "Ckay," she said
finally. "You'll be nice to her, Mck, won't you?
You're awfully big. You won't hurt ny nonmmy or
make her cry. WII you?"

"No, sweetie. | won't hurt her."
"Well ... all right, then. | guess you can go
t hen, Mommy."

"Thank you, sweetiekins," she nmuttered.
M ck | ooked at her hot face and | aughed. She
glared at him Heartless brute!

k) k*

"What do you think?"



Jennifer turned from her consideration of the
bi g, plush, roomto face M ck, who was standi ng
behind her in the living roomof his center city
condo.

"I't's very nice," she said stiffly. H s whole
condo was |i ke sonething out of a |lifestyles of
the rich nmagazi ne. She | oved the spiral staircase
that lead up to the huge master bedroom |t was
there, in the big oak bed that dom nated the room
t hat he expected to nake | ove to her.

The ot her anenities included a Jacuzzi, a
whi rl pool bath, a custombuilt fireplace, and a
gour nmet ki tchen.

She turned to face him "Mre than nice."

He gestured to a big sofa in the mddle of the
room "Have a seat," he said, putting an arm
around her shoul ders. "Wuld you |Iike a drink?"

"Ah, no!" She wi ggled out fromhis arm and
turned to face him

He studied her face for a nonent in silence,

t hen shook his head. "You're not ready for this,
are you?"

"I didn't say that."

"But you're not ready, are you? If this is a
problem for you, it's okay, Jennifer. W don't
have to do this if you're not ready for it."

She | ooked up at him "Wat do you nean? |'m
not going to pull out on you now. "

He shook his head, waving a hand in di sm ssal.
"This isn't just about ne, Jennifer. It's about
us. If you're not ready for this, it really is
okay. "

"Oh, yeah? \What about you? Are you ready?"



He smled slightly. "I've been ready since the
nonment | | ooked up into your beautiful brown eyes
that day on the train."

She smled and rel axed slightly. "So now ny
eyes are beautiful too?"

"Oh yeah. | could spend the rest of ny life
happily gazing into them"

"Oh, Mck, you say the sweetest things."

"I mean what | say to you, Jennifer.

Neverthel ess, | amnot sone untried boy who can't
control his enpotions. If you're not confortable
with this weekend, | can wait until you are."

"I amready, Mck. | amconfortable. It's just
that ... you're only the second man |'ve ever been
with. | don't sleep around. | ... loved Jim"

She saw his eyes narrow. "Is that your way of

telling nme that you're not in love with ne,
Jenni fer ?"

"No! That's not what | neant! But it's not as
If you're really ser

"As if what? As if |'m serious about you?"

She half turned away fromhim "It's too early
to tal k about how serious we are or aren't about
each other."

He gently turned her back to face him "Ah,

Jenny! Gve ne a break! | told you | am not sone
untried boy. | can control ny passions if you're
not ready for this weekend. And | know ... when
|'"'min | ove."

She stared at him her heart pounding. "Wat?"
"I know, sweetheart."
Her eyes filled with tears that quickly
spilled down her cheeks. "In love? Wth ne? Oh,
M ck!"



Hi s eyes darkened as he | ooked down at her.
"What does that nean, Jenny? Does that nean you
are ready for this weekend?"

She neant a |l ot nore than that, but she nodded
wor dl essl y.

"Are you really sure? Because | neant it when
| said | can wait until you are. W can spend the
weekend together w thout nmaking | ove. W can spend

the tinme getting to know each other. | want you,
but | want you to want nme too--with no
reservations. | need you to be very sure.”

She reached up to touch his cheek. "Ch, M ck!
You are the sweetest, nost considerate nman |I've
ever net. And | amsure. | want you too."

Hi s gaze | ocked with hers. "No doubts?"

None strong enough to keep her out of his
arms. "No."

"Good." He cupped her face in his hands and
touched his nouth gently to her forehead, her
closed lids, her nose, and finally to her waiting
nmout h.

Wth a happy nmurnmur, she wound her arns around
his neck, pressing into his hard warnth. It | ust
felt so good to let herself go and I et himfeel
her desire for him

He spent several |ong, sweet nonents Kkissing
her; tasting her |ips, gently sucking her tongue.
Just as her | egs began to buckle, he picked her up
and carried her to his bedroom He undressed her
slowy, stopping to tenderly kiss each part of her
body t hus exposed; |eaving nolten need in the wake
of his touch. He lingered a long tine over her
breasts, his nmouth and tongue sucking and ki ssing
her until her nipples were hard, aching peaks.



When she was conpl etely nude, he stared at her
with a | ook of adoration in his eyes.

"My beautiful, brown girl," he whispered. "On,
Jenny! You are so beautiful. Every sweet,
beauti ful brown inch of you."

St andi ng before him she felt beautiful and
desirabl e. And surprisingly unashaned. "Wy don't
you show nme how beautiful you are?" she urged,
reaching for him She was eager to see what she'd
only felt throbbing agai nst her.

He nodded and qui ckly shed his clothes. He was
as beautiful as he had declared her to be. Hs
broad shoul ders tapered down to | ean hips and | ong
| egs. To her shame, her gaze centered on the patch
of dark hair between his thighs. She |icked her
| i ps, unable to | ook away fromhim Al she could
t hi nk of was how nuch she wanted to feel him
I nsi de her.

"Oh ... Mck ... " she whispered, feeling a
rush of danpness as she gazed hungrily at the
exquisite symmetry of his big body.

She m ght have stood staring at himforever,
but, he took her in his arns, bringing their naked
bodi es cl ose together. She shuddered as she felt
hi s arousal pressing against her; the hot, heavy
feel of it, made her pulse with desire.

She had wanted hi msince that day on the train
when she'd seen her own desire mrrored in his
bl ue gaze. The thought that she was now about to
have her greatest fantasy realized filled her with
a sense of wonderful delight. "Mck, | want it!"
she gasped, cupping himin her eager hands.

"You're going to get it, nmy brown beauty," he
prom sed and ki ssed her gently, then hungrily. It
was a kiss different fromany they'd shared



before. Hot, hard, denmandi ng her conplete and
total surrender. She offered it willingly. She
felt his hands gently parting her trenbling

t hi ghs, his big pal mcaressing her fem nine core.
She trenbl ed, danp and slick wth the heat of her
need for him

He made a |l ow, guttural sound and she knew t he
feel of her against his hand fuel ed his passion.
"I"'mgoing to fill you up, ny sweet, brown |ass,"
he grow ed, lapsing into a thick brogue that only
added to her excitenent.

The next instant, he lifted her off her feet
and lay her on the bed. She reached out for him
"Mck." He responded imediately. Wthin nonents,
she felt the full weight of his big body on top of
hers. After allowing her a nonent to adjust to his
wei ght, he pushed forward agai nst her. She cl osed
her eyes; to nore fully savor the incredible joy
of being slowy, relentlessly filled to the point
of bursting with his hard, pulsing warnth.

"Oh!" she gasped, clinging to him "On! Oh,
God! M ck!" Having himinside her was sweet.
Ecstatic. Maddeni ng. Sending her into an innmedi ate
and involuntary climax. The intensity of her

feelings sent the tears spilling down her cheeks.
He paused to hold her close. "Please don't

cry, sweetheart. It's all right. | love you. |

| ove you. | |ove you. Mdre than anything and

anyone. | |ove you."

H s heartfelt declaration brought on anot her
bout of tears. He kissed themtenderly away; not
continuing until she had cal ned down. Then he
began a series of long, slow, steady novenents
t hat sent delicious waves of desire all through
every nerve ending in her body. She gasped and



shuddered, teetering on the edge of an inpossibly

high cliff.
He kept Kkissing, caressing, and stroking her
fires until, wth yet another series of deep,

rhythm c thrusts, he pushed her over the precipice
into a wld, exhilarating free fall.

"Oh ... Mck!" She clung to him awash in
| usci ous waves off mndless bliss. "M ck! GCh, God,
M ck!"

Only then did he follow her into the sweet
oblivion that belong exclusively to sated | overs.

It seened an eternity before her brain could
function sufficiently for her to be aware of
anyt hi ng ot her than his danp body |ying under
hers, cradling her. "M ck?"

He lifted a | azy hand and ran his fingers over
her hair. "HmP"

He sounded conpletely satisfied. She sm |l ed
and gently noved her |ips against the dark, silky
hair on his chest. "Wiy did you keep calling ne
brown this and brown that?"

"You are brown," he nurnured.

"I know t hat."

H s hand stilled on her hair. "Did it bother
you?"

"I't depends.”

She felt himtense under her. "OCh what?"

"On what you neant. Do you wish | were ... not
so black ... maybe ... white?"

"No!" The word expl oded out of him and he
bolted into a sitting position. H's abrupt
novenent sent her spilling onto her side,
clutching the bl anket that had covered them
agai nst her breasts.



She scranbled to sit back against the
headboard and squint at himin the dark room "Are
you sure?"

"Am | sure? O course | aml" He reached over
and turned the bedside |lanp on | ow before turning
to face her. "Ah, Jenny, let ne tell you about ne.
Sonething |'ve never admtted to anyone else. |'ve
rarely net a white wonan, no natter how
attractive, wthout thinking that she woul d be
even nore so if only her skin were darker."

He reached out to brush his fingers agai nst
her cheek. "If her nose wasn't so narrow, if her
lips were fuller. Her hair kinkier." H's hand
noved, pulling the sheet from her clenching grasp,
exposed her breasts to his gaze. "Her legs," he
said softly, gently touching them "were bigger,
her hips wi der. Her butt rounder, bigger.

"There isn't anything about a bl ack woman t hat

doesn't turn ne on. | prefer black wonen, Jenny,
in general. | always have. | love you in
particular. | nmeant it when | said you were

perfect just as you are."

She couldn't seemto stop crying. Her eyes
filled wwth tears yet again. "M ck? Are you sure?"
"Oh, yeah, baby," he said softly. He turned
off the light, pulled her into his arns, and slid

t hem bot h back onto the runpled sheet. "I'mvery
sure.”

Her breasts crushed agai nst his chest and he
di pped his head to kiss her. The sweet, insistent
pressure fromhis nouth parted her |ips, allow ng
himto gently suck on her tongue. A fresh surge of
heat engulfed her. "Mck, ... " she slipped her
arnms around his neck.

"Make [ ove to ne again.”



"That's the plan, ny beautiful brown [ass!" he
whi spered, rolling his body on top of hers.
Seconds later, he was filling her.

He ki ssed her deeply and began noving slowy
I nsi de her. He was tender and gentle. She knew he
wanted to nmake sl ow sweet |ove to her.

But making love with himwas still so new, so
delicious that she was inpatient. She w apped her

| egs around his waist, clenched his tensed buns in
her hands, and |ifted her hips.

"Mck ... ah ... yes ... yes ... nore ...
nore. Ch ... " she pleaded. "Please."

"I love you," he whispered and qui ckened hi s
pace. Long, satisfying mnutes later, the world
began titling on its axis again. Maning and
clinging to him she splintered into a mllion
happy pi eces.

Later, when he was asl eep, she propped herself
on her el bow and watched him He was the nost
beautiful man she'd never net. She | oved
everything about him the way his dark hair curled
on his neck, his laugh, his smle, the way he
wal ked, the taste of his lips. Mxst of all, she
| oved the way he nade her feel when he nade | ove
to her; as if she were the nost beautiful,
desirabl e woman in the worl d.

|f only their relationship could grow beyond
t he purely physical and becone sonething nore.
Sonet hi ng she didn't have to be ashaned of;
sonet hi ng about which she could proudly tell her
not her.

Jennifer couldn't get enough of M ck. She
woul d have been content to spend the entire
weekend in bed, nmaking |ove, but Mck insisted on



t aki ng her out every night even though they
recei ved several stares; sone curious, others
hosti |l e.

When she noticed several Caucasi an wonen
| ooki ng at her with amazenent in their eyes, she
couldn't help feeling that they were wondering
what M ck could possibly see in her. But the
stares of black nmen bothered her nost. She cringed
when she thought they nust be thinking that she
was allowing Mck to use her.

The attention they received when they were out
t oget her unnerved Jennifer, but not Mck. "If sone
small m nded peopl e have nothing better to do than
stare, let them | don't care. | have spent the
majority of ny adult |ife denying what | want and
how | feel. No nore. |'mnot going to hide you
away. O have you think sex is all | want from
you," he told her |ate Sunday afternoon after he'd
awaken her. He grinned down at her and held her
off as she attenpted to pull himback into bed.
"Even if it is all you're interested in," he said
wi ckedly.

"Beast!" she cried in frustration. "Cone back
to bed and nake love to ne.”

"Later. Right now, its tinme for you to get up
and shower. Al one," he added as he saw her eyes
gleamin anticipation of another shower with him
"I want to wine and dine you before we conme back
here and spend the night nmaking | ove."

She scranbled to her knees and | eaned up to
kiss him "Sounds wonderful. Let's share an
appeti zer first."

"God, | love you!" He kissed her back, then
tunbl ed on the bed with her. They rolled over.
They cane to rest wwth her on her back with him



| ying on top of her; her legs parted by his hard
t hi ghs.

She ached with wanting him She kissed his
shoul ders, making small circles on his skin with
her tongue. "It would be crimnal to waste such a

a delicious position,"” she told himin a soft
Voi ce.

"Okay. You twsted ny arm" He reached for a
condom and a nonent |ater, he kissed her deeply as
he slipped slowy inside her. She clutched himto
her, lifting her hips and practically purring with
delight. H's big hands cupped her buns and lifted
her hips as he pushed deep into her danp warnth.
"Ch, God!" he groaned. Then, Satisfied, ny darlin
brown | ass?"

