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Jed Ramsey was as darkly sleek and seductive atahblsracing car, a rake
with women and infuriatingly sexy... and Tara Braeynted no part of him!
Even if two of her sisters were happily marriedw® of his brothers, she
wasn't about to succumb to his rogue's charm €hwvas just fine with Jed.
His father's obvious matchmaking efforts were dodnided vowed -- but
why was he thinking renegade thoughts about Ta&iasable lips and
responding to the dare in her teasing eyes witlossiple, wild desire? For
the first time in her life Tara felt reckless, ewxdangerous, enjoying playing
the temptress to Jed's brash, virile playboy...raady to risk the passionate
consequences! At first it was just a game of catehi{-you-can, until
sudden wildfire erupted into steamy, breathlessdndéntrapped by
unexpected emotions, and the tinkling chains og,fated and Tara
wondered: would their heated lovers' duel havewineer, or two?



One

Tara Brady noticed the sleek, low-slung black spodr parked In front of
her apartment building the moment she turned theec@nto her street. She
couldn't identify the make of the car, but guested it was imported and
wildly expensive, the kind of car which inevitabtiyew attention from

admiring passersby. Unfortunately, it was also edrin the space where
she always parked, and she had a trunkful of gieeéo unload. A quick

glance up and down the street revealed no othelabieparking places.

She frowned. It was either double-park in the stoeelug eight bags of

groceries from the nearest available space, whiab probably halfway

across town.

Tara chose to double-park. She was lifting the fafsthe bags from the
trunk when a tall, lithe, platinum blonde rushed olithe building, calling

her name. It was Katherine Cann—"I'm Kayci. Th&ta-y-c-i" —Tara's

upstairs neighbor in the renovated old house.

"Isn't it a beauty, Tara?" Kayci asked breathlesShe was wearing a tight
leather miniskirt and thigh- high stockings, thpg®f which showed when
she bent over—which she seemed to do with predectagularity. Her
narrow high-heeled shoes added length and shapeglioeher legs. "And
you should see who drives it!" she said dramaicall

"l take it you're referring to that alien intrugearked in my space,"” Tara said
dryly, offering the woman a paper sack. Tara wall aware that Kayci
Cann was not given to neighborly gestures like inglppo carry groceries
and wasn't surprised when she completely ignored#y.

With an inward smile, Tara hoisted it onto her A grabbed two more
light bags. She headed toward the front door, Kagding her.

"It's a Lamborghini Countach!" Kayci paused to layly stroke the shiny
black hood of the car. "One of the newest, moseegjye cars on the market
this year! And, Tara, the owner is moving into burlding! He's taking the
empty downstairs apartment, right across from yburs



Kayci always spoke with breathless urgency, alsafwsere reading dialogue
written in italics and punctuated with exclamatoints. Tara resisted the
urge to make a comeback in the same style. She kmewld sail right over
Kayci's head, anyway.

"l haven't met the guy yet," Kayci prattled on, ttbgsaw him come into the
building with the landlord. He's got a body to dloe, Tara! Six feet two
inches of muscled masculinity. Tanned, broad sheys|dong legs. Great
face, too!"

"Sounds a lot like the Ken doll my little sistersed to play with," Tara
remarked.

Kayci giggled. "Well, I'll play Barbie to his Kemg day."

There were two apartments downstairs and two upstathe building, and
Tara headed to hers, the first floor on the Idfie Set down her bags on the
mat and was groping for her key when the door ¢cagartment on the right
swung open.

"It's him!" Kayci whispered before letting out aligated little gasp. "He's
coming out!"

Tara turned impassive brown eyes to her new neighboor and waited.
Jed Ramsey stepped out into the small hallway. lde wearing a blue
chambray shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbowsiaof faded jeans which
conformed all too faithfully to the virile outlinesf his body, and a
well-worn pair of scuffed leather boots.

Tara's jaw tightened. Like all the other Ramsegd,was good-looking, and
he knew it. Some people claimed that he was the hazglsome of the four
Ramsey brothers. He wore his dark, sable-brownaait longer than his
more conservative brothers and it gave him a dlighsreputable look.

And hewasdisreputable, Tara knew. Those beautiful lighiygrae eyes of
his, screened by thick, dark lashes, always seeimdabld a sexually
speculative rakish gleam. His mouth was well shagredi frankly sensual.



Whether twisted into a derisive smile or a sulleovd, the two expressions
he most often wore, his mouth was always compéilingxy.

He radiated an intense and dangerous sexuality whiomen found

challenging and irresistible. Not Tara, though. €hew too much about
him and the Ramsey family. Forceful, dominating auttiless might attract
and excite others, but not her. She knew enoudfee¢p her distance from
him.

Kayci, however, did not share her antipathy. "Wk#|lo, neighbor,” she
said in a manner so blatantly seductive that umdemal circumstances
Tara wouldVe been hard pressed not to grin. Buthheat of Jed Ramsey
was not a normal circumstance.

"What are you doing here?" Tara demanded, frowatniged.
"Moving in, baby-face," was his laconic reply. "Anpjections?"
Tara scowled. "Plenty! What are you Ramseys upt?

"Paranoid, isn't she?" Jed directed his charatitesardonic smile at Kayci,
who was gazing at him with admiring, limpid bluessy

"She's a reporter for a radio station,” Kayci exmd, as if that bit of
information explained Tara's unconcealed hostility.

"I'm well aware of that,” drawled Jed. "It causadte a furor within our
respective families when little Tara announced 8ta'd been hired by a
radio station way up north in Pittsburgh, Pennsyia&

Tara grimaced. Furor was putting it mildly. Neittner family nor Jed's had

wanted her to move so far from Houston. Hers bexthesy would miss her

dreadfully, his because they had plans for her—teadiae'd been determined
to escape.

Kayci was not pleased that Jed's attention had lbeearted from her.
Seeking to recapture it, she thrust her ample dbestrd and cooed, "I'm



Kayci Cann. That's K-a-y-c-i. | live in the apartmeupstairs right above
you, and I'd like to personally welcome you to buiding.”

Jed's dark, thick brows lifted and he gave a sls&xy smile. "I'm Jed
Ramsey, and | can't think of anyone I'd rather halveve me than you,
K-a-y-c-i."

Tara rolled her eyes. Obviously, his lines hadnjiroved any, she thought
waspishly. She stooped to pick up her groceries.

Jed followed her into her apartment, pausing te@apund the living room
which she'd furnished in shades of blue and yellviour place looks
good," he remarked. "Not at all what | expected.”

Kayci followed them, appearing somewhat bewildefieda put the bags on
the kitchen counter and started back out to hefatanore.

"Aren't you going to ask me what I'd expected?"ngoted Jed, tramping
along after her. Kayci followed him.

Tara heaved an exaggerated sigh. "l know I'll pbbpeegret this, but what
did you expect my apartment to look like?"

Jed's pale blue-gray eyes gleamed. "l thought éviexy would be done in
baby pink with white lace and ruffles. Girlish aswdeet, just like you."

As much as she would've liked to counter with aodating slur of her
own—something about black leather and chains asty+my studs—Tara
let his remark pass. She refused to be drawn interidal slugfest with a
Ramsey. It might be their favorite sport, but itswéa hers.

The three of them reached her car, a somewhat adi¢edé blue Mercury

Cougar. She had just the slightest problem withttd@erception and the
Cougar bore the evidence of it. After firmly plungithree of the heaviest
grocery bags into Jed's arms, she managed to uot@aointo Kayci, leaving

just one more to carry herself. They all trudgedkbiato the apartment in
silence.



"If you 11 excuse me, | have to find a place tokpawy car,” Tara said,
flicking a disapproving glance at Jed. "Yours isrig parking space."

Jed was entirely unrepentant. "A car like mine toalse kept within sight.
Yours will be undisturbed anywhere."

"Thanks a lot," Tara grumbled. She could alwaysstnhat he move his

Lamborghini, of course, but she knew how the Rasselpred their cars.
Jed undoubtedly had a personal relationship wihHber car did not engage
her emotions; furthermore, she suspected that laespecting car thief

would bother to steal it.

The sky was overcast as she trudged back to hetnagd, six and a half
blocks west of the parking space she'd found. Taaale it inside just
moments before the clouds burst to drench thewditly a late- afternoon
October shower. Jed and Kayci were still enscontldr apartment, sitting
on opposite kitchen counters while the groceridsuséouched between
them.

"Time for you to go home, Jed," said Tara. It wasenof an order than a
suggestion. She didn't want him around. He wasstaang, too powerful.
He was intensely sexual and his presence distureedt always had. And
that disturbed her. He shouldn't affect her at all. 8hght to be indifferent
to him. Hecertainly wasn't her type. She liked nicgiiet, friendly,
nonthreatening men. Hardly an apt description dfRamsey.

"I think I'll stay here," Jed replied, his gray sytaunting her.

"Why do | have the strangest feeling that you twmow each other awfully
well?" Kayci wondered aloud. "And that you dorkielieach other awfully
much?"

Jed chuckled. "Hey, is this girl perceptive or vitfat

Tara cast him a cool glance, then turned to Kaymu're right, Kayci, Jed

and | do know each other—way too well. We met fpears ago when my
family moved from West Virginia to Houston, Texaghere his family

lives."



"Thus beginning a series of Brady—Ramsey entangitsyieJed added.
"My two older brothers are married to her two oldisters.”

"Rad to Erin and Slade to Shavonne," Tara clarified

Kayci was already looking bored. "So you're whatoat 'kissin' kin' down
home in South Carolina." Her Southern drawl becastaetlingly more
pronounced as she sidled closer to Jed.

"No." Tara shook her head. "We're what is calledrelation at all." She
turned to Jed. "Nor are we ever going to be, JeddRg, so if you're here
because your father has offered you some spectdatle to marry me,
you can just forget it."

"Marry you?" gasped Kayci, her blue eyes widening.

"You have delusions of grandeur, kitten," Jed deawl'l wouldn't marry

you if my father offered to make me chairman of loard of Ramsey and
Sons and threw in a fire-engine-red Rolls Royceniebe convertible as
added incentive. I'm here in Pittsburgh strictlybursiness.”

"And that's why you moved into the apartment nexnine, when there are
any number of places in the city where you coudg 3t Tara asked archly.

"Tara, have you lost your mind?" demanded Kaycih{Would a man like
Jed—a man who drives a Lamborghini Countach!—wantnarry you?
And on the off chance that he did, why in the waviould you refuse?"

Tara concentrated on unpacking her groceries attshgthem away. "It's a
long story, Kayci."

Kayci made a face. "l hate long stories!"
"l know you do, so | won't bore you with it,” Tgoeomised. It was times like

these when she found it difficult to believe thatyKi was almost
twenty-eight years old, nearly five years oldemtishe.



"Tara and | share a mutual aversion," Jed intexgebtithely, his eyes roving
wolfishly over Kayci's voluptuous figure.

Tara had seen him look at hundreds of women inthattway during the
four seemingly interminable years that she had knbun. His practiced,
seductive gaze, brimming with machismo, had alwaysoyed her, but
right now it infuriated her. Kayci didn't seem tangh, however. She was
studying him just as intently and with just as mugidisguised sexual
hunger.

Tara viewed the two of them with open disgust. Wimatld be worse than
being stuck in her own kitchen watching the twotlzém practice their
moves on each other?

"l can't believe that cute little Tara shares auabiaversion with anybody,"
Kayci cooed. "She's so sweet! Everybody likes had ahe likes
everybody."

Tara frowned. How had Kayci managed to make thoeeduous words
sound so insulting? "Well, 1 don't like Jed Ramaay he doesn't like me."

"It's nothing personal,” Jed explained easilys'|list that cute little Tara and
I, through no fault of our own, have been thrusbia veiy awkward
situation. Things have worked out so well between sisters and my
brothers—you know, marriage and kids and all—tluah lmur families have
it in their heads that the two of us should gettbgr.”

He took a strand of Kayci's platinum hair betweenfimgers and rubbed it
in the most suggestive way. "The third-born Ramisether marries the
third-born Brady sister. Like it's destined or sonieg."

"How creepy," Kayci said and yawned.
"To say the least," Tara agreed. "The last pensdinag world I'd marry is Jed

Ramsey. You see, is personal on my part. I've disliked him from the
moment | met him."



She shivered, remembering that traumatic initiadting. "Even though the
Ramseys have more money than they know what toitig they tried to
cheat my sisters and me out of an inheritance veee€ived from Augusta
Ramsey, one of their relatives. I'll never fordn first time my sisters and |
met the Ramsey family. They were angry and insgltirhey shouted and
threw things and nearly scared us out of our wits."

She didn't add that she and her two younger sistetteen and Megan, had
been so frightened and hurt by the hostility deddoward them that they
had cried. But it was true, and Tara would nevegdobit.

"Scaring little girls! That was mean of you, JedAyci admonished in a
flirty tone that completely belied her words.

Tara burned. "Jed Ramsey is probably the meandsé eiunch—and if you
know the Ramseys, that's saying a lot. They'veepgti meanness to
state-of-the- art standards.”

"You're exaggerating,” Jed protested. Her desongtiof his family were
beginning to get to him, and he wasn't sure whytaldy, he'd heard worse
said about the Ramseys—he'd even said far workes tamily members'
faces! But this . . .

An uncomfortable and unfamiliar feeling of shameptrthrough him. He
remembered that first Brady- Ramsey meeting québ. vind it had gone
exactly as Tara described. The Ramseys had be&midating and
unfriendly and yes, mean, to the Brady sisters.dtgher Slade had been
the only one to champion the girls, to stand ugtiem and prevent the rest
of the Ramseys from wresting their inheritance friam. And the three
youngest Brady sisters, teenagers Tara, Colleeh\Miegan, had cried. If he
tried, he could summon up a picture in his mindha three tearful and
trembling young girls. It was not an image he cacedwell on. Jed Ramsey
liked to think well of himself, and he was awarattht was hardly to his
credit that he'd made three defenseless littlersigtry.

He frowned and shifted uncomfortably. "Anyway, thatl in the past,” he
said and wondered whom he was trying to convineg/ck? Tara? Himself?
"I mean, Shavonne and Erin are happily marriedadé&and Rad and Mom



and Dad are crazy about all five of the Brady ssst€he Ramseys and the
Bradys are just like one big, happy family now."

"One big, happy family?" Tara repeated incredubpusl

"Well, it's true. I'm fond of your sisters," Jedsisied. Though he'd never
given it a previous moment's thought, he decidet hie really was fond of
the Bradys. His sisters-in-law, Shavonne and Bwire loving wives and
mothers and had made his older brothers very hapey, he genuinely
liked them. As for the younger girls ... he thouglitnineteen-year-old
Megan and twenty-year-old Colleen, both studentshat University of
Texas in Austin. They were pretty and sweet anddtecome to view them
benignly, as something akin to favorite cousinsieces.

And Tara? It was a little different with her, healieed. For a while, he'd
thought of her in the same vein as the two youngelst as just a cute kid.
She was nine years younger than he, and light-yeamsved from him in
experience and interests. But after Erin married,Rarming the second
Brady—Ramsey alliance, the families had startedingaéll those jokes—
which he wasn't sure were jokes at all—about hithBara getting together.
It was then that he'd begun to feel actively hedblward her.

But she had always been hostile toward him, heizedhlwith a start.
Thinking back, he couldn't remember a single tinteew Tara Brady had
ever had a friendly smile or word for him. The reafion astonished him.

And unleashed a flood of perceptions. Jed thouguk bto all those

Ramsey—Brady family celebrations and holidays spemether and

realized that Tara had never really mixed withfargily at all. She'd been
polite, had replied when spoken to, but essentiadlgf kept her distance
from the Ramseys. She invariably stuck close telsters, and to her small
nieces and nephew, whom she doubtless considered Brady than

Ramsey.

"Don't you like my family?" Jed was flabbergastéthen the Ramseys had
decided to buiy the hatchet and accept the Bradyse reluctantly leaving

their inheritance intact, he knew that it had nemesurred to any Ramsey
that their positive feelings wouldn't be reciprachin full by each and every



Brady. It was amazing to hear that Tara Brady methher own impressions
and opinions of the Ramseys. Unfavorable ones.

"I like your brother Slade,” Tara admitted. "Andel’come to like Rad, too.
He's changed a lot since he married Erin. He'©gimdg with her and the
children that he hardly seems like the overwhelmowgrbearing ogre he
used to be."

"Overwhelming, overbearing ogre?" Jed yelped. Hs how you see me,
too?"

"No, you're a shark,"” Tara replied, "the peoplargakind. Your arrival
should be preceded by tuba music.”

Kayci looked confused. "Huh? | don't get it."

"Shark. Tuba music. Like idaws."Jed explained impatiently. His tolerance
for Kayci Cann abruptly ended. "Look, don't you @@omewhere you have
to be, Kayci?"

"You don't have to leave, Kayci," Tara interjectpdckly.

"Are you afraid to be alone with me?" asked Jesl dyes sliding over her.
"You needn't be. You're extremely cute, but yowes too young for me.
And | promise that I'm not here to cany out somamaus marital scheme
of my father's. | do not—repeat do not—want torgatried for a long, long
time. That's one of the reasons why I'm here itsurgh: to keep my neck
free from the matrimonial noose."

"Are you fleeing a paternity suit or something?‘ta asked severely.

Jed grinned. "Sorry to disappoint you, honey, batdery, very careful. No
woman is ever going to land me that way."

Tara rolled her eyes heavenward. "I can't think why woman in her right
mind would want to."



"I can," Kayci put in eagerly. "He's obviously ricklis Lamborghini
Countach says it all.”

"Later, Kayci." Jed placed his hand on Kayci's bao#l pushed her toward
the door. "Good-bye, Kayci. Don't call us, welllgadu.” As soon as she was
in the hallway, he pulled the door closed behind He turned with a grin to
find Tara glowering at him across the sun-filledrig room.

"That was very rude," she scolded.

"Don't try to tell me that K-a-y-c-i is a friend gburs. Sweet little things like
you aren't good buddies with opportunistic actiotsdike Ms. Cann."

Tara frowned. True, she and Kayci weren't exaciintls. "We're neighbors
who are friendly," she decided.

"At Kayci's convenience. Like when she wants tortmr something or
needs an audience."”

Tara's frown deepened. He was exactly right. "Kdpes have some tales to
tell," she said thoughtfully. "She's been all othex world. She says she was
at a party with Prince Andrew, before he marriedgfee of course. She's
skiied in Aspen and Vail and gone to parties in Nwvk and Miami and
Las Vegas. She's even cruised on some Arab slyaistg and gone to the
Cannes Film Festival."

"Mmm, the usual party-girl circuit. | know the type

“I'm sure,” Tara said dryly. "She seemed to recogiyour type, too. You
two honed right in on each other."

Jed shrugged. "A year ago | might've taken her mpvbat she was so
obviously offering. Now ..."

"If you're going to try to tell me that you're selsing for depth and
commitment in a meaningful relationship, save ybweath. I'll never
believe you."



"Smart girl," he said. "Depth and commitment in @mingful relationship?
It's enough to make me lose my lunch.”

"Well, you'd better watch out because your fatilsedetermined to see it
happen to you," Tara informed him. "Worst of akk/dhdecided that I'm the
one to teach you, quote, the joys of wedded hblisguote. The thought is
enough to makenelose my lunch.”

"Joys of wedded bliss?" Jed hooted. "C'mon, Dad'tidally dredge up that
corny old cliche, did he?" He flopped down onto Hdwe-and-yellow
flowered sofa and propped his feet up on the hexalgmffee table.

Tara nodded her head vigorously. "Yes, he did, lts¢ time | was in
Houston. It was over Memorial Day weekend and lieex@d me during the
barbecue and told me | was his ideal choice offa fer you."

Jed surveyed her lazily. "l suppose | can follow tid man's reasoning.
You're pretty and bright and your two sisters hpreven themselves to be
sweet, supportive, and fertile Ramsey wives."

"And, perhaps most important of all, my trust funaoim Augusta Ramsey
consists of shares of Ramsey stock and your fatbatd like to keep it all
in the family," Tara concluded wryly. "He said tl&t and your mother were
both hoping to see the two of us married and bengfirom joys of wedded
bliss by the end of this year. | told him I'd ratige over Niagara Falls in a
cardboard box than marry you."

"Good for you!" Jed laughed. "You've always beee thost outspoken
Brady sister, haven't you?"

Tara silently admitted she was relieved that henvassulted by her
outright rejection of him. She knew he had an emursnego and was well
aware of how cutting and cruel he could be wheghuse. It irked her to
realize that Jed Ramsey still scared her a it it was true.

"Well, your message came through loud and cle@ad,” Jed continued,
"because he hasn't mentioned you to me at aly/la®gtept to say that you're



seriously involved with a guy here in Pittsburghh&/s his name? I've
forgotten."”

Oh no! Tara thought in horror. What was the old saw abmeaving a
tangled web when practicing to deceive? It seerhatl $he'd just been
caught up in it. She swallowed. "His name is Chadr@ngton."”

At least that was the name she'd given Quentin Bgmisring a phone call
in an attempt to discourage him from promotingdsea bridal candidate for
Jed. She'd known she couldn't simply demur. Quétdimsey didn't take no
for an answer. Nor would he have been satisfieth ait ordinary young
Pittsburgher as her suitor. She had to come up satheone with wealth
and position.

And so she had invented Chadleigh Winston Chewwmgton of Alexander
J. Cherrington, also a figment of her imaginatibhe names had a certain
panache, she'd thought. They sounded like the rslagmates she'd decided
they were. Quentin Ramsey had bought the storyd ldeen asked if
Cherrington shoes were carried by any of the storése Ramsey malls.
Tara had said she thought maybe they were.

"Cherrington," Jed nodded his recognition. "Theyfrshoes. Dad said. A
good solid company, he said. Congratulations, Tam@u've landed a
winner. Everybody back home is looking forward teeting this guy."

Tara groaned inwardly. She'd considered the creaticChad a brainstorm
at the time and Quentin had seemed grudgingly isgee with her new
suitor's credentials. She had thought that wouldhleeend of it, that the
senior Ramseys would turn their attentions elseeviretheir quest for an
eligible bride for their third son. But it seemeuat the specter of the
mythical Chad W. Cherrington had returned to hédnent

"When Dad suggested | take on this project heRatisburgh, | immediately
suspected him of plotting to throw you and me tbhget Jed admitted. "But
when | heard that you were practically engaged @herrington, | knew it
was safe for me to come."



"And take the apartment across the hall from mindata asked
suspiciously. She neither liked nor trusted QueRiamsey. If Jed were a
metaphorical shark, then his father was one ofglnoghical, fire-breathing
sea serpents.

"Dad had nothing to do with me taking this aparttm&our sister Shavonne
told me you'd mentioned to her that your neighlbee moving out of their
apartment and she suggested | contact the landloodt renting it. She
raved about the size of the rooms, the locatiod,thae neighborhood. I told
her she should consider becoming a real estatd.&jes certainly sold me
on the place. | rented it sight unseen."

"Great," Tara muttered. "I'll have to be sure amhk Shavonne for that."

"Don't look so disgruntled,” Jed said. "You're daden the threat of wedded
bliss with me because | have no intention of magyanyone anytime
soon." He heaved a deep sigh. "As | said earlat's another reason why
I've temporarily left Houston. I'm sick of being rpued by the avidly
marriage-minded there. | can relax here. | know'ngounvolved with
someone else and have no designs on me."

"l wouldn't have designs on you even if | wasnitolwved with someone
else,"” Tara assured him. Her curiosity got thedbeit her and she couldn't
resist asking, "Which avidly marriage-minded wonere you escaping
from now?"

"Several, but one in particular. Carling Templettwe known her for a
number of years, but only started dating her régént

"Senator Templeton's daughter?”

He nodded. "Suddenly darling Carling has decidatllibing single is passe.
She's twenty-seven years old and wants a weddiggAifter surveying the
market in Washington and Houston, she's decided theneet her
requirements for a husband."”

Tara laughed. "And you're so scared that you ¢sfint"



"It's not funny," Jed said sourly. 'The presswe Been under from Carling
is intolerable. To make matters worse, her fateer good friend of Dad's.
Suppose those two were to join forces with Caréing turn up the heat? |
decided to get out of sight before that happened.”

"I've seen pictures of Carling Templeton," Taradsioughtfully. "She's
gorgeous. Sophisticated. Glamorous. She sure doésok like a
suffocating, determined- to-trap-a-man type to me."

"When a woman wants to get married, she gets datgpéded grimaced.
"And when she gets desperate, she becomes the catifig,
determined-to-trap-a-man type. Believe me, | kndvail'm talking about."

"Men!" Tara shook her head. "From what I've obsénee man feels the
strongest romantic desire for a woman when he bané& her. He's the most
actively attentive when he's unsure of her feeliiog$iim. As long as she's
distant, he'll pursue her. His passion is linkethwiis uncertainty. But the
moment the woman says she loves him and he fegl®ber—wham! End
of romantic fervor. The man backs off, drops hefflees in terror."

"I'm not fleeing in terror, I'm merely avoiding @wkward, inconvenient
situation,” Jed insisted. "But | admit you've madene interesting points. Is
that how you hooked Chad Cherrington? By being pdative and acting
hard to get?"

"Chad is another story entirely,” Tara said withatvishe hoped was an
enigmatic smile. Was he ever! "Anyway, | don't ligames and romantic
strategies. I'm not desperate to get married, aedkever fantasized about
some big, strong men who would come along and ¢ake of me."

"Never?" Jed demanded skeptically. "Knowing whdblabout women, |
find that hard to believe."

"Well, it's true. Caring men have always been n@tert in my life and you
don't miss what you've never had. You probably ksomething about the
Brady family history—our father abandoned the fgmilhen | was four
years old and left Mama with sole responsibility ts. After she died,
Shavonne was named our legal guardian and wetalga in to help her



with work and expenses. We Brady sisters learnety ¢a depend on
ourselves and it's a lesson I've never unlearned."”

"Maybe that's why Chad Cherrington is so hot torgaou,” Jed said,
"because you aren't desperate to marry him."

So now Chad was hot to marry her? Tara almost dmBeit she wasn't

about to correct his illusion. This was the longestversation she'd ever
had with Jed Ramsey, and the first time she'd bgen alone with him. It

was tolerable only because Jed thought her alreaayved with another

man.

"So when do | get to meet him?" Jed asked, pickipgtwo framed

photographs which rested on the nearby end table. @as of Slade and
Shavonne and their two small daughters, Robin aadh&. The other
picture showed Rad and Erin with their childrengri@aBeth, Courtney, and
Connor. He smiled slightly at the photographs amicklpem back down.

"M—meet Chad?" Tara's dark brown eyes widened.gbhmed. "Well, he's
not here now, he—he's away. Out of the countrys khethe Soviet Union,"
she threw in hastily. That was certainly far enoagtay. And would keep
him conveniently incommunicado, too. "His compaspoping to—uh—to
introduce a line of aerobic shoes over there."

She Pondered if it sounded as absurd to him ad tbdher. Apparently not.
Jed nodded his head. "Interesting. What does Imk thie chances are of
closing the deal?"

"Oh, um, good. Very good, | hear." She might ad walke Chad successful
in the family business. "But that's Chad for yowe ebuld sell snow to
Eskimos:"

"Smooth talker, huh?" Jed studied her thoughtfube looked much
younger than her age, more like a high-schooltiygh the working reporter
he knew she was.

And, as he'd told her earlier, she was cute. Srhalted and delicate, just a
little over five feet three with big, wide-set broveyes, an upturned nose,



and a sweet mouth with lips that were pink anddnlll expressive. All the
Brady sisters were blond, the shades varying. Jdnair was a rich
strawberry blond, a stunning contrast with her dayks. It was shoulder
length and she wore it in a ponytail that bouncdenvshe moved. Her
bangs were upswept, which somehow created thet effeécaking her eyes
appear even larger than they were. Jed's gazeddwerher figure. Her
loose-fitting, oversize pink-and-gray sweat suihdered her virtually
shapeless.

"Stop staring at me like that,” Tara commanded sabd
"Like what?"

"Like a shark sizing up a possible snack." She'dcied his beautiful,

brooding eyes sweep over her, devoid of the boklialdy and arrogant

male confidence which brimmed in those hot looksnbamally directed

toward his potential conquests. Not that she hgdrastination or desire to

be one, heaven forbid. Still, it was insulting t® fized up and rejected.
Sexual sharks, like their marine counterparts, wsopposed to be
indiscriminately voracious.

"l was just wondering if smooth-talking Chad haked his way into your
bed yet," Jed said, continuing to study her spd¢iwely. "Maybe you're no
longer a little innocent?"



Two
Tara blushed. "You have no business asking thadtiopune Jed Ramsey!"

He stared at her. Those big velvety brown eyeseod keemed to fill her
small face, and the pink flush on her cheeks empéaser ivory-smooth
complexion. And her mouth . . .

Jed was thoroughly taken aback by the renegadeglhdbiat jumped into
his head. He wasot interested in finding out if her mouth was as switl
sensuous and kissable as it looked, he told hirfisilfy.

"But I'm not ashamed to admit that Chad and | asde@éping together.”

Tara's voice broke into his sensual reverie. Hdtezhiin his seat,

disconcerted to realize that he was semi- aroUSexin speculating about
kissing Tara Brady? No, he insisted to himselft thas impossible. His
eyes darted to her and he watched her pace thie fugnt of the window.

The soft knit material didn't conceal quite so moolv. He saw the definite
outline of small, full breasts and a pertly roundiedriere.

"I made a promise to myself a long time ago thatolld wait until | was
married to have sex," Tara continued, talking a&ssdced. "And that's what
I'm going to do."

"Saving yourself for marriage, huh? How does Cleaadl &bout your vow of
virginity?" He was beginning to feel definitely worofortable. There was a
distinct bulge against the fly of his jeans andidts growing harder. If she
were to glance down at him, the tempting littleguir would get quite an
eyeful.

"Chad respects my wishes,” Tara replied grandlye'sHsensitive and
thoughtful and caring.” Chad was her creation dreluld make him as
noble as she wished, couldn't she?

Jed watched her with brooding blue-gray eyes. téaytail swung and her
hips swayed saucily as she walked. He swallowexdimauth suddenly dry.



She was not a tempting little virgin, he decidetle Phrase itself was an
oxymoron.

She stopped pacing to stand on tiptoe, her bacartbivim, and adjust one
of the slats of the bright yellow window shuttelrker top rode up a little,
exposing a band of smooth white skin. It lookekiysivarm, and untouched
by the sun, or by a man.

Jed bolted upright in his seat. It disturbed himatthe had suddenly,
inexplicably become sexually aware of Tara Bradg'drhever gone for the
sweet, sincere, and inexperienced type. In facgnakehis brother Rad used
to joke that the "Sadder But Wiser Girl" of the goe-in-cheek show tune
perfectly described their tastes in women. Untitl Rad lost his head over
sweet, sincere and inexperienced Erin Brady . ho'dvturned out to be
everything that Rad had ever wanted, in bed and out

Abruptly, he rose to his feet. "Have you ever thdutpat there's another
reason why Sir Chad is so willing to respect yoighes? Maybe the guy is
a sterile, bloodless automaton without an oungeassion in him. Or maybe
he's a wimp, happy to let a woman call all the sHdilis voice rose as he
warmed to his subject. He felt an irresistible urgeuarrel with her. "Or

maybe he's as scared of sex as you are!"

Tara cast a nervous glance at him. Their briefetiajgpeared to be over. Jed
had turned back into his aggressive, intimidatirgnBey self, and she was
eager to put distance between them."Since the cubjeChad and me
appears to annoy you so much, why don't you leagb@"asked with a
coolness she didn't feel.

"You're throwing me out?" Jed was clearly astouratatie idea. And not at
all pleased. Ramsey's were accustomed to leavirtQenown terms, not
anybody else’s.

Tara had the uncomfortable sensation of havingepwlsleeping tiger's tail,
and having him awaken with a growl. She gulped.d™on't want to be
here, anyway," she reminded him. "Think how mugetion your nerves."



Well, that was certainly true, Jed thought test®p. why did he feel like
staying? And why, why couldn't he keep his gazefstraying to her mouth
where his eyes feasted on the soft pink fullnedseolfips?

The telephone rang and Jed was as grateful addratae interruption. She
hurried into her bedroom to answer the phone wlekk stayed in the living
room, moodily listening to her conversation.

"Leslie, hi!" she said happily. "Of course, youstll invited for dinner
tonight. Come anytime—in fact, why don't you conmv@ I'm not doing
anything."

Jed winced. That was the unkindest cut of all.ddisipany had never been
dismissed as "not anything" in his entire life. ®tog, he stormed from her
apartment across the hall into his own.

Ten minutes passed, then fifteen. Restless andf@atts, he began to pace
the floor of his sleekly furnished apartment. Ohéhe many advantages of
being a Ramsey involved ordering a secretary tb aalecorator, long
distance, and arrange for an apartment to be coehpliirnished within
days. But Jed was neither appreciative nor awatleeofastefully appointed
room. He was irritable and restless and unspeakaiyisd.

It occurred to him that this was possibly the figsiturday night since he'd
reached his teens that he didn't have plans—pltetsricluded a beautiful,

sexy female. He briefly considered going upstaiisdyci Cann's apartment
where he was sure of a welcome, but he instangijndsed the idea. She
was too easy, too available. He wanted—What divlet? He paused to

think about the answer to that question, but nolidiog. Jed Ramsey was not
given to introspection. He preferred action to gjius.

Besides, he was too busy sulking over his dilentiese he was, stuck with
nothing to do on a gloomy October Saturday night-Ritisburgh of all
places! He had wasted too much time with that olmxlittle pest across
the hall. He ought to have spent that time makiag$for tonight.



Evenshehad plans for tonight. The thought galled him.WMher girlfriend
Leslie, whose company she preferred to his. He'tdiebmt to admit it, but
that galled him even more.

He wondered what Tara's friend looked like. Mayte t eslie was pretty
and sexy and, given a choice, would rather spehd &y night with a man
like Jed Ramsey instead of boring little Tara Bradig lips twisted into a
smug smile. Of course, she would! What woman wdtdn

He ambled across the hall and pushed the buzzendgPcasually against the
doorjamb, he folded his arms and waited, an expegi@am lighting his
eyes. The door opened. And Jed's jaw dropped ctynatathe sight of the
young man who stood in the doorway.

"Who is it, Leslie?" Tara's melodious voice sounftedh the kitchen.

"You're Leslie?" Jed managed to find his voice. &weyal little Tara had a
date? His previous perceptions abruptly shiftedisorienting kaleidoscope
fashion. While the inestimable Chad was thousanflamies away,
attempting to sell aerobic shoes to the Sovietsyss cheating on him with
this tall, gangly guy who was dressed in clothes khoked as if they'd been
purchased at a rummage sale."Uh, hi. | guess yai bauJed Ramsey, the
new talent,” said the younger man, awkwardly sigftirom one foot to
another. "I'm Leslie Polk. | live in the apartmaiiove Tara's."”

Tara joined them at that moment, a mixing bowl aodden spoon in hand.
Her eyes widened at the sight of Jed. "Oh, it's,"'yebe said with all the
enthusiasm of an ancient Egyptian facing anothregys.

Jed thought back to the receptions he'd receivedradus women's doors
throughout the years. They'd never varied muchgdidd count on the
woman's pleased, seductive smile, her throaty heatid flush of sexual
anticipation. Tara Brady looked at him as if he evarroach and she was
fresh out of bug spray.

A spurt of indignation tore through him. "While teat's away the mouse
will play, eh, Tara?" Most insulting of all was thshe had chosen this



awkward young dope in favor of him! "How will thelole Chad react when
he hears that you've been cheating on him?"

He watched Tara and Leslie exchange uneasy glamcekis blood boiled.
His eyes swept over the younger man, Leslie Radklie! What kind of a
name was that for a guy? He was about six feetdadrmuch too thin for
his height. His hair was a dull ash color which baén hacked rather than
cut and was plagued by unruly cowlicks. A truly hgic specimen, Jed
silently pronounced, whom Tara had chosen over him!

"Uh, Tara isn't cheating on Chad," Leslie Polk stared. "You see, he's in
the Middle East buying—"

"You mean, he's in the Soviet Union, selling, LesliTara corrected him
quickly, and Leslie flushed scarlet.

"Oh! Oh, yes," he said nervously. "l always getstnomon-NATO countries
mixed up. Anyway, Tara invited me to dinner. Shalg best friend," he
added, giving her a grateful smile. "She's helpimgwith Melissa."

"Who's Melissa?" Jed demanded. Whatever his initigdression, he was
suddenly convinced beyond a doubt that there wasonmance here. He
could tell by the way Tara looked at Leslie, wilte tkind of exasperated
fondness one might display toward a favorite bw@pincousin. He felt
unaccountably satisfied, though once again, hisintik@spective nature
didn't require an explanation.

"You don't have to answer him, Leslie," Tara irgetgd. "It's none of his
business."

"I don't mind, Tara. | like to talk about Melissd.éslie turned his big,
sheepdog-like eyes to Jed. "Melissa is the girbtkawith. I—I'd give my
right arm to go with her."

There was something about the young man's wisifigkesty that caused
Jed to reject the sarcastic response he'd origipddinned to make, and
which Tara clearly expected him to make. She waglging her mixing



bowl and glowering at him, her dark eyes fiercel Bad no doubt that she
was prepared to leap to Leslie's defense shoulddbd arise.

He surprised himself as well as Tara by replyingtenaf-factly, "Well,
maybe | can help, Les. I've had my share of sucsglkghe ladies."”

"Leslie doesn't need your help,” put in Tara. "Heaking fine progress on
his own."

"Not entirely on my own, Tara," Leslie said modestlf it wasn't for you,
I'd never have had the courage to make the firstenio

The poor schlemiel was getting help from Tara "bed-till-wed" Brady.
Jed gave his head a shake. Some courtship thatwoul out to be. "What
move did you make?" he asked, curious in spitaroalf.

"Well, Melissa and | always bring our lunches torkyoLeslie volunteered

eagerly, his big eyes lighting. "We sit and eatha lab, but we've never
talked about anything else but our projects. S@Baggested that | bring a
pack of Twinkies in my lunch—there are two cakeghe package—and
offer one to Melissa. You know, say I'm too fulléat them both. An—an
icebreaker, Tara called it. So | did it and it wealk Melissa took the

Twinkie and we talked about food preservativesatdeast ten minutes."

Jed stared at him in disbelief. "That was your Imgve?" he asked
incredulously. "You offered the babe a Twinkie?"

"Melissa is not a babe," Tara protested. "She'sasllyreserved and—"
"How long have you worked with the girl, Les?" Jetérrupted.

"Almost a year," Leslie murmured. "We're doctor@lldws working on a
research project at CMU, that's Carnegie—MellorMdrsity, and—"

"Leslie is brilliant,” Tara put in and Leslie blusthand looked at the ground.
"And Melissa is his intellectual equal.”



"Melissa has no equal when it comes to moleculalogy,” Leslie said
proudly;

"Two repressed, introverted scientific geniusesndpeadvised by an
inhibited virgin," Jed said, rolling his eyes. "Mmnder it's taken nearly a
year to work up enough courage to share a packvaikies. | can see that
some emergency intervention is essential here. lleats what you're to
think of yourself from now on, Les, not Leslie—Igoing to take over as
your adviser."

"Forget it, Jed," Tara countered sharply. "The thstg a sweet, sensitive
man like Leslie needs is advice from a Ramsey."

Jed ignored her and turned his full attention tsliee "How old are you,
Les?" he asked. "How old is Melissa?"

"We're both twenty-four," Leslie said. "We gradwhtfeom college the same
year."

"Summa cum laude,Tara added. "Right now they're both working on a
federally funded energy program, run by the unitgréind neither of them
needs any so-called help from you, Jed Ramsey."

Jed laid a fraternal hand on Leslie's shoulders,'lean certainly not a
science whiz, but it seems to me that if it takes year to offer a Twinkie to
a woman, it's going to be at least a decade bgfmreget around to taking
her on a date. Do you really want to wait that [Bhg

Leslie looked distressed. "Well, I—"

"How would you feel about having a date with heright, Les?" Jed asked,
his voice enticingly smooth.

"T—tonight?" Leslie gasped.
He looked so eager, so hopeful that Tara's hedmédacShe felt quite

protective toward Leslie. They'd been neighborsriearly three months
before he'd stopped looking at the ground and clgp&iut a mumbled hello



in response to her own cheery greeting. She'd niader goal to break
through the barrier of his crippling shyness anttiéed him, and in the
months since, their friendship had blossomed. Hg fiveally at ease with
her and had even confided in her about his hopgbession for the
unattainable Melissa—who sounded as desperatelifllass Leslie
himself.

"May | speak to you a moment, Jed?" Tara saidliightwas a demand, not
a request.

Jed shrugged and followed her into the kitchen.

"Let's get something straight right now, Jed Ranisslye said in a low
fierce voice. "l don't know what you're up to, at not going to stand by
and let you use Leslie and Melissa for your own sement. I'll do whatever
| have to do if—"

"Are you trying to threaten me?" Jed cut in. Theaideemed to entertain
him greatly. She shot him a ferocious glare.

"I'm not the irredeemable reprobate you seem ttktham," he continued
lightly. "I do have an occasional humanitarian ingey and our hapless
neighbor has inspired this one. | can help him tis lady biologist far

quicker and easier than you can, Tara. And | interdb just that.”

He strolled out of the kitchen, Tara trailing hithes, | want you to give
Melissa a call,” he said. "Tell her that your ndigis are having an
impromptu party and you'd like her to join you."

"Call Melissa?" Leslie echoed, paling. "Oh, |—I tdnit. [t—I—She—"

Jed ignored him. "What's her last name? Ill getrhenber from directory
assistance.”

"It's Minger. Melissa Minger." Leslie trailed himto the bedroom where
Jed picked up the phone. "But I—I really don't k'

Tara followed them, adding her own protests abedtshigh-handedness.



Jed requested the number and dialed it, ignoriegtboth. All three of
them heard a young woman's voice on the line sagtative "Hello?"

Jed held out the receiver to Leslie who stood imitiaglol, as if he'd been
turned to stone. He'd gone so still and white, Vevadered if he was still
breathing.

Shrugging, Jed took over. "Melissa? This is Jed $&amlI'm a friend and
neighbor of Les Polk's. A few of us here in our rapant building are
getting together for a little party tonight and avike you to come.”

Leslie uttered a strangled sound and closed his. éjjl@ey snapped open
when he heard Jed say, "Great. Come on over asasogou can. And dress
casually. Directions?" He offered Leslie the reeeiagain to no avail. The
younger man seemed incapable of both speech andmami. "I'm new to
these parts, Melissa,” Jed drawled into the phtitiehave to turn you over
to Tara here, our resident travel director.”

He thrust the receiver at Tara. She took it andgeded to give directions to
the apartment building. "Melissa said she'll beshsithin the hour,” Tara
reported to the dazed Leslie.

"W—what am | going to do? What'll —" He gulped. hat'll | say to her?"

Jed clapped him heartily on the back. "Not to wokgs. Tara and | will be
here. Well pick up the slack. Now, let's get yoinisomething a little more
..." he searched for the word, then abandonedsidrels. "Do you have a pair
of jeans? A sweatshirt, maybe? CMU sweatshirt?"

Leslie nodded. "Go put them on and come right bialdd ordered. He took
his arm and walked him to the door. "Now stay camnmd keep cool.
Everything is going to work out, Les. | promise you

He was smiling as he turned around to face Tar&ndiv, it does have its
rewards—being a nice guy, helping others. Suresb#aing nothing on a
Saturday night. So . . . what are we having fondi?"

She gritted her teeth. "Lasagna. And salad andcdadad."



"Nix the garlic bread, honey. Very quelling to aesips.”

She fixed him with a withering glare, which had discernible effect
whatsoever upon him.

"What about dessert?" he continued. He snappedirgers. "lI've got
it—you and Melissa will be dessert. Well dim thghlis and then pair off.
Since Les and Missy are the novices here, wethketin have the bedroom
and you and | will take the couch."” He paused taguat the improbable
scenario he'd conjured up. "Then well—"

"I'm making brownies for dessert,"” Tara interruptgdckly, glancing down

at the mixing bow! of batter she was holding. Stas wnnerved by the odd
rush of heat that flared in her belly at the thdughherself lying on the

couch with Jed Ramsey. He'd been joking, of cousée knew that.

Obviously, he found high hilarity imagining the twb them making love.

She should, too. Barring that, she should at IEsdtacute distaste. Why
didn't she?

"Brownies, huh?" Jed stuck his finger into the ératind tasted it. "Well,
that's right in keeping with your Twinkie adviceolY seem to view rich,
cakelike desserts as aphrodisiacs."

She bit her lip to keep from smiling. She knew vesil how Jed Ramsey
operated. She hadn't been observing him for thiefpaisyears for nothing.
First, he disarmed his intended conquests withshdes and glib little

asides, then he moved on to sexual innuendoes, and—

Tara caught the direction of her thoughts and mbtgut a brake on them.
None of this applied to her because she wasone of his intended
conquests, she assured herself.

She quickly turned and headed back into the kitcdex followed her,
aware that he was unwelcome and not caring. Helntiideem to leave her
alone. Nor could he stop baiting her.

"So now | know the way to score with you," he congd, watching her pour
the brownie batter into a rectangular baking pdiaké you into a bakery.



You'd be all over me after a dozen cookies. Antlwfere to throw in a
couple of eclairs—" "Jed, if you're trying to benfiy—" "Then I'm
succeeding. Because you're trying awfully hardtadaugh.” He caught her
chin in his hand and tilted her head up, makingdy&s meet his. He was
right, she was trying very hard not to laugh. Jeed the sparkle of humor in
her eyes, the cute dimple in her cheek. When ghalyi relented and
permitted herself to chuckle, he felt as if he wieeeng propelled into the
stratosphere.

"It all stands to reason that a wedding cake woelthe ultimate turn-on for
you," he continued. Her smiles were inspiring hameéw heights. "All that
symbolism combined with tiers of butter-cream fiogt' He didn't care
how far he had to extend his metaphors as longp@&ept looking at him
that way. He moved closer to her. Their bodiesreddightly.

Tara stared at him with wide, upturned dark eyeswds so close to her.
Too close. The heady male scent of him filled hestrls. His hard,
masculine heat warmed her. He stroked the curtierafieck with long, lazy
fingers. She caught her breath as hot little ripglesensation seared her.
Her legs felt oddly like rubber. It was scary, d@ngas thrilling. She'd never
had such a purely physical reaction to a man'snesarbefore. Her hands
began to shake and she lost her grip on the mbxmg. It clattered into the
sink and broke into pieces. She jumped. And abyymilled away from
him.

"G—good thing | got most of the batter into the ibgkpan,” she said
breathlessly, her gaze riveted on the remainseobtwl. She was flushed.
"I, uh, I can really be a klutz sometimes."

Jed stared at her. He knew exactly what was gamngith her; he was too
experienced not to recognize arousal in a womdtie iara? So turned on
by him that she couldn't hang onto her browniedbath slow smile crossed
his face. He decided that he liked the idea. "Yauen't being Klutzy," he
assured her in a sexy, smoky voice. "I'm gettingai, aren't 1?"

Waves of embarrassment crashed over her. He knba/W&s horrified.
After all she'd said about not liking him, not find him attractive, he must



be relishing her unexpected, uncontrolled resptm&én. And now he was
rubbing it in, laughing at her!

"You're getting to me, all right,” she said, pufiherself together. "The way
ipecac syrup gets to me." She'd been striving tmah, snappy comeback. If
only her voice hadn't quavered, if only her bréwtin't caught in her throat,
she might've pulled it off.

“Nice try, honey, but | know differently." Jed maléoward her with the
swiftness of a cat about to pounce on its prey. Bara was faster. She
quickly stepped out of his reach.

Jed frowned. This was the first time he had exetthat particular lunge
and missed. And then the full realization of hiiats struck him. He had
made a sexual move on Tara Brady! For his inewtdbllow-up to that

particular pantherlike lunge was a passionate, gss$ge kiss. Had he
managed to capture Tara, he would have kissedHeewanted to kiss her!
The thought left him reeling.

Tara was equally stunned by the wild and dangefeaBngs coursing
through her. All her life she had been cautiouscardful and restrained, yet
the one time she got too close to Jed Ramseyhe .swallowed hard. He
made her feel reckless and daring. He made herttotake chances. Oh,
she had been so right to avoid him for so long.

For several moments, they stared at each otheghtan a maelstrom of
confusion.

Leslie reappeared in jeans and a sweatshirt. 'lls dkay?" he asked
anxiously.

Jed tore his gaze away from Tara and cleared h@matth"A definite
improvement, Les." He felt as if he were emergaogT a trance.

Tara felt her head clear and she purposefully fiked eyes on Leslie.
"Maybe | ought to change clothes, too," she sadidhls is supposed to be a
party, | should look as if—"



"—you aren't about to clean out the garage," Jaded bluntly.
Tara threw him a glance.

Leslie saw and gave a quiet chuckle. "Did you twereuh, go together?" he
asked curiously.

"No!" Tara and Jed chorused the emphatic denial.
"Leslie, where would you get an idea like that?faldemanded, aghast.

He shrugged diffidently. "It's just that you twglfit like lovers. Like on TV,
where the couples are always snapping at each thdffuse the sexual
tension between them."

"Leslie, it's nothing like that between Jed and'me!

"Stick to biological research, Les," Jed advisetbu're definitely out of
your league when it comes to making human behavamiayses."

Tara scurried into her bedroom to change clotheghtHike lovers, she

thought. Ha! Russia would reinstate the czar, thpepwould become a
Moonie, and Queen Elizabeth would abdicate to $amle and fortune as a
rock star before she and Jed Ramsey ever becaerslov

She snatched a denim miniskirt from its hangar stegped into it, then
topped it with a blue and white striped cottontsighe thought of Kayci and
the sheer stockings and high heels she'd wornheitimini and immediately
pulled on white socks and sneakers. No one wasygmoiraccuse her of
trying to attract Jed Ramsey, she decided grimig, gave her ponytail a
quick flick of the brush.

Back in the kitchen, she busied herself with thendr preparations while
Jed and Leslie talked in the living room. At ledstd talked. Amidst the din
of kitchen noises, Tara could hear his deep, distinasculine tones. If
Leslie spoke at all, it must have been in a whisper



When the buzzer rang, signaling Melissa's arrsfat, hurried to join the two
men in the living room. Leslie was beginning to kehaled gave him an
encouraging, fraternal shove. "Answer the door, Besl say exactly what |
told you to say. What we rehearsed."”



Three

Tara marched over to Jed as Leslie trudged sloovthe door. "What did
you tell him to say?" she demanded in a whispéit'Slone of your phony
smooth-operator lines, so help me, Jed Ramsey;"I'Bhe abruptly lapsed
into silence as Leslie opened the door.

"That's his dream girl?" Jed stared incredulouslgha very tall, very thin,
very plain young woman who stood in the doorwaye 8tore black jeans
and a black turtleneck sweater and the darknessezkeo drain the color
from her already pale skin. Her straight, dark naas parted in the middle
and hung nearly to her waist. "She looks like gpaaition, like the specter
of death or something."

Tara elbowed him sharply in the ribs. "Will you aé& shut up and smile?
She's shy, maybe even shyer than Leslie. We haweekavelcoming.”

"Hi, Melissa." Leslie's voice was nervous and low.

Tata held her breath, praying he wouldn't say sbimgtsleazy. Lord only
knew what would happen with Ramsey supplying tlaéodue.

"I'm so glad you could come over tonight, Melisdaeslie said. "I'm sorry it
was on such short notice, but my friends and | josgw this little party
together at the last minute." The words were spakea rush, without a
single pause for air.

"See." Jed nudged Tara. "l can be appropriate whenccasion demands.
Les remembered everything, but | wish he didn'tsioas if he were reading
from cue cards."

Tara allowed herself to relax a little. Her facesve@ginning to hurt from the
warm, welcoming smile she was determinedly dispigyiSince Leslie
seemed to have exhausted his supply of words—ooutiof breath—she
stepped forward to introduce herself.

"And this is Jed Ramsey," she added, nodding atwiile she silently
willed him not to dazzle Melissa with the full ferof his charm. How could



poor Leslie compete with a man as attractive aruitiag as Jed Ramsey?
she thought worriedly. She'd been watching womdratahis feet for the
past four years.

To her relieved amazement, Jed merely offered &gl o shake and said
quietly, "Pleased to meet you, Melissa." Melissa wat bowled over by

him. In fact, she hardly seemed to notice him. ®he staring intently—

longingly?—at Leslie.

For the first time since Jed had forced this "inmppdu party” on her, Tara
allowed herself to hope that perhaps it wouldn'abainmitigated disaster,
after all. At least the attraction between Leshel &elissa appeared to be
mutual. If only they could break through their defive walls of reserve.

But neither Leslie nor Melissa relaxed during dmrigoth concentrated
strictly on their plates, not daring to look ug, done talk. It was up to Tara
and Jed to keep awkward silence at bay. That nialkiig to each other,

while maintaining a pretense that the other couwgse actually involved in

the conversation.

"Jed works for his family's mall development andnaigement company,”
Tara told the couple, neither of whom acknowledgedin any way. "His

father, Quentin Ramsey, is founder and chairmath®fooard of Ramsey
and Sons. His older brother Rad is president ofctmapany, and another
brother, Slade, is a vice-president, as is Jeddifma&nd | guess there's a
place in management being readied for Ricky, thangest, who 11

graduate from college next June."No response freslié. or Melissa. Tara
caught Jed's eye and sent him a silent messagentped in to take over.
"You bet there's a place for Ricky." Silence. Jézhied his throat. "Er,

Ramsey and Sons has built more than a hundrednaamdyt-five shopping

centers and office complexes in thirty states."

More silence.
It was Tara's turn. "Uh, Jed, before Melissa adjweou were about to tell

Leslie and me what project you're working on her®ittsburgh.” It wasn't
true, but at least it was a viable topic. "We'e& Itk hear all about it."



Jed's lips twisted into a smile. He was aware ltestie and Melissa were
too panicked to comprehend a word that was beiij aad Tara's lack of
interest in anything that concerned him was wetluhoented. But he had to
give her points for gamely carrying things alonmc® this party had been
his idea, she could've rightfully left him to siakk on his own.

"Are any of you familiar with the Southland MallRe asked.

Melissa and Leslie said nothing. Tara nodded gylit¢ve been there. It's
southeast of the city. The Simon Company just lzubitand-new mall less
than two miles away from the Southland Mall."

"I know. And the new mall is drawing business fraar mall." Jed

grimaced. "To be honest, it's not merely drawingibess away—it's
murdering the Southland Mall. Sales have dropped eighty percent since
the new mall opened. I'm here to see if Southlamdoe turned around.”

"And if it can't?" asked Tara.

"I'll make a full report and Ramsey and Sons wjlltb unload it as quickly
as possible."

"I'll save you a lot of time and trouble. The Sdatid Mall is dead," Tara
said bluntly. "Trying to resuscitate it would bé@peless waste of time and
money. You % might as well sell it and go right bsm Houston because the
new mall is superior in every way."

"Anxious to be rid of me, are you?" Jed chuckled.

"Sorry, honey, it's not quite that easy. The SauttiiMall happens to be a
sentimental favorite of my father's. It was thestficovered mall built by
Ramsey and Sons, a revolutionary concept whenaheg twenty-seven
years ago. Of course, the 'Sons' part of the coynpas strictly nominal in
those days. My brothers and | were just kids. Badl Bad big dreams for his
company, and the Southland Mall launched his cakHedoesn't want to let
it go without trying to save it."



"That doesn't sound like your father," Tara sartngcing at the thought of
Quentin Ramsey. "He's the epitome of the pragmatitsentimental
businessman."

"Dad does have his soft spots,” Jed said. "His lfami wife, kids,
grandchildren.”

"And the Southland Mall," Tara added sardonically.

Jed nodded. "I have an idea that might turn thegpgound: Turn it into a
discount-store mall. Bring in the outlets and thains that sell brand-name
merchandise at discount prices." He leaned forwargtager expression on
his face. "It'll be a first for the company, sifReamsey and Sons has always
gone with the concept of building new, high-tedighkclass malls. This will
target an entirely different segment of the buypogdlic, the retired and the
lower-income customer. What do you think?"

"l think it's a great idea," Tara admitted. "Butdn't believe your father will

agree. The words 'discount’ and ‘lower income'gobbmake him break out
in hives. Hell opt to sell the mall rather thanealthe exalted Ramsey
image."

"Tara, Dad is looking for a creative solution aha Icome up with one. It's
going to work. | know it."

Tara shrugged. "Who can argue with all that Rans@yfidence?" she
murmured. She paused to take a bite of food. Sdetid A shroud of silence
fell, and they both remembered that Leslie and $88aliwere still there, as
silent as ever.

The prospect of trying to drag them into convemativas daunting. "I'll
start clearing the table,” Tara announced, hopprger feet. She was eager
to escape for a bit. "You three just stay puttdKe care of the dishes."”

Jed stood up. "Nonsense, sweetie. | insist onmglpHe grabbed the empty
wine bottle and followed her into the kitchen.



Tara turned on the faucet and began to scrapeldabesp”"Go on back with
the others, Jed. I'll stay and—"

"Oh, no, you don't. | need a break as much as pouHe dropped onto the
bright yellow stool and ran his hand through hig.Hdm exhausted. I've
never had to work so hard on a date in my life.”

"I know what you mean. My most difficult interviepales in comparison to
making" conversation with Leslie and Melissa."”

Jed groaned. "Haven't those two masteregsmall talk? | mean, couldn't
one of them at least make a comment on the weatheomething? It's
raining. That's a point of interest worth notirgp't it?"

Tara nodded. "You and | noted it about ten timesap"

He grinned. "Yeah, | guess we did, didn't we? By, it's not easy to
entertain the dead. | think we kept the old coratosal ball rolling pretty
well."

"I think so, t0o." She put down a plate and glanoeer at him. He smiled at
her.

Her heart jumped in her chest. She'd seen hisiped¢tsexy smile and its
effect on his potential conquests; she'd seen dmdosic smile and its
intimidating effect on his targets; but she'd neseen him smile like this.
This was a genuinely warm smile, a friendly sm#e#e're-in-this-together
smile. A slow heat suffused her cheeks. Confudeel gsiickly turned back
to the dishes.

Her thoughts tumbled through her mind. And theyeval of Jed. His
behavior had been shockingly out of character sMeéssa's arrival. He
had actually been nice, and helpful. She still burdifficult to believe that
she and Jed Ramsey could ever be allied in anyechus they'd definitely
been allies during the ordeal that had been dinner.



Jed watched her work at the sink. He wanted to ceemate with her some
more, but she seemed disinclined to talk and hetised of working at
conversation.

"So, what comes next?" he asked. It occurred tothahhe could leave any
time he wanted and wondered why he didn't. He'@nspent an evening
like this one in his life. Leslie Polk and Melisdéinger were veritable
strangers to him, and catatonic ones at that. Togppct of spending a few
more hours in their dull company was paralyzing.ditb't owe it to them,
and he certainly didn't owe it to Tara. He frownéthat was he doing here?

"We could have the brownies," Tara answered histiug unaware of his
mental machinations. "And then—then—" She glanddtekitchen clock

and groaned. "It's only eight-thirty. Whaite we going to do for the rest of
the evening?"

Tell her you don't intend to hang around and find, one part of his brain
advised.Tell her that you're taking off to look for a l&taction.He didn't
have to look far, he reminded himself. K-a-y-ddk taction girl herself, was
just upstairs.

He stood up. At that moment, Tara turned off theeéd. The ensuing silence
in the apartment was almost palpable.

"They're not saying a word to each other out thérara murmured glumly.
"It must be terrible to be so self-conscious arskaure.” She gazed up at
Jed, her big, velvet brown eyes filled with compassnd concern.

Suddenly, he couldn't seem to breathe. He feftlasd been literally kicked
in the gut. He didn't move. He couldn't. Somehogvhbhd been rendered as
catatonically still as the hapless Leslie Polkhea presence of Melissa.

Impulsively, Tara caught his hand and gave it a tGgme on, we've left
them by themselves for too long. They just arezeidy for it. They can't
handle it."

And to his utter astonishment, Jed allowed herag thim back to the small
dining area where Leslie and Melissa sat stifflyniserable silence. He sat



down at the table, bewildered by the turn of evanéswas supposed to have
been out that door, seeking action with an actidn\yhat on earth was he
doing at this table discussing the merits of br@snwith nuts versus
brownies without with Tara Brady while Leslie anceldsa, ever silent,
stared on?

When the dessert was finished, the four of themrmed to the kitchen to
finish up the dishes. The activity ended all toorsdeaving the rest of the
evening looming ahead of them.

"Why don't we move across the hall to my apartnagrat watch a flick on
the VCR?" suggested Jed, and silently congratulaitedelf for coming up
with the idea. It was an ingenious way of making ifiterminable silence
work for them.

"As long as it's not an X-rated porno movie," Taaad, fixing him with a
forbidding look. Poor Leslie and Melissa would pably expire of
embarrassment at the first glance of one.

What a goody-goody little stiff she was, Jed thdugtsentfully, and

abandoned his plains to sha»ave Women in Chain$he opening scene
alone would've been a hilarious icebreaker. He'tlithe Tara Brady at all,

he reaffirmed. He was only enduring the eveninghisrfriend Les's sake.
After all, he'd always been a fraternal-type guiling to help out a buddy
in the ongoing battle of the sexes.

The alternate movie he chosattack of the Killer Tomatoesyas so
classically terrible that even Melissa and Lesfibent enough to laugh. The
pitcher of frozen blackberry daiquiris Jed whippgdvas undeniably an aid
as well. By the end of the movie—and the pitchedrifiks—the inhibited
couple wasn't quite so inhibited.

"We're all going to have to get together again sbbeslie said jovially. He
was sitting just a cushion away from Melissa on lthheg sectional sofa.
They'd begun at opposite ends of it.

"Yes," agreed Melissa in that low, quiet voice efh



"How about two weeks from today?" Leslie suggestely. cousin is having
a party. It's formal. His parties always are. Tdst party he gave was written
up in thePost-Gazette'Seen column—you know, the society column.”

"The Seen column, huh?" Jed echoed, looking amitsdaught Tara's eye
and she grinned.

Leslie didn't notice; he was too busy making plakk: cousin invited me to
his party and told me to bring some friends aldftge more the merrier, he
said. Would you come? All—all three of you?"

"Oh, I—I don't know," Melissa said hesitantly, ttugy her fingers in
nervous agitation.

Tara suppressed a groan. For Leslie to have idbeddvitation at all was a
milestone for him. If Melissa turned him down, heul be so crushed, he'd
probably never attempt another overture. She loakddd and knew he was
thinking the same thing. He made a gun out of ingeirs and pointed it to
his head.

Tara sighed. As much as she didn't want to, they \geing to have to take
over again. "Of course we'll come, Leslie. We dhgatogether in my car,
if you don't mind being a little squashed. Wellkpyou up. Okay, Melissa?"

Melissa managed a smile. "If you're sure."
"We're sure," said Tara.

Leslie beamed. "You'll like my cousin's house, Jeslan old place up in the
Point Breeze section of the city. The Seen colummmferred to it as a
swankenda."

"Swankenda?'Jed choked back a laugh and managed to answerawith
straight face. "Much as I'd like to party in a gereuswankenda, I'm afraid
I'll have to pass, Les. Chad will undoubtedly bekblay then and Tara will
take him."



He assured himself that he was relieved to be dpamether evening with
Tara Brady. Furthermore, a party thrown by Lesl#kB cousin promised
to be hopelessly dull, even if it was being heldairPittsburgh- styled
swankenda. It would probably be attended by getyipss, discussing the
theory of relativity or something equally serioWéthin two weeks, he most
certainly would have a date with the type of gotge@lamorous woman he
preferred. Not an indiscriminately available onkeliKayci Cann or an
infuriating, irritating, bossy, virginal one likeafa Brady.

"Tara, didn't you tell me that Chad is supposedydoto China when he
finishes up in Russia?" Leslie asked, a teasingnglie his eye. "To sell, uh,
whatever it is he sells to the Chinese?"

"l think you've had a little too much blackberryiqlari, Leslie,” Tara said
dampeningly.

"But Chad definitely isn't going to be here," Leslnsisted with surprising
tenacity. "You and Jed have to go with us, Tararwd&e a great foursome."
He turned boldly to Melissa. "Don't we, Melissa?"

Melissa gave him a shy smile, her eyes downcass,"Yshe replied in a
whisper.

"Well, I'll, uh, think about it,” Jed said vaguele had no intention of going
but couldn't bring himself to dash Leslie's hopest yet.

Leslie and Melissa exchanged shy, furtive smilesaTreleased the breath
she'd been holding. Jed frowned at his empty glagdswished for another
round of blackberry daiquiris.

"Thank you for not giving Leslie an outright reflusathe party in front of
Melissa," Tara said to Jed later, after both Lestid Melissa had departed.
The two of them were standing in the small hallwagtween their
apartments. "They have two whole weeks to get tséuk idea of going to
the party together. By then, they won't need us@lto bolster their
courage."



"Well, I hope you're right, because I'm not goiadtat party. | refuse to be
a stand-in for the winsome Chad again. Tonight erasigh."”

"l wholeheartedly agree." Instead of going into apartment, Tara headed
to the wide front door of the building.

"Where are you going?" asked Jed, before he coopdrsmself. Not that he
cared, he added quickly to himself.

"Out to my car. | forgot to bring in my library bk® when | was unloading
the groceries this afternoon.”

"What are you going to do with library books?"

She tossed him a dry smile. "Read them." She watkegdf the building
into the night.

A moment later, Jed was by her side. "I know yogwang to read them."
He'd gritted out the words. "But why now? It's |aded your car is parked
miles from here."

"Six and a half blocks, to be exact. And | wannthgecause | happen to like
to read in bed."

"I could make some lewd remark about a virgin navihg—or
knowing—anything better to do in bed than read, Iowbn't. You're too
easy a target."

"Thank you for your restraint,” Tara retorted.

They tramped along the sidewalk, side by side.as$ drizzling cold drops,
and a strong gust of wind sent piles of fallen &saflying around their feet.
"It was seventy-eight degrees in Houston todayj"ssd gloomily. "Warm,
sunny, dry, and here we are in the frozen north."

Tara's eyes danced. "Go back inside, you pooratelisouthern magnolia.
You don't have to come with me."



"Oh, sure. And let you walk by yourself for six aadalf blocks along a
deserted city street at midnight?"

"It's a residential area. I'll be perfectly safe.”

"Famous last words. No, I'll come with you, eveit iheans coming down
with a freaking case of pneumonia. If you were & attacked by some
maniac out here, both your family and mine woulebeny case forever for
not looking out for you."

"Your gallantry takes my breath away. You're a teginight in shining
armor." She cast him an amused glance. "A shiveaigg though."

Jed jammed his hands into the pockets of his jandgought a smile.

They reached her car and Tara got her books frenbdélckseat. Jed didn't
offer to carry them. His knightly instincts exteddenly so far. They were
approaching the apartment building when a gray i@tdsle braked to a
stop with a squeal of tires in front of the builgirA middle-aged man in a
beige trench coat climbed out. He had a shock df dair, tipped with
silver. Though Tara and Jed were near enough tdiseehe did not see
them.

"I know who he is,” whispered Tara. "That's Sen&axron, Glenn Saxon.
He's running for reelection in November. I've bessigned to cover his
speeches when he campaigns here in Pittsburgh.”

The senator proceeded to lope toward their apattrineidding and the
Oldsmobile drove off. "I wonder what he's doingefr

"Could he have come to see you?" Jed asked. "Wiitkxalusive scoop or
something?"

She shook her head. "He doesn't know me at alljustnone of a crowd of
reporters assigned to cover his city appearancéswiy junior reporter, at
that."



"Well, I don't know him either, and it's a safe th&dt he's not here to see Les
at this hour." Jed's lips twisted into at sarda@mtle. "That leaves just one
other occupant in the building."

Tara gaped at him. "Kayci? Jed, do you think hete o see her?"
"Bingo. Give the lady her prize."

"But Senator Saxon is married. He and his wife Haue children!"

"He's not the first politician to cheat on his wifera.

"But he particularly stresses his family-man images. speeches are full of

references to his 'fulfilling partnership' with w#e. Yes, he used that exact
phrase just the other day. And he's always tal&lgut how he's raising his
kids with 'good old-fashioned values and moralifyhat's another direct

quote."”

"Yet another hypocritical slimeball.” Jed grimacédts enough to make you
gag.”

Tara cast him a curious glance. "I'd've thought H# a hero to you,
knowing .your views on commitment and loyalty armtehty."

"Weil, maybe you're not quite the expert on my \setat you'd like to
believe you are, Miss Brady. | happen to beliewa tbyalty and fidelity are
inviolate requisites in marriage. | take commitmeeity seriously. When |
many, it's going to be forever—that's why I'm inmary to do it."

His declaration astonished her. "I suppose you'skimg sense,” she
conceded. "In your own peculiar Ramsey way, of selir

“I'm glad you understand," Jed said dryly. "In yown peculiar Brady way,
that is.”

Tara surprised hersel—and him—by laughing. Hegdim her laughter,
inexplicably pleased with her response.



The light drizzle abruptly accelerated to a cotdady downpour. Jed's big
hand closed around her elbow. "Come on, let's gevithe rain."

They ran to the building, entering just in timehar the door to an upstairs
apartment creak open.

"Why, hello there, Glenn-o," sounded the high girlvoice of Kayci Cann.
There was a low rumbled response and then Kaycéhalgaid and clear.
"Oooh, yes!" A millisecond later, the door was fiyrand audibly closed.

Tara and Jed exchanged glances. "Glenn-0?" Je@ecaodonically.

"He's really there, with her,” Tara whispered, bigr brown eyes troubled.
"Jed, what am | going to do?"

"Why should you do anything?" Jed asked with a ghi@ranted, the
senator and the action girl are an unsavory pairwhat happens behind
closed doors has nothing to do with you, Tara.”

"But it does! I'm a reporter, remember? And thigesvs ..." She frowned.
"Isn't it?"

"Sure. If you work for a scandal sheet. But the l&®ard, you worked for a
radio station."”

"Jed, we both know that reporting the—uh—clandestactivities of a
political candidate isn't solely the province ofsdal sheets. Even the most
respected big city dailies do it."

"True." He heaved a sigh. "But those stories haw@lved presidential
candidates, where the man's character is insepafedrh his role as a
leader. | don't know where the right to privacy ahe right to know begin
and end in other cases."”

"l don't either.” She looked at him, her dark ewese. "l want to do the right
thing, Jed. But I'm not sure what the right thiad i



An icy draft whipped through the cracks of the dand she shivered. "It's
too cold to stand out here talking," Jed obseriAedtook her arm. "Come to
my place."

She went with him, too preoccupied with the subgdayci and Senator
Saxon even to give a thought to all those taleklstesard back in Houston
about Jed Ramsey and the happenings behind hedottzors. She'd heard
it said that no "nice girl" ever spent time alonghwled at his place and
emerged with her reputation intact, but the thowtitit't cross her mind as
she trailed him inside his apartment.

It crossed Jed's, however, the moment he saw heefgilly settle herself on
the long, comfortable sectional sofa. She crossadldgs and his eyes
immediately focused on them. Even those schodgrks and shoes didn't
disguise the shapeliness of her calves. The sleoitrdskirt provided him
with a tantalizing view of her thighs, which werergler, but alluringly
rounded. He had a reputation as a "leg man," aadhad great legs.

He swallowed hard. A hot flash of desire surgedugh him. How long
would it take for him to have her stretched outloyse cushions under him?
The thought jumped unbidden into his mind. He imadithe short, tight
skirt riding up her thighs as she opened thoseedhdggs to him. . . .