The incredible feeling of having himfully
seated in her was so totally delicious, she
coul dn't speak. She nodded happily, closed her
eyes, and gave in to the sheer delight of naking
| ove wth Daniel M chael Reilly.



CHAPTER EI GHT

When Jennifer and Mck left his condo together
on Monday norning, she felt |ike she was wal ki ng
on air. It had been a fantasy weekend w th danci ng
and di nner in expensive restaurants, an abundance
of flowers, and exquisite |ove making. She cane
crashing down to earth when her car woul dn't
start. She kept turning the key in the ignition,
but it didn't help. Finally, Mck, who had been
sitting in his car behind her wwth his engine
runni ng, got out and wal ked over to hers.

She rolled the wi ndow down and he | eaned i n.
"What's the matter?"

She hit the steering wheel with her balled
fists. "I think it's the battery. | bought it
second hand and it's al ready had two charges. Now
| think it's just dead!"

She lifted a clenched fist to hit the wheel
again, but he reached into the car and caught it

in his hand. "It's not a problem Jennifer. | have
cables in ny car. 1'll give you a junp."

"But you'll be late.”

"I can be late if | need to," he told her,
smling. "I don't have a boss to answer to."

"Well, | do and he expects ne to show up for

work on tine."

"Okay. What do you suggest? Calling your auto
club? That'll take even |onger."

"I don't have an auto club to call." She
waited for himto say that anyone who drove an
ei ght-year-old car should never be wi thout an auto



cl ub nenbership. Then she would have to tell him
t hat she'd used the noney she intended to renewal
her auto club nenbership on an unexpected roofing
bill.

"Then give nme your car keys and cone with ne.
"Il drive you to the office on ny way to ny
appointnment. I'll get one of our interns to cone
back here, take care of your car, and drive it to
the office for you later."

She opened her nouth to protest, but cl osed
It at the narrowi ng of his eyes.

"Don't be difficult, Jennifer," he said
shortly. "What good would | be to you if |
couldn't take care of you?"

"I can take care of nyself. Thank you very
much!" she said angrily, responding both to his
tone and the suggestion that she needed help
taki ng care of her needs.

"I know you can," he said, his voice
softening. "But | hope that doesn't nean you won't
let me help you. | want nore fromour relationship
than just sex. | want to be a part of every facet
of your life. If you're not interested it that
kind of a deal, nows the tine to say so."

"I didn't nean that," she said quickly,
gi ving himthe key.

"Good." He bent and kissed her quickly on her
mout h.

"I't'"s just that | won't have any noney to pay

for repairs to the car until | get--"
He pressed a finger against her lips to
silence her. "I have noney. And what | have, you

have. "



That's what Jimhad said. Rght up to the
tinme he left her. She shook her head stubbornly.
"That's not what | want, Mck."

"Ch, Jenny, honey, let's not go there again."

"Okay," she agreed. She did need her car.
"but I'll pay you back when | get paid."

He stared down at her in surprise, shaking
his head. "You'll pay nme back? There'll be nothing
to pay back. This isn't a loan, Jennifer."

"Yes, Mck, it is."

He stared down at her, his eyes cold. "Wuld
you have expected to pay Jimback in simlar
ci rcunst ances?"

"That was different."

"Different. Really? Ckay. |I'll bite.
D fferent how?"
"It just ... is ... was ...

"But how? Why? Because your relationship with
hi m neant nore to you than yours with ne does? Is
that what you're telling nme that | don't count
| i ke he did? That | don't fit?!"

Surprised at the anger and bl atant jeal ousy
In his voice, she stared at him The difference
was that Jimhad prom sed and she had expected him
to marry her. And although she believed M ck when
he said he | oved her, she was under no ill usions
about his intentions.

Jim had been right about one thing at |east.
Mck was not going to marry her. She knew if she
allowed it, he would provide her and Tia wth many
| uxuries that she couldn't afford. But w thout the
benefit of marriage. Because when it cane right
down to it, even if he did prefer black wonen, he
had married and fathered a child with a white one.



"How can you ask ne that?" she demanded. "If
| felt that way, | wouldn't have spent the weekend
with you! So what are you sayi ng?"

"I"'masking if I"'mgoing to be nade to pay
for what he did to you?"

She recoiled. "That's not fair!"

"Isn't it? I'"mnot aware of having done
anything to justify your lack of faith and trust."

"I do trust you! Do you think |I would have
spent the weekend with you if | didn"t?"

"If you trust ne, as you say, why are we
havi ng this conversation?"

"What ?"

"Why should | have to nake anends for what he

di d?"

"What ?! What are you tal king about?!" She hit
her fist against the steering wheel. "I don't have
time for this, Mck!"

"Make tine!"

She shook her head. "Fine. Wat?"

"Are you refusing to let ne really be a part
of your |ife because he was too stupid to
appreci ate what he had when he had you?"

"No! That's not the way it is! You' re making
me sound like a--"

"Then you'll let nme do this for you. My only
notive is that | love you. | won't be | eaving you
for anot her woman. So pl ease, Jenny, give ne a
br eak?"

Her resistance dissolved. "Mck, | didn't
nmean to ... you're nmaking nme sound like ... okay!
Fine. Pay for the darn battery!"

He tilted her chin so he could kiss her
slowly, warmy on her nouth. "Thank you," he said



quietly, as if she were doing hima favor instead
of the other way around.
**kk k%

"Frankly, Jenn, | think you're losing it. No.
You' ve already lost it. Take it fromne, it's
gone, girl."

Jenni fer turned her head to | ook at Tasha,
who was sitting next to her on the park bench.
"Why? Because | want to retain ny independence?"

"No. Because you're not thinking straight."

"Excuse ne? You say that based on what ?"

Tasha | ooked surprised by the question.
"Based on what ?" She gl anced around herself. "Let
me count the ways, sugar. First. We're here in
this cold park instead of at our favorite, warm
pl ace for lunch. That's nunber one."

She nodded slowy. "I knowit's alittle
chilly, but I didn't feel |ike being at Downy's
today. It's too small. Made ne feel sort of
trapped. "

"Second. Let's get back to your weekend with
Mck. It was nice. Yes? He was nice to be with?
Yes? A good | over? Yes? You |ove hinf Yes?"

"Yes, to all those questions. He was ... |
| ove him"

"Here's where | have ny problem You need
your car but you don't have the noney to fix it.
And | don't have the noney to | end you. But he
does. There's nothing wong with [etting himpay
for the repairs. He is your |over."

She bit her lip. "I wish you wouldn't keep
calling himny | over."

"Why?" Tasha stared at her. "You nean the two
of you didn't ... you didn't sleep with hinf"



She felt the blood burning her cheeks. "I

didn't say that, but it was just a weekend. | have
no plans to becone ... his wonman."

"Why not? If you love himand it was nice
being with hin? Unless ... oh, | get it." Tasha

gave her hand a synpathetic pat. "He has white
man's di sease, huh? | knew he sounded too good to
be true."

"What ?"
"You know," Tasha said, nudging her in the
ribs. "Either his ... equipnment is too small or

It's just average and he doesn't know how to use
It or worst yet, he suffers fromboth failures."”

Jennifer felt the heat rising up her neck as
she renenbered just how satisfying she'd found
M ck and his "equi pnent." She | ooked away. "M ck
isa... | don't have any conplaints."

"Then exactly what is your problem girl?"

"I don't have a problem [|'mjust not
I nterested in being his woman."

"I'nquiring mnds want to know why not? | nean
he's big and gorgeous, financially solvent, a
satisfying |lover, who | oves you, and he wants to
make |ife easier for you and Tia. Please enlighten
me, Jenn. What am | m ssing? Wiy woul dn't you want
to be his woman?"

"Because that would nean giving up ny
| ndependence. "

Tasha | aughed, shaki ng her head. "So? You
know | ' ve al ways thought i ndependence was way
overrated."

"So?! So ny i ndependence is inportant to ne.
You know that. Friday he said what he had, | had.
Today he wants to fix nmy car. What is he going to
want to do next?"



Tasha roll ed her eyes and shivered. "Maybe
he'll want to pay your house off. Does it matter?"

"Yes! | let nyself really trust and depend on
Jim |I'mnot going to nake the sane m stake with
M ck."

Tasha squeezed her hand. "Hey, you know I
know how nuch Ji mhurt you. But, he's not Jim So
how do you know trusting himwould be a m stake?"

"Because Ji mwas right about one thing."

"Jimhas never been right about anything!"
Tasha snapped.

"He was about this," she insisted. "Mck is
not interested in marriage. Not to ne."

"He's in love with you. How do you know he
won't eventually want to marry you?"

She shook her head, refusing to allow herself
to get lost in the sweet fantasy of M ck ever
wanting to marry her. "Jimwas in love with ne
t oo, but | ook where it got ne."

Tasha squeezed her hand again in silent

enpat hy.

She sighed. "I don't know what | was
t hi nki ng, Tash! The whol e weekend with M ck was a
m stake. | shouldn't have slept with him"

"Oh, Jenn! Don't overreact. | can't fault him

for wanting to nmake things easy for you."

"I don't fault himfor that either, Tasha.
But | hardly know him | should not have sl ept
with him"

"Did you tell himthat?"

"No. | haven't seen himsince this norning.
"1l tell himthe next tinme we see each other."

"Jenn, are you sure about that? Maybe you
should wait awhile."

"And drag it out? Why?"



"Why? Hel --1ow. To nmake sure. You're not
t hi nki ng straight just now "

"I'"'mthinking as straight as |I'mever going
towth him If | don't tell himright away, he'll
expect ne to sleep with himagain. And if | do,
"1l just fall nore deeply in love with him |
have to tell himand get it over with."

"You're not going to see himat all?"

"No. "

Tasha blinked. "On, Jenn. You |l ove the guy.
He | oves you. Are you really sure?"

She took a deep, shuddering breath and
nodded.

"Okay. You're sure. What about Tia?"

She shivered, casting a quick glance around
the nearly deserted park. "They can still see each
other if they want to, but |'mnot going to see
him"

"Why not? | know you want to."

"I do, but | can't. Not again. | slept with a
man |'ve only known for a couple of weeks. What
kind of exanple is that for Tia? How can | tell
her | ater that she should hold out for marriage
when all |'ve been doing is sleeping with nen who
aren't interested in marryi ng ne?"

"COh, Jenn! Don't be so hard on yourself.

Sl eeping wwth two nen you | ove does not constitute
sl eepi ng around. Besides, girl, you have a right
to grab happi ness where you can."”

She shook her head. "Not if it'll make things
harder for Tia later on."

"Later on, she'll be old enough to understand
how it is when a woman | oves a man. Jenn, don't be
So quick on the draw. Gve it a few days. If you



tell himyou don't want to see himagain and he
t akes you seriously, then what?"

"Then nothing. | shouldn't have slept with
him Tasha, | don't really know anyt hi ng about
him"

"You know he | oves you and you | ove him
That's enough to start with."

But it wasn't. She needed to know M ck cared
enough to be willing to risk marriage wth her;
even if everyone he knew and | oved di sapproved.
And she didn't see that happening.

Back in the office, Jennifer found it
difficult to concentrate on work. She kept
expecting Mck to call or walk into the office.
But she worked undistributed until four o'clock
when soneone knocked on the office door.

Her heart beat quicken and she |icked her
| i ps. She'd been gearing herself up to confront
Mck all norning, but now that the nonent was
here, she felt so nervous that she wasn't sure she
could go through with her decision. "Cone in," she
sai d.

She didn't recognize the young nman who cane
I nto the room

"Ms. Smal lwood, |'mDale Mulligan." He held
out her car keys. "Your car is parked in the | ot
just under the w ndow. "

"Thank you," she said awkwardly. Looking at
him she couldn't decide if he knew she and M ck
were | overs. She hesitated, then reached for her
handbag.

"No. That's not necessary," he said, shaking
hi s head and backing away. At the door he turned



to look at her. "Oh, the brakes are a little
stiff, but they'll be fine in a few days."

"The brakes? It was ... the battery that was
supposed to be repl aced. ™

He nodded. "It was, but the brakes were shot
too." He smled. "Wll, see you."

"Thanks." She sat back in her chair,
frowming. So Mck had taken it upon hinself to
have the brakes repaired or replaced. \Wat else
had he had fixed or replaced?

She felt the difference in the car the nonent
she started it. The sluggi shness was gone. He'd
probably had a tune up done.

Tia met her at the door with a big hug and a
kiss. "H , Mmy!"

"H, sweetiekins," she said, walking into the
house with her. She smled at Aunt Linda. "How was
your day?"

"Fine," she said. She stared up at Jennifer.
"How are you?"

Jenni fer flushed and | ooked away. She hat ed
to think what the ol der woman nust be thinking of
her after finding out she'd spent the weekend with
M ck. "Fine. Thanks."

"You sure about that? That ... man is ... big

did he ...

"I"'mfine, Aunt Linda! Really! Please." She
bit her lip. "I"'mfine."

"Then 1'mgoing to a play tonight, so |I'm
going to head on hone now. "

"Thanks." She ki ssed Aunt Linda' s cheek
before she thankfully closed the door behind her.
"Did you have fun with Mck, Mmy?" Tia
asked as Jennifer changed clothes in her bedroom



What she'd felt wth Mck had been eons
beyond fun. It had been wonderfully devastati ng.
Conpl etely satisfying. Deliciously w cked. "I
yes." She turned to look at Tia. "I'msorry to
have spent the whol e weekend away from you. It
wasn't right."

Ti a nodded. "Yeah because | m ssed you."

"I mssed you too, sweetiekins. Tell you
what. No nore weekends away for us, unless you're
wi th your daddy. Ckay?"