Was he going crazy? he wondered with a jolt. Thas the one woman in
the world whom he didn't dare become sexually imedlwith. Not with all
those family ties between them. If he were to ta&eto bed, he would be
supplying her with the ammunition to trap him. Ale would have to do
would be to go crying to her sisters and his bn@h® his parents, and he
might as well put on the old ball and chain andthiaway the key. His
family could—and would—make his life miserable uihe# married the girl.

Who claimed that she didn't want to marry him. Reught of her fast and
heated response to him in the kitchen earlier. 8iglt not want to marry
him, but he turned her on. An intriguing thoughd,rhused, with intriguing
possibilities.

"Do you agree, Jed?"



Her voice catapulted him out of his sexual revekie stared at her,
uncomprehending. He'd been so busy contemplatiagddlights of her

body, and then mentally reviewing the consequertbashe hadn't heard a
word she'd said.

"It doesn't matter whether | agree or not," he dayihg to cover his lapse of
attention. "You're the reporter and you have tadiet

"You're right." Tara sighed. "And | guess whatoilb down to is whether or
not Glenn Saxon's fling—or whatever he has gointlp Wiayci—has any
effect on his career as a senator. Do you thinkitlumes?"

"l don't know." He couldn't seem to think cleattis brain felt clouded with
erotic thoughts and desires that he had no busireesisg. He sank down on
the sofa beside her. His loins felt heavy anddotl he remembered that this
was not the first time today that he'd had thigtiea to her.

Damn, maybe he was cracking up. From lack of sex@éhdered if it were
possible. For the truth was that in the past sixtimg, his sex life had slowed
considerably. Missing was the real, hungry drivedesire, and though he
was adept at performing despite that lack, latelyust hadn't felt it worth
the effort.

But tonight... He stared down into Tara's soft danks, and saw her flick the
tip of her tongue over thepink fullness of her lips worried little gesture.
Tonight desire, driving, real and intense, flooti&d.

A thump sounded from above. And then another aradhan in a hard,
pounding rhythm. Tara's eyes flew to Jed's face—What do you suppose
they're doing up there?" She knew, of course, dduttie need to make some
comment, however trivial. Sitting there, listeningsilence, was more than a
little embarrassing.

"It's a safe bet that they're not moving furnittréed drawled. Ositting
chastely on the sofa, pretending to talk.



"This is all so sordid," Tara exclaimed. "l wish'di@ever seen him come in.
Jed, do you suppose that he's in love with Kayti& Thaybe he wants to
divorce his wife and marry her but doesn't dareabse—"

"Hey, let's not weave a plot of romantic tragedguad Glenn-o and his
good-time girl. You don't have to be in love to ra@ve, Tara." His whole
body was aching with the throbbing evidence of thet, he added grimly to
himself.

"It's just so shallow and meaningless,” Tara lament

"Yeah," he agreed. And if only they could follow Y& and the senator's
lead and indulge in some shallow, meaningless afidiausly hot sex on
this cold, rainy Saturday night.

Well, why couldn't they? he silently demanded. Hated her and he'd been
raised on the principle that what a Ramsey wanBamsey gets. She was
naive and inexperienced. It should be easy forcan@vledged master like

himself to sexually entice her. After all, he'd ragad to get her hot and
bothered enough to drop a bowl in her kitchen.

He debated on how and when to make his move. @ddi#e in the heat of
his lust with his pledge to keep his distance fibana Brady. It wasn't as if
she were after him, he reminded himself again. &8heady had a man
chomping at the bit to marry her, and she'd madseccet of her aversion to
marrying a Ramsey. Why, he'd actually be doingahéavor, he decided.
Being deflowered by the sexually acclaimed Jed Rgnmad to be more
exciting, more satisfying— and infinitely less awdkwd—than being

introduced to sex by the fumbling, virginal Chade@ington. For Jed had
conveniently decided that the unseen Chad mustdetlg that.

With deliberate smoothness, he turned toward hersid his arm over the
back of the sofa. "Tara," he said in the huskyygeres which had turned
many a woman's bones to water.

Tara was too engrossed in thought to notice. "Maybieould keep quiet
about it for a while," she mused aloud. "Think howvt his family would be



if they found out. As you said, there is a linevitn a public figure's right
to privacy and the public's right to know."

Jed inched closer at the same moment that Taradurer head toward him.
She looked at him in that direct way of hers, hakdyes shining.

Jed remained frozen in position, while a sensailan to electricity rippled
through him.

"I'm glad you were here tonight, Jed," Tara sam she smiled warmly.

"You are?" Hardly the dazzlingly smooth reply thigiation called for, but
it was all he could manage. His mouth was diy,doidy taut and thick. He
drew in a sharp breath.

Tara nodded, her soft brown eyes alight with siitiz.€fYou're worldly and
sophisticated and you helped me put this situatiith Kayci and Senator
Saxon in the proper perspective.”

"I did?" he croaked. Lord, he sounded about aseswevLes Polk with
Melissa. He berated himself. What was the mattéh Wwim? He'd never
been undone by a smile or a pair of pretty darkseyte tried to rally
himself. He wanted her and he was going to havelthwas definitely time
to pounce.

"Mm-hm. Heaven only knows what would've happeneddeslie and | had
stumbled onto this nasty little secret togetherer Heautiful eyes were
earnest and full of trust.

Jed didn't pounce. He sat and stared and listenkdrt He simply couldn't
bring himself to turn that trusting admiration—first time he'd ever seen it
in her eyes—into anything else. Not even arousal.

"Les and | probably would've made a citizen's aroessomething,” Tara
continued, a wry grin lighting her face, "and tbtadisgraced ourselves,
wrecked the senator's career, and hurt his famtigymuch better this way."
Her smile faded. "Isn't it?" Uncertainty flickergdher big velvet eyes.



Jed groaned. "Yeah, baby. Sure. It's much bettervihy." Better that he
keep his sexual distance, better that she keepirganity.

Tara stood up. "Thanks again, Jed." She gave hijuick little wave and
headed for the door. " 'Night."

This was not going the way he'd planned. Jed wdtblee, his eyes on her
cute little fanny, the swingy pony- tail. The thuimgp noises upstairs
intensified and he swore that he heard frenziednsioa

Tara left his apartment, as chaste as when she&teen He frowned
fiercely, wondering what had gone wrong. It wasgifis 1, Rakes 0, he
conceded grimly, and prepared to spend a restédfsult night.



Four

Jed glanced at his watch for perhaps the tenth tiiatehour. Where could
she be at 11:03 on a Sunday morning? For lack yithang better to do, he
tramped across the hall and rapped on Tara's agmirtdoor, calling her
name. There was no answer. He'd been poundingrothiobe since he had
awakened ninety minutes ago, and the responsedeatdthe same. None.
She wasn't home.

"Will you pleasekeep the noise down?" A hoarse, sleep-filled vaibaned
from the landing. "How's a person supposed to ggiseep with the racket
you're making?"

Jed glanced up to see Kayci Cann standing aboveh@anmhair impossibly

tangled, her face puffy, her eyes deeply shadoiNeteven the sheer coral
negligee could detract from the ravaging effect®ofmuch action the night
before.

Jed thought of the midnight visit from the marrigehator, that devoted
family man, and his lips curved into a cynical smliHad a really hot date
last night, huh?"

"So what if | did?" Kayci snapped. "It's not my Ratlnat you didn't, so don't
take it out on me." She stormed back into her apamt, giving her door a
mighty slam.

Jed scowled. He considered stomping up the staidsl@aning on her
doorbell or bouncing a basketball against her fdmar or playing his stereo
at full volume, then decided against all three frastious and quarrelsome
as he was feeling this morning, he knew that tghtfivasn't with Kayci
Cann. He glowered balefully at the door of Targarament. Her empty
apartment. Not for anything would he admit thatfoisl mood had begun
the moment that he'd found out she wasn't at home.

He was drinking yet another cup of coffee and stamoodily out the
window at the rainy gray sky when Tara and Lesbé&Rurned the comer
into his field of vision. Jed sat up straight ameped through the glass pane.



Tara and Leslie were sharing an umbrella and appe#eeply involved in
conversation as they walked together.

Jed was stunned by the rush of pleasure which dutgeugh him at the

sight of her. She was wearing a mint green jackdtskirt and her bright

ponytail swung from side to side as she moved badhShe was animated,
alternately smiling and serious, her expressiorssially enhancing her

words.

Impulsively, Jed headed toward the door. And thecdught himself. Here
he was, standing in a room alone, grinning likeidiat and about to go
charging out to—to do what? he asked himself. yohedlo to Tara Brady?
Was he crazy?

He made himself wait a full ten minutes after harbleheir footsteps on the
stairs and the opening and closing of both Tanads leeslie's apartment
doors before he simulated a casual saunter adressatl.

Tara opened the door on his second knock. "Jedé' Judden, sharp
somersaulting of her heart was like nothing shedvad experienced before.
"Hi." Her voice was a mere whisper, her smile shg ancertain.

Jed settled himself against the doorjamb and thmgshands deep into the
pockets of his jeans. He didn't trust himself teap The way she was
looking at him sent his senses spinning. Those theheyes . . . that
tremulous little smile . . . the husky softnes$ef voice.

Was this what had happened to his brothers? he eveddvith growing
alarm. Erin Brady had batted her big, dark eyes-andam!—Rad Ramsey
was ensnared? Shavonne Brady had tilted her heddsimiled shyly
and—zap!—Slade Ramsey was caught? The Ramsey watbemed to
fall like bowling pins under the alluring charmstbé Brady sisters. And yet
knowing all of this, here he stood, gazing downTata Brady, his body
coming alive, every sensory nerve sharpened, enescle taut with need.

But he couldn't have her. He'd reviewed the sitmaiast night in the
shower. The proverbial cold shower, which he'drofteade jokes about but
had never had to resort to . . . until last nighew Tara had left him with an



acute case of— No, he wasn't going to think aktcartymore, Jed promised
himself. He'd put the insanity of last night behimch. He was not going to
pursue Tara Brady. She was a danger to his freemlmmto his mental

health, not to mention his physical well-being.

All he wanted with her was a quick, hot affair, drelknew she was not an
advocate of passion on the run. To get anywhere Watra Brady would
involve extensive time and effort. Long conversasi@and countless dates.
A sexual progression staged with maddening slownesginning with
elementary hand-holding. Courtship in the old-faskd sense of the word.
He knew how the game was played. That's why he/dya opted out of it in
the past. If guys like Chad Cherrington wantednieest their energies in
such a frustrating endeavor, that was their chdigecount Jed Ramsey out.

So why had he been in such a frenzy to see hemihiging? And what was
he doing at her door? He panicked. It took him athaofull minute to come
up with something. "I wanted to know if—uh—if Lakds football. | have
tickets to the Oilers-Steelers game at Three Ri&adium today. |
wondered if he wanted to go with me."”

"Why don't you ask him?" Tara suggested. She lockgttly bewildered.
And no wonder. Jed stifled a groan. Here was suesel, Jed Ramsey,
behaving like a self-conscious junior high schaodent. "l thought I'd save
myself a flight of stairs by asking you first. Ilo up and ask him now."
Weak, but somewhat face-saving, he hoped. He dtaptehe stairs.
"Jed?"

He turned at the sound of her voice.

"Around here, it's called the Steelers—Oilers gahust so you'll know."
He smiled reluctantly. "That's going to take soratigg used to. The Oilers

always come first to a true- blue Houstoner." HeTara's eyes upon him as
he bounded up the stairs, taking two at a time.



Leslie didn't come to the door until Jed rang tbeZer twice and knocked
three times. He appeared at his door at the sanmeemtathat Kayci Cann
flung open her door.

"Dammit, | asked you to keep quiet!" she shriekK&tbw I'm telling you!
I'm trying to sleep!"

"But it's almost noon, Kayci," Leslie pointed olifara and | have already
been to church and back."

Kayci replied with a bloodcurdling scream and slagdnthe door. "Was it
something | said?" Leslie asked dryly.

Jed grinned. "I have tickets to the Oil . . . tHee®ers-Oilers game today,
Les. Care to go?"

"I'd really like to, but | can't. | promised my k& I'd visit them this
afternoon."” Leslie looked disappointed, then begied. "I know, why don't
you ask Tara? She's a real football nut. She'dtog®."

"Tara Brady likes football?" Jed gave a disbeliguimot. "Come on, Les, |
know her sisters. They're my sisters-in-law, remerdNeither one of them
has the slightest interest in football. They diceven watch the Super
Bowl," he added, still somewhat shocked by thiséagAnd by his brothers’
indulgent forgiveness of it.

"Well, Tara likes it," Leslie replied with a shrd-he Steelers, and the local
college teams—~Pitt, Penn State, West Virginia—silews them all."

Jed didn't believe him. He decided to test her cadled knowledge of
football with a few pertinent questions, just tatebeher flub them. It would
be good for a few laughs, he assured himself.

Tara correctly answered every question he threweat They stood on
opposite sides of her open door as he grilled"hes can't go to the game
this afternoon," he blurted out after she'd cotyatmed which teams were
currently leading in each division of the NFL. "jou want to go?"



"Was this some kind of test | had to pass beforgdygo to the game with
me?" Her brown eyes gleamed with humor.

Jed flashed an unrepentant grin. "When | go toadbfdl game, | like to
watch it. I don't want some bubble-head cooingh'Qehy are they kicking
the ball?' when it's fourth down and twenty-sevardg to go-"

Tara laughed. "l don't blame you."” She glancedeawatch. "The kickoff is
at one. We'd better hurry if we want to get thandime. Give me just five
minutes to change clothes."

"You don't need to change. You look fine." Bettieart fine, he silently

added. She looked adorable, appealing, alluring-e. gave his head a
shake. And those were only the A's. He had a fgedlencould work his way

through the alphabet in complimentary adjectivescdbing the charms of
Tara Brady.

"Believe me, we both need to change," Tara asshimad "Into warmer
clothes. Three Rivers Stadium isn't the climatetmiied Astrodome. When
the wind and rain come whipping through there, getichilled to the bone.
And we won't be in a box like the one Ramsey andsSws in Houston.
Well be in the stands."'Freezing in the wind antligg soaked in the rain?"
Jed frowned at the prospect.

"We Steeler fans are hardy," Tara boasted. "Whemi&iand | went to the
Steelers—Browns game two weeks ago, it was pouraig, not just
drizzling like it is today. It went into overtimend everybody stayed till the
bitter end."”

The drizzling rain had escalated to pouring bytiime they arrived at Three
Rivers Stadium, dressed in severed layers of cigthplus raincoats. Jed
cast a longing glance up at the heated, enclosgmbiaie boxes as they
climbed to their two seats in the open stands.

Tara had come prepared for the weather. She dffeétiesr seats with the
towel she'd brought, then plunked down a vinyl custon each seat. Jed
was forced to huddle under her black-and-gold utizbstamped with the
Steeler logo. It was either that or sit unprotedtetthe now driving rain. He



glanced glumly at the wet field and mud-drenchey@is and wondered if
they, like himself, were questioning their saniy being here.

Tara pulled out a small transistor radio and ao$déteadphones and tuned
right in to the game. A gust of wind sent rain spiag into their faces. Jed
moaned. He tried to tell himself that he was soglgip local color, watching
the game under the same challenging conditionB tieeae stalwart natives,
that all he had to do was to concentrate on what nappening on the
playing field to forget his physical misery. Thatasegy appeared to work
for Tara. She seemed oblivious to the adverse weath

But it wasn't working for him. He still felt colchd wet and the game being
played on the muddy field seemed irrelevant conptrdnis discomfort. He
stole a glance at Tara, who was watching the figtt rapt attention. He
tried to imagine his sister Vanessa, five years jhisor—fastidious,
imperious, impeccable Vanessa—willingly gettingrarieed in the rain to
watch a football game. He couldn't.

"Why are you smiling?" Tara asked, casting a pukglkance at him. She
removed her headphones. "The Oilers were justaepted."

Jed's gaze flew to the field. He hadn't even ndtiCewas just trying to
imagine Vanessa sitting here in this downpour,” doafessed a little
sheepishly.

"Your sister Vanessa? Out in this?" Tara lookedrdadalous. "My
imagination doesn't extend that far."

"She's mellowed since she married Line last yeked' said loyally. "He's
had a very humanizing effect on her."

"She does seem to be crazy about Line," Tara adedged. "But | still find
your sister incredibly intimidating. She's not ethatche kind of woman
other women can pal around with."

"And you are, of course."



Tara arched her brows. "Uh-oh, | forgot the cardinke: Only Ramseys are
allowed to speak in anything but glowing terms dhmiber Ramseys. But,
yes, as one of five sisters, | do find it easyg¢baong with other women."

"And other men," he said, his words sounding #isaf/'d been growled. He
was suddenly, extraordinarily aware of her nearneisgldled together
under the umbrella as they were, their shoulderg weiching, their faces
close. He could smell the scent of her perfumeavds as sensuous and
elusive as she was. He inhaled deeply and aronsdtsred through him.

She was so close to him. He could feel the heanhatimg from her body,
feel her small, soft frame against him. His senge® full of her. He could
think of nothing else. Her presence did what thetdall game hadn't,
making him impervious to the wind, rain, and cdldnsion, frustration, and
desire coursed through him, so intermingled thatcbeldn't begin to
separate one from the other.

"Oh yes, you have lots of male friends, don't yot#&' knew he was
deliberately needling her. He felt an irresistibtge to fight with her, about
anything, about everything. "In addition to youyllt romance with the

worthy Chad, you have dinner and go to church Wik Polk, you go to
football games with Vinnie—" He broke off with acsd. "Who the hell is

Vinnie, anyway?"

"Vince Krajack. He works at the station with meadra frowned right back
at him.

"Doesn't Chad mind your spending all your time wather guys?" Part of
him knew that he was lashing out at her to diffilmeeexplosive urges which
roiled within him. The other part clung stubboridythe fallacy that he was
running interference for the unseen Chad. That dxe o preserve that
romance for the sake of his own freedom. "It cdt good for your
relationship.”

"Oh, you're a fine one to be offering advice omtiehships. Have you ever
had one that lasted longer than ten minutes?"



She was pleased with the hyperbole. Jed was nat'ré\alking about you
and Chad, not me. Are you running around on himnakehis back? Where
was he two weeks ago, when you and this Vinnie agdtar went to the
game?"

"Will you stop interrogating me like some sort @dIFagent! | haven't done
anything wrong. Chad trusts me implicitly. He ddesmuh—care for
football so he doesn't mind if | go to games witmgone else. He prefers
the symphony and the ballet, performances at theedan Center and
Heinz Hall," she added grandly. Good old Chad,thlbeight with a secret
smile. She was turning him into the cultured, seressembodiment of every
woman's dream.

"Chad is a twerp," Jed proclaimed crossly. "And fasking for trouble by
letting a girl like you run around with any man yplease."

Tara sat up very straight. "A girl like me?" shpeated softly, dangerously.
"Explain exactly what you mean by 'a girl like me.'

"Cute. Smart." Jed snapped the words at her. "Furbe with." He

swallowed. "Pretty." And swallowed again. "Sexy.'t KWvas breathing
heavily, and the blood was thundering in his h& world seemed to be
careening around him.

Tara's heart was thumping, but she masked her ensa stare at him with
impassive brown eyes. "lI've always suspected thatcpnsidered women
fungible. This proves it."

How could they be so out of sync? Jed wonderedyvilde was on fire for
her and she was gazing at him with the detachestesit of a scientist
viewing an odd specimen. And using words he'd néneard before.
"Fungible?" he echoed hoarsely. "What does thanfiea

"It means being replaceable by another equival@ngt Something freely

exchangeable. Coins are fungible. Grains of whesafumgible. People are
not—at least they're not supposed to be."” She gatse dark eyes meeting
and holding his light ones. "But to you, all womame exchangeable and
interchangeable. Fungible.”



"I do not think women are fungible!" Jed protesiedignantly.

"You do. You gave yourself away when you said ff@t think I'm pretty

and sexy and all those other things. A fungible glimment for a fungible

woman. This is me you're talking to, Jed. Tara Bratlappen to know what
you really think of me."

"And what's that?"

"You think I'm boring. And bland. And naive andesome. Shall | go on? |
know the list by heart. You've recited it often egb."

He resented her patronizing air. He wanted to etalie her cool composure,
to watch the expression on her face dissolve iagsjon as he aroused her,
to see her serious brown eyes flame into hot vgheets of desire. He
vaguely recalled that he had his reasons for keepiara Brady at a
distance. That he'd been fighting against beconmteyested in her for a
long time. That a third Brady—Ramsey union was ¢oe many, a
downright bad idea.

But somehow it all seemed irrelevant in comparisotihe primitive sexual
hunger raging through him. He couldn't wait anotinement to touch her.
He moved suddenly, catching Tara completely offrdgu&upping her chin
in one big hand, he tilted her head back and losvaie head to hers.

She made a startled, inarticulate sound of pratedttried to jerk away, but
he was too quick for her. His mouth came down lardhers. For a split

second, she was too stunned to murmur or movejeor lereathe. Her eyes
were wide open and she saw the black-and-gold Ulalazieove them, saw

the raindrops hit the fabric and roll down. She dad's face, his eyes tightly
closed, his brows drawn together. She'd never &iasgone with her eyes
open before; the thought skittered across her nlindias very strange,

seeing a face from this angle.

Jed lifted his mouth slightly from hers. It wasleoek to meet her wide,
amazed brown eyes. Her self- possession enragedHeimad always been
the cool one, the master of his passion, orch@sgrats affairs for his own
convenience.



But inexplicably, without warning, the tables hageh turned. It was not
convenient to burn with need in the soaking stasfdsfootball arena with

fifty-nine thousand screaming fans in attendance. whs confounded.
Confused. And furious with himself and with her.r Foe first time in his

life, he'd lost his head and his self-control. Arata Brady, the cause of it
all, appeared completely unmoved.

"Kiss me back, dammit,” he rasped.

Tara gazed into his eyes. Her mind wasn't as @sat ought to be, she
thought worriedly. Muddled thoughts and impressiamabled through it.

Like the way his eyes held unexpected shades @fltblue, which seemed
to blend into the gunmetal gray color if one stal@ty enough. And the
intense, hot look he was giving her made her feeghthless. No man had
ever gazed at her with such burning ardency, sociskd sexual attention.
And when that man was Jed Ramsey . . .

She should run, not walk, away from him becausedsedangerous and she
knew it. She had watched and learned for the pastears. She knew more
about him than he ever suspected. When a womaeddus interest, he
would pursue her, pulling out all the stops untfl uariy surrendered to
him. And then, inevitably, he lost interest and ®@dwn to someone else.
She'd seen the pattern repeated time and time ,agédm woman after
woman. Cautious, observant Tara did not dare tarbecyet another
participant in the latest round of his game.

"l don't want to kiss you," she said, steeling bHragainst the delicious
surge of heat in her abdomen.

It was the first time in his life that Jed Ramseyl lever heard those words.
He was momentarily astounded. And then incenseell!\tien I'll have to
make you want to, won't I?"

Now she'd done it! Tara scolded herself. She hadlesitged him and no
self-respecting Ramsey turned away from a challelyerse, she'd
appeared uninterested and unavailable. Wasn't ahatire-fire way to
intrigue a man, especially one who was accustomédyving women throw
themselves at him?



She decided that Jed Ramsey must be living, bregaghroof of her mother's
bitter invective: Men only want what they can't baWell, if her mother
were to be believed, the antidote for Jed's suddenunexpected desire for
her would be to stop resisting, to let him think stanted him, too. To kiss
him without further struggle. She decided to giva firy.

When his mouth opened over hers, she didn't pudlyaav try to fight him in
any way. She felt the probing of his tongue agalrest closed lips and
responded by parting them slightly. He emittedaagrand thrust his tongue
deep into the warmth of her mouth. Angling his hdedsealed their mouths
in a searing kiss.

it was like nothing she had ever experienced. $ages fluttered shut as his
tongue rubbed against hers. A hot, heady pleasymaed within her,
filling her with heat. His arm was around her, head wedged against his
shoulder while his hand cupped her neck, his ldngefs stroking the
smooth, sensitive skin. She felt surrounded by liwerwhelmed by his
taste and his touch.

And she wanted more. She wanted to get closemto His masculine heat
and hardness beckoned and tantalized. Her armsimeyy around his neck
as she strained toward him. She murmured a sroétilssund as he held her
tighter and deepened the kiss.

Her breasts felt full and firm, the nipples almpainfully hard. Even the soft
material of her bra felt abrasive against them.riSvaif sensation ribboned
down her middle, her belly, and knotted tightlyvee¢n her legs.

The armrest between their seats dug into her biblsshe was unaware of
any discomfort. Her fingers, wrapped around thedteawf the umbrella,
reflexively loosened their grip and neither oneicext when the stem slid
between them, bringing the umbrella to rest onaioiheir heads.

They were both panting and breathless when Jedyslifted his head. Tara
stared at him, her heartbeat drumming in her é#issblue-gray eyes were
heavy lidded with passion, his mouth moist fronskig her. She lay against
him, submissive and pliant, her lips pink and semllher pupils dilated,



darkening her eyes to velvety blackness. Her putsethrobbing, her body
tingling and aching with pleasure, and the needrfore.

So now she knew, she thought dazedly. These feelied had aroused with
his passionate kiss were what all the songs an#sband movies were
about. She'd comprehended the words and meanihgsucse, but until
now she had never actually experienced them fagelferAnd there was an
incredible difference between understanding desaed passion
intellectually and feeling them physically and erooally.

Her scattered thoughts jumped to her two oldeersstnd their first physical
encounters with the brothers Ramsey. Were thesasat thrilling feelings
what had given them the nerve to risk relationshyid men who could
break their hearts? Or make them happier thandheyer been in their
lives?

Why, it was like a crapshoot! Tara thought withndgs/. Shavonne and Erin
had lucked out, but their mother hadn't. She haakéoout an existence with
five small children and a million regrets. Taravened. The odds in this
game were too dismal to contemplate.

She thought of her mother again. Jerilyn Bradypmity and so hurt and
mixed up. Jerilyn Brady had never had any trouliteacting men, but
keeping them had been another mathéw, Tara decided for perhaps the
fifty-thousandth timeThat's not going to be me.

Jed reached up to lift the umbrella from their leedte smiled and her heart
turned over. It was a warm, intimate smile that enadr want to snuggle
closer and cling to him. To raise her lips to md &iss him again and again.
The sweet longings unnerved her. It was a crapskbetreminded herself,
and the dice were loaded—against her.

"Let's get out of here," Jed said huskily and reddor her hand. He clasped
it in his, interlocking their fingers in a possessiover's gesture.

"Jed, no." Tara pulled her hand from his. A terrifymixture of anxiety and
anticipation bubbled within her. If they left now,would be to continue
what they'd begun here. His voice, his eyes, hity language confirmed it.



Did she dare take up the emotional and sexual exigdl posed by Jed
Ramsey?

Her mother's woeful face appeared vividly in hend's eye:'l was so sure
he loved me, Tarashe heard Jerilyn Brady's melancholy tones ecln@in
brain."He wanted me so much. But then he took all mydoddeft me, just
like all the others."

The pronoun 'he' was a substitute for a long fishale names, but the end
results were always the same. The pathos of henaristlove life could
have served as lyrics for a sorrowful country-westong. Tara shivered
again. Wanting was not loving. She had figured tdme out years ago. Her
poor mother never had.

"No," she repeated with conviction.
"No?" Jed looked astounded, as if he'd never his&rdvord before.

He probably didn't hear it very often, and nevenfrwomen, Tara decided
grimly. She squared her shoulders and sat up wexgist, forcing herself to
meet his eyes. "What just happened,” her voicerdt and she drew in a
steadying breath, "was a mistake, Jed. | told yaidr't want to kiss you and
| meant it."

"Like hell!" Jed cursed explosively, his voice ldwt no less fierce in its
intensity. "You wanted it as much as | did, babpuYwent up in flames
when | kissed you. Don't bother to deny it."

Tara shook her head. "It's just that | got caughiy own trap. | knew
resisting would only provoke you more so | decitiedo along with you. |
thought you'd lose interest. | never dreamed th#tat I—" She gulped. "I
thought—hoped!'—we'd both be bored."”

"Bored?" echoed Jed incredulousigored?"

She nodded.

"Are you often bored when a man kisses you?"



She thought back to the kisses she'd receivedtbeeyears. There hadn't
been many, by her choice. "Well, yes,” she admitt8e preferred
friendship to romance and when a man tried to dtws$&oundary between,
she generally found his overtures awkward, rathdyagrassing, and yes, on
the boring side. But she hadn't been bored one winén Jed kissed her.
And that disturbed her more than she was willingdofess.

"Poor Chad,"” Jed said, his lips twisting into atdsaic sneer. "No wonder
the poor sucker was so eager to hawk his shoesissi®& The woman he
wants to marry finds him sexually boring.-"

Oh no, she'd forgotten all about Chad! "I'm notdabwhen Chad kisses me,
of course," she interjected hastily. "That goedwiit saying. | meant | find
it, uh.

boring when someone I'm not interested in—some&ag/bu—kisses me."

"You weren't bored with me, honey," Jed said rougHe thought about her
impassioned response to him and the flame stillldanmg within him
flared higher. When was the last time he had beemn@used, so moved by a
single kiss? He couldn't remember. And that worhid.

"It's all wrong, Jed." Her voice was quiet but firm

"Don't | know it!" He gave a self-mocking laugh.&tything about their first

kiss was wrong, from the inappropriate settinghdbysmal weather to his
wild reaction at the touch of her soft young moue. knew he should be
relieved that she was being so sensible about boewthing. What if she

had lost her head and given into him completelyavifrshe'd let him take

her to his apartment to explore this surprising arditing passion which

had flamed between them?

His carefree bachelor days would be winding toose| that's what, he told
himself severely. A girl like Tara Brady would in&ably confuse sex and
love and if they were having sex, she would corwinerself that she was in
love with him. And the entire Ramsey —Brady tribeuld hound him to the

ends of the earth until he slipped that gold wegdiand on her finger.



As the rain splashed down on him—she wasn't shdrargumbrella with

him anymore—nhe tried to tell himself how lucky hasito be here with Tara
Brady at this moment instead of in bed with hercépt he didn't feel lucky
or relieved, he felt cold and wet, and so hard tigtvhole body ached with
the force of his need. And his imagination was mgrrampant. In his

mind's eye, he kept seeing images of Tara and Hilygeg naked on his

bed, their bodies intertwined. . . .

He was jolted out of his erotic daydream by thedemdroaring of the crowd.
The mass of Pittsburgh fans, including Tara, jumioettheir feet screaming
and cheering as a Steeler running-back penetratedtbh’s defensive line
and crossed the goal line to score a touchdowhappened twice more
during the first half. The Oilers' luck seemed ® paralleling his, Jed
thought wryly. Neither could score.

The announcer's voice boomed over the loudspeakeennounce the

halftime festivities, including a special appeamby Senator Glenn Saxon
who was attending the game with his two young s®hs. senator was on
hand to present a humanitarian award to one aktired Steeler players on
behalf of his work with handicapped children.

Tara and Jed watched Glenn Saxon stride onto ¢ fin umbrella held
over his head by a solicitous aide. "Wonder if 'théte Oldsmobile-driving
stooge who dropped Glenn-o off last night?" Jedtenet! caustically.

"And picked him up afterward,"” added Tara in a \pbis "l heard him leave
last night, did you? It was a couple of hours aftersaid good night."

Jed frowned. "Yeah, | heard him leave, too. Thadsdswas whistling!"
Considering the aroused, uncomfortable and friesirstate he'd been in last
night, he had thoroughly resented the other manisftil self-satisfaction.

They sat in silence as Glenn Saxon took the oppiytto expound on his
views of good old-fashioned virtue and values—andlambaste the
blackguards who did not abide by them.



"Well, that does it for me." Jed stood up. "l cake the rain and the Oilers'
fumbling and even your sexually rejecting me, baah't hack Glenn-o s
hypocritical spiel.”

Tara stood up too. "In light of what we saw andrfeast night, it is
sickening,"” she agreed.

"Want to get some coffee and something to eatf?ddit if you'll let me back
under your umbrella.”

His wry, crooked grin sent a surge of warmth rughimrough her. "It's a
deal." Taking a step closer, giving him a tentgtiyearded smile, she held
the umbrella over his head.

Maybe they could be friends, she thought hopefillgybe now that he'd
made his obligatory pass and gotten it out of fidesn, he could relate to
her as a person and not as one of his fungibleasexmquests.

She had the most appealing smile he'd ever segnhdeght, gazing down
at her. And its effect on him was alarming. It mada almost light-headed
with pleasure. He took her arm and guided her tdwidwe crowded

refreshment stands. It felt good to touch her, emesuch an impersonal,
practical way. He wanted her, he admitted to himstd would never have
believed that he could lust after the sweet younghan whom his parents
had handpicked as a wife for him, but somehowdi im@ppened.

Well, marriage was out of the question, but thefinttely were going to

have an affair, Jed promised himself. And then tweuld part company.
He would return to Houston a footloose and fundgvbachelor and Tara
would return to her safe and boring zombie constitgd Cherrington.

A happy ending for the third Ramsey son and the tBrady sister, even if it
wasn't the one their families had scripted for them



Five

Tara was at her desk in the small WQQW newsroonntlghloefore nine
Monday morning. Vince Krajack and Bob Fusco, tHeeotwo reporters on
the Double Q news team arrived a few minutes la@mmiserating about
the Steelers' unexpected loss in the fourth qugesterday afternoon.

"They just rolled over and died out there!" howl&ince. "Three
interceptions that resulted in three touchdowns Iwuston! That's
criminal!”

"I was there with a devout Oilers' fan," Tara put'iHe gloated the whole
way home."

"A classic example of adding insult to injury,” Beaid with a grin. "Who is
he, Tara? A new boyfriend?"

Tara shook her head. "I'm not sure how to desenjpeelationship with Jed
Ramsey. Neighbor? Family friend? Unrelated rel&i@me thing he isot
and never will be is my 'boyfriend.' New or otheseul’

They weren't even on speaking terms this morninfierAthe game
yesterday, Jed had been at his most charming wéidrakked her to have
dinner with him.

She'd declined his offer. Cold and wet from houarthe rain, shaken by the
volatile emotions stirred by his kiss, she wantely to soak in a hot bath, to
eat leftover lasagna for dinner, and to spendibkaiag reading. She wanted
to relax in peace and quiet, something she knewnskier could do in Jed
Ramsey's irritating, challenging, fascinating, alising company.

Jed's charm had rapidly evaporated when she toldhher plans. Ramseys
did not take kindly to being thwarted, Jed leasdlbf'You're telling me that
you'd rather take a bath and wash your hair thawitte me?" He'd been
indignant, and highly offended. "That's the excussmen give to avoid
clods and dolts. Nobody has ever used it on me!"



Except Tara. She'd stuck to her guns and theyt@gars less than friends.
When they'd met in the hall this morning while leaytheir respective
apartments, Jed's response to her polite good ngphaid been a glowering
silence.

Christine Logston, the station's news directongdithem to make the day's
assignments. Bob drew the county courthouse forgalyh publicized
ongoing murder trial, Vince the USX Building foretthatest round of labor
negotiations being conducted there.

"Tara, I'd like you to go to the William Penn Hotet Glenn Saxon's news
conference. It's scheduled for ten o'clock in tidl," Christine concluded.

Tara stared blindly at her notebook. Last week,wbeldn't have given a

second thought to covering the senator's news mmde. Now it seemed as
if their paths were ominously fated to cross. Anglds she might, she
couldn't dismiss Glenn Saxon's late Saturday nigittto Kayci Cann. Was

it relevant to his reelection campaign? Jed dithmik so, but he'd admitted
that he wasn't sure. As for her own opinion . . .