"Ckay, Mommy." Tia slipped her arns around
Jennifer's neck. "WAs he nice to you? Did you |ike
sl eeping w th hinf"

Her face burned. "I ... well, |

Tia studied her face for a nonent, then
frowned. "You don't want to tal k about it, Mmy?"

"Well, it's not that. It's just ... it's sort
of ... "

"Not nice to tal k about ?"

She nodded. "Well, it's just that it's ...
sort of ... enbarrassing."”

"Why? I'myour little girl. You can tell ne
anyt hi ng, Momy. "

"Well, yes, sweetiekins. Yes, | know that,
but ... well, ... you're very young and sone ...
things are just too enbarrassing to tal k about."
"Oh. Then I'lIl ask Mck. He says | can ask him

anything. He'll tell ne."

"No! Honey, no! Don't. Please. | need you to
trust nme on this. This isn't sonething you shoul d
ask M ck about. Ckay?"

"He didn't hurt you, did he?" she asked,
suddenly | ooking angry. "He prom sed ne he
woul dn' t . "



"And he didn't. Tia ... please. This is
sonet hing you' |l understand once you're ol der."

The phone rang and Tia pulled away. "I'll get
it

Jenni fer sank down onto the side of the bed as
Tia picked up the phone.

"Hello ... hi, Mck! Mommy and ne were | ust
tal king about you ... " She giggled. "Mmy said
she had fun wth you this weekend. Did you have
fun with her? What? | did ask her. She said it was
too enbarrassing to tal k about." She gl anced over
her shoul der at Jennifer. "Yes. She's here. You
want to talk to her?"

She held the phone out. "Mck wants to talk to
you, Mmmy."

Jenni fer nodded and took the phone. "Hello."

"Jenny. Hi."

H s voice was warm rem nding her of their
weekend together. She felt herself blushing again.

"Are you busy, Jenny?"

n \My?ll

"Why?" Sonme of the warnth left his voice. "If
you don't have any plans, | was hoping | could
stop by for awhile."

"When?"

"Tonight. Now. | need to see you."

"Need, M ck, or want?"

"Bot h. "

"After a whole day of silence? Were've you
been all day? | thought you'd call."”
"I've been busy."
"Too busy to pick up the phone for a few
m nut es?"
"No, not that busy. | should have called."
"Wy didn't you?"



"I thought you' d be angry about the car.”

"1 see.”
She heard himtake a deep breath. "You are
angry. | know we agreed that |1'd only have the

battery replaced, but the brakes were shot, Jenny.
It wasn't safe for you to keep driving around with
t hem "

"That shoul d have been ny choice, M ck. Not
yours. Wiat else did you have done to ny car?"

He sighed. "Nothing of any consequence.”

"Transl ated t hat neans?"

"Jennifer--"

"I want to know. "

"Just an oil and lube ... tires rotated,
pressure checked. Nothing of any consequence.”

"How nuch--"

"Jenny, please!" he said suddenly, sounding
angry. "Please explain to ne why it's so wong for
me to want to help you? Whuldn't you help ne if
our roles were reversed?"

"That's different, Mck!"

"How?! Why?!"

"Because it is," she said, nmaking an effort to
keep her voice level. Tia was sitting on the
carpet by the bed, watching and |istening.

"It'"s only different because you're making it
different.”

"That's ny choice too, Mck."

"Your choi ce? Wiy does everything boil down to
you and what you choose to do? Didn't anyone ever
tell you that all successful relationships are
built on the needs, wants, and choices of both
partners?!”

"I"'mnot going to get into that! | want to
know how nuch the repairs to the car cost."



"And if | don't tell you?"

"You're going to tell ne."

"Fine. Have it your, way, Jennifer. 1'll bring
the bill with nme."

"Tonmorrow. You can give it to ne tonorrow ...
at your office.”

A tense silence ensured. "Meaning you don't
want to see ne toni ght?"

"Exactly."

"Ckay. Fine. Wat about tonorrow ni ght?"

"What about it?"

"May | see you then?"

" No.

"Why not ?"

"I don't have to give you a reason."”

"\What ?! "

She gl anced at Tia and held the phone agai nst
her chest. "Sweetiekins, | need to talk to Mck in
private."

"You're fighting with him Mmy!" she
accused. "Why?"

"Tia! Please. Just give ne a few m nutes.
Ckay?"

"But, Momy!"

"Tia! Now "

Shooting an angry | ook at her, Tia stonped out
of the room A nonent |ater she heard Tia's
bedr oom door slam She put the phone back to her

ear. "Mck, ... about this weekend."
"What about it?"
"W shouldn't have ... " She trailed off.

"We shoul dn't have what, Jennifer?"

She bit her lip and took several deep breaths,
staring at the floral print of her bedroom
wal | paper. Continuing woul d change their



rel ati onship forever. And she didn't really want
to, but she had to. "W shouldn't have sl ept
t oget her. "

"We didn't sleep together. W nade | ove."

"What ever you choose to call it, Mck, ... it
was a m stake."

"Oh, God, Jennifer! What are you trying to do
to ne?! | repeatedly told you that we could wait
If you weren't ready! You said you were. Now you
want to hold it against ne?!"

"I didn't say that! | know what you asked and
| know how | responded.”

"Then why are we having this conversation?"

"Don't m sunderstand ne, Mck. |'m not saying
It was your fault or your mstake. |'mjust saying
It was a m stake."

"The hell it was!"

"Yes! It was! | ... don't sleep around.™

"Dammt! Neither do I! You're the first
the only woman |'ve nade [ ove to since ny
di vorce. "

"I didn't nean it like that, Mck. | only
meant that we shouldn't have started this ... |I'm
not going to sleep with you again."

"I don't recall asking you to!"

He sounded angry and she knew he had reason to

be. "lIt's all right wwth nme if you still want to
see Tia."
"What?! If | still want to see Tia? Wiat's

t hat supposed to nean, Jennifer? \Wat are you
telling me? That you don't want to see ne any
nor e?"
She nodded silently, biting her 1ip.
"Jenni fer?"



"Yes." She whispered the word, every part of
her being hurting with the voicing of it.

"Why? Because of a few repairs to sone damed
car?! Don't you think you' re blow ng this way out
of proport|0n7

"No, | don't! | asked you not to make those
repairs!" she snapped back. "It was ny car! My
choice! | nmake ny own choices, M ck!"

"Fine, Jennifer! Make them | apol ogi ze for
caring that you mght either get hurt or killed
driving around with bad brakes! Now, can we pl ease
nove on?"

"You're not getting it, are you? There isn't
going to be any noving on for us."

"Jennifer. Ch, Jennifer. Do you know what
you' re sayi ng?"

Fbr chest felt heavy mnth despair. "Yes."

"You can't nean this.

"I do ...

"I"'min love with you. You know that!"

"But | don't "

"You don't love ne? Finel | can ... fine. But

| ove had very little to do with this weekend, did
it?"

"I was ... lonely and | needed ...

"You were |lonely and you needed what? A male
body! Is that all our weekend together neant to
you?"

It had neant so nuch nore. Nevert hel ess,
adm tting that would nean admtting she | oved him
|f she did that, he'd expect to becone her |over.
But not her husband. Never her husband.

"I'sit, Jennifer?"

"Yes."



"Oh, damm, Jennifer!" The next sound she heard
was his receiver being slamed on its cradle.

She repl aced her own receiver and angrily
swi ped at the tears that spilled down her cheeks.



CHAPTER NI NE

"I told you it wouldn't work, Mke."

Mck and Hal were in the conference roomthe
next norning. A planning session with the staff
had just ended and they were still seated at the
conference roomtabl e.

He cl osed the folder he'd been scanni ng and
| ooked at Hal across the conference roomtabl e.
"What ?"

"You and Jennifer Smallwood. | knew it
woul dn't work. "

"What are you tal king about ?"

"Last weekend you were both wal ki ng around
|i ke you'd won the lottery. Today you're both
| ooking |I'i ke you' ve been kicked to the curb. You
slept with her, didn't you? And now you're both
sorry, right?"

He stood up abruptly, shoving his chair so
hard that it slammed into the wall behind him He
wal ked around the table to where Hal sat and
glared down at him "I amtelling you this for the
| ast tinme, Hal: unless you wanted to be knocked on
your behind, stay the hell out of nmy face and ny
personal lifel"

Looki ng shocked, Hal lifted a hand to touch
his arm "Hey, MKke, cone on. |--"

He batted the hand angrily away. "I nean it,
Hal . M nd your own dammed busi ness!" he snapped,
retrieved his folders and briefcase, and stal ked
out of the room



He made his way back to his office, not
| ooking toward the small office where Jennifer was
wor ki ng. He knew she was in there because the
| i ght was on, but he hadn't actually seen her.

Whi ch was just as well. The desire to storminto
t he room and beg her to reconsider seeing himwas
al nost too strong to resist. But he couldn't give
intoit. It wwuldn't do any good and he wasn't
going to nake an even bigger fool of hinself by
asking for sonething that she was unabl e and
unw I ling to give him

There was just the problemof Tia. He couldn't
just stop seeing her, but he couldn't see her at
honme again. Looks like they were back to the park.

He ran a hand through his hair and | eaned his
head back against his chair. "Ch, God, Jennifer!"
he said softly and cl osed his eyes on a sudden
desire to give way to tears. Wioever said nen
didn't cry had never been hurt in | ove.

There was a brief tap on his door quickly
followed by Hal wal king into the room Hal held up
a hand before he could speak. "Hear nme out before
you get your dander up again.”

He sank back against his chair and watched as
Hal wal ked across the roomto stand behind his
chair. A nonent later, he felt Hal's hand on his
shoul der. "Look, MKke, | didn't know how nuch you

how strongly you felt about her. I'msorry,
man. "

He t ook a deep, aching breath. "I don't want
to tal k about her, Hal."

"Okay. | just wanted you to knowthat ... I'm
behi nd you, Mke. No matter what happens ... how
t hi ngs work out. Watever nakes you happy is fine
with ne. If you want a bl ack woman and she wants



you, fine. Wio am| to put stunbling blocks in
your way? I'mfine wth whatever nmakes you happy,
man. "

He slowy turned to | ook up at Hal. He'd never
expected Hal to give his approval of his dating a
bl ack woman. "That's very magnani nous of you, Hal,
consi dering she's kicked ne to the curb and you
know it."

Hal shrugged. "So get up and dust your sorry

behi nd off. Snell the roses man. | know you ...
have a thing for her, but she is not the only
woman in the city ... the place in full of black
wonen. "

But there was only one Jennifer, who he wanted
so much he ached wth the need for her. "Mybe
"1l go get nyself one," he said, just wanting Hal
to get |ost.

Hal shook his head and sighed. "Man oh, nman,
but you've got it bad." Hal's hand tightened on
his shoulder. "If there's anything | can do to
help ..."

He nodded. "Thanks, but | just need to be
al one right now "

Hal nodded, squeezed his shoul der agai n and
| eft himalone with his thoughts.

Jennifer was tired. Al she wanted was to put
Tia to bed before crawing into her own bed to
have a good cry.

But she saw a dark bl ue Honda Accord parked at
the curb and sighed. After spending a m serable
week trying to avoid running into Mck, and trying
to defend her decision not to see himagain to
hersel f and Tasha, she wasn't up to a battle with
Jim Especially now that



M ck was out of the picture.

It would be so nice just to restart the car
and drive away; but she'd have to face Jimand the
situation she had created by sleeping with M ck
sooner or |ater.

Jimbarely allowed her to get in the front
door, before he was sending a rebellious Tia to
her room "Baby, go to your room | need to talk
to your nommy."

"Daddy, you be nice to ny nomy. She can |ike
Mck if she wants to. | like himtoo. He's nice to
her and he doesn't nmake her cry |like you al ways
did!"

"Tial Go to your room Now" Jimsaid firmy.

Jennifer smled at Tia and watched her stonp
up the stairs to her roombefore she turned to
face Jim "Wiere's Aunt Linda?"

"I sent her hone."

"You had no right--"

"So where is this white boy of yours, Jenn?"
he asked, cutting her off. "I want to talk to him
Man to boy."

She dropped her briefcase on to the sofa and
sank down beside it. "He's not a boy and he's not
here. He's busy."

"Too busy to face ne? O too afraid?"

"He's not afraid of you, Jim Wy should he
be?"

"Then bring himon, Jenn! | have a right to
nmeet this boy you' re letting hang around ny baby
girl."

"She's mne too, Jim And you don't need to
sound as if he's sone ... pervert!"

"How do | know he's not?!"

"I know he's not! He'd never hurt her!"



"So you say. But you're sleeping with himand
t hat neans you're not thinking with your brains,
wonan. "

"What ?! Who--who told you that?"

"Nobody told ne. No one had to. You weren't
here all |ast weekend. You were with him weren't
you?"

"What do you want from ne, Jinf"

"I want to see your white boyfriend, Jenn and
|"'mnot |eaving until | see him"

"Then you'd better nake yourself confortable
because | have no intentions of calling himjust
to pl ease you."

He frowned, |ooking shaken. "Onh, Jenn. No. He
got want he wanted and he dunped you al ready?!"

"He did not dunp ne!" she said angrily.

"Then where is he?"

She rose. "lI'mgoing to change. Wy don't you
see yoursel f out?"
"Don't count onit. I'mgoing to be right here

when you get back! So you'd better get himover
here."

She left the living roomw t hout answeri ng.
She was on her way back down stairs ten m nutes
| at er when the doorbell rang. "Yes?"

"It's Mck."

For a nonent, she felt a sense of panic at the
t hought of M ck and Jimneeting. Neither one of
themwas in a good nood. But there was no point in
wor ryi ng about that now. He was here. She took a
deep breath and opened the door a few inches.

"What are you doing here?" she hissed at him
"I told you | didn't want to--"

"I know what you told ne," he said coolly. "I
was in nmy car on the way honme when Tia called ne.