She needed to talk to someone in the news busaess the situation, Tara
decided. She waited until Bob and Vince had degatte approach

Christine. "Can | talk to you a few minutes, Chns® It's about Senator
Saxon."

Christine Logston was something of a mentor to .Tahe had been the one
to hire Tara after hearing the audition tape skeftt from her school radio
station.

There were few women in radio news in Pittsbungth @hristine, as news
director, had been immensely supportive of Tara.

Christine smiled at her. "I wonder if you've beerahng the same rumors
about him that | have."

Tara stared at her. Maybe this was going to besedlsan she thought.
"What have you heard?" she asked deferentially.



"That after Glenn wins reelection to the senatet meanth, he's going to
announce his intention of running for presidenthiri§€tine's eyes lighted
with enthusiasm. "Of course the presidential etects a full year away, but
Glenn has commissioned some private polls thatetinmp encouraging
results. Bradford Lip- ton looks unbeatable arsdativays difficult to defeat
an incumbent, of course, but Glenn appears to bephrty's strongest
candidate against Lipton and his party."

Tara attempted to breathe. It wasn't easy. "Saxdmnking of running for
president?" she managed weakly.

"I'm personally excited because Glenn is an oldegel friend of my
husband's. They've always kept in touch—in faat, 3ad lunch with Glenn
last month. We're both ready to campaign for hins. & card-carrying
member of NOW, | want a candidate who respects woasesquals.”

"And you think Senator Saxon does?" Tara askedfiudbre "Respect
women, that is."

"Oh yes. He and his wife have a model marriageristhe beamed. "You
see, Glenn appreciates women as thinking indivedwélom he respects on
an equal intellectual plane."

Tara found herself wishing that Jed were here. I8teav he would have
something to say about Glenn Saxon's appreciafiavomen as thinking
individuals and his propensity toward the likeKafyci Cann. Nor had their
illicit midnight tryst been conducted on anythingmotely resembling an
intellectual plane, equal or otherwise.

Tara mocked herself for her naivete. She'd hopeaitidn't be hard to tell
Christine about Saxon and Kayci. After listeningte glowing testimonial,

it was impossible! But if the man was planningua for president and his
popularity was based on the image of him as a @eMotisband and family
man, a feminist whose attitudes toward women wetemglary and

nonexploitative, an image that was false—Tara'sdheaam with the

implications.



"I guess I'd better get down to Saxon's headqusttens all she could think
to say. She gathered her materials—tape recorder,apd pencils—and
stuffed them into her oversize bag.

"If you get a chance, say hello to Glenn for mejti€tine called after her.
Tara suppressed a groan.

The rest of the day proceeded at its usual heete pAfter attending the
news conference—where she didn't pass on Christoeery hello to the
senator— Tara went back to the station to checki¢htails of several other
breaking stories via telephone. She had discovadcher presence wasn't
always required at the scene and she could gathesakih of information
about certain events from a few well-placed phalks.c

She pulled out her lunch, eating the tuna saladwg@&h on rye and orange
she'd brought, between calls and writing up hernesto Two months ago
she'd been given the additional duties of afternanchor which meant
compiling the days' events into a six-minute bre@astiand reporting the
latest news three times during the. drive-time slot at four, five, and six
o'clock.

The Lamborghini Countach was not parked in fronttlod apartment
building when she arrived there shortly before sevend Tara quickly
pulled her car into the empty spot. She was totadlgplussed to find Jed
standing in the small hallway between their apantse

"l didn't think you were around,"” she said, striyto sound nonchalant. Her
heartbeat had taken off at a terrific rate at tigbtsof him, but she wasn't
about to betray any signs of—what? What exactly alaes feeling? she
wondered. Nervous? No, not really. Excited? Shdlewad. That was it, all
right. "Your car isn't," she added, purposefullyning her full attention to
finding her doorkey in her purse.

"l talked Mr. Safran, down the street, into rentimg his garage. That's
where my car is."

"And where is Mr. Safran's car?"



Jed shrugged. "Parked along the street, | guess.”

Tara rolled her eyes. 'There's a Ramsey solutioydo.” She turned the key
in the lock.

"Hey, | offered him a more than generous sum teatvas more than willing
to accept."

Tara opened the door, conflict raging within hdro@d she invite Jed in?
She knew it wasn't wise to be alone with him, rftérahe pass he'd made
yesterday. And yet a peculiar exhilaration bubliledugh her veins at the
forbidden prospect. And fizzled flat at the thougiithim leaving. She
paused on the threshold, immobilized by her intecivél war.

"l hope you don't think | was waiting for you," Baid, his gaze affixed to
her back. She'd worn her hair down today and istafy and silky over her
shoulders. His gaze lowered to her legs, slim dagaly in low- heeled blue
pumps. He cleared his throat. "l just happenedetéebving my apartment
when you walked in."

A blatant falsehood. He'd turned his car radio tQ@¥V on his way back
from the Southland Mall in time to catch her fivelock broadcast. The
sound of her voice” cool, crisp and professionad had the strangest effect
on him. He'd been unable to keep himself from gngrear to ear. She was
good! He'd beamed with vicarious pride. Back indpsrtment, he'd tuned
in for her six-o'clock broadcast as well. He cotildtop thinking about her,
and provocative memories of that tempestuous kisgd shared yesterday
whirled obsessively through his head. Desire, §eand sharp, coiled
through him.

He forgot that he was furious with her for turnishgwn a dinner date with
him to wash her hair. He wanted her. As soon asntwes report was
finished, he'd begun to wait for her to come hoAra she'd caught him in
the act. Lucky for him, she didn't know that, thbugnd he certainly had no
intention of telling her.



"Why would | think you were waiting for me?" Tara&c®mmon sense
reasserted itself. She would not invite Jed Rarimsgge. "You weren't even
speaking to me the last time | saw you," she adeletgring her apartment.

He followed her, not bothering to wait for the itation she'd decided
against. "I don't take kindly to being buzzed diira. And that's what you
did to me last night."

The door swung shut behind them, closing the twahefm inside. She

turned swiftly and nearly collided with him. A growg heat suffused her.
Suddenly, the room seemed cozily private and she am&kwardly aware

that they were very much alone. In a determinearefd appear natural, she
slipped off her blue-and- gray jacket and droppexhia chair.

Jed came closer and she immediately took sevelek gteps backward.

He arched his brows, his slate-colored eyes modkaéng”l see your hair is

nice and clean. But was it really worth forgoingesening with me to wash
it?"

She did not care for that unholy glimmer in his®y8etting her jaw, she
forced herself to face him squarely. "Yes," shenected. "It really was."

He gave a short laugh. "I don't think | want toiéet you." One giant stride
brought him directly in front of her. He caught bdter hands in one swift
grip and stroked his thumbs over the pulse pointeawrists. "Your pulse
is racing, Tara. Does that mean you're scared 8f me

"No!" she denied hotly, realizing too late that 'shiaken the bait he'd so
craftily dangled.

"No? Then it must be something else.” One big hditdto her waist and
anchored her against the lower half of his bodxcitement?"

She felt the virile thrust of his hips against hétsr wide brown eyes flew to
his face. "Jed," she began, her mouth suddenly dry.



"Or arousal?" he continued smoothly. He loweredhieiad and sensuously
nipped at her earlobe. "Both, perhaps?" He rublbigdestively against her
and smiled when she audibly caught her breath.

"Don't." Her voice quavered. His lips had movethéo neck to nibble along
the soft, sensitive curve.

"Why not?" His other hand moved with deliberatewsiess along her
ribcage to pause just below her breast. "You knowwant me to."

She shook her head, the denial trapped in hertthfba way he was looking
at her made her feel weak. It was both unnervirthnlling to be the focus
of the intense sexuality burning in his gaze. Assies little shudder tingled
along her spine.

He extended his thumb to lazily caress her nipglech was hard and tight
beneath the soft layers of her clothing. Tara teed failed to suppress the
soft little moan that escaped from her throat.

"You like it," he murmured, brushing her lips lightsensuously, with his.
He shifted slightly and thrust his thigh betweemshe

She instinctively arched into his masculine warratid hardness. Oh, he
was right, she thought dizzily. She did like it.féit so good when he
touched her. A swell of hot pleasure flooded heakimg her feel weak and
warm and soft. Her eyelids drifted shut. His tonguel lips continued to
play with hers and she responded with shy, sendutlegkisses of her own.

She wasn't aware that he'd unfastened the buttohserdlue silk blouse
until she felt his hand slip beneath her wispydird cup her bare breast. She
felt her nipple throb against his palm as he rubbedo a taut little point of
sensual fire. His other hand kneaded the roundethéss of her buttock,
making her moan and move against him in a prinrairfiene rhythm.

For several blazing moments, Tara thought she wfaitd from the wild
forces raging within her. Hot flames ripped throungn, emanating from the
deep, secret place where Jed's thigh was presteddmehers.



"Oh, baby, | want you so much," he rasped in ae@o intimate and
sexually stimulating that she shuddered with desife throbbing
anticipation drummed within her, heightened bydusfident expertise.

When his mouth came down on hers, she clung to t@sponding to his
ardent, compelling technique. She moaned as higutommasterfully
penetrated the moist warmth of her mouth. Refldyjveer arms crept
round his neck and she fitted herself to him, leemifine softness pressing
intimately against the corresponding masculine gdaof his body. She felt
both a hunger and an emptiness she had never beftperienced. Her
fingers tangled in the thickness of his dark haid ahe savored its coarse
texture, so different from the silken softness @f dwn golden strands.

His mouth hot and hard on hers, his hands holdergfibmly against the
unyielding length of him, Jed lowered her bodyhe sofa, laying her full
length along the cushions. He came down on topeof tis solid weight
pressing her in place.

He lifted his head, momentarily freeing her mouwathd Tara's eyes opened
languidly to see him staring down at her, his grggs dark and smoldering
fiercely with arousal and desire and—determination.

"It's going to be so good between us, baby," hemued huskily. "It's what
we both want, what we both need. | promise you twegret it."

She stared into his eyes. It was the fierce detetian burning in them
which reawakened her caution. It was so very Ranfieg'd long observed
that every member of the Ramsey family had beessbbik—or was it
cursed?—with a relentless tenacity. None of theralavgive up until what
they wanted was theirs. What ever a Ramsey wamianasey gets was the
family credo and was quoted often, both joviallg aeriously.

Nobody said no to a Ramsey.
But she had. Tara tensed at the realization. Nokadyno to Ramsey and

made it stick, she silently amended. Jed was abouiake sure of that. He
had, however, not reckoned with the exceptionallpng will of Tara



Brady. "Jed, | can't. | won't. This is wrong." Splaced her hands on his
chest and tried to push him off her.

Her words barely penetrated the steamy, sensuaifogh engulfed him.
But when she repeatedly turned her face away friomtd avoid his mouth
and began to pummel at his chest with small, figkg, it slowly dawned on
him that something was amiss.

He stared down at her with passion-glazed eyesatw/the matter, baby?"

The hot sweetness of sexual arousal burgeonediragljg-in Tara's body,

almost making her abandon her fight and sink intblisye submission.

Almost. However, she happened to possess a touglandsa tenacity equal
to any Ramsey's. "Let me up, Jed," she insisted.

"What?" Jed's voice squeaked. Shock waves revéegetiarough him like
the aftershocks following an earthquake. He coaldlly comprehend what
was happening. Only moments before, Tara had leantpand responsive
beneath him. Now her slender body was totally ragid the drowsy passion
in her eyes had been replaced by a combativerglitte

His body pulsed and ached with unquenched desemdrbering the past
few nights' misery of frustration, he was not aeets a little pleading.
"Baby, baby, please. I'l—"

"My name is Tara," she said coolly, her resolutipowing stronger. Using
all her strength, she gave him a hard, swift sh8be. caught him totally off
guard and was able to slip from beneath him, lapdim her knees on the
floor beside the couch.

"It's a good idea to remember the name of the peyso're attempting to
make love with," she added with asperity as she toser feet. "Instead of
using fungible nomenclature.”

Jed felt dazed. He'd plunged too far, too fast ftbenhot sweet heavens of
arousal and anticipation to the bitter depths @#ateon. He wanted to beg
her to come back to him, he wanted to swear attbegrab a handful of her
beautiful blond hair and drag her into his arms;rigsh her beneath him.



Slowly, he pulled himself to a sitting positiotiungible nomenclature?"
His voice sounded muddled and thick to his own.ealtsere did she come
up with this stuff? he wondered dazedly. His eyatowed Tara's lithe
figure as she paced back and forth like a restigisesss. She was clearly in a
state of agitation. Her face was flushed, and bhedhk trembled as she tried
to rebutton her blouse.

"lI—I admit it's more my fault than yours," she sada choked voice. But
the way he'd made her feel . . . Tara quivered!dShever felt that way
before, so wildly alive, so totally overwhelmed twe voluptuous pleasure
flooding her body.

"Fault?" Jed echoed, watching her as one mesmeklie@gyes were riveted
to the ivory lace of her bra, still visible as sgtaiggled with the buttons of
her blouse. He remembered the soft, slick feehefrhaterial against his
fingers, the incredible warm softness of her beedsneath. He barely
managed to suppress a groan of longing. "Sweethmadne is at fault here.
We want each other, we want to make love. It's @band natural and—"

"And it's wrong," Tara interjected. "Jed, we ddaite each other. Most of
the time we don't even like each other."

Paradoxically, her statement provoked a rebelliothimw him, and
startlingly reframed his perspective. "l like yoelhenough, | suppose,” he
admitted grudgingly.

"That's not enough for me. And even if we lovedheaiter, I'd still say no.
We're not married and—""You don't have to be mdrt@make love!" Jed
interrupted, aghast at the concept.

Tara heaved a weary sigh. "Jed, I've told you hdeel about premarital
sex. | don't believe in it. Especially not for me."”

"Sure, | heard you say it, but | didn't think yatiwaally meantit!" He found

it unfathomable. That she would deny them both gleasure of sexual
fulfillment because it was contrary to her belieéfBhis is crazy! | feel like
I'm caught in a time warp, trapped in the fiftiegridg the Eisenhower



administration. Good girls don't put out. They maken marry them for it.
Help! Quick, transport me back to the eighties."”

Tara tucked her blouse back into the waistbanabfjray-and-blue pleated
skirt, her fingers shaking as violently as her lsné®n Saturday night you
said it was wrong for Senator Saxon to be with Kayéell, it's just as
wrong for you and me—"

"There's an enormous difference between our stovatnd theirs, Tara!" Jed
stood up, his expression an almost comical porinagxasperation. "For
one, Saxon is married. In addition, he's a pulficial who trades on his
upstanding-and-devoted-family-man image to garoées: And—"

"He's going to run for president,” Tara blurted. ity boss told me today.
Her husband is a friend of Saxon's and they're btattinch supporters of
his."

"Saxon is going to run for president?" Jed repeatezmentarily diverted.
He gave a low whistle. "Can this mean that Kays &darack at becoming
first lady?" he asked, his tongue firmly in cheek.

Tara's dark eyes met his and she smiled hesitantly.

He had to steel himself against the effects ofdmeile. After all, he was
defending modern sexual ethics here. A positionclwhconveniently
happened to coincide with his own interests.

"Forget Kayci and Saxon, we're talking about yod ame," he persisted.
"You want me, Tara. Don't bother to deny it. Anchd@ive me any crap
about your undying love and fidelity to that dula€had Cherrington. He
doesn't make you feel what | do, you don't want, tand—"

"Jed, | may as well tell you the truth about Chgtitrnow,” Tara cut in. This
would send him packing, as nothing else would. @b® a deep breath and
looked at the floor. "He doesn't exist.”

It took a few moments for her words to fully registAnd then, "He doesn't
exist?" Jed was staggered. "There is no Chad?"



"I made him up to discourage your father from tgyto get you and me
together,” Tara confessed, daring to lift her eyés.was staring at her,
agape. "And it was working. He'd stopped callingelb me what a great
husband you'd be. And you admitted that he stoppgding you about me,
too. | never thought you'd show up in Pittsburgslie added, a little
nervously. "And Ireally never thought that you'd, that I'd—" She gulped.
"That there would ever be anything physical betwesh

"Why, you conniving little liar!" That she had gotesuch lengths to keep
him away from her left him flabbergasted, and irkéth beyond measure.
"And just what did you plan to tell our families & they started asking
about your wedding plans?"

Tara shrugged. "I hadn't thought that far ahead.au'd have had to say
was that Chad and | broke up. | figured by therryolks would have found
someone else for you."

"But what about me? I'm here in Pittsburgh, rigtroas the hall from you.
What were you going to tell me when | kept askibgut Chad?" His mouth
tightened. "Or did you plan to keep him safely olithe country pitching
shoes forever?"

The conversation was bordering on the surrealitaza stared at him,
nonplussed. "Something like that, | guess. | damiw. | didn't think you'd
be around very long."

"Well, you were mistaken, Tara. I'm not going angndh My father and |
had a long distance telephone conference thisnafber and decided that |
should stick around and flesh out my ideas for Soeithland Mall. That
means 'l be right next door. And I'm not goingléave you alone, baby.
Now that | know how hot you are for me, it's jushatter of time before |
have you in my bed begging me for it. And thennthé' His voice trailed
off as he imagined the ecstasy of his body embeddadly in hers. It was
exhilarating, it was irresistible, it was downrigittary. He had never wanted
another woman as badly as he wanted Tara Brady.



"You want to go to bed with me, even though yoflmoous with me and
don't love me and only quote, like me well enougiy suppose, unquote,”
Tara said flatly.

Put that way, it seemed ridiculous, but he was@uato concede her point.
Or admit to anything else. "Correct," he replied.

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard.” lokioevery bit of her
self-control to appear calm and composed before Fomher heart was
slamming against her ribs. She'd been shocked amnipassioned response
to him and to her uncharacteristic loss of contrdlis arms. What if he were
to do as he threatened and increase his attentibas®ear down her
resistance with his kisses and caresses?

A shiver tingled along her spine. Her belief in $@x until marriage had
never been put to the test before. Could she hdaldgainst an experienced,
determined man like Jed Ramsey? Tara thought of dotd-bloodedly
pursuing her for the twin purposes of salvagingdge and quenching his
lust. She imagined him making love to her and tbestharging her in
triumph. That was the way he had it planned.

Her dark eyes glittered. What Jed Ramsey didn'wkwas that the Brady

sisters possessed a sense of self- preservatistraag as the Ramseys'
sense of entitlement. He didn't know about all ¢htzshg talks with her

mother late at night. Oh yes, Tara assured hetag&lfig all of those factors
into consideration, she could most certainly wahst sexual pressure from
Jed Ramsey.

She tilted her head, all her pride and dignity nehé in her bearing. "llI

never let you use me, Jed Ramsey. I'll sleep wathgn our wedding night
or not at all." And then her lips twitched intowdslen, irrepressible smile.
"And since | know for a fact that you'd rather fackring squad than marry
me, | don't have much to worry about, do 1?"

Jed stared at her. He felt cast adrift in totafifamiliar seas. "Well, well just

see about that, won't we?" he mumbled. A thorougidgequate response,
he knew. The situation called for a forceful, intlatingly sexy comeback

and he'd scraped by with a banal one.



Which Tara was fully aware of. Her dark eyes gledame

"Careful, little girl," he said, recovering himseHlis voice was a silky
growl. "You're not used to playing these games @ you're in a match
with a grand master. You're bound to lose."

"While you're tossing out trite metaphorical adyiden't forget to add that
I'm playing with fire and am likely to get burne&he hadn't meant to issue
a sexual challenge, but she had.

And Jed reacted to it at once. "We're both goingdaup in flames," he
promised, reaching for her again.

Tara stepped away, eluding him. She was so tentptggd back into his
arms, it was alarming. She sought to distract l@angd herself. "No more,
Jed. I'm starved and | want to eat dinner now."

Jed took her withdrawal with good grace. "I maka toint never to seduce
a woman with an empty stomach," he said dryly. iGraur jacket and let's

go."

"Go where?"
"Out to eat. You said you were hungry."

She wasn't sure what to make of this odd turn ehes: "You're taking me to
dinner?™l have to eat, too." Jed shrugged. "liverto the restaurant, but
you're paying for your own meal, honey. | have n@mtion of trying to
court you. My sole goal is to get you into bed, twtnake you fall in love
with me."

She stared at him warily. "I have no intention allifg in love—or into
bed—with you."

"You want me," Jed drawled. His lazy smile exudexbouline confidence.
"And you'll sleep with me, eventually. It's ine\bta."



"No!" Tara insisted, but her stomach lurched coamdly. The telephone
rang and she welcomed the diversion. She hurriadgwer it with the sense
of being temporarily rescued.

"Shavonne!" she cried at the sound of her sisterte. "Oh, I'm so glad you
called.” Gladder than Shavonne would ever know silbatly added.

Jed's ears perked. Would Tara tell her sister wizest going on between
them? he wondered. And what would happen if she did

"Oh yes, Jed moved in across the hall," Tara caatiron the line. "l don't
expect to see much of him. You know how it is. Véé@ong about as well
as Iran and Irag. How are the kids?"

Jed frowned. Perversely, he was piqued that shischissed him so
summarily.

And then: "Shavonne, are you serious? Megan? Megan?And Ricky
Ramsey?"

Jed gave up the pretense that he wasn't eavesdgoapd strode into the
bedroom. "What's going on?" he demanded. "What taRmky?"

Tara glanced up at him. "Shavonne, hold on a seaukad/?" She covered
the mouthpiece and whispered to Jed, "Some std@velopments from
the home front. My little sister Megan and youtlditbrother Ricky have
decided that they're in love."

"That's impossible. Ricky considers both Colleed &ftegan hopelessly
square. His tastes have always run to fast, flgsis;"

Tara shrugged. "Well, it seems he's changed hisl.nipparently, Ricky
and Megan started seeing each other after he gadkiout of the university
last year and—"

"He didn't get kicked out, he was asked to leaveafgear,” Jed inserted
quickly. "l never did understand why. Okay, so lel la one-point-one
average and there were a few fraternity high jitokg—"



Tara eyed him archly. "Please spare me the boysheitboys philosophy.
According to Shavonne, Megan went to see Ricky wstenwas on spring
break last year to express her sympathy about déiiggbdasked to leave'
school, and that's when their romance began. Thpyika secret because
they didn't want either family involved. Ricky walowed to return to the
campus this fall and now—brace yourself—this afbem they told the
family they want to get married. As soon as possibl



Six

"She must be pregnant,” Jed said for perhaps ttile tene. "Megan has to
be pregnant, and she and Ricky are in a panic egldHiey have no other
choice but to get married immediately."

He picked up a slice of pizza, raised it to his thpthen set it back down
again. After the long, emotional phone call withr bisters, they'd decided
against going out to eat and ordered a pizza tdeligered instead. They
were sitting at the table in Tara's apartmentpgdti At least Tara was. Jed
seemed to have lost his appetite completely.

"How could Rick have been so careless?" he lamehitgd been warning
him for years about the hazards of not taking precas."

"Megan says she isn't pregnant and | believe Bard' Tara. "She says they
want to get married because they love each otleenamt to be together.”
She reached for another slice of pizza. "Megarsfenelt it isn't right to make
love unless a couple is married and Ricky agreds har."

"How can he possibly agree with her? Ricky lostuiiginity at the age of
fourteen, Tara!"

Tara shrugged. "Megan says Ricky told her thaiskee first and only girl
he's ever loved. I'm sure his feelings have chamgedleas about a lot of
things. She wouldn't lie about being pregnant. Wéuy't you believe that?"

"I'm supposed to believe that two healthy, norratfactive college kids are
insisting that they have to be married to sleetiogy? Give me a break,
Tara. The only person in the world who holds thaatse notion in this day
and age is you!"

Tara drew a long sip of soda through her strawsand nothing.

"You can't possibly think it's okay for them to gearried!" Jed pressed.
"They're just kids, for heaven's sake!"



"Megan is young but she's mature," countered T&va. all had to grow up
early, especially after Mama died. But | think botlr families are reacting
too strongly to the whole situation. Have they tdtgn one of the most
basic tenets of psychology? There's nothing likecé family opposition to
more deeply unite a young couple."

"You're suggesting that we should stand by anthtede two kids make the
biggest mistake of their lives?" Jed demanded. KRisn't ready for
marriage. The thought of my kid brother as somelsodysband is
ludicrous!”

"I think Megan and Ricky should make their own gdeans about marriage,”
Tara replied calmly. "Not be coerced by either fgrhi

"And if they decide to many?"

"Then they'll marry." She met his gaze steadilythihk that you, of all
people, should champion your brother's right to enlals own choices, Jed.
Remember, your parents were as determined foroymatry me as they are
for Ricky not to marry Megan."

"You're always drawing parallels between cases tmatt apply,” Jed
muttered. "Megan and Ricky have nothing to do wihb and me."

"To me, interference is interference," replied Taking the pieces of
pepperoni from his discarded pizza slice and clyedranging them on her
own.

"Damn, you're obstinate!" Jed stood up, frownifidnere's no use trying to
reason with you!"

Tara hid a smile. "l love the Ramsey definitiorr@isoning with someone.
It means browbeating anyone with an opposing viemipoto seeing things
the Ramsey way."

"Obstinateandargumentative," amended Jed.



"I guess you'd prefer it if | simply smiled and gened and agreed with
everything you said,” Tara said dryly.

"As a matter of fact, | would."

She laughed. "Well, at least, you're honest. A wokr@ows exactly what
she has to do to please you."

"And you have no intention of doing it," he saidtahing her intently. "You
don't want to please me."

"Nope," Tara agreed equably.

The notion rankled, and challenged. Jed Ramseyas@sstomed to women
going out of their way to accommodate him, to péelsn, to do and say
what he wanted them to do and say. He'd come tectXp And yet. . . And
yet, he felt a grudging admiration for Tara becastse hung onto her own
opinions even though they contradicted his. Shen'didllow him to
dominate her. Perversely, he respected her fogimmtg in to him!

It was crazy. He was beginning to wonddnefwere crazy. Jed stared at her,
his dark brows drawn together, his face a studgooffusion. He was too
preoccupied to respond to the knock on the doaia @aswered it, stuffing
the last bite of pizza into her mouth. ,,

"I'm glad you're both here," Leslie Polk said, gé&grin splitting his face. "I
have terrific news."

"We could use some at this point,” said Tara drify/hat is it, Leslie?
Something to do with Melissa?"

"We had dinner together tonight!" Leslie exulte8he told me she wanted
to repay me for Saturday and treated me to a Chidesier at the House of
Lee."

"Oh, Leslie, how wonderful!" Tara exclaimed. "Didwyhave a good time?"



"The best," Leslie said happily. "And we talked abmy cousin's party.
Melissa said shell drive. Her car is bigger thaargpTara, and the four of us
will fit more comfortably in it."

"You don't want Jed and me tagging along like apt®wf chaperones,
Leslie,"” Tara inserted swiftly. "You and Melissalwi"

"We want you to come with us!" insisted Leslie. 'IMsa and | won't know
anybody at the party but each other. My cousin loesunt. He'll be too
busy with his other guests to have any time for us.

"l guess I'll have to stand in for Chad again," dedl, flashing a sudden sly
smile. "Say, Les, have you heard the latest onirdwepid traveling shoe
salesman?"

Leslie froze. "Uh, no, | haven't." His eyes darted ara. "What is it?"

"Chad won't be returning from Russia," Jed told .HiBeems he fell madly
in love with a ballerina there and decided to deféoor Tara." Jed mocked
her with his eyes, his voice, his smile. "She'stheaken."

"As you've probably guessed, I told him the trutloat Chad, Leslie,” Tara
said, casting a dark glance at Jed. "He's stikisglabout it. His enormous
ego can't accept the fact that I'd go to such fentgi keep him away from
me."

Leslie stared thoughtfully from Jed to Tara. "Siryoal invented Chad to
keep the two of you apart, does this mean thattwauare going to get
together?"

Tara grimaced. "No," she stated emphatically.

"Oh, yes," Jed replied with maddening confidendde€' only variables are
when and whose bed—'hers or mine."

"You wish." Tara tossed their paper plates intoglzza box and began to
crumple it.



"I know," Jed taunted.

Leslie looked uneasy. "There seem to be a lot detourrents in this room
tonight.”

"More like a riptide," agreed Jed, casting Taraiihg glance. She chose to
ignore it.

There was a sharp rap at the door. "I'll get thiaeé$ offered swiftly and
rushed to the door, obviously glad of the reprieve.

Tara attempted to stuff the pizza box into theltrded watched her. "Looks
like well be seen at the swankenda together, aftérhe remarked drolly.

He allowed himself to admit that he was lookingwfard to it. Since he'd

announced his intentions of sexually pressuring blee might have felt
obliged to keep away from him. Now she had no ahat least on that one
night. "We can't let good old Les down," he addgtiteously.

"No, we can't,” Tara agreed. She continued todrijttthe awkward-sized
box into the already overfilled can, not trustingrdelf to look at Jed.
Because, heaven help her, she was glad for aneek@ig® to that party with
him. Though he'd bluntly stated his dishonorablentions toward her,
though she knew she'd have to spend the evenindinfgnoff his
advances—and fighting her own traitorous respottsbsn—she wanted to
be with him.

The pizza box fell out onto the floor and Tara hehwan exasperated
impatient sigh.

"Allow me," Jed said with mock gallantry and prodeéd to successfully
dispose of the box. "And now He turned and backaddgainst the wall,
placing his hands on either side of her head.

"Jed, | don't think this is a good idea." Her woatserged in a breathless
gulp. She laid her hands on his chest, ostenstbghbve him away, but
when she felt the h*rd warmth of him beneath hegdis, her original
purpose was forgotten. Her arms slid slowly, stgagpward and twined
around his neck.



"l think it's a damn good one," he whispered hyskiéaning into her,
irrevocably trapping her between him and the wall.

His lips feathered the soft curve of her neck. Balashes fluttered shut as
his body sensually impacted with hers. She feltwel strength of his chest
pressing against the softness of her breasts. \Whangled his hips into the
notch of her thighs, a wild flash of heat surgadtigh her.

He cupped her chin with one big hand and tiltedhead up. And then his
mouth took hers in a deep, hot kiss. She made &, sot sound and clung
to him.

Leslie returned at that moment with Kayci Cann ow.t "Oh my," she
exclaimed with a girlish giggle. "Leslie, honey,uyshould've warned me."

Tara jerked her mouth away from Jed's, her faceshfid with
embarrassment. She tried to wriggle away from Hiat, he clamped his
hands around her waist, securing her to him.

"l just hate to break up this cozy little scenedyii twittered.

"Then don't,” Jed said gruffly. He wanted to benalavith Tara with an
intensity bordering on desperation.

Kayci, poured into a short, tight black dress atattlngly high heels,

slinked to Jed's side and laid her hand on hisafane"Jeddie, will you do
me a great big favor?" she asked in a wheedling,tber fingers kneading
seductively.

Jed frowned. He could remember the time when a wowmi#h Kayci's
eye-popping figure and utter willingness could mbhka drop whatever he
was doing to serve her in any way. Now he wantdartish her off like an
irksome gnat. "Probably not," he replied frankly.

Kayci chose to ignore his answer. "l need a rida toiend of a friend's
house and | have to leave now. Will you take mé?J&he batted her thick,
artificial midnight-black eyelashes. "Pretty pleaddl return the favor any
way you want me to, any time you say."



Jed's frown deepened. It was strange to realizenthanatter what payoff
she might offer as incentive, he simply wasn'triegééed. "You have a car,"
he reminded her. "You can drive yourself there."

"No, | can't!" For the first time, Kayci's voice ldea note of genuine
emotion.

Was it fear? wondered Tara, studying her. Or pdih@ sharp stab of
jealousy she'd felt at the sight ofKayci touchieg &bated, allowing her to
assess the situation more objectively.

"I need a ride," persisted Kayci. "l can't take cay."
Jed shrugged, looking impatient. "Then take a @xia bus."

Kayci turned imploring eyes to Leslie. "l can't\wdriyou either,” he said
quickly, taking his lead from Jed.

Tara gazed thoughtfully at Kayci. Were those tegistening in the other
woman's eyes? Yes, definitely. "lll drive you whgoal want to go, Kayci,"
she offered impulsively.

"Oh, Tara, thank you!" Kayci exclaimed. She seizath's shoulders to give
her a pseudohug and kiss the air beside her clefefelrushing to the door.

Jed tightened his grip on Tara's waist, his voasping in her ear. "You are
not going to drive that woman to some godforsakenepfac a rendezvous
that's undoubtedly illicit and cheap and—"

"Please, Tara, hurry. | have to get there as seqguoasible,” Kayci called
over her shoulder. She was already out of the ag@sattand heading toward
the building's entrance foyer.

Tara tried to pry his fingers loose, but Jed refuserelease her. She raised
her big brown eyes to him. "I have to go, Jed. K&yaked ready to cry."

"She was faking it," Jed declared with a scowl.|i®#dmen use phony tears
to get their own way."



"l don't." Tara tilted her chin proudly. "My sistedon't. And maybe Kayci
doesn't, either."

"I can't believe you're such a naive little dopebyki Cann is a
manipulative—"

"Kayci is my neighbor and she needs a favor," Tara saidyfirm

Her tone brooked no argument. Reluctantly, Jechégtgo. She was so
unfailingly obstinate that he had no choice, hdized, and his temper
flared. Giving in to another's will was not the ceela Ramsey normally
chose to follow.

"Okay, play Good Samaritan," he snapped as he wdtbler gather her
purse and keys. "But don't expect me to bail youaoduhe trouble you're
sure to find yourself in when—"

Her front door banged shut, cutting him off in nmalle. He turned to Leslie,
who was standing behind him looking perplexed.

"Who gives a damn, anyway? If Tara Brady wants @st& her time
chauffeuring that action-girl airhead all over Htate, that's her prerogative.
It's nothing to meShe'snothing to me. It's none of my business whaglittl
Miss Brady does or where she goes. | don't care.”

"Oh," said Leslie. "I thought you did. Care aboatd, | mean."
"Well, | don't!"

"Let me in, Tara!' Jed demanded, his voice ast@siss his knock. "l know
you're home because | saw your car parked out.front

Tara hurried to the door and opened it, not takiiregtime to put a robe over
her candy-striped nightshirt, not even botheringegbdown the cup of hot
chocolate she'd been sipping.

Jed strode inside her apartment. "Answer me triyhfuDid you
deliberately try to lose me in traffic?" he demashde



She stared at him, uncomprehending, and he sighddin't think so. You
didn't even know | was following you, did you?"

"When? Where?"

Jed kicked off his shoes and stretched out ondfee ®Earlier tonight. When
you took off with Kayci."

"You followed us?"

"Tried to." He had gritted out the two words. "Blbst you on the parkway,
going into that nightmare of engineering designwnaas the Fort Pitt
Tunnel. I've spent the last two and a half hourgmty around lost. | thought
I'd never get back here. This city is all hills amek-way streets and bridges,
all of them taking me the wrong way. What's witistplace? Haven't they
ever heard of directional street signs? There taaey'around!"

"Everyone is always lamenting the lack of signsatal'said, striving for a
neutral tone. "And | once read that Pittsburglesosd only to Venice in the
number of bridges it has."

"Well, | can believe it, because I crossed thentoaight.” Jed sat up. "What
happened, Tara?"

"With Kayci?" Tara caught her lower lip between testh. "l drove her to a
big stone house in Mount Lebanon. That's a subuthea South Hills. She
told me she was meeting her boyfriend there, attshe wasn't allowed to
tell me his name or to park her car anywhere invibmity. She was only

allowed to come if she was dropped off. The grags@iobile—the one we
saw the senator get out of on Saturday night—wadsegan the driveway,

Jed."

"Did you see Saxon?" Jed asked grimly.

Tara nodded. "After | dropped Kayci off, | parked war around the block
and peeked in one of the windows of the house.t8eBaxon was there, all
right. He had Kayci half undressed in the kitcHelnoked like they couldn't
keep their hands off each other.”