She said her father was here. Angry. Demanding to
see ne. So here | am"™

She gl anced qui ckly over her shoul der. "She
shoul dn't have called you."

He pushed agai nst the door and she reluctantly
st epped back, allow ng the door to open w der.
"You're right."

She gl anced at him her eyes wde. "I an®"

"Yes, you are. She shouldn't have called ne.
You shoul d have."

"No, | shouldn't. You're not needed here."

"He's not here demanding to see nme?"

"Yes, but | don't need your help. | can--"

"I know the drill. Spare ne the lecture. You
can handl e him by yourself. You can handl e
everything by yourself. |'msurprised you still
need a man when you want sex," he said bitterly.

Wt hout conscious thought, her hand swung up
toward his face.

He caught her hand in his before it could
strike his cheek, her intended target. To her
surprise, he brushed his |ips against her fingers
and cl asped her hand under his, against his chest.
"I'n addition to breaking ny heart, you want to
slap nme too?" he asked softly.

She blinked back tears. "I'msorry," she
whi spered. "I didn't nmean to hurt you."

"Well, you did. You have."

"I"'m... sorry."”

"I don't want or need your sorrow, Jennifer. |
want you. "

"Mck, [--"

"Never mnd." He rel eased her hand and | ooked
passed her in the hallway. "Were is he?"



She hesitated a nonent |onger, then stepped
back. She cl osed the door and turned to | ook at
him "He's not going to be very pleased to neet

you, M ck."
He shrugged. "Tough."
"You won't let himegg youintoa ... a ...

"A fist fight?"

She nodded. "Yes."

He shrugged again. "That's not in ny gane
pl an, but | have no intentions of backing down if
that's what he wants." He smrked at her. "The
choice wll be his."

She gripped his lapels. "Don't you hit him
He's shorter and |ighter than you. M ck, please.
He's Tia's father. She won't forgive you if you
hurt him"

He pushed her gently but firmy away. "I have
no intentions of hitting him Jennifer.

Unl ess of course he hits ne. If he does, he'd
better be able to finish anything he starts.™

"M ck!"

"Rel ax, Jennifer." He grinned at her suddenly,
brushing his fingers agai nst her cheeks. "Were is
he?"

She turned and headed for the Iiving room and
he foll owed.

She paused in the doorway. Ji mwas standi ng by
the fire place, |ooking at the nmany pictures of
Tia adorning the top.

She took a deep breath. "Jim"

Fb turned to face her.

"Jim thisis ... "

"Mchael Reilly." Mck noved passed her to
extend his hand to Jim "I understand you wanted
to see ne."



She saw the surprise on Jims face. She wasn't
sure what surprised himnore; Mck's age, his
size, or the designer suit he wore.

"You're ... " Jimshook his head and turned to
| ook at her. "This is your ...

"My white boy," she said sweetly. "He's a big,
wel | -dressed white boy, isn't he?"

Jimglared at her and turned back to Mck, who

was still holding his hand out. He shook it
qui ckly, briefly. "JimHenderson. Tia's father.
Yes. | want to talk to you." He turned to | ook at

Jenni fer again. "Al one."

"Forget it," she said. "She's ny daughter too.
|"mnot going to let you two shut ne out while you
get caught up in sone he-man ego trip."

M ck gl anced at her. "Leave us al one,

Jenni fer."

"This is nmy house, Mck. |'mnot going
anywhere."

He shrugged, | ooking at Jim "There's nothing
to stop us fromgoing outside to talk."

Jimnodded. "All right," he said and started
across the roomtoward the door.

She pani cked. Qutside, it would be nore
difficult to nonitor the situation and intervene
I f necessary. "Wait! Fine. Put nme out of ny own
living room" she said and wal ked across the room

At the door she turned and gave Mck a
beseechi ng | ook. "M ck, '

"You're still here?" He arched a brow at her,
which did nothing to reassure her.

In the kitchen she uncovered the pans Aunt
Linda had left on the stove. Baked nacaroni,
greens, cornbread, and southern fried chicken.



She sl amed the |ids back onto the pots and
sat at the counter with her face buried in her
arnms. Waiting for the sound of angry voices. She
wai ted for what felt |like an eternity.

She felt a sudden tingling sensation al ong her
neck and jerked her head up to find Mck standi ng
I n the doorway, watching her.

She stared back at him Looking for sone signs
of anger on his face. O worse. Signs that he and
Jimhad taken a few swi ngs at each other. But
t here was none. She sighed. "I didn't hear any
pushi ng or shoving or shouting."

"That's because there wasn't any."

"I was afraid you would ... you're all right?"

He nodded.

She gl anced passed him "And Jin®? He's all
ri ght too?"

"Yes. Wiy woul dn't he be?"

She shrugged and stood up. "Wiere is he?"

"He went to talk to Tia."

"Oh." She | ooked away fromhim "Well, 1"l

"Il show you out."

"But | have no intentions of |eaving just yet.
At |east not wthout a kiss or two."

She shook her head and pressed back agai nst
the counter as he started toward her. "Mck ...
don't."

He ignored her and put his arns around her.
She shoved at his shoul ders, but his arns
ti ghtened and he buried his face agai nst her neck.
"Jenny, ny love. Don't do this to ne."

She trenbled as she felt the warm nibbling
ki sses he pressed agai nst her skin. "M ck! Oh,

M ck! Please. Don't!"



Hs |Iips noved up her neck to her cheek.
Slowmy, sweetly, his nouth continued its warm path
to her already parted lips. "Mck! Don't! Tia or
Jimmght cone in and--"

"Since both of themknow I'min |love with you,
nei ther one of them should be surprised to find ne
ki ssing you," he whispered and ki ssed her slowy
on her nouth.

Every particle of her being cane alive at the
touch of his warm insistent nouth. She'd never
known a man's lips could feel so soft or taste so
sweet. She allowed herself the heady | uxury of
| eaning into him She |inked her arns around his
neck and greedily returned his kisses.

It took several mnutes for his words to
regi ster. Wien they did, she stiffened in his arns
and dragged her nouth away from his. "Both of
t hen? Ji m knows? You told himabout ... us? Wy?"

He rel eased her slowy and noved slightly away
fromher. "Because he asked. Aside fromwanting to
make sure that | wasn't sone pervert intent on
harm ng Tia, he wanted to find out what ny
I ntentions regardi ng you were."

That surprised her. "Me? Wy?"

He brushed a finger down her cheek. "He wanted
to make sure that | wasn't just intending to sleep
with you then discard you. He was concerned about
you. "

"He has a right to worry about Tia, but | can
take care of nyself. | don't need his concern or
his hel p."

H s eyes narrowed. "Oh, Jenny, is there
anyt hi ng you can't handl e by yoursel f?"

"I can handle himand |I can handl e you, M ck,"
she said coolly.



To her surprise, he caught her arm and stared
down at her. "You think so? It's tine you
under stood, Jennifer, that | amnot sone boy you
can use and di scard when you want. The worl d does
not revol ve around you and what you want or need.
There are other people in this world. Like ne for

I nstance. | have wants and needs too. And | have
no intentions of being handl ed by you or any ot her
woman. Nor do | intend to go quietly into the

ni ght just because you want and expect it of ne."
"And what about you, M ck? Wat's your excuse

for telling Tia you ... love ne? Do you have any
| dea how i npossi ble she'll be now? Demanding to
know if | love you and if not, why not? And ...
and- - "

"And do you?"

The need to tell himthe truth was al nost nore
t han she could stand. "Do | what ?"

"Do you | ove ne?"

Part of her wanted to say no, but another,
nore basic part wouldn't allowit. She said
not hi ng, knowi ng he woul d m sconstrue her silence
as a definite no.

They stood staring at each other for several
nonents, before he released her arm and wal ked out
of the kitchen. Several nonents |ater, she heard
the front door open and cl ose.

Jimcane into the roomfive mnutes |ater, as
she was setting the table.

"You' ve done well for yourself, Jenn. A
successful, older man with his own busi ness who
adores you. Wien are you two getting married?"

The question surprised her. Jimnever ceased
to amaze her. He went fromthinking Mck was a
pervert that he didn't want any where near Tia to



assum ng she and M ck were on the verge of getting
married. "He hasn't asked ne."

"When he does?"

"When? Don't you nean, if?"

He shook his head decisively. "No. | nean
when. He told ne he's in love with you. Wy
shouldn't he want to marry you?"

She stared at him "That's a strange question
com ng fromyou."

n \My?ll
"You | oved ne once or so you said."
"I didn't just say it. | did | ove you."

"Fine. You |l oved ne once, but--"
He ran a hand around the collar of his col ored
shirt and averted his gaze. "Let's not go there

again, Jenn. W were both very young and ... I'm
sorry. | never neant to hurt you. Ever."

She nodded, feeling the bitterness and pain
she' d harbored towards himdissipating. "I know. |

think |1've always known that. It just hurt to ...
give up all the dreans we tal ked about."

He nmet her gaze. "Wo says you have to give
t hem up? Maybe we just weren't neant to share them
wi th each other. Maybe he's your M. R ght."

"What happened to white boy?"

He shrugged. "I was out of line wth that kind
of talk. I really didn't nean it, Jenn. You know I
have no problemw th people of other races. | was
just ... surprised.” He grinned. "I didn't know
you went in for big white boys."

She shook her head. "I don't!"

"Jenn, news flash. He's very big and very
white."

She considered telling himshe wasn't going to
see M ck any nore, but discarded the idea. Her



personal |ife was none of his concern. She sml ed
slightly. "I guess he is."

"He seens |like an ... okay qguy."

She nodded. "He is."

"He prom sed ne that he wouldn't try to turn
Tia agai nst ne."

"He wouldn't. And even if he tried, she |oves
you too nuch to ever |et anyone cone between you
two. "

"He told ne about his daughter."”

"He | oved her as much as you love Tia."

"I mglad you know that | do | ove her, Jenn."

"Jim | never doubted that. | know you | ove
her."

"Good. So ... we can be friends agai n?"

She sm | ed suddenly. "Again? W were never
really friends, Jim And that was part of the
problem wasn't it?"

"Maybe, but | really want to see you be
happy. "

Well, he'd have to wait a little |onger,
because she wasn't going to be happy with M ck.
She smled. "Thanks. | want the sane for you."

"Good. Then you'll consider comng to the
weddi ng. "

She wasn't sure she was ready for that yet.
"We'l | see," she said cautiously.

"I'"ll come to yours if you'll conme to mne."

Her smle vanished. "I'm not engaged. M ck and
| have only known each other for a few weeks. And
anyway, he hasn't asked ne to marry him"

"He | oves you," he said sinply. "And if you
slept wth him | know you nust |ove himtoo."

"Whi ch doesn't nean that | want to marry him"



He nodded, smling. "OF course it neans that,"
he said. "I know you, Jenn. If you slept with a
man, you |ove himenough to want to marry him"

She shrugged. "I really don't want to talk
about him"

"Okay. Look, | know it's not ny weekend, but
|'"d like to cone get Tia on Friday."

She stiffened. "Have you told her already?"

"Yes. Wiy?"

She groaned aloud. "I w shed you hadn't told
her wi thout checking with nme first."

"Wy not? Do you two have pl ans?”

"No, but are you sure you're com ng? You have
no i dea what | have to go through with her when
you don't show up. She's-"

"I do know, Jenn, and |'msorry."

She stared at him "You know. How?"

He grinned at her. "Your big white boy told

ne. | didn't realize what a rough position | was
putting you in. No matter what you m ght think,
Jenn, | never canceled ny tinme with her [ightly.

She's ny baby girl and | | ove her."

"I know you do."

"I'"l'l do nmy best to nmake sure it doesn't
happen again."

"Oh. Well, okay. |I'll have her ready ny
seven.”

"I"'monly working half a day Friday so |'d
like to pick her up right after school. | want to
make the nost of this weekend. Just the two of
us. "

Thoughts of Tia's joy at having Jimto herself
for a whole weekend, had her smling. "Ch, Jim
She's going to love that."

"So aml."



*kkkk*

After a long, sleepless night, Jennifer woke
up to find that there was a steady |leak in the hot
wat er faucets in the bathroom sink and tub.
| gnoring the urge to sit down and have a good cry,
she checked the utility drawer in the kitchen. At
| east sonet hing was going right.

The pack of washers was still there. The | ast
t hi ng she needed was a plunbing bill. She'd have a
go at installing new washers after work. She was a
little leery all day, expecting Mck to walk into
the office and kiss her. Expected and wanted. But
she headed hone at five o' clock w thout having
seen himat all.

| nstead of being reassured, she felt annoyed
and negl ected. Even Tia's excited greeting when
she arrived hone, wasn't enough to lift her
spirits. She changed into her ol dest pair of
sweats, gave Tia her dinner, and turned the water
off. She was still struggling to | oosen the screws
on both faucets when the doorbell rang ten m nutes
| at er.

"Mommy, it's the door!" Tia yelled up the
stairs.

She choked back the urge to curse as she | ost
her grip on the screwdriver and her hand sl ammed
agai nst the faucet. "I'mcom ng. Finish eating
your dinner," she said and ran down the stairs to
t he door.

"Who is it?"

"M ck."

Her heart beat immedi ately increased and she
| eaned her forehead agai nst the cl osed door. She
consi dered | eaving himout there, but discarded
the idea. Aside fromthe certainty that he woul d



just pound on the door until she opened it, she
knew Tia would have a fit if she knew he was on
t he other side of the door.

She opened the door. "Mck. | didn't expect
you. "

He gl anced down at her and she w shed she were
weari ng sonet hi ng nore gl anorous. He nust have
been working in the field, because he was dressed
I n jeans and safety boots. "May | conme in?"