"You went sneaking around the house, spying imtinelows?" Jed jumped
to his feet. "You little idiot! I just knew you'dodsomething crazy. That's
why | tried to follow you! Tara, this isn't just ywman cheating on his wife,
you know. This guy has plans, big plans. And if sarosy little girl happens
to get in his way, he won't think twice about—"

"Jed, I, think you've seen too many political espige thrillers. Nobody was
at the house but the senator and Kayci. My guetsmighe place belongs to
the man who drives the Oldsmobile and he was |ganiaut to Saxon for
the night." Tara drew a troubled sigh. "I left aféefew minutes, then drove
home. It was sleazy, but not dangerous."

Jed shook his head. "Damn, how did we get mixeth dipis?" He stood up
and crossed the room to stand in front of her.ahtwou to promise me to
stay out of it from now on, Tara. Keep your dis@fiom Kayci. No more
volunteering to drive her to trysts with the sendtblis hands closed over
her shoulders. "I can't understand why you diknpwing how you feel
about extramarital sex. You must've known where hmbo was headed."

Tara stared at the ground. Her feet were barenahe painted a rose pink. "l
felt sorry for her, Jed. Kayci seemed so despe@ite she was trying not to
show it, but | saw. | knew. She kind of reminded sheny mother tonight."

"Your mother?" Jed echoed, clearly appall&tbur mother?"

Tara managed a sad little smile. "Poor Mama ditiate very good
judgment when it came to men."

"Men?" Jed gave his head a shake. Damn, he wasrbegito sound like a
parrot.

Tara avoided his eyes. "There were other men in &slife, after our father
left us."

Jed's eyes widened. "How many others?"

"Lots of men," she replied quietly.



"Lots of men." He swallowed. The thought that sone®mother . . . Tara's
mother . . . with lots of men . . . "Men who paier?’ He knew it was a
terrible question to ask. And worse to answer.

"Mamma never did it for money, it was always fordo She wouldn't sleep
with any man she wasn't in love with," Tara repliedsing her eyes. There
was no shame there, only compassion and understandi

Jed said nothing, but her words seemed to boomemahi head. Tara's
mother had slept around. Why should that seem smgvto him? he
wondered, baffled by his reaction. Didn't he whekettedly endorse
sleeping around? And he didn't even use beingva & an excuse for it.

Tara heaved a sigh. "Poor Mama couldn't seemlttheetlifference between
desire and love. She desperately needed a manisiattand approval. She
was veiy pretty and when a man said he wanted dtex, immediately

thought it was true love."

"I know the type,” Jed muttered. He stared at haes and shifted uneasily.

"And having five kids totally wrecked any chancée snight've had for

getting married again,” Tara added. "A few of theid her that they weren't
interested in taking on another man's litter, b4 loved us too much to
give us up."

Jed thought of the five Brady sisters. As youngldrhn, they'd been
abandoned by their father and subsequently viewedurden by all those
men their mother had fallen in love with. He wapmapared for the strange
sadness which filled him at the thought. It spookiad. He didn't know why
it should matter in the least to him, but someheid.

"I—I'm sorry," he mumbled. He knew it was inadegdiut he could think
of nothing else to say. "It must have been terribieyou. growing up under
those circumstances.”

"Not really," Tara said calmly. "True, being pooaswdifficult at times, but
there was always lots of laughter and fun in ounéoMama might've had
bad luck with men, but she was a loving motheddrad her. We all did."”



Jed winced.

"Jed, it's true,” Tara insisted. "We weren't pltifueglected waifs. We had
Mama and each other—"

"And all your mother's men, coming and going. Myigbing,” added Jed in
a strangled tone.

"It wasn't like that,"” Tara hastened to assure hivlama was very, very
discreet. She never had men to the house. Shesametythem in town. And
she didn't start telling me about her boyfriends tvas at least nine or ten,
old enough to understand. She tried to warn myersisagainst being
exploited by men, but she never went into specifith them. Only with
me."

"Why only with you, Tara?" Jed asked quietly.

"Mama didn't feel she could confide in Shavonnd, atmout men,” Tara
explained. "You see, from the time Shavonne wag yeung, she sort of
took over for Mama in running the house and lookiftgr us kids. She was
smart and she worked hard and was so responsidldependable, Mama
was kind of in awe of her. How could she tell Shawe about all her
mistakes when Shavonne never seemed to make atgkes® And Erin
was so sweet and spacy that Mama knew she'd nadersiand. Colleen
and Megan were too young. It seemed natural for M&mturn to me. |
already knew about her secret trips in the nighta$ used to watching and
listening."

Jed groaned. "So from age nine, you had to ligien. t" His voice trailed
off. At nine, his interests had' been in sportsirying to keep up with his
older brothers, and in mercilessly teasing his dgter. He couldn't have
handled it if his mother had attempted to use hém &stening post for her
sexual mistakes.

How would a child cope with such a role? he wondgesgaring at Tara. He
imagined her as a serious little blond girl, notcmwlder than his niece
Carrie | Beth, imagined her trying to understand arake | sense of her
mother's confidences. He thought of her ! listerimberself and her sisters



being referred to disparagingly as "another maitter,' and his heart
clenched oddly, "l guess that explains why youirea hurry to hop into bed
with a lover," he said slowly. He didn't have myrhctice with emotional
analyses. He'd never cared to delve beyond thefstigk but suddenly he
was struck with insight. And compassion. And anarsthnding he'd rarely
felt for another.

"Tara, not all men are out to use women," he cowetilsoftly. "Just because
your mother had a knack for attracting creeps doesegan that every guy
you meet is going to try to use you and then duowp'y

She stared at him, as startled as he by his statedssl flushed and forced a
sheepish grin. "How's that for stepping out of elcter" he mocked himself.
I "Old love-em-and-leave-em Jed Ramsey offeringsaeance to a sweet
young thing . . . Now that's a new twist."She diglpin in taunting him. "I
don't judge all men by Mama's lovers,"” she repligazing at him with
earnest brown eyes. "But | decided a long timethgbl'd never let anyone
use me or mistreat me. | want to be in control gfawn life, not buffeted
about by the whims of others."”

Jed nodded. "That's why you're so dead set aghashg sex without
marriage," he concluded thoughtfully.

"I don't view marriage as some mystical, magicdthafter all, my father
married my mother and ended up leaving anyway. Whatant is an
unbreakable, unshakeable commitment, and | thieteth a better chance of
achieving that in marriage. | don't ever want to dmene man's sexual
throwaway."

He nodded again. Her reasons for keeping away sexnuntil marriage

were well thought out, he realized. She'd develdpadown values, based
on what she'd learned from her mother's unfortunhtéces. He thought
how much he wanted her, how he'd planned to sduercand then leave her,
and felt himself grow warm with shame.

It wouldn't beright to manipulate her into an affair based solely upisn
desire for sexual gratification. It would be sdifihie would be no different
from those men who had used and hurt her deferssateslonely mother. It



was a shock to realize that he was viewing those tme®ugh Tara's eyes,
that he considered them cads and didn't want tdassed with them.

It was an even bigger shock to find himself thimgkin terms of what was
selfish and what was right. He'd never troubled daln with such
bothersome concepts before. What was right hadyallvaen whatever he
wanted at the time; the possibility of selfishnasser entered into it. He
didn't care as long as he got his way.

He cared now. And reprimanded himself sternly fisr lbstful intentions

toward Tara. It wouldn't be fair to pursue her, @ndould be wrong to talk
her into bed, he concluded glumly. Unless he inteirtd marry her—and he
didn't'—he had to do the decent thing and leavedh@ne. Jed scowled.
Being wrong, selfish, and unfair had never heldnsch appeal as now.

"Jed, I've never told anyone about Mama,” Tara sadiously. She
wondered what on earth had possessed her to canfiesl Ramsey, of all
people. What if he were to make some snide rentarkss brothers about
their late mother-in-law's past? "Just you."

Just him? Jed was astonished. No one confidednm His reputation of
using whatever information he happened to gaind@Wwn advantage made
him a less than trustworthy confidant.

"I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't mention whatd'told you to anyone,”
continued Tara. "l wouldn't want my sisters to kndwey have their own
memories of Mama and I'd hate for them to be hyigdmething they might
not understand.”

"l won't say a word," Jed promised. Now that hisaaement had subsided
somewhat, he felt inordinately pleased that Tachthested him—out of all
the Bradys and the Ramseys—uwith the information.

"Thanks." She was relieved. She smiled at him dlsesious, velvety brown
eyes of hers glowing.

He couldn't hold her gaze without wanting to take imto his arms, so he
purposefully averted his eyes from hers. He knewsheuld focus on



anything else in the room but found himself staahfer body, anyway. He
tried not to notice the way the soft material of haghtshirt clung to the

rounded firmness of her breasts. He tried not tadeo if she was wearing
panties. She was no longer an object for his hesteminded himself. She
had confided in him. She trusted him. He respebidstrength and he
understood her values. He suppressed a groanlttée fidgamn noble. It was
all so new to him, this placing someone else'savelabove his own wishes.
He decided that he hated it, but felt compelledidoit, anyway. A most

unnerving dilemma.

"Guess we'd better call it a night," he said, feigra nonchalance he did not
feel. "Come on, walk me to the door."

She did.

She opened the door and they paused there, stdargagh other. Tara gazed
up at him, wanting him to take her in his arms, tvagnhim to kiss her good
night. Tonight she'd seen a glimpse of the man dténeis devil-may-care
facade. And he had been kind, and understandinitg védmaining the most
exciting, attractive man she'd ever known. Anddériest. She swallowed
hard.

"Good night, Jed," she murmured. They stared dt etier for another long
moment. "'Night, Tara."

She watched him cross the hall to his own apartntéspaused at the door
and raised his hand in a brief salute. She resgbwith a similar gesture.
Then both disappeared behind their respective doors



Seven

It was another cold and dreary rainy day. Tara imgdimbrella as a shield
against the wind as she trudged to the AlleghenynGoCourthouse to
cover the city council meeting. She was decidedynp and totally
windblown by the time she reached the building lyddteen minutes later.
Sighing a little, she watched several long blackolusines pull up to the
curb to discharge their passengers, the televigipaorters assigned to cover
the meeting. There was no money in Double Q's snaalls budget for
limousines to squire reporters. In weather liks,thiara dreamed of the day
when she'd make the jump to television news anttiatve at the scene in
a limo, dry and perfectly coiffed.

She recognized all the TV reporters—they had hiiglibNity among the
local news media—but she knew only one of them .w&hne!" She
hurried up to the attractive young woman emergimogifone of the limos.

Pausing to open her own umbrella, Anne Linabergeetgd Tara with a
smile. "Double Q won't even spring for a taxi, hubRe guessed.

"Not even bus fare," Tara lamented. She knew timateknew all about the
lack of travel amenities for radio reporters, foe$ad begun her career as
one herself.

The two had met at the first city council meetireyd had been assigned to
cover, when her tape recorder had malfunctionedfaitetl to record the
proceedings. Anne, perhaps remembering her owrnrtee@ beginnings,
had saved the day by offering Tara her own tapeg.cthey'd been friends
ever since, and Tara considered Anne her profeaisiole model.

"Do you have time for lunch after the meeting?"alasked as they dashed
inside. "l need some advice. Professional advileg"added solemnly.

"Sure."” Anne nodded. "Meet you at the New Deli @ansas the meeting is
over." She hurried off to join the rest of the T¥qgple.



Two hours later they were sharing a table at thev NDeli, a popular
delicatessen located near the courthouse. Taraahvagkd first and was
perusing the menu. "My treat,” she insisted as Asatalown.

"In exchange for my invaluable professional adviokfne asked wryly.
The waitress arrived and they gave their orders.

"Anne, what if a reporter knows something persamabut a—a public
official that might be damaging if it were to be adeknown," Tara began as
soon as the waitress departed. "Something like—"

"A married politician cheating on his wife,"” Anniaished for her.

"That's exactly right," Tara exclaimed, impressgdbr friend's powers of
perception. "So what do you do? Keep it to youfs€lf expose it?"

Anne sighed. "You've just stumbled into one ofghey areas of journalistic
ethics, Tara. There aren't any black of white amsweyour question.”

"I'll settle for a gray answer, then."

"Okay." Anne smiled. "I think it depends on whdsitand the circumstances
involved. | guess it doesn't get any grayer thai.'th

Their sandwiches and coffee arrived and they tuthed attention to the
food.

"It's Senator Glenn Saxon, Anne," Tara said, hatfittaough her turkey
club. Her great, dark eyes were troubled. "The wohvas in my apartment
building. I've seen them together."”

"This isn't the first rumor I've heard about hinard. The man is a rake. He
supposedly sleeps his way up and down the campanbut the gossip
has been contained so far. Like | said, it's a geay area."

Tara frowned. "He's going to run for president, Arin



"So I've heard. What's the country ever done tcemeshim?" Anne
finished her coffee and stood up. "I'd advise youhtng onto your
information and do nothing, Tara . . . yet. Saxeenss so irresponsible and
reckless that he's bound to cross the line fronajeiindiscretion to public
scandal. Then you'll have no trouble acting on yofarmation."

Do nothing . . . yefTara pondered Anne's advice on her long, wet wadtk
to the station. Watch and wait. A sensible poltbpugh not an easy one to
follow.

"The phone's been ringing off the hook for you,'bBéusco announced as
she entered the small newsroom, "Your sister Mégarbeen calling every
fifteen minutes since nine o'clock. Apparently leyfriend's family is
using tyrannical oppression to keep the young weaart," he added. "Her
words, not mine."

"Megan told you that?" Tara was astonished. "Bet dbesn't even know
you."

"The girl is completely distraught and after | aesed her fifth call, she felt
like she knew me." Bob handed her the phone. '{@all Tara. She's in her
dorm room. She's cut all her morning classes. éder a sound lecture for
that.”

Megan, tearful and sobbing, was nearly incohergat the phone. It took
Tara several interpretative tries before she gofuh story of the Ramseys'
latest perfidy.

"They're making Ricky move out of his fraternityuse and back home?
They're withdrawing him from UT and having his dtedransferred to the
University of Houston? They've taken his car angknd to have him

chauffeured around by one of their spies?” Tara&atga incredulously.

"They being Quentin and Nola Ramsey, | presume?"

"Oh, Tara, it's awful,” Megan wailed. "They're detéed to break us up. |
knew they were upset when we told them that we &httt get married, but
| never dreamed they'd go to such lengths to—to our lives!" She burst
into tears again.



"They're certainly taking a heavy-handed approathra agreed. "Not that
I'm particularly surprised. With every Ramsey fiynlelieving that what a
Ramsey wants, a Ramsey gets, it's bound to get wasin what they want
happens to conflict."

"It's like being in prison!" Megan cried. "We haveo freedom, no
money—they closed out our checking accounts bectgseknow we'll
leave Texas to get away from them. They have ppéd, Tara!"

"The Ramseys can't close your bank account, Me§havonne is your
legal guardian and—"

"And Shavonne is married to onetbeém,Tara!" Megan's voice rose. "Who
do you think handles our finances? If you gues$edRamseys, you're
exactly right. They took over from our own attorn&yssy Timmons, last
year, remember?" she added bitterly.

"I remember. | thought it was a bad idea at theefibut | let Shavonne talk
me into it. Even so, Megan, | can't believe thaa®mne and Erin would
stand by and let the Ramseys—"

"Shavonne and Erin say they're sorry I'm unhapplythimk that Quentin is
overreacting, but they feel the Ramseys have ost ibéerests at heart,"
Megan interrupted, her voice trembling with emotidmhey think that
we're way too young to get married and that we lshdate other people and
have fun. Fun? How can Ricky and | have fun whemenaiserable? When
we only want to be together? When both our famhigge turned against us
and are treating us like—like convicted criminals?"

"I'd say fun is a poor choice of a word," Tara &grsoothingly. But it was
becoming increasingly difficult to remain calm. Sheas sorely
disappointed with her two older sisters. How cothidy align themselves
with the Ramseys at Megan's expense?

"Tara, you're our only hope." Megan's voice brok@cob. "Colleen would
help us and they know it, so they've cut off herds, too."



"That's not fair!" Tara felt her temper rising. "A&tever the Ramseys
choose to do with Ricky is their business, but wkieey start trying to
control you and Colleen with their—"

"Gestapo tactics," suggested Bob Fusco, who wisligy with unabashed
interests from his desk next to hers.

"Gestapo tactics. The phrase fits perfectly,” dedd ara. "How can | help,
Megan?"

"We have to get away, Tara. Will you send us sonomey so we can
elope?"

"Send you money to elope?" Tara repeated slowlgcdurred to her that
although she deplored the senior Ramseys' actshgs, too, thought the
couple, especially Megan, too young to marry. Amdlaer such volatile
circumstances . . .

"Tara, please!" Megan pleaded.

She'd never heard such anguish in her younger'sistgce and it pained
her. "Megan, if | send you money | want you to pisenyou’ll use it to
come here, to Pittsburgh. | want to see you. | v@aitelk to you before you
do anything."

"Ricky and | will both come!" Megan exclaimed bielassly. "Oh, Tara, |
knew | could count on you! | told Ricky that thésa't a single Ramsey who
could bully or outsmart you!"

"Megan, when you get here, I'm going to do my ledstalk you out of
rushing into marriage,” Tara warned.

"We'll listen,” Megan promised. "But when you realihow much Ricky
and | love each other and how serious we are ajEiting married, you'l
agree to be my maid of honor at our wedding."



Tara hung up with a groan."There seems to be dgrolith your account,
Miss Brady," the bank teller said carefully. "Urndithorough investigation
has been made, any withdrawals are prohibited."

"What?" Tara grasped the cool marble ledge for sttpgnd stared at the
impassive woman in the teller's cage. That the Rgmsvere behind this
timely "problem" which had frozen her funds wasoeefjone conclusion.
But how? "l want to speak to the manager immeditel

The teller was relieved to pass her along to ortbefpologetic, placating
bank officers who politely listened to her grievasc And patiently
explained that until the "irregularities" discoverie her account were fully
investigated, she would be unable to make any wathdls. He was
unable—or unwilling—to elaborate on the exact natirthe problem. Or
to predict when it might be solved.

Tara endured the rest of the day in a haze of lyigtintrolled fury.
Somehow she managed to write and file her stortedp her drive-time
news reports, to drive back to her apartment. Qheee, she dialed her
sister Shavonne's number, her hands shaking. Siéntoever remember
being so angry in her entire life. There was nonamsShe tried Erin next.

"Erin," she said tautly when her sister's voice eaver the line. "l want you
to tell your—"

"Tara!" Erin sounded genuinely delighted to hearvace. "This must be
ESP. | was going to call you tonight. | have thestneonderful news, Tara.
| just found out this afternoon that I'm going vk another baby."

Tara caught her breath. "You are?"
"Eight months from now. Oh, Tara, Rad is so thdijland so am I. We
weren't sure if we could have another child andwaated one badly. So

this is just a dream come true for us."”

Tara realized that she'd been successfully defuskee.could hardly lash
into her sister now. Anyway,



Erin was so gentle and sweet; she might be matoidde eldest Ramsey
son, but she wasn't the correct channel to useatird) with them.

“I'm really happy for you, Erin,” Tara conceded.h)lo you happen to
know where Shavonne is now?" The adrenaline whsB#irging through
her system. There was no reason to spare her addget the severe
tongue-lashing she'd been rehearsing since hdulf&iie to the bank.

"Slade arranged for Shavonne and the children taviglo him on his
business trip to California,” Erin said gaily. "hhdecided to make a little
vacation of it. They left this morning and will gene all week."

"Getting out of town, hmm?" Tara scowled at the q@ho'Very sneaky.
And so very Ramsey. All right, I'll go straight tbe top—to Quentin
Ramsey himself."

Talking to Quentin Ramsey was similar to dealinghwan oil spill in a
river, Tara decided twenty frustrating minutes lads she replaced the
telephone receiver in its cradle. He was relen@esktenacious, his words
slick, flowing over and around any clear statemeatguments or points,
just as oil clogged and blocked everything in @ashp

He knew nothing about any problems or irregulasitie her checking
account, Quentin claimed, and was sympathy pelisdnés he listened to
her rail on about the withdrawal prohibitions. Sieedn't worry about such
mundane things as paying her rent, bills, et ceteead promised with
paternal assurance. All she had to do was forwasdaad all bills to

Ramsey and Sons and everything would be paid. As"detting-

around-town cash"—why, he would see to it thatra stould be wired to
her daily until the bank snafu was resolved. Taravk that it would be a
sum large enough to meet her needs, but too sméhdance Megan and
Ricky's escape. And she knew the "bank snafu" woukhd until Ricky

Ramsey bowed to his parents' will and gave updtaionship with Megan.



Tara seethed. She was as effectively trapped avweeted young couple
and Colleen and anyone else who'd ever attemptedpfmse the
indomitable Ramsey will.

The knock on her door temporarily diverted her frémr homicidal
thoughts. Temporarily. For when she opened the,dst Ramsey stood
before her.

Her first impulse was to slam the door in his fade. was one othem,
wasn't he? But before she could do so, Jed prapkifaself inside. "You
look like a pit bull ready to snap its jaws arowswmebody's throat," he
remarked.

Tara glanced at him. "Coming from a Ramsey, l'lketathat as a
compliment.”

Jed held up hands. "Hey, I've come in peace." Haegd at her. It felt as if
it had been ages since he'd last seen her althibugid been less than
twenty- four hours. He'd spent a long time lashhifinking about her and
what she'd confided to him. He liked her more tiee'd realized, he
admitted to himself, for he still wanted to see énzn though he had placed
her sexually off-limits to himself. He'd spent muchtoday vowing to
become the big brother she'd never had and was @@y out his new
role.

"I'd like the name of that pizza place we ordenexinfthe other night,” he
continued. "l only had a bite or two of the pizzald've been craving more
ever since."

"It's Lucchino's.” Her glower never wavered. "Gopel

He made no move to leave. "Have you had dinner @are to go halves
with me on a large pepperoni, mushroom, and oniorae@"

"l can't afford to buy half a pizza," snapped Taéhe was burning with
rage.



And he had the nerve to look bewildered and to &@#ay, I'll spring for
the whole thing and you can still have half. Butiywave to call and order
it."

"No!" Tara's temper reached flash point and expdodewon't call and |
won't accept any Ramsey's self-serving charityor'tdcare if 1 have to
panhandle in the streets, | refuse to take a diram fyour despotic,
arrogant, intrusive family!"

Jed arched his brows. "I have the feeling thatekisnds beyond my offer
to pay for the pizza."

"You know it does! You're probably the one who wemthe bank today
and made the threats or bribes or whatever itusR@mseys use to get your
way. Well, it's not going to work, Jed Ramsey. Int@ive up and—"

"l suppose it wouldn't do any good to interrupt ybrade to say that | don't
know what in the hell you're talking about?" Thad dt for Tara. She
launched a verbal offensive worthy of any Ramsegitning with her
outrage at the way Megan and Ricky were beingeceanhd ending with her
own passionate promises of revenge. And then,rtbdreor, she burst into
tears.

Tm not crying," she insisted. She wasn't. She aoule.

"And these aren't tears?" With his thumb, Jed ttaitee track of one
teardrop along her cheek. He smiled slightly. "Maitts condensed steam,
huh?"

"I'm steaming, all right. I've never been so madnin life.” She tried and
failed to suppress the sob which escaped fromhneat. "Dammit, | don't
know what's wrong with me. | never cry when I'm and seldom cry at
all." She shot Jed a watery-eyed glare. "In fdu, last time | cried was
when | thought my sisters' lives were endangerethgthat first disastrous
meeting with your family."

Jed's lips twitched. "Thinking back on that meetitigey very well might
have been. Tara." His hands closed over her uppgs-astrictly in a big



brotherly fashion, he assured himself. "I'm no drancpsychologist, but |
think the reason you're crying isn't because yduhieus with the Ramseys.
It's because you're mightily ticked off at your thig sisters as well." Tara
sagged against him and closed her eyes. Shededtmis close protectively,
comfortingly around her, and suddenly the words emadtions poured out
of her. "I've never felt this way toward them, Jét awful. | love my

sisters. We've been through so much together latytd just wanted to
scream at both Erin and Shavonne. | wanted téhtefh that | think they're
traitors, that they've sold out to the Ramseysé' Bdgan to cry again.

"Hey, take it easy." Jed felt her body tremble iith force of her sobs and
he held her tighter. "Every family has spats—he#, Ramseys have world
wars. There've been times when my brothers angl sigtd | have hated the
sight of each other, but it doesn't last. The amgeses and everybody's
friends again. It'll be like that for you, you'te."

"But | can't stand being mad at my sisters,” Tangspered with a sad little
sniff. "Oh, Jed. why are they acting this way? hagkihe Ramseys' side?
We Bradys have always stuck together but now er\ice trailed off and
she buried her face against the crisp yellow cabfdms shirt.

She seemed so heartbroken. He didn't really uradetstthy. Among the

Ramsey siblings, fighting was as natural as bregthBut he wanted to
soothe her, to ease her pain. "Honey, it's not tiemaf taking sides," he
attempted to explain. "Neither loyalty nor betragaters into it. Shavonne
and Erin just don't think that Megan should getnedrnow. They probably
want her to experience all the fun and freedom thesen't able to have at
her age. It's as simple as that."

"It's not simple!" Tara drew back and looked upiat with flashing brown
eyes. "Slade and Rad agree with your father thakyRshouldn't get
married. So Shavonne and Erin are putting whateSteddi Rad want above
what Megan wants."

Jed heaved an exasperated sigh. "So? Shavonneiarzidimarried., Tara.

And one of the requirements for a successful mggrimeans putting your
partner ahead of your own family." He shrugged plstdy at her look of
pure astonishment. "I happened to catch Oprah &§iisfishow a few days



ago. It was all about successful marriages andpitudicular bit seemed to
fit this situation.”

"It does," she conceded softly. Her dark eyes Idckéh his gray-blue
ones. "l just never expected to hear it from you."

He smiled and rubbed her back with his big handge"l told you before, |
can be appropriate when the occasion demands.Vditte was deep, his
tone intimate.

Tara was suddenly breathless. All at once, shestuasingly aware of their
proximity and her whole body went taut as senspatks burned along her
every nerve ending. Her emotions, already volatiid aroused, collided
with the heated rush of sexual awareness sweepggher.

Jed saw her eyes light with the glow of arousat] watched her lips part
under his gaze. A fierce spasm of desire shuddbredgh him. He'd never
felt less brotherly toward anyone in his life. "&al swear | had nothing to
do with your problems at the bank," he said thicklyvasn't even aware of
what Dad had done to break up Megan and Ricky wail told me
tonight.”

He took a deep breath. Her breasts were pressegsadiis chest and he
could feel her nipples, tight and hard with aropsahsuously butting him.
"It's important to me that you believe me," he sagpily. He couldn't think

why it should matter but somehow, it did.

"l believe you, Jed." She couldn't think why shewdd trust him but
somehow, she did.

Jed's heart was banging like a war drum insidelest as he lowered his
head to hers. "I'm glad,” he whispered huskily i@snimouth nuzzled hers.
He couldn't stop himself. His body was vibratinghna sweet anticipatory
pleasure that was driving him out of his mind.

Her arms slid around his neck and her mouth opdrstbath his. Jed
crushed her against him and took her lips in a dedg kiss that went on
and on, that grew deeper and wilder and blazed wvifuppressed passion.



His hands slipped to her bottom and enclosed theded firmness, lifting
and holding her against his burgeoning heat. Hitabt arousal triggered an
even deeper, wilder response deep within her, ard moved sinuously
against him, sighing softly as he groaned her name.

Her hands moved over the virile strength of hisustiers, of his back. And
as her fingers continued their sensual exploratied, did some intimate
exploring of his own. One big hand cupped her liread slowly massaged
it while his thigh moved between her legs, exer@ngerotically rhythmic

pressure. Tara clung to him in passionate resptostan an intense world
of pleasure.

It was a long, long time before they slowly drevadpThey stared at each
other, breathless and shaking. "I feel like thedbmy head has been blown
off," Jed said hoarsely.

Tara said nothing. Standing within the circle af &ims, she gazed dazedly
into his passion-clouded steel gray eyes. Shédeltveak to speak.

"What are we going to do about this? About us?"dsdanded, his voice
thick and husky, his whole body throbbing with @hksld need.

"I was wondering the same thing," Tara panted thinomoist, kiss-swollen
lips. She knew she needed him in a way that she rfeagtr before
experienced. Did Jed feel this profound exigenog?tReflexively, she
reached out to trace the strong line of his javhwigr fingertips.

A fresh jolt of sensual shocks rocked him. His érgythreaded through her
thick, blond hair and tightened around the silkgargls. "Damn, | can't
seem to be alone with you for ten minutes withoahting to—to-—" he
muttered a frankly sexual expletive.

Tara blushed.

It hit him with the force of a sledgehammer, thaish of hers. For Jed
Ramsey to be reduced to a stammering, tremlueidpateby a soft-eyed,

blushing virgin! The injustice of it sent him re®i. "You can't have it both
ways, Tara!" he raged, railing against his fateot¥an't tell a man hands



off, and then melt like butter whenever he putshasdson you. You give
off more conflicting signals than a—a—" he searchedmind for what
type of person, place or thing gave off conflictisignals. His frustration
was compounded when he failed to come up withglesiexample.

"Yesterday, you convinced me that you were comuohitteremaining, uh,
chaste until you were married and | decided | retgokyour decision," he
continued with an injured air. "I told myself thatu and | could be friends,
that | would be your big brother. | vowed that lwlan't make any more
attempts to seduce you. And you reward my goodhiittes by turning on
like a nuclear generator when I try to comfort you.

"Youdecided. You vowed," Tara repeated slowly. Thesijpaswhich had

made her feel so languid and compliant just momeéefsre suddenly
joined forces with the pulsating sexual energy gimgy through her. The
reaction was the emotional equivalent of that rarcigenerator Jed had
mentioned.

"Did it ever occur to you that | might have somg sawhether or not we
sleep together?" she demanded.

"No," he said frankly, shaking his head. "Becadiselecided to really turn
up the heat and seduce you, you wouldn't stanchaceh You'd be in bed
with me before you could spell seduction.”

His boundless male confidence touched a raw né@e, would 1?" she
asked softly, dangerously, her dark eyes glitterldgr indignation grew.
She'd already been raked over the coals by QuBatimsey today, and now
here was Jed Ramsey adding insult to injury. Flagnhis power,
insinuating that she was a mindless little dope wbold be manipulated
and controlled by his whims. It was the way eveanRRey viewed every
Brady, she decided, fuming at the injustice ofliiitawas time for Tara
Brady to even the score. Jed might think he hadipiper hand with her, but
. . . She thought of the way he had kissed hehi®finstant, incendiary
response to her, the yearning hunger in his vasckeamoaned her name.
And hadn't he just admitted that he couldn't benalwith her without
wanting to . . .



No, Jed was not in control, however much he migehwShe held a power
all her own—and she was going to use it. A warmmiféne satisfaction

suffused her. She laid her hands on his chestanedgup at him with sultry
dark eyes. "Why don't you stop kidding yourseltd& our feelings for me
aren't the least bit brotherly and they never bell You're well on your way
to falling for me."

She braced herself for his explosive denial. Jpedat her and didn't say a
word. Emboldened, Tara pressed on. "And if | detideaeally turn up the
heat, you wouldn't stand a chance. You'd be maroi@ete before you could
spell wedding ring."

Jed opened his mouth to speak. No words came @u&'sTwrath was
promptly displaced by her sense of humor. She'®emeeen anyone so
comically stunned.

"But I've decided to give you a break," she saithrgng at him. "Let's call
a truce. No seduction or wedding rings. Do we readead?"

Jed swallowed. Her earlier declaration was stiljimg in his ears. God, she
was right, he marveled silently. He was well onwgsy to falling for her.
Falling hard. His pulses accelerated in a suddearpseap.

He might be a Ramsey, and Ramseys might alwayshwinhe'd met his
Waterloo in this girl, he realized with dawning igfg. Tara was not the
naive little innocent he'd originally thought shasvShe might be sexually
inexperienced, but she'd spent her life observimtjanalyzing women and
men and their fractured relationships. While he blaglly participating in
the battle of the sexes, she'd been on the sidelitadking notes and
studying. He had an uneasy feeling that if camerdtma test, she would
prove the major strategist, after all.

"You know, you have all the makings of a world-slagtich,” he murmured,
his tone somewhat awed. "Oh, you're still too yowyeg you haven't
become sufficiently hardened, but given the propetumstances, you
could turn into one."

"Ah, another Ramsey compliment.”



"It's not a compliment. I'd hate to see a compasgey sweet girl like you
turn into a cynical man-eating vixen. It could happyou know."

"l can be saved by the love of a good man." Targhad up at him. She was
delighted that she'd shaken his earlier, perverssculine complacency.
"The love of a good husband,” she amended teasiriglye you
volunteering for the job?"

"No!" Jed snarled. It was the ideal time to make dxit, to leave without
looking back. That would prove she'd read him abing, that he didn't care
about her or what happened to her, that he waseddy halfway in love

with her.

Instead he lowered himself to the couch, pullingdewvn on his lap. "No,
dammit!" he repeated. "I'm not!" With a groan, hghtened his arms
around her and covered her mouth with his own.

Her slim body arched against him and she wounéims around his neck,
her lips parting for the hot penetration of hisgoe. They kissed and
kissed, the passion burning and building betweemth

It was Jed who finally brought it to a halt. Slowtgluctantly, he eased her
from his lap and stood up. It hurt to walk, it htatthink. "I'm too old for a
virginal necking session, Tara. It's torture.”

Tara sighed softly. She felt very desirable, veryihine, and very aroused.
Sitting on Jed's lap, indulging in those passiokaees, in the delicious
light petting, was the most exciting and thrillinhing she'd ever
experienced. She didn't want it to end. "But its|esite torture,"” she
murmured huskily.

"For you, maybe. Not for me. | don't want to santei@ptation. | want to
give in to it." He jammed his hands deep into tbhekets of his jeans. "You
haven't changed your mind about going to bed wi#) have you?" His
voice rose on a hopeful note.

She shook her head and he muttered a curse.



"But | will call Lucchino's and order a large musam, pepperoni, and
onion pizza," she offered softly.

"Some consolation prize," he grumbled.
She cast him a quick smile and rose to her feet.

It occurred to Jed, as he followed her to the phtr no other woman in
the entire world would dare to treat him this wag.arouse and then deny
him. To expect him to respect her standards. Taad\Bhad committed all
those transgressions yet here he was, watchingitieithe same longing
and intensity with which a hungry dog stares gealsbone.

Tara bent her head to read the number from thphelee book and her hair
fell over her shoulder, exposing the nape of hekné looked soft and

vulnerable. Jed drew in a slow breath. He wante#lige her there. The
visceral force of his desire shook him.

She ordered the pizza, then turned to find himirggaat her. The dark
intensity in his eyes had a wildly disturbing effea her already sensitized
body. Breathlessly, she averted her eyes. "Thaytbay'll have the pizza
here in half an hour," she said, her voice tremsilou

"Great." Jed sank down onto a chair and leanedlb@ws on the table. His
senses were rioting, his control on overload. Heded the mental
equivalent of an icy shower. He searched his moandfie and came up with
the marriage plans of the youngest Ramsey and dbagest Brady. "So
what are you going to tell Megan? That you areoithg to be able to help
her, after all?"

"I'm going to help her,” Tara replied firmly. "lfjet a credit card and put the
cost of the plane tickets on that. I've been deditedy avoiding getting
credit cards because | didn't want the temptatfospending beyond what
I'm earning. But this is an emergency, so . . . Shrugged, her voice
trailing off.

"You don't have to live on your salary,"” Jed rengiddher. "You have a trust
fund that generates a monthly income."



"I have it reinvested. | like knowing it's therd ghould really need it, but |
want to make it on my own."

"You're very independent,” he observed and she eshdde decided he
approved; he even admired her for it. "I can seg wiy family's, uh,
tendency to try and run things must be really Hardou to take."