She nodded and he foll owed her inside. "Now
what ?"

"What are you doing with that screwdriver?"

"I'f you nmust know, |'m changing the washers on
the hot water spigots upstairs." She turned away
fromhim "Tia's in the kitchen. She'll be glad to
see you."

She didn't wait for his response before
headi ng back upstairs. Monents |ater, she heard
Tia's delighted | aughter and M ck's deeper voice.

Despite her best efforts she couldn't budge
the screws. She was sitting on the floor barely
hol di ng back tears when M ck wal ked into the
bat hr oom

He knelt in front of her, his hand extended.
"Let ne do that."

"No," she said, stubbornly. "I don't need any
hel p. "

"Oh, Jenny. Do ne a favor, will you? Save the
| -am wonan-don't - need- no- hel p-froma-man crap for
t he next sucker who falls for you. | don't want to
hear it any nore. Now give ne that dammed
screwdriver."

She didn't object when he took the tool. There
wasn't any point. In his present nood, she knew he
woul d just take it fromher. She sat on the floor,



angry tears stream ng down her cheeks as he

| oosened the screws, changed the washers on both
spigots, and turned the water back on, all in ten
m nut es.

Then he sat on the floor next to her with his
back against the wall, his arm pressed agai nst
hers. "Why are you cryi ng?"

"Because | want to!"

He t ook one of her hands in his and brushed

his |ips agai nst her knuckles. "You know, | sort
of feel like crying nyself."
She turned her head to look at him "I need

you to | eave ne alone, Mck. Please."

He squeezed her hand reassuringly, but shook
his head. "No can do, sweetheart."

"I'"'mnot going to see you any nore."

"I know," he said softly. "You told ne. A
couple of tines."

"Then what are you doi ng here?"

"Visiting the woman |I' m hopel essly in | ove
with." He kissed her fingertips. "I |ove you,
Jenny. "

She pulled her hand away, but didn't get to
her feet. "I nean it."

"I know you do."

"Then?"

"But | nmeant what | said too, Jennifer. |I'm
not going to stay out of your life just because
you want ne to."

"You don't have any ... " she bit her lip and
fell silent.
"Choi ce? Yes. | know. Only you have choi ces,

Jennifer. Wiat | want, need, or feel doesn't
matter in the least to you."



"That's not true!" She clutched his arm "It's
not. | do care about what you want and need, but

"Yes?"

"I don't want to be hurt again.”

He brushed his fingers against her cheek. "Wy
do you assunme |'mgoing to hurt you?"

"That's the only way things can end for us.
Wth nme hurt.”

"Only if you loved ne but | didn't |ove you.
And you've nade it plain that you don't | ove or
care a hill of beans about ne. It seens |'mthe
one i n danger of being hurt here, Jennifer. So
what's the probl en?"

She shook her head and got to her feet. "I
told you. | do care about you, Mck. | do."

He bounded to his feet. "Geat! | care about
you. You care about ne! That's what nakes the
world go around. Let's start over. As if we're
meeting for the first tine."

"We' ve already done that," she rem nded him
wearily.

"I know," he said grinning down at her. "We']l|
keep trying until we get it right."

She stared up at him The urge to give in and
throw herself into his arns was strong. "Mck ...

"Think about it. Wile you' re thinking about

It, remenber that | |ove you." He bent and ki ssed
her very gently on her nouth. "I'l|l see nyself
out . "

"M ck!" Against her better judgnent, she went
after him

He turned at the head of the stairs and
retraced his steps. "Yes?"



"What is it that you want from ne?"

He ti pped her chin up so he could gaze down
into her eyes. "I want to spend the rest of ny
life wth you. Wiat el se?"

Her heart thunped painfully in her chest. "As
what ? My |l over? My sugar daddy? My boyfriend?"

"I''"'mnot your daddy nor am | a boy, Jennifer."

She hit his shoulder with a clenched fist.
"You know what | nean."

"I'f you want to know what ny long term
I ntentions are, why don't you just ask? | don't
bite." He grinned suddenly. "Well, only when
driven out of ny mnd by the taste and feel of
you, sweet, Jenny."

A shiver of renenbered passion shot through
her as her mnd fl ooded her senses with a
delicious, vivid nenory of his teeth gently
si nking onto one of her breasts while they nade
| ove.

She | owered her gaze to his Adaml s appl e.
"Ckay. |'m asking."

"Too bad I"'mnot in the nood to tell you."

"You big jerk!" she said angrily.

He | aughed and she watched in disbelief as he
ran down the stairs. Mnents |ater, she heard him
saying good night to Tia before he left.



CHAPTER TEN

M ck kept his distance for the rest of the
week. By the tinme Jennifer left work on Friday
ni ght, she was dreadi ng spending a | ong, boring
weekend al one. Wth Tia gone and Tasha spendi ng
t he weekend out of town with Paul, she expected to
catch up on her housework and do a little reading.

She had changed into sweats and was reading a
nystery on the sofa when the doorbell rang at six-
thirty.

She sat up and put the book down on the coffee
tabl e. Even before she went to the door, she knew
It would be Mck. Wth Tia gone, there was no
reason to let himin, still she opened the door
and stood aside when he asked if he could cone in.

Her eyes filled with tears at the sight of the
red roses he held out to her. After his last few
appear ances W thout them she had thought that
part of their relationship was over.

"For you."

"They're beautiful. Thank you." She was
careful not to touch himas she took the roses.
"Have a seat while | put these in water."

“"I'd rather cone with you." He foll owed her
down the hall into the kitchen.

She was very consci ous of himwatching her as
she put the roses into a vase. She slowy turned
to face him "Tia's not here."

"I know. She called ne fromher father's
house. "

"What for?"



He grinned. "She wanted ne to cone and keep
you conpany. As | aimto please, here | am"

"Well, | don't need any conpany,"” she said and
made the m stake of trying to push past him

He caught her arm and swung her around to face
him "Well, | do."

"M ck, how many tinmes nust | tell you that |
am not going to see you any nore?"

"Why not ?" he asked, staring down at her. "You
want to see other nen?"

"Why not?" she shot back. "Maybe we both
shoul d see ot her people.”

He slipped his armaround her waist and drew
her close to him Despite herself, she shivered at
the contact, then stiffened.

"Mck, let me go," she said breathl essly,
pushi ng agai nst his chest.

"You're telling ne you don't mnd ny seeing
ot her wonen?"

"Why should 1 ?"

Hi s arm around her wai st tightened and she
trenbled with uncontrolled desire as she felt the
evi dence of his increasing arousal against her.

"Oh, Jenny, don't play ganes!" he protested.
"You expect ne to believe you wouldn't mnd ny
feeling this way with anot her woman? The t hought
of my meking |love to another woman doesn't bot her
you?"

Just the idea nmade her feel sick. And she
couldn't hide it. She gasped and found herself
pressing against his hard warnth, as the nenory of
how wonder ful making |love with himcould be
fl ooded her senses.



"All right!" Gving up the struggle, she
slipped her arns around his neck. "I don't want
you touching any ot her woman. Just ne."

"There is only you, ny beautiful brown girl,k"
he prom sed and bendi ng his head, he kissed her.

At first the touch of his lips was gentle, w thout
passi on. But as she responded, his nouth becane
nor e demandi ng.

She tingled all over as she felt his tongue
brushing softly along her nouth. She parted her
lips in open invitation. A happy sigh escaped her
when she felt his tongue slipping between her |ips
to touch hers. She found it difficult to think
after that. She didn't really wanted to.

She just wanted to feel. Hs lips. H's hands.
Al'l over her. Loving her. Mking her cone alive as
only he could. Still, when she felt his hands
slipping under her top, pushing it up, she began
to pull away.

"M ck! No! No. Don't," she whispered, dragging
her lips away fromhis. "Please. Stop."

"Why?" he asked, his voice husky. "I don't
just |love and want you. | need you." He pressed
his | ower body agai nst hers, neking her shudder.
"And even if you don't love ne, | know you want ne
t oo. Maybe even need ne a little?"

He was right. She couldn't deny it. Wiy shoul d
she? Why shoul d she deny herself the pleasure of
hi s body? What was the point of saying no when she
wanted so badly to say yes? Wien her need for him
was |ike an insatiabl e hunger?

"Oh, Mck! | do want you," she whi spered and
pul l ed his head back down to hers.

"How nuch?" he denmanded.



"You talk too nuch!" she said and pressed her
nout h up agai nst his.

Dismay filled her when he abruptly pulled
away. "What? Wiat's wong?" Standing on her toes,
she reached up to kiss the corner of his nouth,

He lifted his nouth out of her reach.
"Nothing." H's blue gaze flicked slowy over her.
"Wy don't you dress so we can go out?"

She tightened her arns around his neck. "I
don't want to go out. | want to stay right here.
Wth you."

He resisted the pressure at the back of his
neck and pulled conpletely away from her. "Maybe
|ater. | know this great Italian restaurant. Go
get dressed and we'll try it out."

"I don't like Italian and |I'm not getting
dressed! " she snapped, shoving angrily at his
shoul der. Who did he think he was to stir up her
passi ons and then refuse to satisfy thenf?

He caught her hand in his and ki ssed her

knuckl es. "The last tine | listened to you when
you said you wanted to nake love, | lived to
regret it."

She sucked in her breath and snatched her hand
away fromhim "Then why did you start this?"

He brushed his nouth gently agai nst her cheek.
"Because you're irresistible.™

She jerked away. "Get out!"

H s eyes narrowed. "You know, Jennifer, one of
t hese days, | mght decide to take you seriously.
Believe it or not, | don't usually have to chase
or beg a woman for what | want."

She lifted her chin. "Meani ng?"

"Meaning if you're not careful, | just m ght
decide you're not worth all the effort."”



She recoiled as if he'd slapped her. "If you

think you can ... threaten ne, you're dead w ong.
Go ahead. Get yourself one of those willing wonen!
See if | care!”

"Fine. | wll." He turned and wal ked away.

She stood where she was until she heard the
front door open and close. He'd left. Maybe for
good this tinme. No! Mck! She found herself
running toward the front door. "Mck! | didn't
nean it. Mck! Ch, Mck, please cone back!"

She cane to a sudden stop in the foyer. M ck
| eaned agai nst the closed front door, a triunphant
| ook on his face. "What took you so | ong?"

"I hate you!"

He | aughed and noved away fromthe door. He
took her face in his hands and ki ssed her slowy.
Her |ips parted under his and she ki ssed hi m back.
"Yes, | can tell." He | ooked down at her, his eyes
tw nkl i ng.

She was so relieved that she didn't have to
run down the sidewal k screamng for himto cone
back, that she smled back at him "Wll, nmaybe
hate is too strong a word."

He hugged her, burying his face agai nst her
neck. "WI1l you pl ease cone have dinner wth ne?"

She buried her face against his shoulder. "I
don't want dinner. | want you, Mck. Now. Please."

He lifted his head and | ooked down at her. "I
want you now too, but what about Mnday?"

"I won't blanme you, | pro--"

He pressed a finger against her lips. "Don't
make any prom ses you can't keep. Go get dressed.”

"But I don't--"

"I'"'mnot sleeping wiwth you, Jennifer."



"I don't want you to sleep with nme. | want you
to nmake love to ne."

He shrugged. "Watever. W tried that once and
you didn't like it afterwards. Let's do it right
this tinme."

One |l ook into his eyes and she knew not hi ng
she could say woul d convince himto nake |ove to
her. She bit her |lip and sank down onto the sof a.
"I already ate."

He pull ed her back to her feet. "I haven't.
Get dressed, Jennifer. Please."
"Okay, but, ... there are nen who want to

sleep wwth nme who won't nake ne beg for it," she
said, seething with frustrated desire.

H s eyes narrowed into icy blue slits. "(Onh,
yeah? And you can sleep with as many of them as
you |like, Jennifer. Over ny dead body! Now are you
going to get dressed or are you going to continue
to sul k?"

She jerked away fromhim "I do not sul k!"

He sm |l ed and cupped a big hand agai nst her
cheek. "OF course you don't, darlin'."

Darlin'. The word made her feel weak and |inp
wth wanting him "Don't call nme darlin', Mck."

"Why not ?"

"I't makes ne feel

"What ? Loved ... cherished ... adored ...
desired ... needed?" he suggested softly. "O all

of the above?"

The answer was an unequi vocal all of the
above. "I ... |I'Il go get dressed," she whi spered.
They danced after a dinner she didn't enjoy.

He held her with both hands pressed agai nst her
back. She cl osed her eyes. Enveloped in the warm



cocoon of his arnms noving slowy around the dance
fl oor, she knew she was in love with himbig tine.

"M ck?"

Hs |Iips noved gently agai nst her ear. "Yes,
darlin' ?"

"WIIl you please ... stay the night with ne?"

H s arns tightened around her. "Yes."

Smling, she pressed her face against his
shoul der and happily sl ow danced with himfor
hour s.

When he agreed to spend the night with her,
she expected they would end up in bed, naking
| ove. And al t hough, they did end up on the living
room fl oor when they returned to her house, he
resisted all of her efforts to seduce him

Finally, she took a quick, cold shower and
went to bed. But the know edge that he was
sl eeping just two roons away, wearing nothing nore
than a pair of boxer shorts kept her awake |ate
into the night. The fact that she apparently no
| onger excited himonly added to her frustrati on.

He sl ept over on Saturday night too, but
again, refused to do any nore than exchange a few
kisses with her. H's restraint and control annoyed
Jenni fer, who found herself trenbling hel plessly
in his arns, pleading for the satisfaction he
refused to give her.

By the tine he left after breakfast on Sunday
norni ng, she was thoroughly convinced that she had
| ost her appeal.

"Why don't you stay until Tia gets hone?" she
asked himas they said good-bye at her door.

"I can't.”

"Why not? You have a date?"



He nodded and smiled slightly. "As a matter of
fact, | do."

Her sm |l e vani shed and she stared up at him
| ooking for sone sign that he was joking. She bit
her 1ip when she found none.

"Wth ... who?"

"A friend, Jennifer."

"What kind of friend? Man? Wnman? 4 d? Young?
Pretty? Not pretty? C ose? Distant?"

"I"'mclose to all ny friends, Jennifer."

She curled her hand into a fist and hit his
shoul der. "You know what | nean, M ck."

"Yes, | do." He renoved her hand from his
shoul der, kissed the clenched fist, and stepped
away fromher. "I'll see you later, Jennifer."

"M ck!"

He turned back to face her. "Yes?"

"I's this ... friend of yours soneone | shoul d

worry about ?"

H s eyes narrowed. "Wiy should you care who |
see, Jennifer? You've nade it plain that your
feelings for nme are strictly physical."

Her face flushed. "I ... | ... how can you ...
say that?"

"Very easily. Now | have to go. Bye,

Jenni fer."

"You al ways take his side!"

Tasha put down her sandw ch and stared across
the small cafe table at Jennifer. "Grl, it's
Monday and |'mtired. Do we have to go there?"

"Wy do you al ways take his side?"

Tasha sighed. "You have a serious problem
Jenn. | am not taking sides, but what did you
expect himto do? Not to put too fine a point on



It, but you did lose it the last tinme he nade | ove
to you."

"I didn't lose it," she denied. "And anyway,
whose friend are you? H's or m ne?"

"Oh, get real, Jenn," Tasha made no effort to
hi de the disgust in her voice. "l've never even
met him renenber? And if you want to know t he
truth, I'"'mgetting just a teensy bit sick of
heari ng about him |If he's half as wonderful as
you say he is, why don't you do us all a favor and
go ahead and marry hi nf"

"Because he hasn't asked ne!"

"Then why don't you ask hinf"

"I can't do that."

"Why not ? Who says you can't? All he can do is
say yes or no. And judging by the way he's been
allowing you to jerk himaround, |I'mbetting he'd
say yes in a mnute."

"Jerking himaround? How can you say that? |
have not been jerking himaround!"

Tasha |ifted her eyes ceiling ward. "No? Well,
that's what it |ooks Ilike fromwhere |'ve been
sitting, Jenn. And I'lI|l bet that's howit feels to
hi mtoo."

"I wouldn't hurt him"

"Tell himthat, girl, not ne. Just don't cone
crying to ne, expecting synpathy if he gets tired
of waiting and follows through on his threat to
see ot her wonen."

"He woul dn't." But even as she said it, she
had a distinct nenory of himtelling her he would
not be handl ed by any wonan.

"Why not ?"

"Because, ... he loves ne!”



"Yeah? Well, what if he decides to go find
sonmeone who | oves hi m back?"

"I love him™"

"I know that, but he doesn't. Maybe he'll get
tired of being in |ove alone.”

Jennifer felt as if she'd been doused with ice
wat er. "Tasha, why are you saying these things?"

"Because |'myour friend. The one who's going
to have to pick up the pieces if you blowit with
him Jenn, if you really love him you' d better
stop jerking himaround and tell him If you |ove
hi m and believe he | oves you, tell himthe truth
and trust himto do the right

t hi ng. "

"But you were the one who said as a newy
di vorced man, he'd be afraid of marriage!”

"Well, maybe | was wong." She grinned. "I
know this will shock you, but it happens--on very,
very rare occasions. | say |let himdecide whether

or not he's ready to get married again. Maybe he's
one of those rare nen who actually |ike being
married. Tell himhow you feel, Jenn, before you
| ose him"

**kk k%

After a long norning and afternoon spent at
the site of a bridge reconstruction, Mck got back
to the office | ate on Monday afternoon. Wen he
wal ked into the reception area he was aware of the
sudden cessati on of conversation.

He gl anced around and found Hal, Bess, and
Dal e  ooking at him Al smling. No. Smrking.
"What ?" He gl anced down at hinself and frowned. He
knew he was dusky and maybe even a little sweaty,
but surely not so nuch so that he was offensive to
them from across the room



Hal's smrk w dened. "Nothing. There's been a
delivery for you, Mke."

"What ki nd?"

"I't's in your office." Ginning, Hal turned
away.

He gl anced at Bess and Dal e, who al so | ooked
away. He shrugged and resisting the urge to stop
I n and speak to Jennifer, he headed for his
of fice.

As soon as he opened the door, he saw why the
ot hers had been in the reception area waiting for
himto return to the office. Sitting in the center
of his desk was a vase full of red roses.

| gnoring the open | aughter behind him he
cl osed the door and wal ked over to | ook at the
card.

Red roses are special and so are you.

The card wasn't signed, but he knew they were
fromJennifer. He felt as if he'd won a
conbi nation of the lottery and the Super Bow .

He sank down into his chair with a wide grin
on his face. Just maybe his little brown beauty
wasn't so indifferent after all. And there was
obvi ously sonething to be said for playing hard to
get too.

Maybe that had been the problem He'd all owed
her to be too sure of himtoo soon. And | ook where
It had gotten him He decided there would be no
nore roses, no nore honest declarations of |ove,
and no nore running after her. Even if it killed
hi m

He was still sitting, grinning at the roses
ten mnutes |ater when the phone rang. "Yes?"

"H, Mck."



"Jennifer." Despite hinself, he heard his
voi ce softening. "H . This is a surprise.”

"I ... ah, | was wondering if you'd like to
have dinner with ne and Tia."

"I'"'d love to," he admtted. "When?"

"Toni ght . "
He nodded and then caught hinself. "I'd | ove
to," he said again, "But unfortunately, | nade

ot her pl ans."

"For tonight? Ch."

There was no m st aking the di sappointnent in
her voice and he steeled hinself to ignore it.

"Well, ... maybe anoth ... not with ... who do
you have these plans with, M ck?"

He smled. "No one you know. Listen, thanks
for the flowers."

"Fl owers? They were supposed to be roses. |

asked themto send roses. | didn't sign the card
because | didn't want--"
"I't's all right. | knew they were fromyou and
they did send roses. Red ... for love, Jennifer?"
"Well, ... you know, ... you always bring them

to ne and | thought you mght Iike to receive
sone. "

So she wasn't willing to admt that she felt
anyt hi ng nore than passion for him He wanted
nore. "I do. They're very nice. No one's ever sent
me roses before. Listen, | have to go hone and
change. Gve ny love to Tia, wll you? And I'1]
call you. See--"

"When?"

"When what ?"

"When wi Il you call, Mck? Tonight? Tonorrow?
Wednesday? When?"



She sounded irritated. It would do her good to
see howit felt to be on the receiving end of
uncertainty for a change. "Wen | get tine. Bye
now," he said and hung up before she could say
anyt hi ng el se.

At home he showered, changed, ate cold pizza,
and wat ched a John Wayne western. \Wen the phone
rang at eight o' clock, he allowed it to go on the
answeri ng machi ne.

He pushed his recliner into a sitting position
when he heard Jennifer's voice, but he didn't pick
up the phone.

"Mck, it's Jennifer. | know you're not hone
and you said you'd call, but I thought, ... Tia
and | thought that we'd | eave a nessage and | et
you know we'd |i ke to have you cone over for
di nner tonorrow or Wednesday. O Thursday.

Wi chever night is good for you. Call us when you

get in. | ... we hope you enjoy your ... date. But
not too much.

"I hope ... you didn't m sunderstand what |
said Friday night. There really isn't ... |'mnot
seei ng anyone else, Mck. And I'mnot going to. |
hope ... | wouldn't like you to either. |
Bye. "

He sank back in the chair, feeling like a
heel. He knew it had taken a ot for her to call
and | eave that nessage. But that was only the
first step. If she wanted him she was going to
have to be willing to prove it to him

Still, he was determned that Tia not get
caught in the mddle. He waited an hour then
pi cked up the phone. He sighed in relief when Tia
answered. "H, Mck!"

"H , honey. How are you?"



"I''"'m good, Mck. Are you?"

"Yes. |s your nommy there?"

"Mormy's in the bathroom Do you want ne to
call her?"

"No. Actually, | called to talk to you."

"Oh!" she said happily and giggled. "Are you
com ng to di nner tonorrow or \Wdnesday?"

"I can't conme either night, but | was hoping
you and | could see each other in the park
t onorrow or Wednesday. "

"Okay, but when are you com ng to dinner?
Mommy and ne are | earning how to nmake Irish Stew
for you."

"That sounds great, honey."

"So when are you comng for dinner?"

"I'"'l'l have to let you know "

"Oh, okay ... Mommy's com ng now. Do you want
to talk to her?"

"Yes, but | have to go. Just tell her | said
hello and | can't nmake dinner this week. Okay?"

"Ckay. "

"Good ni ght, honey."

"Good night, Mck."

"Mck, are you mad at ny Mommy?"

He had been dreadi ng that question from Tia.
He had hoped to avoid answering it, but it was the
first thing out of her nouth when they net in the
park the next afternoon.

He smled at her. "No, honey. |'mnot nad at
her."

"I's she mad at you?"

"I hope not. Way do you ask?"

"Well, | thought | heard her crying | ast
night. After | went to bed. When | asked her about



It this norning, she said | nust have been having
a bad dream but her eyes were all red and she

| ooked sad. Like she did when ny daddy first went
away. "

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
"Tia, | would never willingly hurt your nommy."

She stared up at him her dark eyes
di strustful. "Then why was she cryi ng? She doesn't
cry over ny daddy any nore. That | eaves you, M ck!
Don't you |like her any nore?"

"Yes! O course | do."

"Then why didn't you want to talk to her | ast
ni ght ? She | ooked |i ked she was going to cry when
| told her what you said. She kept asking nme if |
was sure |'d asked you if you wanted to talk to
her. | did ask you!"

He ran his hand through his hair again. There
was no way he could expect Tia to understand what
was or wasn't happeni ng between hi mand Jennifer.
Al she wanted was for her nonmmy not to cry any
nor e.

"I know you did."

"Then why didn't you talk to her? You used to
like to talk to her."

"Honey, | still do."

"Then why does she think you don't?! You nust
have made her think you didn't!"

He watched as Tia's eyes filled with angry
tears. "You' ve nmade her start crying again!"

"COh, honey. You know | |ove your nomy."

"No, | don't. You don't make people you | ove,
cry! You don't love ne and you don't |ove ny
nomry! But we don't care because we don't |ove you
ei ther!"



"Tia! Honey!" He extended a hand. She sl apped
It away and junped off the bench. "I don't think I
| i ke you any nore!" she shouted at himand ran
over to Linda Johnson. The ol der wonan had been
sitting several feet away, watching them

He tried not to resent the satisfied | ook on
her face as she gathered Tia in her arns; as if
the child had barely escaped his clutches.

He watched as they left the park w thout
| ooki ng back. He sighed. So nmuch for his plans to
make Jennifer admt that she loved him Tia was
right. A man didn't nmake the woman he | oved cry
just so he could prove a point. He'd have to find
a better way.

Besides, if she really had been crying maybe
that told himas nmuch as he could expect ... at
| east for now. Nevertheless, he needed a little
time away fromher to think things through.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jennifer pivoted on the balls of her feet. The
dark red, sleeveless dress with the plunging
neckl i ne hugged her hi ps and buttocks before
endi ng well above her knees. She turned to | ook at
Tasha, who was sprawl i ng on her stomach on her
bed. "How do | 100k? Do you think these heels are
t oo hi gh?" She touched her cheek. "Wat about
this? Is it too much? And what about this dress? |
feel ... half naked ... like |I've poured nyself
intoit."

"The heels | ook great. They really show off
your | egs. And your makeup's right on. And you did
pour yourself in that dress and you are half
naked. But girl, you're the bonb. That's the point
of the dress; to | eave the nmal e popul ace
salivating."

She bit her Iip wondering if things would have
been different between her and Mck if she'd
dressed like this for him

Tasha studi ed her face. "You | ook great, but
are you sure you want to do this, Jenn? It's only
been--"

"Three weeks since he's been avoiding ne. |
sent himred roses--tw ce, even though the noney
woul d have been better spent on other things. |'ve
call ed himseveral tines and practically begged
himto call ne. He hasn't. |'ve done everything!"

"Except tell himyou l[ove him"



"That doesn't matter now. " She bit her |ip and
sank down onto the side of her bed. "Oh, Tasha! |
don't think he wants ne any nore!"

Tasha si ghed and sat up. "Ckay, | don't buy
that for a nonent, but howis going out to a club
hopi ng to neet another man gonna hel p?"

"What am | supposed to do, sit around waiting
for himto notice ne agai n?"

"Why not if he's worth waiting for?"

"Because |'mnot going to beg any nore! That's
why not! |If this is the way he wants it, fine."
She got to her feet. "Now are you com ng or nust |
go by nysel f?"

Tasha slid off the bed. "No. I'mcom ng."

She smled. "Thanks. | really couldn't go
al one. "

Tasha gave her a quick hug. "Hey, girl, it's
al ways been ne and you agai nst the world. Al ways
will be.”

She nodded, her eyes filling with tears.

" Al ways. "

Tia and Aunt Linda were sitting downstairs in

the living room Jennifer kissed and hugged Tia

before turning to face Aunt Linda. "I know
Wednesday is your night for bowling, but--"
"Never mnd, Jenn. | don't mnd."

Because she'd never approved of Jennifer
seeing Mck in the first place. She tried not to
think of all the grief she'd have saved herself if
only she'd listened to Aunt Linda and stayed away
fromM ck.

"Mommy, what is Mck going to say when he
finds out?"

"I't'"s none of his business what | do," she
said wearily.