Tendency to try and run thing3hat was mildly understating the Ramseys'
steamroller tactics of flattening all and any oppos, thought Tara. But
she bit back the derisive retort. She didn't wargquarrel with Jed. She sat
down across the table from him. "It does bother "m&he said
diplomatically.

"Well, it bothers me, to0o." Jed's tone was surpghi fierce. "l hate what's
happening to my kid brother, Tara. He doesn't desié—and neither does
Megan."

Tara stared at him. An idea leaped to mind andelges lit with sudden
purpose. "Jed, how long does it take for a creditl application to be
approved?" she asked casually.

"About a month, I'd guess, give or take a weekodl s

"So Megan and Ricky have to endure at least a mohtRamsey-style
incarceration before | can help them. It'll seeteriminable to them, Jed.
Who knows what kind of desperation they might resm?"”

"Like the two of them sneaking off and getting pezgnant?” Jed frowned
thoughtfully.

"If they're allowed to decide when to marry, thiegtlleast have the option of
postponing babies for a few years. Which I'm sheytwould do." Tara

leaned forward, holding his gaze with hers. "Youlddelp them, Jed. You
could put an end to this horrible situation tomaribyou were to send them
money—or plane tickets to Pittsburgh." Tara, | tdo'that!"



"You said you hate what's happened to Ricky. You se@u admire
independence,” Tara interrupted swiftly, passidgat@rove it by helping
them." She reached over to grasp his hand.

Jed watched her slender fingers close around his. pa
"Please, Jed!" Her voice was soft but throbbed witiency.

Jed thought how infuriated his parents would Heeifvere responsible for
spiriting Ricky out of town. He thought of his stand older brothers who
would undoubtedly disapprove as well. It was so Imaasier to remain
uninvolved, he reflected, for while he was sympathteoward Ricky and

Megan's plight, it really had no effect or beararghis life.

But Tara was looking at him with pleading dark eyes hand was warm in
his, forcing him away from the comfortable pathrafifference. She would
never remain uninvolved, he mused, recalling hetchmaking attempts
with Leslie Polk and Melissa and her concern abiGaci Cann and the
spurious Senator Saxon. Her little sister's unhaggsdid have a direct
effect on Tara's life; she took on Megan's pain @mdage as her own.

"l think those kids are nuts to think about mareag their ages," Jed
protested, knowing his resistance was weakenirg fas

Tara's eyes sparkled beguilingly. "You think any@nauts to think about
marriage at any age." Her thumb began to moveoww,stoncentric circles
over his palm. "Won't you please help them, Jed?"

He deliberately pulled his hand away from her. $roaarges of sensual
electricity rippled through him. "Vamping a guydet your way is fighting
dirty, Tara," he said severely. "I should tell ytouget lost right now."

"I'm sorry, Jed. | won't do it again." She lookedlaounded utterly sincere.
Maybe she was, Jed thought grimly, for she hadingtto lose by that

small concession to his pride. She'd already wahshe had to know it. He
heaved a deep sigh. "Give me Megan's universityriworber and I'll see



that she receives two plane tickets and travelkpgeses in the morning,”
he said gruffly.

Tara's face lit with joy. "You're wonderful, Jedte exclaimed exuberantly
and launched herself from the chair onto his |&otild | be vamping you
if I hugged you to express my thanks?" she askedcently. But her eyes
were devilishly agleam.

Jed's arms closed around her. "You're permittgzhysically express your
gratitude any way you want until the pizza arrivé® replied, opening his
mouth over hers.



Eight

Whatever spell Tara Brady had cast upon him faddte cold, clear light

of morning. Jed woke up—alone, in his own bed, mfrse—and decided
that he'd suffered a bout of temporary insanityraght when he'd agreed to
finance Megan and Ricky's escape. His family wadliza ruthless gang of
terrorists holding the kids hostage, he remindeashkif, though somehow
Tara had made it seem that way.

He was totally disconcerted. Somehow she'd caughtha weak moment
and taken full advantage of him, he decided, thoubht very
acknowledgment made him freeze. Jed Ramsey wasrie po weak
moments. He'd always been the one to take advaafdlge weak moments

of others . . . untishehad turned the tables on him. And now he was stuck
with a promise he'd made to a baby-faced littlepieess who'd sent him
back to his own apartment last night with a pasgi®good-night kiss and a
sweet smile, the memory of which had kept him tagsind turning for
hours.

Well, he would keep his promise—after all, he wasam of his word—but
from now on, he was going to do what he should len doing since his
arrival in Pittsburgh. And that was to stay awaynirTara Brady.

If she had talked him into taking her side agahistown family, it was
anybody's guess as to what else she might beabaékthim into doing.

Like marrying her?that snide little voice in his head managed tomtau
before Jed firmly blocked it out. He had other gsirto think about besides
Tara Brady. It was time for him to begin to develop social life here in
Pittsburgh. The Ramseys had always managed toghapeoaring time on
business trips, he reminded himself, and then feahat the realization that
he was the last rip-roaring Ramsey left. His sistas now respectably
married, and his three brothers were hopelessiynagad with those
tenacious Brady sisters.

Well, hewasn't, and it was up to him to keep the Ramsgsrd alive. He
had a number of contacts to cultivate via the SaathMall; a Ramsey
never had trouble finding friends—or lovers.



Tara woke up in a sublime state of bliss. Last hingid been a revelation to
her. Jed Ramsey, her former nemesis, had been aligdgransformed into
a man sheeally liked. A man she could talk to, a man who wasngaand
understanding and was willing to stand up for atheespite the cost to
himself. She thought of how he had agreed to hedgdavi and Ricky, even
though it meant defying a Ramsey edict. She wedlvkithe amount of
courage that kind of action required. And Jed had i

A sensuous little shiver tingled along her spineslas thought about the
kisses they had shared. The touches, the soft edg@idpvords. The sexual
chemistry between them was electric and exciting she was certain that
their unfolding relationship held so much more. Slendered if she was
falling in love with him. The thought didn't filldr with the horror such
speculation would have spawned just one week apbedd, it made her
sigh, dreamy-eyed.

She couldn't wait to see him tonight. Her heartgedhat the thought. She
decided that she wanted to cook for him, to hagpexial dinner together
that wasn't take-out pizza. Before she left forkyahe filled her Crockpot
slow-cooker with chunks of beef and an assortmécnhopped vegetables
for what she and her sisters called Brady's IrisdwS Their mother had
often fixed it, though there were inevitably momgioes than meat in the
stew back in those low-income days. When she attiene after work, the
stew would be cooked and ready to eat. She imadiieesIf and Jed having
dinner together, talking, laughing, kissing . . .

Tara smiled her way through a frantic day at ttadit, thoughts of Jed
keeping her afloat on a euphoric cloud. Colors ssktorighter, music
sounded richer, even Vince Krajack's sexist jokmsuahis ex- wife didn't
annoy her as they usually did.

Her apartment was filled with the stew's heartyraavhen she came home
at the end of the day. Tara checked the Crockpobtas pleased with the
results of the long slow cooking. She brushed tzr &ind reapplied her
makeup, then changed from her rather serviceaSkelgainstripe dress into
a pair of well-fitting gray slacks and a soft svegaif pink, yellow, and gray.



She fixed a salad and set the table and waitednéetes wired with a
heart-pounding sense of urgency and anticipation.

Jed seemed to turn up around dinnertime, at legsatl done so previously.
She glanced at her watch and frowned. It was als®atn-thirty. Perhaps
he hadn't returned from the Southland Mall or whereelse his business
took him. She decided to go next door and find out.

Tara felt keyed up and nervous, as if butterfliesendive-bombing in her
stomach. She was experiencing a strange sensatioch valternated

between elation and panic as she knocked at Jedis 8he knew he was
home. She could hear music coming from within.

Moments later, he opened the door.

"Hi," she said in a rush, smiling up at him withirshg brown eyes. "I
wondered if you'd—"

Her words caught in her throat when she spottedtheette sitting on the
couch in the living room. Jed followed her gaze avaiched the light
abruptly fade from her eyes.

But she'd recovered herself before he could sp&&au have company,”
she said brightly with a brilliant false smile. f8pto disturb you. It was
nothing important." She quickly turned to leave.

"Tara." He started after her, catching her arm.

Her traitorous body was already beginning to reachis nearness, his
touch. Desire shuddered through her. It seemecdethaat time he touched
her, her responses were quicker and more intense.tiis time was no
exception, even though she knew he had another wavading for him.
The thought galvanized her to action. She trigétioaway from him. "Let
me go!"

"l just wanted to let you know that the so-calledipgem with your account
is taken care of," Jed said, holding onto her dedmer frantic attempts to
break away. He couldn't seem to let her go. "te@sthe bank this morning



and used whatever it is we Ramseys use to get ayr Although you'll
understand if | don't divulge the family's fail-edhctics,” he added with a
devilishly winsome grin.

How dare he try to charm her? Tara seethed. Tasaftthat woman on the
sofa were of no consequence? "If you expect meetgrhateful for your

intervention, I'm not," she snapped. "I could'venanged it on my own. Now
will you please let go of my arm?"

He didn't. She was so soft, he thought dizzily. felteso delicate, so fragile.
He caught his breath.

"l came here to, uh, borrow some salt,” Tara starathegraying that the
small lie sounded credible. "But as you're obviplmisy, I'll just get it from
Les." If Jed knew that she'd prepared dinner for, lthat she'd spent all day
dreaming of a cozy evening with him, that she'dasihsuccumbed to the
crazy delusion that she was in love with him . . .

"Jed?" The woman on the sofa rose and started mgatward the door.
Tara took full advantage of the distraction to wilay from Jed and run up
the steps.

Her face was flushed and her heart was poundinghasrang Leslie's
doorbell. Part of her wanted to burst into tearsilevthe other part wanted
to swear. Jed was entertaining another woman iagastmentWhy should
you expect anything different from a man with autapon as a bona fide
heartbreakercolded the part of her that wanted to swear.

But I thought | would be different, that he migéelf strongly enough to
want to be only with mevailed the part that wanted to cry.

Leslie answered the door, wearing his good blu¢ aod reeking of
aftershave. "You're going out,” Tara observed, ngyito mask her
disappointment. "I guess that means you won't e tabhave dinner with
me?"

Leslie's face was wreathed in smiles. "I'm takingjiska to the new play at
the Public Theatre. She suggested it, and | picigethe tickets today."



Tara hoped she sounded sufficiently enthusiastshasvished him a good
time. On impulse, she decided to invite Kayci tmjber for dinner. She
didn't want to face that stew alone, not aftertladl stupid fantasies she'd
woven around it. Cooking for Jed, falling in lovattwhim . . . Her face
burned at her own foolishness.

"Stew?" Kayci echoed as she stared at Tara. "patajeezel'm nauseous
enough as it is. Don't make me any queasier byngl&bout things like
stew!"

Tara studied the other woman's face. "You do loale,pKayci. Do you
think it's some kind of stomach bug?"

"A bug? | don't think so. Try a rat," Kayci saidyptically and closed the
door.

Shot down on all fronts, Tara sighed, trudging btcker own apartment.
The wholesome, hearty smell of the stew offended3tee scooped it into a
plastic container and stuck it in the freezer, tii@ed herself her old

childhood favorite, a grilled peanut-butter sandwic

The food's familiar taste and texture offered a imau of comfort. Tara
remembered all the times in the past when sheld fa¢ dilapidated Brady
kitchen, munching on grilled peanut-butter sandes;hwhile her mother
sipped tea and mourned the departure of the latastin her life.

Oh, Mama, am | going to make a mess of it, sle®wondered glumly. For
the first time in her life she'd been in dangefalfing in love, and she'd
chosen a man who didn't love her. Who didn't wantove her. Tara
shivered. It was a classic Jerilyn Brady situatidnd now her daughter
Tara—that wise and confident child who'd made a wowavoid her
mother's pitfalls—had managed to make a frightdgirsgmilar error in
judgment.

The realization was enough to keep her awake fong, long time that
night. And then there was the distinct possibithgt just across the hall,
Jed Ramsey was bedded down with the pretty brunétted been draped
so seductively across his couch.



Tara didn't get much sleep at all.

Neither did Jed. Even before Tara had arrived @atbor, he'd been bored
with pretty, sexy Andrea, the women's sportswearebine'd met at the
Southland Mall that afternoon. He frowned. He caiildeem to erase from
his mind the image of Tara standing in his doorwégr cheeks had been
flushed, her eyes aglow, her smile sweet and wamdnadl for him. And
then she'd seen Andrea.

She had been quick to hide the pain which had déi@dsh her eyes, but he
had seen it. His mind kept running the scene throbig brain like a

never-ending newsreel. Tara, bright and happy,dstgnat his door, and
seconds later, the hurt and betrayal in her big dges, her smile gone.

He had hurt her, seeing Andrea had hurt her, aniglhdéike the kind of

villainous scoundrel audiences pay to boo. Why khbe feel that way, Jed
wondered as he paced the floor in a fit of hypévaygt He'd done nothing
wrong. He was a bachelor who'd made no promisesiyone. He hadn't
even hinted at a commitment to Tara Brady, yet $mweshe made him
feel as guilty as an adulterous husband caughieiatt.

How in the world had she accomplished that? Al ldene was to kiss her a
few times. Memories of Tara in his arms washed bwerin a feverish hot
flood. He'd touched her breasts, too, and his bgoyw taut at the
recollection. He reminded himself that her clotivasl always remained
chastely in place and scowled at his own restraomrd, he'd gotten further
with Marilee McBroom, his junior high school sweed#it, and he hadn't felt
a moment's compunction about cheating on her!

Cheating? Jed groaned aloud at the direction his thughts had taken.
There it was. He felt as if he were cheating onaTlay seeing another
woman. A woman whom he'd dispatched from his apantrat nine o'clock
without even a peck on the cheek. Because he hadnted to touch her.
He wanted to touch—to kiss, to be with,love?—enly one woman: Tara
Brady.

His first impulse was pure Ramsey: To keep on iightTo win. He almost
managed to stifle that mature inner voice that éigkien what he was



fighting against, and why. And what he hoped to.Wiore nights like this
one, pacing the floor, lonely and guilty and coefi®

He finally admitted the depressing truth to himsldé hadn't won anything
tonight. He'd lost. He, Jed Ramsey, was a loserasta bitter admission for
a self-proclaimed master-of-his-fate. It took amotifull hour of pacing
before he faced another irrefutable fact: He wdevs.

The prospect of returning to her apartment, knowirad Jed undoubtedly
had another woman stashed in his, held no appdalama was determined
to postpone it for as long as she could.

"Vinnie, do you feel like going out tonight?" shekad Vince Krajack as
they were preparing to leave the station afteistke'clock newscast.

"With you?" Vince considered it. "Where?"

Tara shrugged. "Anywhere. Uh, Vin, we'll have todgich. I'd like to treat
you, but I'm running a little short of funds." Alcto the bank today had
provided the maddening information that "the pratlavith her account
had not been resolved after all. Her rage at algshh Ramsey had
intensified.

"Honey, offering to pay your own way elevates youniythical status in my
book," said Vince, draping a casual arm aroundsheulders. "After the
three years with that blood-sucking, money-hungrglbdyte Serena, I—"

"Is Serena really as bad as you claim?" Tara impéed curiously. "You
make her sound like the female reincarnation ofathe Hun."

"She's worse," Vince assured her. "My ex-wife maRason Legree look
like Mother Teresa."

They had dinner in a new Pakistani restaurant, thent on to Station
Square, the old city depot which had been conventieda covered mall of
trendy shops, restaurants, and night spots.



They sat in the bar of a popular watering hole desded by radio and TV
reporters, and joined a group for a lively exchaofjocal media gossip.
Several rounds of drinks were ordered and duly liedbi Vince and a
weekend TV anchorman challenged each other asdsewx-wife was the
worst and tried to prove their respective casegegling the others with
marital horror stories. There was more drinking botsl of laughter.

The hours passed quickly and painlessly, with pleftiquid refreshment,
and by the time the group broke up around elevarg Tound that she was
having difficulty standing up.

"Vinnie, | think I might be drunk," she told himjde-eyed. Her words were
slurred and when she stumbled into an empty tahke giggled.

Vince heaved a sigh. "I'm sure of it, kid. I'll ¢iyou home." He helped her
into the front seat of his car, a ten-year-old Ttayd he back window had a
long crack in it.

"l don't think it was such a good idea to haveoe gjin fizz and a margarita
and a brandied apricot flip and a banana daiquirtap of all that spicy

Pakistani food,"” Tara concluded. "But | thought@uld be interesting to try
different drinks."

"That's what you were drinking?" Vince was appall&dgh, it makes me
sick just thinking about it. You aren't going to s&iek, are you?" he asked
nervously. "That bitch Serena puked in this carecartd it took years to get
rid of the odor. She made sure she took our newhan we split, natch.”

Tara assured him that she wasn't going to be 8iak.by the time they
reached her apartment building, she wasn't so ‘dverything is spinning,
Vin," she murmured as he helped her to the frowtr @b the building. "It
feels as if the ground is dropping out from under"m

"Look, just don't get sick until we get you insii&/ince pleaded on a
panicky note. "I can't promise you that | won'tfliayself if | have to clean
up a mess."

"I'm sorry, Vinnie. | guess I'm not the greateshkiing buddy, huh?"



"You're okay ... as long as you don't get sick an"m

They heard a loud slam and the sound of footst&fis.oh!" There was
genuine alarm in Vince's voice. "You didn't menttbat you had a jealous
lover at home, waiting to tear me apart limb bydim

Through bleary eyes, Tara watched Jed Ramseyrgjridivard them.

"She—er—had a little too much to drink," Vince saglJed stopped in front
of them.

Jed folded his arms and glowered at the pair. "paa were planning on
taking full advantage of her, weren't you?" he aed,) his gray eyes
glittering dangerously. He flexed his fingers, afidce gulped.

"Hell, no," he said earnestly. "Not in her conditidcShe kamikazied her
stomach with a revolting assortment of drinks. Shbbut to be sick. Here."
Vince gave her a slight push forward, and Taraided with Jed's frame.
"She's all yours. You can have the pleasure ohtpkare of her." He gave
Tara a pat on the shoulder. "Good luck, kid."

"You're so gallant, Vincent," Tara muttered cros$ikrom now on, I'm on
Serena's side."

Jed cupped Tara's shoulders with his hands. "Ben bvaiting for you for
hours," he said tightly, "and you come staggenmglose to midnight, half
smashed. | ought to shake you until your teetlheratt

"If you do, I'll be very, very sick," she promisskakily. "In fact, | might be
anyway." An ear-ringing, throat- closing wave ofusaa swept over her
with violent force. She proceeded to be abysmaily ignominiously sick
right then and there.

She could never remember being so utterly mortifredher entire life.
Although Jed handled it better than Vince woulddawara thought dizzily.
He didn't get sick himself, but held onto her utti# spasms had stopped
shaking her body, then scooped her up into his amdscarried her inside.



Unfortunately, he lectured her the entire time @n $tupid and reckless
behavior, and the follies of tangling with that aldmon alcohol.

He hated her, she knew it, and Tara's eyes filléd tears. The urge to
throw herself down and weep supplanted the urgertav up her insides.
She clutched the edge of her bathroom sink, degberarying to do
neither.

Jed turned on the taps and splashed cold wateeofabe, until she was
spluttering and gasping. "You're going to have diléer headache
tomorrow and | don't have an iota of sympathy fou,y he said sternly.
"You brought it all on yourself and—"

"Oh, go away and leave me alone." The cold watdrdteengthened her.
She felt a bit better; the desire to either cripee her dinner had mercifully
passed. She saw the displeasure cross Jed's thitesparred her on. "As if
you, a Ramsey, who's always bragged about drirddimgght with the good
ol' boys, should dare to give me a lecture on this ef liquor.”

"Yeah, yeah." vied frowned thoughtfully. "I can'elieve it myself. |
cherished my reputation as a wild, high-living aeer. Who'd've ever
dreamed I'd come to this? Lecturing you like soneala from the
temperance league.”

She had to smile at the incredulity in his toneari@ be that beneath that
playboy-cad exterior beats the heart of a moraisight good guy?" she
teased.

"The ultimate cliche." Jed groaned. "No, | refusednsider it."
She swayed backwards and he caught her aroundaiseamd secured her
firmly against him. "I'm putting you to bed. Yourcaleep it off,” he said

grimly and carried her into her bedroom.

He dropped her onto the bed and sat down besideHher proceeded to
strip off her jacket.



Tara protested mightily, particularly when he bet@anndo the buttons of
her blouse. "Stop it, Jed." She slapped at hishdddst because | might be
slightly in—intoxicated doesn't mean | don't knowat you're trying to do.

| won't go to bed with you. | won't!"

"Slightly intoxicated? Baby, you're totally juiceéurthermore, | have
absolutely no sexual intentions toward you."

He finished unbuttoning her blouse, despite hemgtts to ward him off,
and jerked it off her shoulders. His mouth went. dier brief bra of pale
yellow satin and lace accentuated the roundeddsd#irof her beautifully
shaped breasts. Under his intense gaze, her nipplglsed and pressed
against the soft material. A sensual shudder shoukHe wanted to touch
them, to see them bared for his eyes only. He wiaotput his mouth on her
and taste those enticing small buds...

He swallowed hard. "Tonight," he added, qualifying statement.

Tara flushed scarlet. She moved to snatch her élmukold in front of her,
but her movements were jerky and uncoordinated,Jaadpicked up the
garment before she did. He continued to stare ratthen audaciously ran
his knuckles over one hard-tipped crest.

Tara quivered. Her whole body was warm and tinglimigh sexual

electricity. "You—You said you didn't have any sakintentions toward
me tonight,” she reminded him breathlessly. It sundgl dawned on her
what he had implied—that he would pursue his sexueahtions at some
other time. He undoubtedly considered it a givext #ine would let him.

She grabbed her blouse away from him. "I'm surehaue some glamorous
babe waiting for you in your apartment,” she sndpgeshe fumbled with
the blouse. To her unending frustration, she coukbkem to get her arms
into the sleeves. "Go and practice your sexuahtidas on her."

"There isn't any glamorous babe waiting for me ynapartment,” Jed said
patiently. While she struggled with her blousedeély unzipped her skirt.



"You mean you struck out with your cutie last nightd you weren't able to
find a replacement for tonight? You must be lospmgr touch, Jed." She
tossed down her blouse to try to rezip her skirt.

It was too late. He had already lifted her hips pallied it down, taking her
half-slip with it. She tried to fight him, to no a\l. "You have more hands
than an octopus,"” she said accusingly.

"I'm quite experienced when it comes to undressigen," Jed agreed
laconically. "And no, | didn't strike out last nigiio stretch your baseball
metaphor to the breaking point, | didn't even mak#o the game. Because
| didn't feel like playing, Tara."

Tara felt his gray eyes upon her and she scootedsithe bed, away from
him, blushing furiously. Her panties were very baad very sheer. She
caught the side of the bedspread and pulled itrardwer, then swayed
dizzily as the room unexpectedly tilted.

Jed eased her back onto the mattress. "Lie downkeeg still," he
cautioned. "All that jerking around will make yoglsagain."

For a few moments, Tara obeyed. Her head was sgramd her stomach
was roiling again. She watched in silence as Jdie@dgoff his shoes and
socks. When he unbuckled his belt she felt obligedpeak up. "Jed, no,
|—I can't."

"You're telling me," Jed said dryly. "You have niotipnto worry about, Tara.

Your virtue has never been safer. We're going emdpa totally nonsexual
night together, with you in the role of patient amé in the role of—" he

sighed as he held the small wastebasket up to sie@pasm of nausea
overtook her. "Janitor," he finished resignedly.

"You could've at least said 'nurse,’ " Tara moaasdJed wiped the
perspiration from her brow with a cool washcloththink I'm going to die."

"You're not going to die," he assured her. "Bltéger that tonight is your
first and last night as a hard-drinking reportevu¥l stick to ginger ale from
now on. Where's your nightgown?"



She told him and he fetched it for her. She fatuweak to move when he
removed her underwear with easy expertise, to@igit to protest when

his eyes swept over her, taking in her softly fu#asts with their rosy pink

nipples, the narrow indentation of her waist amch fflatness of her belly.

Her hips flared gently, her legs were long and simaad shapely. Jed drew
in a sharp breath as he focused his gaze on theydthatch shielding her

femininity. It was the color of dark honey. No miaad ever seen her, had
ever touched her there . . .

Heat surged and thickened in his loins. No manhiout And suddenly he
felt protective and possessive and a host of o#imeotions completely
foreign to him. He helped her into her soft paleebhightgown, pondering
the situation as he tried to make her comfortdterecognized the lust that
was coursing through him, causing his body to hand&h wanting. But
those other feelings, the tenderness and the wiectian that helped him
to temper his lust, made him put his own desiresrs& to her needs . . . For
the first time in ages Jed Ramsey, who'd seen ame dt all, was
experiencing something new.

And he liked it, it felt good. He felt good, anddpger than he'd felt in a long,
long time. He pulled off his shirt and jeans arigmed into bed beside her,
wearing only his dark blue briefs. "Go to sleepg' drdered, pulling the
covers around them both.

"l can't,” she protested weakly. "I don't have aimg on underneath my
nightgown. I've never slept without any underpaoris And there's never
been a man in my bed before, either.”

"Things are tough all over, baby. I've never sigjth underpants on. And
I've never been in bed with a woman without layieg." He reached over
and rubbed her arm. He didn't dare rub anything. €iSlose your eyes,
Tara. Well make it through the night somehow."

"You're really staying here?" Tara whispered. "in loed? All night?"

“I'm here in the role of a nurse, remember? Na g@itor, not as a lover."



"But—but why?" Tara pressed her throbbing forehedat her fingertips.
"You can't want to stay here with me. | might beksagain. You could be
with any woman you wanted, doing whatever you wémigh her."

"Suppose | were to say that you're the woman | w@be with and simply
lying beside you is what | want to do.”

"I wouldn't believe you," Tara replied with a himither usual feistiness.

"Yeah, well, I can hardly believe it myself, butréd am. Now will you
please shut up and let me get some sleep?"

Though Tara was certain she never would, she nmaws blept, for all too
soon Jed was shaking her awake.

"Rise and shine, baby doll. Time to go to work."

His voice sounded louder than a boom box turnetulfovolume. Tara
slitted one eye open and shuddered. Her head wesljmg and there was a
dreadful, sour taste in her mouth. Her stomachrediunpleasantly and her
abdominal muscles were sore from last night's redvad she ever felt this
terrible in her life? Tara thought not. "I can'ttgovork today, Jed. I'm sick.
I'll call in and—"

"You're not sick, you're hung over." Jed pulledkothe covers and lifted her
to her feet. "And since you brought it on yoursgbiu have to suffer the
consequences, miserable though you may be. Thatsmeacalling in sick
and spending the day recovering. You go about ymaryday routine
feeling like hell. It's a Ramsey rule."

"l always knew you Ramseys were crazy but this @sat/" Tara sank down

onto the edge of the bed. "Anyway, I'm not a Ramseyl don't have to

follow your masochistic rules.” She rolled over@mher stomach and buried
her face in the pillow.

Jed picked her up and carried her into the bathrddake a shower and get
dressed," he ordered, setting her on her feet.dtlmng you to the station
today."



"l can't. | don't want to go. | feel awful." Herice echoed ifi her head. She
sounded perilously close to whining. Tara was fiedi She never whined.
She cast a quick glance at Jed. He was watchindisezxpression amused.
But determined. She hadn't the slightest doubthteatould put her into the
shower and dress her himself, if she continueefigse.

He had undressed her last night. Her face flameshasemembered lying
naked and passive under his probing eyes. "I'llrgatly now," she said
swiftly and rushed into the bathroom.

"l thought you'd see it my way," Jed called after.ih.aughter gleamed in
his slate-gray eyes.

"You really don't have to drive me to the statiohdfa said as Jed followed
her from her apartment a half hour later. She wearing an oyster-colored
flared skirt which skimmed her knees, a matchirglkga and a periwinkle

blue blouse. Her mirror had assured her that sbikelbas normal and fit as
she did every other workday. It was too bad thairtkerior riots going on in

her head and stomach dispelled that myth. "I cathgee myself."

"Your car didn't make it home last night, rememb&ed took her arm and
guided her up the street to the garage that hoised.amborghini
Countach. "Your good buddy Vince drove you bacleter

Tara remembered. "Ohh, | feel like such a jerk.& §toaned at the thought
of last night's misadventures.

"The age-old morning-after lament.” Jed grinnedvéiigbody sings it at
least once in their lives. Don't be too hard onrgeli, Tara."

"You're socheerful,"she grumbled. She squinted against the sun. Esten h
eyelids hurt. "I don't think the sun has ever shtne brightly before.
Where is Pittsburgh's infamous sunless weather wbamneally need it?"

Jed laughed. It was true that he was feeling inbhedheerful this morning.
It made no sense, but there it was. He'd spenklassenight, tending to
Tara, yet when he'd awakened this morning he feafipter and more
fulfilled than he did after a hot night of passieith his latest flame.



It was weird. He suspected thregwas weird. Or was this what being in love
was like? This eager sense of anticipation, thesénigs of warmth and
well-being toward the whole world and everyonet+alut most especially
for Tara.

They entered the garage and he opened the cafaiduar.

"Jed?" she paused, gazing up at him with her veldatk eyes. "Thanks for
everything last night. And this morning too. | fgalo appreciate it."

He couldn't resist her. He caught her in his armg lrought her hard

against his solid masculine frame. "Tara." He lredather name raggedly as
his mouth covered hers. It was the kind of kisd hever given before. The
kiss of a man in love with the woman in his armisvés passionate and
deep, hot and tender, and it rapidly escalate@bcontrol.

Neither wanted it to end. When they finally broksd a long time later,
they gazed Into each other's eyes, both of thembiieg and breathless
from the urgency and depth of their feelings.

Jed was the first to speak. "Tara," he began hitdeeling uncertain in
this new uncharted emotional terrain. "l don't waoli seeing other men.
That includes no more nights out with your pal \@ricHe'd never made
such a demand on a woman before and he was awasecofollary. "And
I'll stay away from other women," he added withugpg It was the first and
only time he'd ever made that promise, either.

"You want us to date each other exclusively?" Tiageated carefully.
Elation bubbled in her veins, yet a wary cautiomseal her to hold back. She
hadn't forgotten how crushed she'd been to findoteette ensconced in
his apartment the other night. She had a containgew in her freezer that
was a testament to her ability to misread him. "®’hy

"Why?" Clearly, he hadn't expected that questi®ecause | don't want to
be with anyone but you." There, it was out. He'd $a Oddly, he felt a
great relief. "And | think you feel the same wayoabme," he added,
stroking her neck with his long, skilled fingeré&m | right, Tara?"



Oh yes, he was right, Tara thought, quivering urtidemmagic of his touch.
Therein lay the danger. He could hurt her so mQgite again she thought
of her mother, sobbing and broken, after the diesedf each of her lovers.
And she remembered the pain she'd felt when shekhadked on his
apartment door and seen the dark-haired womanreinsid

Jed saw the apprehension in her dark eyes. "WHh&"i$ie asked softly,
drawing her back into his arms.

Tara melted against him. "l guess I'm scared thatllyonly want me until
you get me into bed," she confessed shakily. "Arehtyou'll decide that
you've had enough of exclusivity. You'll be tellinge that we should see
other people, that you—"

"No, baby," he interrupted fiercely. "That's noirgpto happen.”

"Won't it? Your brother Slade dumped Shavonne, ywather Rad did the
same to Erin. Sure, they eventually got back togrebut there were no
guarantees that they would."

"And you want a guarantee that | won't dump yoerdftake you to bed?"
Something along the lines of a wedding ring, hesgad, and heaved a sigh.
The very fact that he didn't want to hop the ndahe to Texas in order to
escape was proof of how very much he'd come toatawat her.

"Ah, Tara." He stroked her hair. "I'm not goinghtort you, honey. It looks

like I've taken the bait and I'm on the hook. Alht's left is for you to reel
me in." It was humbling to liken oneself to a hasléish, but quite apropos,
he decided. And he was rewarded by Tara's suddie. $te felt his heart

take flight.

"l don't want to be with any man but you, Jed,"” sheaid huskily. "Let's
give exclusivity a chance."



Nine

Jed was waiting to take her to dinner at the reatdwf her choice when
Tara returned from work that night. She chose #@aveant on Mount
Washington, less for the food, which was only agerahan for the ride to it
and its spectacular view of the city.

They drove to the incline at the foot of Mount Wiasjton, where the
restaurant was located high on the hill above. "Whahis thing?" Jed
asked warily, eyeing the steep railed track whichlesd the tree- covered
hill.

"It's the Mount Washington incline," explained Tataking his hand and
guiding him to the station. "A ride on it is a mdist everyone who visits
Pittsburgh.”

"It's a must I'd prefer to avoid,” Jed mutteredoligh a fearless Ramsey
risk-taker, he didn't particularly care for heighfend he most certainly

didn't care to step into the”rickety cable car Wwhoilled into the station.

But he wasn't about to admit that to Tara, whdblit entered the car with

nary a qualm.

She didn't cringe as the car started with a lunehnearly threw the passengers
off the narrow benches, although Jed did. She ethditightly during the
little car's perpendicular climb up the track. kegt his eyes glued to the
window, wondering what were the chances of suryighbuld the wire
cable snap.

That they safely reached the top unscathed wasthorgeof a miracle to
him. He breathed a heartfelt sigh of relief. "Wétlat was great,"” he said
with credible enthusiasm. "I'm glad you suggestéd i

Tara cast him a dry glance as they emerged intagper station, where old
photographs of the dark and smoggy Pittsburgh steygear were framed
and hanging on the walls. Before walking the shdidtance to the

restaurant, they paused to admire the view frorardage point designed
specifically for that purpose. Pittsburgh sprawbetbw, and they observed



the confluence of the three rivers, the Allegheng #ghe Monongahela
meeting to form the Ohio.

The restaurant sported walls of glass in the caesulining room and Tara
and Jed were seated at a window table with a magntfview of the city
below.

"The lights are starting to come on down thered'@anted out as he settled
back into the comfortable upholstered chair ancciaed the city's nightly
panorama begin to unfold. He ordered a drink alidhiimself slowly begin
to unwind.

"Feeling better?" Tara grinned at him. "I promie&kéep you distracted on
the incline ride down the hill."

He heaved a good-natured groan. "Was it obvious?"
"Only to me. It was the first time I'd ever seesrktterror in your eyes."

They grinned at each other. "So," Jed reached sithestable and took her
hand in his. "Tell me about your day. And thenltke you with a detailed
description of how | spent hours on the phone ¢ytim line up a mall's

worth of discount stores ..."

Neither one bored the other. They lingered at éséaurant for three hours,
talking, laughing, enthralled with each other. Hodtely, it was a slow
weeknight with no other customers waiting for thable, so the waiter did
not feel compelled to hurry them out.

They strolled hand in hand back to the inclineistatThe cable car was
empty and waiting and they sat down on one of ¢ing Wwooden benches
inside. A few moments later, the doors banged ahdtthe car began its
descent.

Jed draped his arm around her shoulders and drewclbser. "You
promised to distract me on the way down, rememblee?asked huskily.
"What luck that we're the only passengers in thie' ca



His face was so very near that she needed ondatofbrward a few inches
to touch her lips to his cheek. Tara's pulse ra€kd.urge to touch him was
a physical ache which throbbed deep in the mosespart of her.

His slate gray eyes held her dark velvet ones., "3t whispered.

Sexual tension vibrated between them. Slowly, Blithher arms around
his neck. Jed murmured her name and folded hehdiggp his arms. With

a lack of shyness that astonished her, she opesreshduth over his and
slipped her tongue into the moist warmth of his thou

Jed took control of the kiss, deepening it with g@ssive mastery. His
mouth was hot and hard and demanding, and she ¢tumgm, a wild
excitement burning inside her. Her senses wereofulim, delighting in
every intimate aspect of the warm weight of hischapread across her
stomach, of his stroking fingers on the nape oineek, of the solid muscles
of his chest against the burgeoning fullness ofdneasts.

Far too soon, the cable car slid into the waitilagfprm at the bottom with a
resounding bang. Tara and Jed slowly and relugtaitdw apart. For a
moment, they stared at each other, dazed by tHe tsavisformation from
passion to reality.

Jed cleared his throat. "You did a first-class gblalistracting me, honey. |
wouldn't have noticed if they'd launched the damniicto outer space. Or
cared," he added dryly. He smiled at her, thengflam arm around her waist
and guided her out of the station toward the parkoh

Tara glanced up at him. He was still smiling treither bemused, lopsided
grin. Impulsively, she wrapped her arm around hastyand they walked in
companionable silence to the gleaming Lamborghini.

They kissed good night at her door and he waitei shve was safely inside
her apartment before entering his own, establishipgttern. The two of
them had dinner in a different Pittsburgh restaueach night, They held
hands at the table and talked for hours about &viegyand anything, they
fed each other samples of various dishes, theyekidehd joked and laughed
together.



And every night, they went to her apartment or dmsl indulged in an
exciting, arousing, and exquisitely pleasurablekimgr session which
always ended with a sweet good-night kiss at her.dend separate beds.

They spent the weekend, a rainy one, together. Weey to the Southland
Mall and to its bigger, grander new competitor.alestened intently as Jed
outlined his plans for converting Southland intimt@l discount- store mall
and got caught up in his enthusiasm. He found togies of the Pittsburgh
radio news scene just as fascinating.

They went to the movies and out to dinner. Theycihved the Steelers game,
being played in Cleveland, on television in herrapant. They ordered

pizza from Lucchino's, which Jed unconsciouslymrefé to as "our" pizza

place. Tara noted it and felt her heart swell withppiness. She was
thinking in "our" these days, too. "Mine" and "yelUrseemed to have
naturally evolved into it.

She was sitting on his lap, late Sunday nighthearhidst of a deep, torrid
kiss, when the intrusive ring of the telephone edutem to surface with a
mutual groan.

"Ignore it," commanded Jed, nibbling on her necls lkands were on her
breasts, caressing her, making her whimper witlaguiee. She had no
intention of leaving him.

But the phone kept ringing, insistently, persidienfFifteen, eighteen,
twenty rings.

"I'd better get it." Tara sighed regretfully andugigled to her feet. "It might
be Megan. I've been trying to reach her at her dalitrveek, but | kept
missing her. I've left a million messages for heicall me back, collect.
Maybe she finally has."

"You actuallywantto talk to her?" Jed leaned back against the onskand
ran his hand through his hair, tousling it. "I'veeh blessing my good
fortune at not hearing from the Ramsey—Brady verssdd Romeo and
Juliet."



Tara headed to answer the phone. Not very longragapmment would've
prompted her to accuse him of being heartless andring. Now she knew
that was untrue. Jed had a penchant for makingdhp remarks and
wisecracks, but his actions belied his words. H# pravided Megan and
Ricky with an escape from their plight, howevemhight joke about them.

She herself was a case in point, Tara reflectedndfg. After all his
disparaging jokes about her virginity, he hadmédito pressure or seduce
her all week long.

"Tara, | don't know what I'm going to do. | canX gn like this!" Megan's

voice, punctuated by sobs, came over the wireaVeh't been able to get in
touch with Ricky at all. They won't let me talk ham when | call him at

home. They always say he's out with other girl$,Iduinow he isn't. They

won't let him call me, either. Oh, Tara! | just wam hear his voice! | miss
him so much."

Tara swallowed. "Ricky hasn't called you at all?"

"They won't let him, Tara, | know it. Just like hé&w he's not out with any
other girl. Ricky is suffering just like | am—mayheorse because he's
being held prisoner there!"

Tara wasn't so sure. She could easily imagine Rit&ysey deciding that
his supposedly undying love for Megan was a ha$iséd,it was easier to
give in to his parents' demands and date othemnadtbeen difficult for her
to imagine Megan falling for him in the first pladée'd always struck Tara
as the quintessential spoiled brat.

"Megan, have you ever considered that maybe thesBRgsrare telling the
truth? Maybe Ricky is out with someone else."”

"No!" cried Megan. "Oh, Tara, | can understand why have doubts about
him. You don't know him the way | do. He's not #fallow, self-indulgent,

self- centered jerk we thought he was. He's shoventhe sweet and
thoughtful side of himself. Really, he's not allié that obnoxious, nasty
Jed. He's more like Rad and Slade."



"Jed isn't obnoxious or nasty, Megan," Tara cowuateuickly, reflexively.
"He sent you the plane tickets and the money, remee?i

"The note he sent along with them said that yoledKmailed him into
doing it." Megan paused. "You mean you didn't?"

"Of course not. Jed was quite concerned about Ridieywanted to help
you both. Jed can be sweet and thoughtful, too,aegnd understanding
and generous. He's—different—from what we thoughivas. Meg."

There was a brief silence. And then Megan's indoedy apprehensive
tones: "Tara, there isn't something going on betwe and Jed Ramsey,
is there?"

How was she going to answer that one? Tara wond8rexlwasn't ready to
drag both their families into her newfound relatibip with Jed. "We've
become good friends during the time he's beentisl®irgh, Megan," she
replied carefully.

"Good friends?" Megan emitted a shriek. "That's tlethe celebrities say
when they're having a hot fling with someone. Teethme it isn't true! Tell
me you aren't having an affair with Jed Ramsey!"

"I'm not having an affair with Jed Ramsey, Megan."

Megan was crying again. "I couldn't handle it iuydefected to their side,
too, Tara. | don't want another one of my sistenmarry another Ramsey!"

Tara found her sister's protests rather contragictpven the fact that she
was desperate to marry a Ramsey herself. And Mégahcompletely

ignored the fact that Jed had been to one to peokwet and Ricky with a
means of escape from Ramsey domination. If Rickyadly wanted to

escape . ..

Eventually, she managed to calm Megan down and @veer her up a little
by promising to call her again tomorrow. Frownifigya walked back to
Jed, who was still sitting on the couch in her $niiging room. The
television was on, turned to the all-news network.



Jed glanced up at her. "Yes, | preferred to heauiatots, famine, war, and
pestilence instead of listening in on the latestuatMegan and Ricky's
romance," he said drolly.

Tara sat down beside him with a troubled sighhithk Ricky has dumped

Megan, Jed. He hasn't called her once, and sumlfds access to a
telephone.” Her eyes glittered with anger. "My pditite sister! She's

heartbroken and that creep is out on the town antbther girl."

Jed tensed. He picked up the remote control parketaned off the TV.
"Uh-oh, here it comes. You're going to lump me inthe
selfish-egotistical-fiend category, along with tlest of my family. You're
going to accuse me of planning to use you. Youwiegyto tell me to get lost
right now because you want to dump me before | la@echance to dump
you."

He stood up, his heart pounding, his face flushedwhole being rejecting
the scenario he had just described. He couldr italk Tara were to walk
out of his life, he realized. Pain shot through linthe mere thought of such
a fate.

Tara looked up at him in surprise. "You're wrongd,J she said quietly.
"That never crossed my mind." She frowned thoudlytfihere was a time
when she would've thought and done exactly whdtdwjgested. But now .
.. "I've learned to trust you, Jed. You've shownaside of yourself | never
knew existed."

Megan's words sprang to mind. They described ttieslde'd come to know.
And to love, she was sure of that now. "You're tioé shallow,
self-indulgent, self- centered jerk | thought yoare;" she said, a sudden
smile lighting her face. "You've shown me the swaet thoughtful side of
yourself."

Sweet? Thoughtfulded actually blushed. "I've never heard those svord
used to describe me before," he muttered.

"That's because you've never given anyone but asoreto use them."



"Yeah, well, I'm keeping it that way. | refuse tarrt into one of those
marshmallows who goes gooey with sentimentality vever—"

"A marshmallow man?" She laughed and put her arma him, hugging

him tight. "I wonder if we can get you outfittedtivia cute little sailor hat
and coat?" Her laughter faded and she gazed umatith dark liquid eyes,

earnest and enormous in her small face. "l love yed. | didn't realize how
much until tonight, when | had to defend you to ldieg

She wasn't the first woman to tell him that sheetbhim, but this was the
first time Jed was tempted to say it back. The ralnee was still pumping
through his system from his brief panic a few motee&ago, when he had
faced the intolerable notion that she might enbettveen them. But she
hadn't. Instead, she had told him that she loved hi

He believed her. His pulse raced and his bodyadir¢aut and aroused
from their tantalizing lovemaking earlier, demangégsical satisfaction.
She was in love with him. The corners of his mamtisted into a hungry
smile. She wouldn't refuse the man she loved. Tamgs the night. They
were going to consummate this relationship of thatrlast!

"And you love me," Tara continued confidently. "Qled, | can't wait until
we're married! | know we'll make each other hap@te hugged him hard
and cuddled close.

"M—married?" He remembered having the wind knoctetlof him while
playing football, but she seemed to have achiehedsame effect with
words. His thoughts were scrambled, and his omgrgberception was how
soft and warm and cuddly she felt in his arms. @#¥lgood it felt to hold
her. He could picture them sleeping together, heldiing against him,
drowsy and satiated from their lovemaking.

"We don't have to get married right away, of colir§ara added as Jed's
silence lengthened. "I mean, we do have a lotadtpral details to work out
first. My career, for one. My contract with Doul§)eRadio runs for another
year, so I'll be here in Pittsburgh for at leastt fong. And I'm glad. | don't
especially want to live in Houston as a newlywedichl as | love my
family, I—"



"Wait a minute." Jed drew back slightly and stadedvn at her. If she'd
shocked him before, she'd aptly succeeded in congog it. "There's
nothing to work out, baby. My wife will live with enin Houston, where my
work is."

"l guess that means waiting until my contract ishgn,” Tara said slowly.
"We could visit back and forth—"

"Visit, hell. I'll buy out your contract. You canosk in radio in Houston. Or
in TV there, if you prefer. Ramsey and Sons haudihgs in both. One
phone call from Dad and—"

"Never!" Tara declared, aghast. "The day I'd leeflin Ramsey arrange
my career will be the day that "

"Stop being so damn stubborn, Tara. There's nothirapg with using
contacts to land a job. That's the way the worleraes, honey."

"l got the job at Double Q on my own, without amntacts,” Tara reminded
him. "l like knowing | was hired for my ability, mdbecause of who
happened to know me."

"And your ability will determine the course of youaareer in Houston,
Tara," he assured her. "It will be up to you to méakat the station, once
you're hired."

Tara shook her head. "l want to work out my cornteddouble Q. If that
means waiting to get married, then that's the wihhave to be. At least I'll
have some solid reporting and on-air experienadfey if | should have to
resort to letting the Ramseys find me a job in Hoasater on."

An idea struck her and she brightened. "Unless want to get married
sooner and have a commuter marriage for a while&'saggested brightly.
"With me in Pittsburgh and you in Houston. It's &rw modern

arrangement—and very practical in a case like burs.

"I will nottolerate a commuter marriage, not for any lendttinoe,” Jed
exclaimed with a huff. "l don't want a modern, piead arrangement for a



marriage. | want one of the old-fashioned kind. Yimow, where the
husband and wife love each other too much to walwe apart.”

"l do love you, Jed, but—"
"Forget the 'but,’ Tara. Make it 'therefore.""
She swallowed. "I love you, Jethereforewe'd better wait to get married."

"No, dammit! | want to marry you now!" he thunderétis words seemed
to echo throughout the room. They stared at edwér.ot

"How did you do it?" Jed blurted out, his gray eyede with astonishment.
"I had no intention of proposing to you, but | jad. | told you | wanted to
marry you.How did you get me to say it?"

"How did | do it?" Tara felt as if she'd been puadhn the head. She
stepped away from him, her dark eyes mirroringg@sychic pain ripping

through her. "l did it by telling you that I'd pegfto stay in Pittsburgh and
work at Double Q Radio rather than jump at the ckaie marry you and
move back to Houston. Oh, it's exactly like I'vevays thought," she
continued morosely. "A man wants a woman most wieethinks he can't
have her. He's challenged and intrigued when slus thack."

She thought about her mother's tales. How Jeritlark eyes would sparkle
as she revealed the fun of playing hard to getifthik of the man's attentive
chase! And then, inevitably, came Jerilyn's totald aunconditional

surrender, to be followed, just as inevitably, by man's declining interest,
his withdrawal, his desertion. Only the time frandéféered in each affair.

Tara remembered sitting worried and tense as stenéd to her mother
euphorically recite the details of a brand-new laverest. For she had
learned, as Jerilyn never seemed to, exactly wiaildvhappen when a
woman stopped playing games and started wantinguaef with the man

she loved.

Tara had always wondered how her mother could bhaes so blind, so
utterly amnesic about the inevitable outcome. Wshe understood



completely now. Love did that to you—made you blamtti amnesic and
stupidly optimistic.

She felt perilously close to tears. "As long asanns unsure of a woman's
feelings for him, hell pursue her," she recitedvyo determined never to
forget again. "His passion is linked with his urnagty."

"I remember your reciting that particular bit ofwad philosophy the day |
arrived in Pittsburgh. It's both stupid and untrtara."

"You just admitted that you had no intention of gweing to me. You

accidentally blurted it out when you thought | wastent to live without

you." She gave her head a shake and her long, biintbmbled around her
shoulders. "I almost blew it by telling you thalolved you, didn't I? You

were about to beat a hasty retreat, but | managéwak things around by
throwing a roadblock in our mythical marriage plaAB of a sudden, you

weren't so sure of me anymore, you weren't catlegshots, and all your
romantic fervor blazed. | won and | didn't even wnehat | was doing. |

didn't even realize we were playing a game."

"Tara, you're being ridiculous,” he said, shiftingeasily. But was she?
Hadn't she just recapped the whole scene with dsimigeaccuracy?

Tara shrugged. "Maybe so." Her dark eyes shone ‘it and
disillusionment. "But all these manipulations andrategies that
masquerade as love and romance are ridiculou$, $be. grasped a strand
of her hair and nervously wound and rewound it adober fingers. "And
it's so easy to get caught up in it, so easy. BEwen Knowing what |
know—"

"Tara, for heaven's sakes, let's not make someos@teek tragedy out of
this," Jed interrupted. He felt like a rat and hend like the feeling. No
woman but Tara had ever been able to stir the de@per feelings of his
conscience. And now he had to contend with thetfzatt he had put that
pain and disillusionment in her beautiful eyes.tfthaments before she had
been happy and loving and in his arms, and he inadd it all.



"You're right, it's no tragedy." She gave a sardditie laugh. "It's a farce.
The whole thing is a stupid waste of time. Mama &ed cavalcade of
lovers, Megan and Ricky, Kayci and the senator, god me . . ." She
paused and heaved a disgusted sigh. "What's that?pdihere's no
happiness, no peace of mind—except maybe for SeBaton, and who
wants to be likdim?"

He hated hearing her talk this way. He hated hakiungyher. Jed faced the
inevitable. The moment of truth at last was here. wWhs going to do
whatever it took to make her happy and loving againget her back in his
arms.

"Tara, | love you," Jed heard himself say and waprssed that it was so
easy. Because it was true, he reflected. "Andilyrea want to marry you."
He smiled. He wasn't merely saying the words, hantntihem, he admitted
to himself. "l didn't accidentally blurt that odtara. It's what | really want."

He held open his arms to her, but she made no twovard him. "You're

following the rules to the letter,” she said, stgrat him dispassionately.
"I'm withdrawing myself from the game and that imep you. We're back to
the beginning again, and | just don't feel likeyplg anymore. | quit, Jed."

"Sweetheart, this isn't a game. We love each aahdrwe're going to be
married."

Tara scowled. "Oh, play another tune, Jed."

Play another tune®is first proposal of marriage and she repliechhtat?
He was indignant. "Tara, I'm not going to beg yourtany me," he said
testily.

"I know." She didn't look at him. "I don't expeaiwyto."

"But you'd like me to, wouldn't you?" he pressed.

"l just want you to leave me alone," she said wedHim tired. | want to go
to bed."



"Without me, of course." He was frowning fiercelfpammit, Tara, I'm
tired of leaving you at the door every night. | BaY had a decent night's
sleep since | arrived in this city. You keep mewnsced, | can never wind
down. I've never been so hung up on—-ebgessewith—a woman before
and it's driving me out of my mind."

She flashed a nasty smile. "What are you implyireg? That | should
marry you so you can forget about me? So you celyiget a good night's
sleep? Thanks, but no thanks."

He glowered at her. She was beginning to soundadisious and sarcastic
as any Ramsey. And he didn't like it, not one 'bidlon't want a sparring
partner, Tara, | want—"

"You don't know what you want,"” Tara interrupteédgy. "But | do. And
it's not a man who thinks | tricked him into propas It's not a man with
whom | have to keep up a perpetual game of hagetot don't want to live
my life that way. | want love and trust and loyakpmeone | have faith in
and who has faith in me. If | can't have thatydither be alone.”

"You want me." Jed's voice rose. The more he persishe more she
visibly withdrew from him. And the further she wiltew, the more
desperately he pursued his suit, thus confirming dmm theory of

male/female relations. He was struck by the fytit the situation, but saw
no other course of action. His alternative wagavé. And what would that
prove?

He took a deep breath. "l said | wouldn't beg, ibthiat's what'll it take to
convince you, I'll do it, Tara. Please, please,tddmthis to us. | don't want
to waste my time pretending an interest in othememw, and | don't want to
watch and wait for you to come home with some othan."

Tara shivered at the grim scenes he'd depicted.ti8heht how much
finding him with the brunette had hurt—she stildhd the heart to defrost
that stew, which had come to symbolize her miseay might. She thought
of going out with Vinnie, pretending to laugh aralvb a good time, while
hurting deep inside. No, she didn't want to endumgmore of that, either.



"What do you suggest we do?" she asked warily, ngskhe were strong
enough to send him firmly on his way. Was she gainyrn out to be her
mother's daughter after all, despite her vowsvie lher life differently?

Jed breathed a silent sigh of relief. At leastdida't want to end it between
them. It was the most he could hope for at thigtithet's not do anything,”

he said."'Let's go on seeing each other, just dsave been. Let's forget we
ever had this whole disastrous conversation."

Tara stared at the ground. She wanted to tell ha it was useless, that
there had been profound changes during the paShbat which made
picking up where they'd left off impossible. Butsiie were to do that . . .
She thought of the time they'd spent togetherghs week, and her heart
clenched. She wasn't ready to give him up. Shedoduo it. Maybe later,
when she was stronger, but for now . . .

"All right,” she said softly. "We'll try to pretenave didn't have this
conversation."

It all seemed incredibly anticlimactic. They stdachwkward silence for a
few moments and then Tara said, "l guess you'@bett. It's late.”

He nodded. And then leaned down to kiss her. Simeduher head to avoid
his mouth, and he ended up brushing her cheekhisthps.

"Good night, Jed," she said coolly, not meetingdyss.

"Good night, Tara. Dinner tomorrow?"

"Unless one of us has to work late," she hedgeitebol

He left her apartment, grim and dispirited. Shehhitave agreed to pretend
that they hadn't had tonight's conversation, buit fladn't occurred, their

good-night kiss would have long and intimate arelytivould have been
happily and eagerly making plans for tomorrow night



Ten

They continued to see each other, but it wasn'$ainge. Tara was polite and
pleasant, but reserved, and though Jed tried—heabssutely at his most
charming, the epitome of warm, funny and attentiveeeouldn't breech the
wall she'd erected between them. He knew she wasrmoguard . . . waiting
for him to what? To leave her because she'd coadietssloving him?

That was it in the proverbial nutshell, he knewe 8lidn't trust him to stay.
By midweek, he decided that he'd had it. He wasm$ey and he didn't
have to put up with this! He was doing all" the Wwam this relationship
while she acted as if she didn't care if he wasiradoor not. She wouldn't
hold his hand; it was as though his touch reputexdAnd, of course, there
was no more kissing. If he moved quickly enoughwis able to sneak in a
quick peck on her cheek as he said good nighthatitwvas it.

He didn't need this, Jed told himself righteouglyRamsey deserved an
adoring and ardent lover who stroked his ego wigit®ring her own. It
would be better for both of them if they calledjutits right now.

But he somehow never got around to telling her. tHatv could he? He
loved her too much. His flashes of indignation waeays replaced by that
irrefutable fact. There was nothing he could do taustick around and
convince her just how serious he was about thairéuogether.

They both groaned when Leslie Polk called to rentivean of his cousin's
party on Saturday night. They offered lame excubas,Les was having
none of it. He and Melissa arrived promptly at éiglhlock to drive them to
the party.

Tara and Jed were consigned to the backseat whsecbnfidently slid
behind the wheel of Melissa's car. There had beememarkable
transformation in the quiet young couple who hadnb®o shy to speak
during that first dinner at Tara's apartment. Idiadn to seeing each other
every day at work, Les and Melissa had spent alenasty evening together
since their first arranged date and were now cotelylecomfortable
together. They had their own conversation, thein @nivate jokes, many
with scientific nuances that were lost on Jed aaT



It seemed that the tables had truly turned. Melesd Les talked and
laughed easily in the front while Jed and Tarara#teed between awkward
silence and stiltedly polite conversation in thelkba

They kept casting covert glances at each othehofjh Tara had been
careful to move close to the window, Jed slid ®niiddle of the seat with
no compunction. He sat close to her, so close tthet shoulders were
touching. Tara felt his thigh press against herd @ied to inch away.
Unfortunately, the unyielding presence of the caordorevented her from
going any farther. She hadn't been this physiadtige to him since their
falling-out on Sunday night, and her deprived sersgemed determined to
make up for what had been missing. She reeled thenfeel of his body
next to hers. His heady masculine scent fillediwostrils. She could conjure
up the taste of his mouth without even trying. Hotows of sexual
awareness and sharp sexual tension pierced her eeere.

Tara's dark eyes slid hungrily over him. He lookediticularly handsome
tonight in an elegant charcoal gray suit, whitetsdmd eye-catching yellow
tie. She had chosen to wear the one truly smashieggs she owned, bought
last spring to wear to the Pittsburgh Media Awgrdry. It was a strapless
dark purple mini with leaves of gold embroidered the tight- fitting
bodice. The cut and style of the dress showed eiffigure to alluring
advantage. She'd created quite a stir at the avparts

But she'd worn the dress tonight strictly to stid.J

"You look beautiful tonight, Tara,” Jed murmuredarsexy growl which
made her squirm in her seat in an effort to corttrelliquid heat cascading
through her.

"Thank you," she replied stiffly. She wanted totezsher cloak of reserve,
but she couldn't seem to do it. It was wrapped ratduer too tightly to
remove casually ... or even formally.

There was silence between them once more.

"Did you talk to Megan today?" asked Jed with comdable interest.



"I've talked to her every day this week. Her simahasn't changed.” Tara's
lips tightened. "She's heartbroken and she stdhhaeard a word from

Ricky. According to your parents, his life in Hooistis one perpetual date.
Megan, of course, doesn't believe it, althoughafraid she's soon going to
have to."

He'd certainly made the wrong choice of subjectl tleught with an
inward groan. He could almost hear Tara's thougtiisut faithless,
game-playing Ramseys. Naturally, she consideredomenof them.

The silence between them grew so tense that eveangMelissa noticed.
They tried to bring Tara and Jed into their ownvayeation, a sort of ironic
replay of that Saturday night when Les and Melissdbeen the mute ones.

Leslie's cousin, Fred Polk, lived in a big old heus the Point Breeze
section of the city. The four entered the imposhajiway, which was
ablaze with lights.

"So this is a swankenda, huh?" Jed murmured to. Tara

Tara couldn't suppress a smile. This Pittsburgtardwenda" was little more
than a cottage, compared to the Ramsey manse @n Qaks, Texas. "l just
hope the Seen columnist isn't here," she murmweeatly. "If my name
were to turn up in that column, I'd never live dwh at work. Vince and
Bob would have a field day with it."

A tall, rather manic man in a tux, bearing a marghgsical resemblance to
Leslie, bounded over to them to greet Les effugivéles introduced
Melissa, Tara, and Jed to his cousin.

"This is great. I'm so glad you could come. We haweonderful buffet in
the dining room," Fred gestured expansively towaedgrand, chandeliered
room to the left. "There's dancing. We have a glitteg dance band, and
upstairs ..."

He continued on, his voice brimming with enthusia3iara tuned him out.
Though she tried, she couldn't seem to concerdraéaything but Jed, who
was standing beside her, lightly cupping her ellmwis hand. She knew



she should move away. She hadn't let him touctalheveek, but she was
starved for his touch. She was starvedhion.

What was she going to do? she wondered, her mintirgyvin confusion.
She was trying to protect herself by staying aldof she knew it was a
losing battle. If only she could fathom why he kéginging around her.
Because she was challenging him by playing haget®

But she wasn't exactly acting hard to get, shended herself. She wasn't
using all the manipulative little tricks her mothnexd told her were essential
in capturing a man's interest. She was seeingetpdarly, he—

"Tara, want to dance?"

Leslie's invitation stunned her so much, it took &adew seconds to nod in
agreement. This confident young man, fully in comthaf himself
socially, was not the Leslie Polk she had met & gga. He had come into
his own, thanks to his relationship with Melissa.

The two of them left Melissa and Jed talking tod~aend headed into the
room where the band pounded out their version af sentimental classic,
"Feelings."

At least somebody's romance had worked out, Tanagttt, as she and Les
began a slow dance. She was happy for him and $4gl&d told him so.

"Melissa and | both know how much we owe you and,"Jées said

seriously. "We laugh about how you two dragged utsod our shells. The
truth is, we might've never had the courage td d&ting if it hadn't been for
that dinner party you and Jed engineered."

Tara eyes misted. "I'm glad everything is goingvedl for you two, Les."

"And Melissa and | want things to work out for yand Jed, too, Tara. |
guess we just want everybody to be as happy asevédad you and Jed
aren't." He gazed into her sad brown eyes. "Whppéaed, Tara? Is there
anything we can do to help "



Tara shrugged. "Try summoning Chad Cherrington bemk Russia." It
was a weak joke and she knew it. She heaved a gisah. "Oh, Les, I'm
so confused. It's as though | want to drive Jedyavexause | know he's
eventually going to leave, anyway. I've been awifig week—stiff and
stilted and even sulky, | guess. | don't know wig i still around.”

"Because he's as crazy about you as | am abous$agliLes concluded
with a smile. "Sounds like you two have a bit afcemmunication problem.
You need to talk things out without the threatittier one of you leaving if
your discussion should escalate into a quarrel.”

Tara gave her head a wry shake. A few weeks agd] Bad to suggest that
he share a Twinkie with his secret heartthrob. Nmvwas dispensing
advice like Dear Abby. Love was strange businedeed.

Jed and Melissa danced by, and Les jovially indiste changing partners.
He and Melissa disappeared into the throng, leavedyand Tara facing
each other. The band struck up another slow song.

"Shall we?" Jed didn't give her time to refuse.pgdéled her into his arms
and held her close. So close she could hardly nvatteout her body
rubbing provocatively against his. She felt hisleiresponse and desire,
swift and sharp, slice through her. Her breastdledjevanting the touch of
his hands, and her legs trembled against the hatomos of his thighs.
There was an aching emptiness in her that criedooloe filled.

"I missed you this week," he murmured, nuzzlinggb#, scented hollow of
her neck. It felt so good to hold her, he felt aéindazed with wanting. She
fit into his arms as though she had been desigmstdgr him. She fit him as
no other woman in the world ever had.

"You missed me?" Tara managed a stilted little fautyou've seen me
every day."

"I've seen the prim, polite and socially correctal Brady every day," he
amended. He nipped erotically at the soft lobeesfdar. "I miss my own
private Tara. The one | was just getting to knowil ux-"



"Jed, don't." The sexy huskiness of his voice, taedwarmth of his hard,
muscular frame, were having a sensually devastaffiegt upon her. It was
impossible to maintain any semblance of distanceysighl, emotional or
intellectual—with the rushes of intense pleasumgisg through her. She
found herself wondering why she should even badihény.

His thumb traced a slow circle on her palm and whemmade a subtle,
thrusting movement against her hips, a hungrglitiban escaped from her
throat. Instinctively, she arched into him.

Jed was too experienced, of course, to miss haptabus response to him.
"Talk to me, Tara," he said softly, rubbing his bgnd slowly, sensuously
over her back. He caressed the bare skin of helddrs, tracing erotic little
patterns with his fingertips. His lips moved in lnair and his breath was
warm against her cheek.

Tara could only cling to him, feeling suddenly wwigss, mindless, and
helpless against the wild needs coursing through $tee loved him; that
was the only fact her brain seemed capable of dasimg at this point.

"Don't keep shutting me out,” Jed said hoarsellpvé you, Tara. If I'd ever
doubted it, this week has been the ultimate prddfoov much | really do
care."

"It has?" She stared up at him with puzzled broyese"But—"

"I learned beyond a shadow of doubt that I'd ratherwith you," he
interrupted. "Even when you're mad at me, even wjwerre treating me
like a suspicious parole officer treats his mostrustworthy parolee, I'd
rather be with you than with any other woman, nottenahow
accommodating she might try to be."

A sudden streak of white hot jealousy tore throbhgh "And what other
woman was trying to be accommodating?" she demanded

"Honey, it's not important. What I'm trying to tgiu is that—"



"It was that brunette bombshell from the mall, wag®" It was Tara's turn
to interrupt. "Has she been making a play for yibweaek?"

What a question, she thought, gazing at Jed. Tmewaa gorgeous, he was
smart and sexy, he was the most exciting, attrackbvable man in the
world. Of course the brunette bombshell was after. But she couldn't
have him, Tara vowed with sudden, fierce deternonatled was hers. For
better or worse, they belonged together. She hatbabts about that now.

"Tara, forget about anyone else. | have," Jedjetted quickly.

"You're mine, Jed Ramsey," Tara said, her dark blagng. "l don't care
how much our families want us to get together, evging to be together
because it's whatewant. And | do want to be with you, Jed," she alide

a fervid whisper. "So very much."

His face broke into a smile so joyous that it bittugmotional tears to her
eyes. "You're the only woman inthe world for meralahe woman | love

and want to marry and have kids with—" he pausestace thoughtfully

into her eyes. "Do you want to have kids, Tara?v&/aever talked about
it."

She smiled. "You're asking a Brady if she wantfdcén? That's like asking
a politician if he wants votes. But, if you wouldmind, I'd like to wait until
I'm at least twenty-five to get pregnant. I'd likehave a couple of years
alone with you."

"Does this mean that you trust me, Tara?" he as@bdiously deeply
moved. "That you believe that | love you and Eiiling to take a chance
on me? With me?"

"I love you, Jed. | just needed to be reminded haweh."” She lifted her face
for his kiss. "And how irrevocably."

His mouth descended toward hers and they gazedeatthb other's eyes,
feeling all the love and hope and promise reflettede. And then—



"Hey, folks, here at Freddie Polk's parties, weagisvhave something new,
something different, something out of the ordinéary!

The loud, piercing voice of Fred Polk made both aed Tara visibly start.
"And tonight,” continued Fred in his machine-guhiaegy, "it's this?™

Before Jed and Tara could move, speak, or reatyrway, Fred Polk had
snapped a pair of handcuffs on the two of themin@igthem together.

Tara stared down at the shiny steel cuff which majty bound her to Jed.
She gave her wrist a jerk. Jed's arm jerked, tbeyEtared at each other in
horror.

"Hey!" Jed found his voice. "Get these things affunow!"

Fred gave a bizarre laugh which was remarkablelainto the manic
cartoon woodpecker's, and was on his way. For asteecked moments,
they watched him handcuff other unsuspecting caujalgether.

"This is crazy!" Jed gave his wrist a shake. Taea® shook, too. He
scowled. "Don't worry, honey. I'll make that litjlerk unlock these cuffs
and then we'll get out of here."

"Well, well, here you two are, together at last.Véry satisfied Leslie Polk,
his arm around a smiling Melissa, joined them. 'fEleeno getting away
from each other now. You're going to have to stggther and talk out your
differences."

"Les used his influence with Fred to have you tvemdcuffed together,”
Melissa said proudly. "Fred's plan is to handctrérsgers to each other, but
he relented and made an exception for you two wesnexplained your
situation.”

Tara glanced around the room. Fred and a few able henchmen were
zooming around snapping handcuffs on startled pdigsiests. "You mean
those people don't know each other?" she askeedulmusly.



"No!" Les and Melissa laughed with delight. "Isih'jreat?" Melissa added
happily.

"Great?" Jed echoed. "For men and women to be malydoaired off and
handcuffed together for an evening?" He was embserhto realize that
such a stunt would've won a hearty endorsement fiomin his wild
bachelor days which, he recognized with surpriseligf, were finally past
him.

"No, it's not great, Melissa," he continued, pradidhis newfound maturity.
"It reaches the critical mass of lunacy! Leslidl, yeur maniacal cousin to
unlock these damned cuffs!"

"Sorry, Jed," said Les with a shrug. "You and Taeagoing to have to stay
together and talk everything out, without the thi@aone of you storming
off."

"We've already talked things out!" Jed raged. "W&ho mature adults who
love each other and who don't need to resort tpicgtgadgetsto make
things right between us!" He held up his cuffedstvand shook it back and
forth. Tara's arm went back and forth, too.

"Leslie, we appreciate your efforts on our behalgfa put in tactfully, "but
we'd really like to get out of these cuffs and gonle."”

"We want to be alone, and we don't need tliesgsto keep us together,”
Jed added, glowering at the culffs.

"Oh." Leslie looked somewhat discomfited. "I'll asied for the key."

But Fred Polk had other plans. Apparently, a nunabelisgruntled guests
in handcuffs were also badgering him for the keytheir freedom. "Hey,
folks," Fred announced, his voice booming overaimplifier. "How can we
have fun tonight if everybody is obsessed with Rdyst's just cast our fates
to the wind—and these keys out the window!"



With that he tossed a loose handful of tiny keysasuopen window onto
the ground below. A few of the guests laughed, hast of them were
horrified. There was a sudden stampede out thesdoor

Jed and Tara were part of the crowd on the lawar,cheng through the
grass, picking up keys, trying them in the locks] then discarding them as
they continued their hunt for the right key to fthem.

"We could search for hours and still never find kieg," Jed exclaimed in
disgust. "Let's go home and call a locksmith. Theke emergency calls.
It'll cost a fortune, but it will be worth every e

"l don't even want to ask how you happen to knoauabbcksmiths making
emergency calls to unlock handcuffs,"” Tara saitilgr¢hen obliterated her
forbidding demeanor by grinning. She felt euphoficating on air. The
handcuffs were an irritant that couldn't spoil happiness.

Jed put his free arm around her and hugged hee.clbst's call a taxi and
get out of this loony bin, honey, f can't wait ® &done with you."

They kissed and cuddled, whispered and laughduteiback of the taxi, and
the driver was tactful enough not to mention thedtaffs on their wrists.
Jed rewarded him with a generous tip.

They went to Jed's apartment and Jed located arfutikin the phone book,
who promised to come within the next few hoursvds, the man explained,
a very busy night.

"l bet all his calls are from hysterical people where guests at Fred Polk's
party,” Tara said. "Imagine being handcuffed to sone you didn't know,
someone you didn't find at all attractive, and tivaching Fred throw those
keys out the window."

"Fred sure is different from his cousin Les," Jédarved cryptically, and
then they looked at each other and burst into leargh



It was no hardship to spend the next two and a lhailfrs handcuffed
together. They spent them on Jed's couch, kisgiatiing, loving with
touches and words. When the doorbell rang, thep waductant to move.

"I think I'll send the locksmith home," Jed murnmaiteuskily, smiling into
Tara's passion-clouded eyes. "l like being permiyattached to you."

She gave him a dreamy smile and crossed the rotimhim in a love-sweet
daze. Jed pulled open the door and prepared to theetocksmith.