"But if you wait, he'll cone and take you
out . "
"I's that what he told you the last tine you

saw him at the park?"

"No, but he told ne he loved you. So he has to
cone. Doesn't he?"

Bef ore Jennifer could answer the doorbell
sounded. Tasha gl anced at her watch and got to her
feet. "1'Il get it. Paul must be turning over a
new |l eaf. He's early for a change."

Jennifer sat next to Tia on the sofa as Tasha
went to the door. Her hands were shaking so hard
she could only control them by clasping them
t oget her. The thought of appearing in public in
the outfit she'd allowed Tasha to talk her into
buyi ng, nmade her cringe.

She heard Tasha open the door, then, "Jenn, |
t hi nk our pl ans have changed. "

"What ? Why? Has Paul changed his m nd about
escorting us both?"

"Cone see," she called back.

Jenni fer got up and went into the hall. She
st opped abruptly at the sight of Mck is the
doorway hol di ng a bouquet of red roses.

Her heartbeat qui ckened and she had to blink
back tears. That he should cone the very night she
was planning to head to a club, seened |like a
sign. A good sign.

"You're Jenn's Irish hunk?" Tasha asked,
all ow ng her eyes to slowy flick over Mck. "Ww
Jenn, was right. You are gorgeous! Hey, are there
any nore |ike you at hone?"

Jennifer saw M ck's eyes widen in surprise and
decided it was tine she spoke up. "Tasha, this is



Mck Reilly. Mck, this is ny best friend, Tasha
Jordan. "

He smled briefly at Tasha before centering
his gaze on Jennifer's face. "May | cone in?"

She backed away fromthe door. "Ah ... well,
yes. "

"I's that Mck?!" Tia cane tearing into the
hal | wvay. "M ck! You cane!"

He knelt on one knee and Tia threw herself
agai nst him sobbing and clinging to him "I knew
you'd cone. | told Mommy if she waited you'd
cone! "

"Hey, hey honey. It's all right," he said
softly. He kissed her hair and w ped gently at her
wet cheeks. "It's all right."

"Look, why don't Aunt Linda and | get out of
here and | eave you three al one?" Tasha suggest ed.
"O do you want ne to take Tia for the night?"

"NO. "

Jenni fer and M ck spoke at the sane tine and
their gazes briefly | ocked.

Tia lifted her face from M ck's shoul der to
smle up at Tasha. "They want ne wth them
Auntie."

"OF course they do, sweetie. And now we're
outta here." Tasha kissed Jennifer's cheek and
tugged at Aunt Linda's arm For a nonent, the
ol der woman resisted, but finally, after a | ook at
Jenni fer, she allowed herself to be drawn out of
t he house.

"I ... | can take those roses for you."

Mck got to his feet. He was still holding
Tia, who'd wapped her arns around his neck as if
she never intended to release him



He handed Jennifer the roses and foll owed her
to the kitchen.

"I told Mommy she didn't need to go out and
neet ot her nen because you would conme if she
waited a little | onger."

Jenni fer groaned silently and put the roses
in a vase before turning to | ook at Mck. He
stared at her, his blue eyes narrowed as he
assessed her outfit.

He kissed Tia's cheek and sat her on her
feet. "Sweetheart, | need to talk to your nommy."
Jenni fer saw the uncertain |ook on Tia's
face. "You're not going to be nean to her, are

you?"

"No, honey."

Tia glanced at her. Jennifer's smle seened
to reassure her. "Well, okay, but if you need ne,
Momry, you just call.”

"I wll, sweetiekins."

The nmonent Tia left the room Mck started
toward her. "So. You have a date? Wth anot her
man?"

"No! Not a date exactly."

He cane to a stop within inches of her. "Then
what exactly?" H's gaze noved slowy over the

dress before centering on her face. "I've never
seen thls dress or anything like it.
"Do you ... like it?"

"No," he said shortly.

"Why not ?" She shrugged, uncertain of his
nmood. "Tasha said | was the bonb in this dress.”

"What the hell is that supposed to nean?"

"That | look ... hot," she said, aware that
she sounded nore than a littl e defensive.



"Hot? | guess that's one way of |ooking at
it. Jenny, for crying out |loud, you' re flaunting
everything you have! Your breasts are practically
hangi ng out for every man with a pair of eyes to
see and your runp is barely covered."”

"You' re exaggerating, Mck! This is a

perfectly ... respectable dress!"”

"You're barely decent and you know it! You
meant to go out ... practically naked?"

Heat burned her cheeks. H's tone and the | ook
In his eyes nade her feel ... comon. "Wl

About to explain, she lifted her chin instead. "I
was going to go out, yes."

"Where? Wth who?"

"To a club. Ckay?"

"Looking for a one night stand, Jennifer?"

She bit her Iip and resisted the urge to slap
his face. She knew he was hurt and angry and was
deli berately saying things intended to hurt her.
"You really know how to dazzle a wonman with charm
M ck."

He sighed and shook his head. "COkay. Ckay. |
didn't nean that, Jenny. |['msorry."

"Fine. You're sorry. Wat brings your sorry
behi nd here tonight?"

He shrugged. "Tia called ne and told ne that
If I didn't want you to go out with other nen, |
should cone. | didn't so I cane."

"Why? Way did you cone? Are you here as the
man who said he |loved ne, or as the one who
woul dn't answer ny phone calls, or the one who
| eft me several weeks ago to keep a date with
anot her woman?"

He brushed a hand agai nst her cheek. "I had
| unch with Hel en that day."



"Hel en. Your w fe?"

"My ex-wife. Very ex."

"Then why were you having |lunch with her,
M ck? Does she ... want you back?" The thought
frightened her and she whi spered the question.

He | aughed, shaking his head. "Not in this
life. She didn't want ne when she had ne. She sure
doesn't want ne now. She just wanted to tell ne
she's getting nmarried again."”

Her eyes searched his face for signs of
di stress. "And?"

"And nothing. | wi shed her well and we said
our good-byes."

"And who were you with that Mnday when |
first called?"

"John Wayne."

"What ... who?"

"I went hone, ate cold pizza, watched the
Sons of Katie Elder, and thought about you."

"You nean you haven't been wi th another wonman
at all?"

"That's exactly what | nean."” He took her

into his arns. "I wanted you to think I was, but I
wasn't."

She hit her fists against his shoul ders. "(Oh,
Mck! | thought ... " Her eyes filled with tears.
"I thought you were with another woman ... that

you didn't want ne any nore."

"And did that bother you?"

"No! "

"Oh, Jenny! For crying out |oud! Tell the
truth.”

"Wel | ? What do you want nme to say?!" she
asked, defensively. "That | ... |love you?"



He cupped her face and stared down into her
eyes. "Do you?"

|f she told himthe truth, he'd know he had
the power to hurt her far nore than Ji mhad. And
no matter how good his intentions were, she
couldn't see himnmarrying her. She coul dn't
mai ntain his gaze as she spoke. "I ... like you

you know | do-a lot. More than a lot."

"Li ke?" He rel eased her and stepped away. "I

don't want like. | don't need like. |I'mnot going
to accept 'like.""
"It's all | have to give."

"Real | y? Then, give it to sonebody el se
because it's not enough for ne any nore."

She clutched the lapels of his jacket in her
hands. "Wat are you saying? It has to be enough!"
He gently, but firmly |oosened her grinp.
"It"'s not. If that's all you have to give, we have

nothing to say to each other."

"Wh- - what ?"

"Good ni ght and good- bye, Jennifer."

"Wait a mnute!" She streaked past him so
that he had to stop to avoid wal king into her.
"What ' s that supposed to nean?"

"I't means |'m not playing your ganmes any
nore. You don't want a man. You don't need a nman.
Fine. Consider this nman permanently out of your
life."

"Mck ... Mck, please. It ... it wasn't
isn't a gane."

"You know sonet hing, Jennifer? | don't care

any nore. | finally get it. W don't want the sane
thing in a relationship. You want sex with no
commtnents. | want love with all the nessy,

little, take-your-chances-you-m ght-get-hurt



commtnents that cone with it. |'m|leaving,
Jennifer, and this tinme |I'mnot com ng back."

She stared up at him He was serious. She
could see that in the determnation in his gaze.
| f she et himgo now, it would be over between
t hem

She clutched his arm "Look, Mck, if you
could just give ne a little tine. 1--"

"No." He peeled his fingers fromhis arm "No
nore tinme. No nore chances. No nore anything. You
were right. We never should have started this in
the first place. It's over."

W ... could be friends."
"Friends?"
Hi s gaze flicked over her, lingering on her

breasts. The nenory of how good his hands felt
caressi ng her breasts caused heat to suffuse her
whol e body.

He shook his head. "I don't want anything
fromyou, Jennifer, except your permssionto
occasionally see Tia. You and | have nothing el se
to say to each other."

She stared at him tears spilling down her
cheeks. "M ck! Wait! Please ... | ... please ...
M ck."

"I"'d like to do as you want, Jennifer and
give us nore tine, but | can't."”

"You nean you won't! There's a difference
between can't and won't, Mck. A big difference."

"I know that. | also know when |'ve had
enough." He shook his head. "I can't take any nore
of this."

"Mck, ... please ... don't say that."

He shook his head again and bent to brush his
cheek against hers. "Take care of yourself."



She clutched at his arns. "M ck!"
He pulled away. "Jennifer, tell Tia that |
| ove her, will you?"

"Oh, Mck ... please ...

He swal | owed several tines and backed away
fromher. "I'"'msorry | pressured you into this ...
relationship. | really thought we could ... " He
shrugged. "I'll see you around at the office,
Jenni fer."

When she heard the front door close, she
started shaking, but held back the tears. They
woul d have to wait until Tia was asl eep.

When Mck first saw the red roses on his
desk, he was aware of a feeling of euphoria
sweepi ng through him It had taken four weeks and
two days, but finally! She'd seen the light. He
cl osed his office door and rushed across the room
to read the card. H s hopes crunbled with the
first word. "Mke." Jennifer never called him
M ke.

"M ke,

Hal said you liked roses and you were fancy
free again. I'd love it if you gave ne a call.

Janet . "

Reel i ng under what felt |ike a ton of
despair, he sank down into his chair. Damm Hal for
interfering! Damm Janet for not being Jennifer.
Damm Jennifer for not loving himM And damm himfor
falling in love wwth a woman who only wanted sex
fromhim

Well, Jennifer wasn't the only woman in the
worl d. Maybe it was tine he faced that fact and
consi dered ot her wonen, sone of who m ght actually



want a relationship with hi mthat went beyond the
purely physical one Jennifer wanted.

He'd had a | ong day at the bridge
reconstruction site and he was tired. He longed to
spend what was left of the day and night with Tia
and Jennifer. But he had as nuch chance of that
happeni ng as he had of having Tia forgive himfor
what she perceived as his hurting her nommy. The
| ast two tines he'd called, Tia had refused to
speak to him

VWhat he needed was to be with soneone ... a
woman who wanted to be with him Soneone |ike
Janet Walker. If she was willing to see him

knowi ng how he felt about Jennifer, fine. He
reached out for the phone just as a tap sounded on
his office door. He glanced up, surprised. It was
after five. So it nmust be Hal. "Cone in," he said
wearily.

The door opened slowy and he felt his
heart beat qui cken when Jennifer appeared in the
opening. He bit back the urge to rush across the
room and sweep her into his arns. He remai ned
seated and silent.

"Ah ... can |l ... can | have a word with you?"

He took a sl ow, deep breath before noddi ng.

He watched silently as she cane into the room
and cl osed the door. She was wearing anot her of
her dark business suits with a narrow skirt that
hugged her hi ps and ended just bel ow her knees. It
was hard to i magi ne she was the sane wonman he'd
| ast seen outside the office, practically stuffed
in atiny red dress that enphasi zed every single
aspect of her beautiful body. He wondered how nmany
men had seen her in it and if she'd been with any



of them Had she allowed sone |ucky man to take
her honme and to take it off?

He noved his gaze hungrily to her face. During
t he past four weeks, they'd occasionally passed
each other in the reception area or in the parking
| ot. But neither of them had done any nore than
nod politely and keep novi ng. The thought that she
m ght have been with another man, did nothing to
mtigate his desire to pull her into his arnms and
never let her go. H's chest ached with the need.

He notioned to one of the chairs in front of
hi s desk.

She nmet his gaze briefly, then | ooked away. He
saw her gaze settle on the roses. Was that a | ook
of alarmon her face or was it just w shful
t hi nking on his part? "Soneone's sent you
flowers."

"Yes."

"They're ... nice."

"Yes."

"That's very ... very nice."

"Yes. Very nice, but it's getting late and I'm
tired. | doubt you canme to talk about them O did
you?"

"No." She tapped the manila fol der she was
hol di ng. "Actually, | needed to di scuss sone of
your expense reports with you."

He felt as if she'd ground himinto little
pi eces and she wanted to di scuss expense reports?
"Fine."

She opened the folder on her lap, stared down
at the contents, and then | ooked up at him "Ah
: | was wondering if you're not busy ... or if
you don't have plans or a ... a date or ... Tia
woul d |like to see you."



"Tia would like to see ne?" Tia. Not her.
"Yes. She m sses you. You probably have no
| dea how nuch she ... loves you ...
"I love her."
She | ooked expectedly at him He was fairly
certain she was waiting for himto say that he
| oved her too. But hell would freeze over before
he gave her another chance to reject him
Her gaze rested on the roses before neeting

his again. "Wuld you ... consider comng to see
her ?"

"When?"

"Tonight ... if you' re not busy."

Afraid that his desire and | ove woul d shi ne
t hrough in eyes, he rose and stared out the w ndow
behi nd his desk. "Tonight? I'mnot sure that's
such a good idea. |I'mnot sure she wants to see
me. She doesn't conme to the park any nore and she
refused to speak to ne the last two tines | called
her."

"I know. She told ne that, but she also told
me she was sorry. She wants to see you."

"Then I'Il conme ... if you're sure.”

"I am"”
He turned to face her. "Fine. Anything el se?"
he asked, when she continued to sit, watching him
"No." She closed the folder and rose. " So,
we'll see you |later?"

He nodded.

"Toni ght ?"

He nodded agai n.

At the door, she turned to face him "How ...
have you been?"

"All right. You?"

"I ... ah, ... who sent the flowers, M ck?"



"Wy do you ask?"

Her teeth sank into her bottomlip. She
averted her gaze and | ooked down at her feet. Wen
she spoke, her voice was so low, it was barely
audi ble. "I want to know. "

"\hy 2"

"You know why."

He shook his head. "I told you | wasn't going
to play your ganes any nore, Jennifer. Either you
tell me why you want to know or this conversation
I's over."

She t ook several deep breaths and sl unped back
agai nst the door. Wien she net his gaze again, he
saw tears in her eyes. "Why do you have to nake
this so hard?"

"You know, Jennifer, the last thing | want to
do is nmake anything hard for you. In fact, all |
ever wanted was the opportunity to nmake things
easier for you. O course you being the
personi fication of Super woman, made it abundantly
clear all you wanted fromne was sex."

"That's not true! Mck, ... how can you say
t hat ?"
"Well, let's see. You didn't want any

financial assistance, although you so clearly
needed sone and | so badly wanted to give it to
you. You didn't want ny noral support when Jim
objected to our relationship, such as it was.
Hel |, Jennifer, you didn't even want ne to fix
your dammed spigots. What does that | eave except
sex? And the last tinme | saw you outside the
office, you were certainly dressed as if all you
had on your m nd was sex."

"You're nmaking nme sound like a tranp, Mck!"



"No! No, I'mnot! | know you don't sleep
around." He paused, renenbering that dress that
had been intended for other nen. "Wat have you
been doing with yoursel f? Wio have you been
seei ng?"

"No one! You think I don't know what you're
thi nking? Well, | do! | didn't go out that night
or the next or the next! | haven't been with
anyone. You're a fine one to talk! |I'mnot the one
getting red roses, so don't you stand there acting
as if I'm... comon!"

"I never said or thought that!" He spoke
qui ckly. "Even if you had gone out and been with

anot her man, |'d never think that of you! Never!
Al 1"msaying is that we obviously want very
different things froma relationship. | want ... |
need a commtnent, Jennifer. I'mnot interested in
just being your part tinme |over."

"That's not all | wanted fromyou, Mck."

"Isn't it? Tell nme, Jennifer, what exactly is
It that you want from ne? What woul d you |ike ne
to say or do?"

He steeled hinself as the tears spilled down
her cheeks. He hated to see her cry. "Just that
... | haven't blown it. That you ... that you
still |love ne."

The need to say just that was al nost nore than
he coul d bear. But he needed sone kind of sign
fromher before baring his heart to her again. He
turned and stared out the wi ndow. He clenched his
j aw and remai ned silent.

He heard her noving behind him He ground his
teeth together when her fingertips touched his
back.



"Mck ... who's sending you red roses? Have

have you been sl eeping wth anot her woman?"

He didn't answer.

"Mck ... ?" Her voice quivered. He felt her
hands novi ng agai nst his back before she slipped
t hem around him She pressed her cheek agai nst the
back of his shoulder. "Please, Mck ... please."

"Pl ease what, Jennifer? What do you want ?"

"You." Her arns tightened around him "You."

"As ... what?" He had to clench his hands into
fists to keep fromturning in her arns and ki ssing
her until they were both breathless.

"As ... whatever you want. Please M ck."

Her tears danpened his shirt. The pain in her
voi ce cut through him H's control snapped. He
turned to face her. The msery in her eyes nade
hi msuck in his breath. "OCh, Jenny, honey."

He put his arnms around her; hol ding her close.
"Jenny, darlin', please don't cry."

"I ... I ... Mck ... I"'msorry ... | need you

pl ease. "

He brushed her tears away with the backs of
hi s hands. "Need or want ?"

She took a deep, gulping breath. "Both ... |

. oh, Mck! I"ve been so ... so mserable ..."
1 \My?ll
She stared up at him her eyes filling with

nore tears. "You nust know how | feel, Mck."

"I know how | want you to feel. That just
m ght not be the sane thing, Jenn. Say it, Jenny.
Pl ease. Tell ne what | need to hear fromyou." He
cupped her face between his palns. "Just three
little words. | need to hear you say them™

"I want to, but it's so hard to say them"



He shook his head. "Not if you nmean them It's
what | need to hear fromyou."

"Okay ... okay, ... | love you ...

He stared at her, alnost afraid he'd
m sunder st ood her. "Wat ?"

"I lTove you." This tinme her voice was firner,
nor e convi nci ng.

"Yeah? Are you ... sure?"

She nodded. "Yes! |'msure."

"You're sure its love and not just a desire
for ... sexual intinmacy?"

"Ch, Mck!" She hit her clenched fists agai nst
his shoulders. "I do want that wth you, but |
want it so nmuch because | |love you! |'ve been in
| ove with you for weeks ... | was in love with you

when we spent that weekend at your place. That's
why we spent that weekend together.”

"Then why didn't you ever tell ne? Wiy have
you let nme eat ny heart out for you?"

She tried to avert her gaze, but he woul dn't
allowit. "Because | don't want to be hurt, M ck!
| s that so hard to understand?"

"No, but why do you think I want or nean to
hurt you?"

She bit her lip, took a deep breath, and went
on in a rush. "If you're soin love with ne, why
don't you want to marry ne?"

"Way don't | want to marry you?" He blinked,
shaki ng his head. "Who said | didn't want to marry

you?"
"Who ... ?"
"Yeah. Who? | sure as hell never said it."
"Ah, ... " she licked her lips. "Do ... do
you?"

“Yes!"



Her |ips parted and she stared at him "You

you do? Are you telling ne you want to marry
me?"

"Oh, yes, Jenny!" He pulled her into his arns
and held her, breathing in her scent. There was
nothing in the world as exciting as hol di ng her
except making | ove to her.

She buried her face against his shoul der and
began to sob uncontroll ably. He held her, stroking
her shoul ders and letting her cry. Until he
couldn't stand the sound any nore. Then he cupped
her face in his hands and began ki ssing her danp
cheeks.

"Oh, honey, please. Please. Don't cry any
nore. Pl ease.”

She lifted her face and stared up at him her

beautiful brown eyes swinmng in tears. "I didn't
t hi nk you oved ne and then ... then | thought I'd
| ost you and ... oh, Mck! I Iove you!"

For a nonent, he felt as if he'd been hit in
the stomach with a sl edgehammer. Hi s chest felt
constricted. He couldn't breathe. H s eyes swam
with tears. Then rockets seened to go off behind
his eyes.

"Yessss! Yessss!" He grabbed her around the
wai st, kissed her quickly, and swung her around.
Laughi ng, she clung to him "Mck! You're

maki ng nme dizzy!"

Keepi ng his arns around her, he set her back
on her feet and stared down at her. "OCh, Jenny!

Jenny! 1'd al nost given up any hope of ever
heari ng you say that."
"I"'msorry, Mck! | didn't nean to nmake you

unhappy. I--"



He pressed a finger against her soft lips to

silence her. "It doesn't matter. Al that matters
Is that you love ne and |I | ove you! And if you'll
have nme, |'Il marry you tonorrow. Hell, forget

tonorrow. Let's do it tonight. Let's drive down to
Maryl and and el ope. "

She | aughed and allowed himto dry her face.
"You don't nean that."

"Yes. Yes, | do. | think I knew that day on
the train that you were special."

She pulled back and net his gaze. "I think I
knew you were special then too. |'ve never been
attracted to a white nman before.”

"I hope you never will be again. Just to ne,
Jenny. "

"Just to you," she echoed. She paused, bit her
lip, and then went on. "M ck, you do understand,

don't you? It's not because you're ... white. |
don't share your ... preference. | |ove you
because you're you. |I'd | ove you no manner what

col or you were."

He grinned at her. "Qess what, darlin ? |
don't care why you love ne. Just know ng you do is
good enough for ne."

"I do | ove you."

"You know what? |1'd | ove you no manner what
color you were too. |I'mthinking you and | were
meant for each other."

She thought of the series of coincidences that
had brought and kept them together. Maybe Tasha
was right about fate. "I think so too, Mck."

"Great. So. What do you say? WIIl you marry
me?"



"WIIl | marry you?" She w apped her arns
around his neck and stretched up to kiss him "I'd
| i ke to see anyone try and stop ne."

He felt as if everything in his world was
perfect. "Toni ght?"

"No! Not tonight." She smled and kissed him
again. "Ch, but Mck! My darling, Mck, thank you
for asking."

He frowned, feeling sone of his uncertainty
returni ng. "Way not tonight?"

"I love you and | want to nmarry you nore than

you' Il ever know, but unlike you, |'ve never been
married. | know it mght sound ... silly, but |
want ... a little of the trimmngs. |Is that okay?"

He nodded and held her close. "You can have
all the trinmmngs you like. As long as you marry
me. "

"Oh, I'mgoing to marry you all right. | am
going to | ove being Ms. Daniel Mchael Reilly."
He buried his face in her neck. "And | am
going to |l ove being M. Reilly to your Ms.

Reilly."

She hesitated, her hands noving restlessly
against his chest. He lifted his head and | ooked
down at her. "What's wong, Jenny?"

"Nothing ... "

"COh, Jenny, please! | know sonething is wong.
| can feel the tension in your body. W' re not
going to have nuch of a marriage, if you' re going
to go on being Super wonan."

"It'"s not that. It's just that sone ... people
m ght not be too ... pleased.”

"Peopl e you know ... |ike your nother?"

"No! No! Well ... how did you know? Wio ...

who told you?"



"Early in our relationship, Tia nentioned that

your nother was less than ... thrilled, shall we
shall say, with ... interracial socializing."

She stared up at him an anxious | ook on her
face. "Well ... | don't want you to m sunder st and,
Nlck She's not ... prejudiced ... exactly."

"No?"

"No! She j ust

"Yes?"

"Well ... she's just ... she's not
prej udi ced!"

He brushed his hand agai nst the back of her
cheek. "COkay, Jenny, she's not prejudiced."

She sighed. "She's probably not g0|ng to be
too ... thrilled that you're ... ah ...

"Because |' mol der than you are?" he
suggest ed.

She threw hima grateful |ook. "Well, yeah ...
nostly."

He shrugged. "Fine. Look, | |ove you and |
intend to marry you. If your nother doesn't I|ike
me or disapproves of our relationship, that'll be
unfortunate, but | can live wth that. | hope you
can too."

"What ... about your nother ... your fam/ly?"

He hugged her. "I have to admt that if ny
not her were still alive, she probably wouldn't be

any nore pleased than your nother. But she's
dead. "

"Oh, Mck! Both your parents. |I'msorry."

He sighed. "My father was a really great guy
who accepted us with all our flaws. He died before
we cane to Anerica, but | still mss him"

She touched his cheek. "And your nonf"



He smled. "Mom Ww She was a great nom She
kept us safe and happy after ny father died. But
she coul d never understand ny ... preference in
woman. "

"What about the rest of your famly? How w ||
t hey feel ?"

Her voice and gaze was filled with anxiety. "I
have two brothers, both of whomare living in
Ireland. Both married. | don't foresee any
problens with them Jennifer. W've always been
cl ose. They both know how | feel. Wat |'ve al ways
wanted in a woman. \What about the rest of your
fam|y?"

She smled. "You' ve already net them Tasha
and Aunt Linda."

"And Tasha will be ... ?"

"Thrilled. She's been urging ne to throw
nyself at you from day one."

"Has she now, the darlin' girl?" He grinned.
"I think 1'"'mgoing to |like her."

"You'l | | ove her."

"Hmtm Aunt Linda." He arched a brow at her.
"She is not going to be a happy canper."

"You'll grow on her." She smled up at him
stroking his cheeks. "Once she gets to know you,
she'll love you al nost as nmuch as Tia and | do."

He doubted that. "Good. Any npbre concerns or
obj ections we need to tal k about ?"

"What about your partner?"

"Hal ?" He shrugged. "He's ny ol dest and best
friend. Wien he realizes we were made for each
other, he'll be tickled pink for us. Anything
el se?"

She smled up at him "I can't think of a
single thing, except ... " She pulled away from



hi m and | ooked pointedly at the roses on his desk.
"who's sending you red roses, M ck?"

"They're from Janet."

"Janet. The wonman you net at the party several
nont hs ago?"

He nodded. "Yes."

"You' ve been ... seeing her?"

He reached out and pulled her back in his
arnms. "No, | have not. | haven't seen or been with
any one. | knew the nonent | saw you that you were
the only woman for ne. There's nothing between
Janet and ne and there's never going to be. It's
just you and ne. Ckay?"

She nodded. " Ckay."

"Geat. Now ... you want to make an
appoi ntnment to get reacquai nted?"

"Oh, Mck!" She pressed close to himand he
shivered with delicious anticipation. "I thought
you woul d never ask."

He responded by lifting her in his arns. "You
talk entirely too nuch. | need to kiss you ... to
touch you ... to |love you."

She slipped her arns around his neck. "Yes ...
pl ease. "

"I think you are going to need a baby-sitter
for the night," he whispered and kissed her with a
sl ow, deliberate passion that took both their
breat hs away and prom sed a future of happy bliss.

He knew the road they'd chosen woul dn't be
easy. But it was the one wth the greatest prom se
of happi ness for them bot h.

THE END