But it wasn't the locksmith who stood in the dooywBara drew in a sharp,
shocked breath. It was Carling Templeton, the seisatdaughter, the
woman who had sent Jed fleeing from Houston. Bexshie'd wanted to get
married and he hadn't.

One look at Jed's appalled expression assured thatehe harbored no
secret doubts or regrets about leaving his fornrérignd. "What are you
doing here, Carling?" he asked. His voice was aselooming as his
expression.

Carling gaped from Jed to Tara, and her wide bjs enissed nothing. Not
their love-mussed clothes or their tousled haithair lips, swollen and
moist from hours of kissing. And then she spiedhtaedcuffs.

She emitted a horrified gasp. "I'll never forgivauyfor this, Jed Ramsey,"
she cried shrilly. "To think | came all the way rindHouston to give you
another chance, only to find you playing kinky ggxmes with—with—"

"Tara is my fiancee," Jed interjected coldly ansl $teel gray eyes held a
dangerous glitter. "So choose your words very cdlyef
Carling."'Fiancee?" Carling's voice rose to a squeak. "You're going to
marry her?"

"Yes." Jed drew Tara close and the chain betweerhémdcuffs jangled.
"Tara and | plan to be married as soon as possidketouched his lips to
Tara's forehead.

"I hope you don't expect me to offer my congratala!" snapped Carling.



Jed shrugged. "It would be a classy thing to dorli@a Just remind
yourself that ours was hardly the love affair & ttentury. In fact, we didn't
have an affair at all. If you'll remember, | toldythat you came with too
many strings attached for me."

He looked lovingly at Tara. "As it happened, Taegaehthas more strings than
a twenty-meter sloop, but it's my pleasure to heghaand tied and—"

"Oh, shut up," Carling said sourly.

Tara found her voice and quickly stepped into tag.f"l know this must've
come as a surprise to you, Carling, and—"

"Surprise?" Carling snarled. "That's an understatemrhis is by far the
most humiliating, mortifying, demeaning moment of emtire life!"

Tara and Jed exchanged glances. He interlocke@intpers of his cuffed
hand with Tara's. "l don't suppose it would helpwiere to give you some
well-meaning spiel about moments like this buildicbaracter,” he
remarked to Carling. "So why don't you display soafethat famous
Templeton class and character and wish us well? thed go home," he
added firmly.

Carling's face turned scarlet. "Congratulationsg said tightly. "l—I wish
you both much happiness in your marriage." Sheetlignd started down
the small set of stairs leading to the vestibule.

Tara gave her full marks for class and charactes.\#as proud of Jed, too.
She squeezed his fingers as she gazed up to him.

He rolled his eyes heavenward. "What a night." iHeaged. "First Wild
Fred's party, now Carling on our doorstep. Makaswonder what's going
to happen next, doesn't it?"

They had only seconds to wait to find out. ForCasling was pulling open
the heavy front door to leave the building, Kay@n@ came barreling
through it and nearly knocked the other girl agaihe wall. Kayci hardly



noticed; she was crying too hard. And right ontrels was Senator Glenn
Saxon.

"Holy smoke," Jed said to Tara. "Now it's all goiteghit the fan. Senator
Templeton is one of President Upton's oldest aogesit cronies. And you
know the kind of attacks Saxon's been mounting toh. Templeton's
livid; he loathes Saxon. Wait till Carling recogeszhim.”

Which Carling did, within a split second. "Glennx8a," she said with acid
sweetness. "What a surprise to meet you here."

"Saxon's doomed," Jed muttered. He almost felydorrthe man. Almost,
but not quite. "Carling's in a rotten mood and gognfor a target.
Saxon—with Kaycit—is tailor-made for her."

Tara watched the drama unfold before her with ad kef alarmed
fascination. Her eyes kept darting from Saxon tdi@@to Kayci, who was
still sobbing as she leaned against the iron aitihthe stairs.

Glenn Saxon obviously couldn't quite place Carliiegnpleton, which only
added insult to injury on what must be a truly whetd night for her. Tara,
who had had a few wretched nights of her own régefelt a pang of
empathy.

"Darling, you're so darned beautiful, and I'm sandad ashamed of
myself," Senator Saxon said to Carling in dulcetey his eyes sliding
lustily over her shapely figure. "But it seems yoame has just slipped my
mind. Maybe you could help me out a little?"

Carling's face was a mask of indignant rage. Bibreeshe could speak,
Kayci stepped forward. "Who are you?" she askedir@ar'Another one of
his women? Are you fool enough to be carrying laiyh too?"

Carling recoiled in shock. Saxon reached over daopsd Kayci's cheek
with the full palm of his hand. The sound reverbedgainfully throughout
the small hallway.



"Why, you—you big bully!" Tara was incensed. Shertetd toward Saxon,
and as Jed was chained to her, he came right along.

Kayci clutched her reddened cheek and wept uncitatihp.

"You're pregnant?" Carling asked her, a gleamilighher blue eyes. "And
it's Saxon's child? | wonder if he happened toroji@u money, for one
reason or another?"

"Oh, yes, he offered me money,"” Kayci said bitteBye fumbled in her
coat pocket and pulled out a crumbled check whinghtkrust into Carling's
hand. "l told him | was having his baby and he ganeghisand told me to
get rid of it!"

"Why, I'm outraged!" Carling exclaimed. "And aftall those profamily

speeches he's always giving! How dare he treamibther of his unborn
child this way! My daddy, Senator Clayton Templetaas recently named
honorary chairman of an antiabortion group, youkn®h, just wait till he

and Uncle Bradford hear about this!"

Tara put her free arm around Kayci. "Kayci, | wgoi to know that Jed and
| will help you in any way we can."

"Oh, so will Daddy and |," Carling agreed sweetiay | show him this
check as evidence?"

"I think it would be a good idea if Kayci first sived the check to my friend
Anne Linaberger who works for our local televisi@tation,” Tara
suggested. "That's a network affiliate,” she adslentinctly.

Anne had said to wait until the line between pevandiscretion and
potential scandal had been crossed, and in Tapaison. Senator Glenn
Saxon had finally crossed it. She was glad to lhadtory over. Not only
was Anne the more experienced newswoman, but leakimg the story
would spare Christine Logston the embarrassmehawing Tara do it at
Double Q. Tara was savvy enough to realize thakiwwgrwith Christine

would be incredibly difficult were she the one tgpese Saxon.



"A television reporter." Carling was all smiles.f'€@urse."

Glenn Saxon had turned pale. He slumped againstahestaring glumly at
the ground.

"I'd punch your lights out for smacking Kayci, Buhink they have a much
more effective way of fixing you, dude," Jed sade senator. "I'm not one
for making political analyses, but I'd have to pcethat as far as politics go,
you're history."

"Locksmith here." A plump, graying man carryingaolt box joined the
assembly in the foyer. "Who needs handcuffs rem®@ved

Jed and Tara held up their hands. Kayci staretdesht wide-eyed:Little
Tara?" she managed to gasp. "Why, whoever would've thoiighyou
always seemed so wholesome, so sweet! And youtréantdcuff's?"

Tara blushed. She could try to explain, she sugpd3at they probably
wouldn't believe her anyway.

"Tara is a very clever and very sexy girl to hasaded Jed Ramsey,"
Carling said with grudging respect. "Obviously, yand | could take
lessons from her, Kayci."

Kayci sniffled sadly, and Carling gave her arm acciraging squeeze. She
seemed to have cheered up considerably; apparémlyprospect of
wrecking her father's political enemy had redeethecevening for her.

"Let's go inside," Jed suggested. Listening to Kaya Carling express
admiration for Tara's matrimonial machinations wagaking him
uncomfortable. After all, he hadn't been manipulateéo marrying Tara.
He'd fallen in love and marriage was the naturlthauation of that love. He
knew that now. He congratulated himself on his mefacceptance of the
situation.

Jed headed for his apartment, Tara chained anowioly faithfully, The
locksmith, Kayci, and Carling followed them whilde@n Saxon slunk out
the door.



"As soon as these are off, I'll call Anne." Taramised the two women.
"I'm sure she'll want to come over and interview&aight away."

Jed looked at the group and heaved a sigh. "Thisagactly the way I'd
planned to spend the night | got engaged, sweethear

But he was resigned to his fate. He and Tara Hiéetiane of nights to spend
together. Tomorrow...his blood thickened as a swigpure loving lust
coursed through him. Tomorrow he and Tara woulderlake, he was sure
of it. He absolutely couldn't wait any longer tokader his own.



Eleven

When Tara called Jed the next morning to ask ilvheted to go to church
with her, his first inclination was to decline. Bilien he remembered that
other Sunday morning, when he'd seen Tara anddtasnrfrom church,
sharing an umbrella and talking as they walkedherain.

It was raining this morningd-le could be the man sharing the umbrella with
Tara, the one to talk and laugh with her as theyped through the rain. It
was an irresistible prospect. Besides, since heTamd were going to be
married, he'd better get used to doing things hkending church on
Sunday mornings. A few months ago, he would haardtied at the notion.
Now, he rather liked it. It sounded so committenl,upright, somarried.
Just what he wanted to be.

And he had a great time. The Jed Ramsey of old dvbale found the
concept of church as a great time incomprehendibitethe newly engaged
Jed thoroughly enjoyed himself. He sat next to Tratae church and when
she smiled at him and slipped her hand in hissthell of pure happiness
that flowed through him was like nothing he haderdsnown.

Sharing the umbrella, they walked to a small co¥kep near the church
and had breakfast. And as they walked home togethey talked and
laughed and stopped to kiss, ignoring the raindtbps pelted against the
umbrella.

"Being with you like this was my fantasy," Jed shigskily as he pulled
Tara closer. "And | have some other much more eitfiéintasies, to act out
when we're back in your apartment.”

"It's my fantasy, too," Tara said softly. "I wantrhake love with you, Jed."

She thought of her dream, to be married to the senwas making love
with, and gently put it aside. Jed needed her rama,she wanted to please
him, to give and give to him, without any self-ingeal rules, restrictions or
conditions. She would have liked a gold band onfinger when Jed took
her to bed but she wouldn't demand it. Wasn't dugh, knowing that he
loved her?



Her heart was pounding with anticipation as theteru the vestibule of
the apartment building. She turned to give Jecemutous smile and he
leaned down to touch his lips to hers.

"So thereis something going on between you two! | told Ricky'same
the triumphant sound of Megan Brady's voice.

Tara and Jed broke apart and stared in shock aftotlngg couple rushing
toward them.

"Megan!" Tara exclaimed with astonishment.
"Ricky!" Jed's astonishment was mixed equally weitlagrin.

Megan threw her arms around Tara. "Are you surg@s&/e arrived about
an hour ago and we've been sitting on the stegéng/éor you."

"Surprised is putting it mildly. Talk about timing" Jed muttered as his
younger brother heartily shook his hand in greeting

"We have so much to tell you!" cried Megan, linkioge arm with Tara's
and the other with Ricky's. "But, first, will youide us to Rhode Island
today? According to Ricky's research, since welweady had our blood
tests, we can be married there right away."

"Ricky researched it, huh?" Jed drawled.

Ricky nodded proudly. "While | was stuck in Houstéstening to Dad tell
Megan over the phone that | was out with othesgirlvasn't, of course. |
was spending every minute making plans to marry' her

Megan gave him a quick, affectionate kiss. "Andatpdhe arrived on
campus to get me, and here we are! Oh, Tara, Imagpy. | didn't doubt for
one minute that Ricky loved me."

"I know you didn't, Megan," Tara said thoughtfullyhe herself certainly
had, and she felt ashamed of her lack of faitthenRamsey her youngest
sister loved.



"Well, | guess we're going to have to hear the whstory," Jed said
resignedly as he ushered them all inside his apattniHow did you
manage to escape from the Ramsey gulag, Rick?"

"Vanessa engineered the whole thing," Ricky sajpbhga
"WVanessa?" echoed Tara. "Your sister Vanessa?"

Megan nodded. "Vanessa isn't the scary witch waghbshe was, Tara.
Not anymore, anyway. She talked to Ricky, and wietold her what their
folks were doing to us, she was solidly on our Side

Ricky grinned. "She said it was wrong of Mama aratl@y to completely
take over our lives, that we deserved the chanogalee our own decisions
and mistakes and not waste years of our lives lirgehgainst Ramsey
manipulations.”

"That sounds like Vanessa, all right,” Jed saicd h8w did she spirit you
two out of the state?"

"It wasn't easy." Ricky's smile faded. "Dad asstyoae of his lackeys to
stick to me like a cocklebur. | couldn't even mak@hone call without
intervention. So when Vanessa said she wantedkéonte to visit with her
and Line over at their place. Dad said okay, betsiooge had to go along."

Megan began to bounce excitedly on the sofa. "Wiiyou hear how
Vanessa got rid of that—that gumshoe, Tara! Shgedlom way out of
town, and then she and Ricky made him get out@®tHr, took his wallet,
and left him on a deserted country road! Then treye to Austin to pick
me up at school.”

"Whew! And you don't think Vanessa is scary?" Jeched his brows.
"She's a one-woman commando raid. What did herdmakihink of all
this? Or didn't she bother to inform him?"

Ricky beamed. "Line was behind her all the wayelatly. He followed us
out to that old country road where we ditched tloerg His presence
definitely convinced the guy to do what we saidvélgou ever seen the



muscles on Line's arms, Jed? Wow! When he rolledhispsleeves and
flexed his fingers, Dad's lackey turned pale! Litign't have to do another
thing or even say a word!"

"Vanessa and Line drove us to the airport and ww finto Pittsburgh
because we promised you that we wouldn't get nthungil we talked to
you first, Tara," Megan added.

"So now we're supposed to lecture you on things tésponsibility, and

conscientious decision-making, et cetera, et cgteded drawled

laconically. "Damn, | feel like we've been castths second leads in a
Molly Ringwald teen flick. What have we done to ele® that fate?"

Tara slipped onto his lap and linked her arms aidus neck. "All | know
is that if Ricky and Megan feel about each othentlay | feel about you, |
have no arguments to offer against their marriayga/e you so much, Jed.
| couldn't bear to be apart from you."

Megan and Ricky cheered.

Jed ignored them. "What about a commuter marriage?asked Tara,
watching her intently. "I remember you mentioningwh modern and
practical they are.”

"They are modern and practical." Tara touched her foreheatdig and
gently rubbed his nose with hers, Eskimo style.t'iBsinot for me, Jed. Not
for us. | want to live with you all the time."

"| feel the same way, sweetheart," Jed murmured.

"So you two are going to get married, huh?" Rickyled at them. "We're
real happy for you, aren't we, Megan?"

Megan nodded. "And Quentin and Nola will be thdlldt'll make up for
Ricky and me running off." Her big, dark eyes gresvious. "You know
how Quentin Ramsey loves to have things his own-way much as he
hatesnot having his own way. We're lucky he won with Jed @ara, even
though Ricky and | thwarted him."



"Dad had nothing to do with Tara and me gettingetbgr. He had no
expectations as far as either of us were concérnedntered Jed.

Megan and Ricky looked at each other and laugh&de Yyou kidding?"
exclaimed Ricky. "You two were set up by our dadibd. He's taking bets
as to when your wedding will be!"

Jed stared at his younger brother. "Of course weniteset up, Rick. Tara
and | discovered each other all on our own."

Ricky chuckled. "Not according to Daddy. He's bbeagging how he used
something called inverse logic on you two. He &t yoth think he'd given
up trying to get you together and that he belieVada's tale about her
imaginary boyfriend."

"How did he know that Chad didn't exist?" askedaJ aghast.

Ricky shrugged. "He had it checked out. And thesrétwas the matter of
Carling Templeton—Daddy said he dmbt want to be related to Clayton
Templeton, even though they were old friends. Sohhd to seem
enthusiastic about Jed and Carling, so Jed wouldyatrout being trapped
into marriage by the two fathers.”

"It worked!" Jed gasped. "I was sure those two otmhnivers were
conspiring to marry me off to Carling."

"Daddy's biggest obstacle was getting you and Tarthe same city,"
continued Ricky, "but he came up with some taleualb@nting to save the
Southland Mall and sent you up here, supposedistudy the situation,
Jed."Jed stiffened. "Supposedly?" he repeatedudbrefi've beenstudying
the situation, I've spent hours putting togethptaam to convert Southland
to a discount mall, I have chain stores willingctone in and—"

"It was all a ploy, Jed," said Ricky. "Dad went rajowith your ideas
because he wanted an excuse to keep you in Pgdtsbciose to Tara. As
soon as you marry her, he'll sell the mall, aslhaned to do all along.”



"Sell it?" Jed stared at him, staggered. "But SanthMall is a sentimental
favorite of Dad's. He wanted to salvage it and kiegjable and productive
because—" "That's just a tale he spun for you,' Ridky said patiently.

"l can't believe you bought it," Megan added. "BAerdy knows that
Quentin Ramsey doesn't mix business with sentirhent.

"Why, that scheming, conniving snake!" Tara criedpping to her feet.
"How dare he treat Jed this way? Jed has somédgrans worked out for
the mall. He can make it work as an all discouatesmall. He—"

"l fell right into his trap,” Jed said, a flush epng from his neck to his

face. "What a naive idiot I've been to think thateQtin Ramsey actually

valued my input on anything, that he would eveetalksuggestion of mine

and go with it. All the plans I've made, all thél€and contacts . . . and he's
planned to sell out all along."

"I love Daddy, and | know he loves us, but he carab overbearing bully
and a genuine creep at times," Ricky said quiétlys lucky that we
brothers and Vanessa are married—oigaiag to be married—He added,
.squeezing Megan's hand, "to people who are s&noggh to help us keep
Quentin Ramsey from trying to run our lives."

"And speaking ofgoing to be married,Megan interjected. "Are you two
going to give us a lecture on how we're too younget married? And why
we should play the field and date lots of othergbe®o that someday we
mightfind someone else that we love as much as wedaghk other now?"

Tara hardly heard her. She hadn't taken her eges Jed since he'd heard
Ricky's bald pronouncement about selling the niddlwas staring moodily
into space, and she could guess what he was tiginkier heart began to
sink into the roiling pit of her stomach. She harible premonition that
she was the pawn in a newly declared Ramsey cizil vnd as anyone
with even rudimentary knowledge of chess knows, nzare inevitably
discarded and cast aside.

Ricky Ramsey seemed unaware of the effect his aggal had had on his
older brother. He was clearly more interested sndwn fate. "Megan and |



have everything all planned,” he offered eagerly rabuttal to the

anticipated lecture that had yet to be deliverétl.graduate in the spring
and we're going to stay in Austin for the next fg»ars, till Megan gets her
degree. We've decided to wait for a few years v tkéds, at least until after
Megan graduates. And then—"

"Okay, let's go," Jed said decisively, rising te faet. "Get your stuff, kids,
you're eloping to Rhode Island.”

Ricky's eyes widened. "Just like that? Don't youninta hear how we plan
to manage if Daddy gets ugly and tries to cut bfbar money?"

"l don't need to because it'll never happen,” dgditsrusquely. "The minute

the folks hear you're married, they'll act as ivds their idea all along.

They'll buy you a cute little house in Austin arad/@ decorator to fix it up

for you. They'll throw a gigantic reception in yoaonor and shower you

with gifts. Dad will find Rick a job in Austin so &an can continue at the
university. And if you have a baby a little earlttan planned, no sweat.
Dad will hire the best baby nurse money can buy."

"Do you really think so, Jed?" Ricky asked wistyull

"How can you be so sure?" demanded Megan, hereyak shadowed with
doubt.

"Because Quentin Ramsey never loses," Jed saaltetdnd if he were to
rail against your marriage after you'd eloped,ould prove that he'd lost.
So he'll play it like a winner. The fact that Vasadelped you first gives
you a huge advantage. You know the Ramsey famiycan't stand to be
outdone or outsmarted by anyone, not even one robwa. Dad can't let
Vanessa one-up him on accepting your marriagee$idniave to outdo her
contribution."”

Megan and Ricky looked pleased and hugged each iottieumph. Tara
wished she could share the young couple's joyhéuheart felt like lead in
her chest. She'd heard the unspoken words in dgtdsal analysis of his
father's reaction to the kids' marriage.



"Can't stand to be outdone or outsmarted by anyanégeven one of our
own," he'd said. And Tara was certain that to Jed's e¥ahinking, he'd

been both professionally and personally bested bgn@n Ramsey. Now
he would retaliate like the fiercely proud, compe#i Ramsey that he was.

There was nothing he could do to sabotage his fatipdans to sell the
Southland Mall—as chairman of the board and priecigtockholder

Quentin Ramsey held the final say in corporatediecs. But when it came
to Quentin's marriage plans for his son . . . wiegl could efficiently put an
end to them by leaving town and Tara Brady.

He was going to drop her, she knew it.

They decided to take Tara's trusty Cougar becdusiéorded them more
room than Jed's made-for-two Lamborghini Countaed hardly said a
word during the drive to Providence, Rhode Islaktigan and Ricky
happily snuggled in the cramped backseat, whengkissed and snacked
on pretzels and soda and listened to tapes onhbaisets. They were too
wrapped up in each other to notice the silenceamt.fBut Tara was all too
aware of it. She sat, taut and rigid, fighting tmtrol the treacherous tears
which seemed on the verge of escaping the momenesdown her guard.
Jed was making plans, she was certain of it. Rtzatsdid not include her.

Once in Providence, Jed found the justice of thecpavithout any trouble.
Tara and Jed watched Megan and Ricky completeaperpiork necessary
for a marriage license. There was a small fee requand Ricky pulled a
few bills from his pocket and paid it, his othendaclutching Megan's.

Tara felt tears fill her eyes. Her baby sister gesing married! This—this

isn't the way it should be,"” she said in a chokdusper, more to herself
than to Jed, who hadn't said a word since theivarr"They should be

having a big wedding in a church filled with floefMegan should be
wearing a beautiful white satin-and-lace dress,anatiniskirt and sweater
from Neiman-Marcus. And all our family should bedeour sisters and our
nieces and littte Connor."

"Is that the kind of wedding you'd like for yourker for Megan?" Jed
asked. "Because it sounds like a nightmare to mieif that's what you've



always dreamed of, I'll put on a monkey suit andl wave any kind of
extravaganza you want."

Tara froze. "Please don't, Jed. | know you dontitw@ say anything while
Megan and Ricky are with us, but you don't havpretend—"

She tried to swallow the huge boulder that was éddig her throat, to no
avail. When she tried to talk, it blocked her woadsl when she tried to take
a breath, it sounded suspiciously like a sob.

Jed put his hands on her shoulders and turnedend, forcing her to face
him. "Don't have to pretend?" he repeated. "Pretghdt?" He sounded

angry.

"Jed, | know how you feel about being tricked byyéather." Her voice
trembled. "You're furious with him and—and with nh@o."

"Sure, I'm mad at Dad,"” he agreed. "But why shddid angry with you?
You're as much a victim of his manipulations aml"a

She drew a deep breath and summoned every bit &@rhady pride. It was
every bit as sustaining as the Ramsey pride, amgtsmes just as prickly.
"Jed, | know you're not going to marry me," shedsawiftly, urgently,

before she lost her courage and pleaded with hidotib anyway. "You're
not going to give your father the satisfaction affifig in with his plans,
especially not after the mall—"

"What are you talking about?" Jed's fingers tighterfDo you really think
I'd drop you just to spite my father? Dammit, Tddaye you. | thought I'd
convinced you of that.”

"You've hardly said a word to me or to anyone, siRicky told you about
your father's schemes," she said, gulping backa's@u haven't looked at
me, you—" She lost the battle with the tears she&h fighting to suppress,
and they gushed from her eyes.

"You're a stupid little fool," Jed said, but hisxeomade those harsh words
sound like an endearment. He pulled her into hissaand threaded his



fingers through her hair, caressing her, comfortiag "I'm never going to
give you up, Tara. The thought didn't cross my nonde. What did come
to mind—and what I've been preoccupied with—are pigns for the

Southland Mall. I've never enjoyed a project maré Bm not going to quit
and return to Houston when my daddy snaps his fange

Tara slowly raised her head. "You're not?"

"No. | have it all worked out. You and | are goitagstay in Pittsburgh, at
least until your contract with the station is upedviwhile, I'll be working
on changing the mall. You see, I'm going to oftermaybe threaten is the
better word, to buy Southland from Ramsey and Sdasw Vanessa will
agree to help finance me, and maybe Rad and Slidideow. It won't really
matter. Dad won't be able to stand the prospeengfRamsey fighting.
He'll scrap his plans to sell and insist that ysaad finish the jobThen
we'll make a decision on whether to keep or sellrttall.”

As Tara gazed at him, relief so sharp it was alnpbsfsical in intensity
surged through her. She'd been right. Just likeeRamsey, he had been
plotting revenge. But she wasn't a part of it. Boaithland Mall was. She
clutched him and clung to him, burying her headisichest.

"You deserve to be turned over my knee and spafdedaving so little
faith in me," Jed continued severely. "But I'llgore you because until very
recently, | didn't deserve any woman's faith ostir@r love."

They were about to kiss when an excited Megan aoklyRushed over to
them. "We're all ready,” Ricky exclaimed. "I hawe ring and everything.
We need you two to sign the paper as our witnessdshen the J.P. will
marry us."

"You're a lucky guy, Rick," Jed said, clapping histher on the back. "I
wish Tara and | were getting married this afternodfe could be each
other's witnesses, have a double wedding. Not tatiorea wedding night
tonight."

Megan blushed. "Well, why don't you?" she suggested



"Tara wants a big wed—" Jed began.

"No, | don't," Tara interrupted. "l thought a bteaditional wedding would
be nice for Megan, not for me. Now | think it'll perfect for Colleen."”

A huge grin spread slowly across Jed's face. "Moerd consider marrying
me today? Here? Right now?"

"l don't have to consider it for a second.” Tatm{ her arms around him.
"Oh, Jed, I'd love to marry you today. Here. Rigow."

A short while later, the justice of the peace perfed the double ceremony,
shook hands with the grooms, kissed the cheekiseobtides and wished
both couples the best of luck.

"l have a surprise for you two, a wedding preseomf Tara and me,"” Jed
announced to the younger Ramsey couple during dbeyhdrive back to
Pittsburgh. "We're treating you to an all-expena&jhoneymoon in the
Caribbean resort of your choice. Well call the élaagent as soon as we get
back to the apartment and you can leave tonight.”

Ricky was ecstatic, and Megan cried with joy. Theth proclaimed Jed the
most generous, most understanding brother in thelenvhvorld and
promised to make him godfather of their first child

In the front seat, Tara cuddled even closer angpéned lovingly in his ear,
"You're also the craftiest brother in the whole \or

"Ah, you've seen through my plot to get rid of there said with a
positively wicked grin. "How well you know me, mgautiful bride."

A few hours later, Megan and Ricky were dispatdioeain exclusive resort
in Jamaica, and Tara and Jed toasted the youngweds and each other
with a bottle of chilled champagne. Tara, recalling last memorable time
she'd tangled with alcohol, limited herself to sneall glass.

"And now, my love," Jed took the empty glass froan &dnd scooped her up
into his arms. "My sweet bride, who has miraculgushnaged to remain a



virgin during a Ramsey courtshipt lastit's time for us to have a good
old-fashioned wedding night."

Her arms encircled his neck and she laid her hganhst his shoulder as he
carried her to his bedroom. She was excited aneéaapt and trembling
with arousal. "Oh, Jed, | feel as if I've been wagitall my life for you," she
said with a soft sigh.

"I know, sweetheart, | feel the same way," he sagtting her gently,
carefully, down on the bed.

He began to undress her, kissing her and whispevimgls of love and

reassurance as he deftly removed each garmenbltierbeige, and rose
dress, her stockings, her lacy blue slip and matchira and panties all
landed in a colorful heap at her feet. He pulldched own clothing just as
quickly, and they joined Tara's in the growing i@ the floor beside the
bed.

"You're so beautiful,” he murmured, staring dowmet. With a deep sigh,
he touched her breasts. They fit perfectly in labs and he leaned down
and kissed first one tight, tingling pink nippleen the other.

Hot streaks of sensation flamed through her andestehed out to touch the
furred thickness of his chest. Her eyes swept sty him, from his wide,
hard chest to his taut stomach and narrow hips|ahg, muscular legs,
and—her eyes widened and she blushed. He was ssosgyong and hard.
For the first time, Tara felt a qualm of unease.

Jed watched her; he was staring just as intentheat"It's going to be all
right, baby," he said softly, drawing her into- hisns for a long, lingering
kiss. Slowly, he eased her back onto the matthgsg), close beside her. "I
love you so much, my precious, my wife."

She touched his mouth, the smooth-shaven curvasojatv, the tanned
column of his throat with her fingers. "l love yaled," she whispered. And
he loved her; she was his wife. Her confidencernetdiin full measure. This
was her wedding night and she was going to do aerntp make it a dream
come true for both her and her husband.



Her hands moved over his shoulders, his back, ilegimm, loving him.
And while her fingers continued their sensual ergtion, Jed caressed the
slender hollow of her waist, the enticing curvénef hips, then cupped and
fondled her breasts in a slow, sensuous massage.

Tara moaned and arched voluptuously against hidshater eyes drifted
languidly to Jed's face and she saw the desireiriguin the blue-gray
depths of his eyes. He smiled a slow, sexy sméétthok her breath away,
then lowered his head to take one pink-tipped ¢én¢sthis mouth.

Tara could hardly breathe. She strained closewirggamore of him,
needinghim with an urgency she had never known. When égab to
sensuously suck her sensitive nipples, she crie¢ditothe intensity of the
pleasure.

"Oh, Jed, it feels so good," she told him, holdnmaghing back, sighing and
whispering her pleasure as they kissed and caré¥smalfeel so good,"” she
said, daring to touch the bold masculine shatft.

She felt a shudder convulse his body and a thirilheer feminine power
raced through her. She stroked him, experimenpilaying, learning until
Jed was breathless and fighting for control."Yolsce responsive, my
darling, so passionate, so incredibly exciting, hii@mured unsteadily. His
hand closed possessively over the moist softnelssrdemininity.

Tara moaned as his fingers rubbed and caresse@rahdd, sending her
spiraling to sensual heights she never dreametkeexiShe felt so sexy, so
wild, and so deeply in love with him.

Her hips arched in a primitive, erotic rhythm eeltfrbeyond her control.
Her heart thudded violently against her ribs and &t herself slipping
over some unknown invisible edge as every one ohéeses drew tight to
focus on the hot pulsing deep within her.

"Let go, baby, let it happen,” Jed commanded, biserhusky and thick
with passion. "Don't hold back, Tara. Come to me."



White hot flames of sensation seemed to engulfdtes;felt as if she were
flying apart. And then she was convulsed with pgsoxs of rapturous
pleasure so consuming that she was hardly awaneromoving over her
and settling himself between her legs.

He merged their bodies with one masterful strok®u're inside me,” Tara
gasped and clung tightly to him. She'd never drehitneould be like this,
that it would feel so natural and right to opensledfrto a man, to envelop
him intimately. She blushed hotly. She'd never giishe would enjoy it
so much, but she loved this full feeling of herthausd inside her. She loved
the way he was moving within her, deep, slow stsoktich accelerated
and made her move with him, for him, until the etrghtening coil of
tension mounting and building within her suddemggped.

Tara cried his name as incredible waves of pledashed through her. The
sensual force of her climax catapulted Jed into dhme tempestuous
whirlwind which had claimed her, and together tihege the impassioned
storm until it subsided into a blissful, languoralew.

"Oh, Jed, it was wonderful," Tara said softly. "Yfeuwonderful." She was
curled up next to him, her head on his shoulder,ha@ds caressing him
lightly, lovingly. She'd never felt more comfortalr content in her life. "I
love you so much."

"l love you even more now than | did before we wenbed," Jed said
wondrously. "l didn't think—I never knew—that yoautd use sex to create
more and more love." He seemed awed by the coregfthe'd discovered
one of life's great truths.

"l believe it's called sexual bonding,” Tara saithva drowsy sigh. "You're
not the only one who occasionally catches Oprahfié§ts show,” she
added, smiling languidly.

"Sexual bonding." Jed grinned. "Well, honey, owsas$ explosive and as
strong as nuclear fission. We're together forevde"cupped her cheek in
his big hand and leaned down to tenderly kissiper Tl like knowing that
my lover is my wife,” he murmured softly, givingrhan affectionate,



playful squeeze. "And all the fooling around we dedore we were married
made tonight that much more exciting and satisfying

She slipped her smooth, slender leg between his hair-roughened ones,
savoring the differing textures between them. "tifknown all that fooling
around would lead to something as fantastic as thisler voice trailed off
on a blissful sigh. "I think 1 would've gone to beth you the first time you
tried to get me there."

"This is going to sound strange, coming from a stimaperator like me, but
it wouldn't have been as good, Tara." Jed strokedhair with loving
tenderness. "It's our love, our marriage, that madg® much more than
great sex."

She smiled into his eyes. "So, speaking esf@medsmooth operator, you
think that being in love and married makes for Itlest sex?" She'd known
that all along, of course.

"Absolutely,” Jed said. His gray eyes gleamed. "Anditin't come by that
information on any TV talk show,

Tara. | learned It myself here tonight. From youth/Njou."

"I've learned a lot tonight, too, Jed." She moviedausly against him. "But

there's so much more | want to learn." Her voice seductively sweet. She
moved to lie on top of him, stringing sensuougeliisses along his neck.
"With you and from you. Will you teach me?"

Jed groaned as a fierce wave of pleasure whippeddgh him. "Tara, there
isn't anything I'd rather do," he assured herptgkier mouth in a possessive
kiss.



Epilogue

Both the combined Ramsey and Brady families welglied with Tara
and Jed's marriage, and they accepted and supfitkyd and Megan's
marriage, just as Jed had predicted.

He'd also correctly assessed his father's reatidms intention of buying
the Southland Mall in a financial alliance with kister and brothers. After
a brief board meeting, Jed received word to stayinoRittsburgh and
complete Southland's transition from dying, outdateall to thriving
discount-store mall. Tara was pleased to be ableot& out her contract at
Double Q Radio, and the happy couple rented a candsettled in for their
year in Pittsburgh.

Anne Linaberger's effective interview with Kaycir@®awas picked up by all
the networks and earned her national exposurewalsehired away by a
rival network affiliate in New York City.

Along with the inevitable barrage of media jokeax& WasCannedyead
one of the many tasteless headlines—Kayci was etaaddwith letters of
sympathy and money, along with book offers fronostof publishers. Her
staunchest supporters were Senator Clayton Tenmphaid his daughter
Carling, who kept in touch with her throughout hgegnancy. When
Kayci's baby boy was born, the child was anonympoadbpted by a couple
who, as Senator Templeton poignantly related, "weh joy when the
infant was placed in their arms."

Melissa Minger and Leslie Polk were married a feanths after Tara and
Jed's wedding and jointly carried on their reseatc@GMU.

Fred Polk's parties continued to be noted in tren®elumn, although Tara
and Jed never attended another one.

The voters of Pennsylvania voted overwhelminglyirgfaGlenn Saxon in
his reelection bid to the senate. His opponent,chMakuer, who'd been
nominated as a sacrificial candidate against thems®ly unbeatable
Saxon, found herself on the way to Washington dsited States senator.
Saxon's presidential campaign ended before it hegiath he moved to



California where he dropped from the public eyexddes wife, after

divorcing him and winning a large settlement anstady of the children,
became the spokesperson for a national group pfadisd homemakers.
Her story was also optioned by several publishiogses.

Erin and Rad Ramsey's son Christopher was borrmgiiog Quentin
Ramsey to jovially consider changing the name @& fhmily firm to
Ramsey and Sons and Grandsons. He was only hdihkid

With all his children married, Quentin turned higl fattention back to his
business, as his children and their spouses madgeitg clear that any
interference in their respective marriages would he tolerated. He
traveled with his wife and doted on his grandcleidand occasionally
found himself worrying about the remaining single@y sister, Colleen.
He was very fond of her and knew she would be niagpier if she were
married. . . .



