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THE DIVORCEE
SAID YES!

Sandra Marton

Book 2 - The Wedding of the Year



Annie and Chase Cooper were reunited, reluctafdlytheir daughter's
wedding. They even danced together, as the motitefaaher of the bride
should. But, when Dawn got cold feet about embarkin her honeymoon,
Chase had an idea. It was important that his deugimd her new husband
should start their life together believing thatdasould endure, so why didn't
he and Annie pretend that they were getting bag&tteer? Just for a while...

Enjoy the rekindled passion that sizzles betweemiédand Chase. Is this to
be the reconciliation of the year?



CHAPTER ONE

| T WASHER DAUGHTER S wedding day, and Annie Cooper couldn't seem to
stop crying.

"I'm just going to check my makeup, darling,” sh&ttd Dawn a few
minutes ago, when her eyes had begun to pricklmaga

And now here she was, locked inside a stall ifabes’ room of a beautiful
old Connecticut church, clutching a handful of spgigsues and bawling
her eyes out.

"Promise me you won't cry, Mom," Dawn had saidydast night.

The two of them had been sitting up over mugs ahamon-laced hot
chocolate. Neither of them had felt sleepy. Dawd baen too excited;
Annie had been unwilling to give up the last houren her daughter would
still be her little girl instead of Nick's wife.

"I promise,” Annie had said, swallowing hard, ahert she'd burst into
tears.

"Oh, Moth-ther," Dawn had said, "for goodness' sakest as if she were
still a teenager and Annie was giving her a hartetabout coming in ten
minutes after curfew on school nights.

And that was just the trouble. Sivasstill a teenager, Annie thought as she
wiped her streaming eyes. Her baby was only eighyears old, far too
young to be getting married. Of course, when siied telling that to Dawn
the night she'd come home, smiling radiantly witkhikd¢ engagement ring
on her finger, her daughter had countered withuttimate rebuttal.

"And how old wereyou when you got married?" she'd said, which had
effectively ended the discussion because the wdiedever—"Eighteen, the
same as you, and look where it got me"—was notonaevanted to make to
your own child.

It certainly wasn't Dawn's fault her parents’ neage had ended in divorce.



"She's too young," Annie whispered into her handfuKleenex, "she's
much, much too young."

"Annie?"

Annie heard the door to the ladies' room swing opemurmur of voices
and the soft strains of organ music floated towend then faded as the door
thumped shut.

"Annie? Are you in here?"

It was Deborah Kent, her best friend.

"No," Annie said miserably, choking back a sob.

"Annie," Deb said gently, "come out of there."

"No."

"Annie." Deb's tone became the sort she probablgduwith her
third-graders. "This is nonsense. You can't hidénane forever.”

"Give me one good reason why | can't,"” Annie ssiffling.

"Well, you've got seventy-five guests waiting."

"A hundred," Annie sobbed. "Let 'em wait."

"The minister's starting to look impatient.”

"Patience is a virtue," Annie said, and dumpedagetissues into the toilet.
"And | think your aunt Jeanne just propositioneé ofthe groomsmen."
There was a long silence, and then Annie groariesll ihe you're joking."

"All I know is what | saw. She got this look on hace—you know the
look."



Annie clamped her eyes shut. "And?" "And, she vgashaying over to that
big blond kid." Deborah's voice turned dreamy. ‘Rdly | couldn't much
blame her. Did you see the build on that boy?"

"Deb! Honestly!" Annie flushed the tissues down tb#et, unlocked the
stall door and marched to the sink. "Aunt Jeangigisty years old. There's
some excuse for her. But you—"

"Listen, just because I'm forty doesn't mean I'mddé&’ou may want to
pretend you've forgotten what men are good for/ leettainly haven't.”

"Forty-three," Annie said, rummaging in her puf&ou can't lie about your
age to me, Deb, not when we share a birthday. Asvfat men are good
for—believe me, kknowwhat they're good for. Not much. Not one damn
thing, actually, except for making babies and shatt the trouble, Dawn is
still just a baby. She's too young to be getting matried

"That's the other thing | came in to tell you." Dabared her throat. "He's
here."

"Who's here?"

"Your ex."

Annie went still. "No."

"Yes. He came in maybe five minutes ago."

"No, he couldn't have. He's in Georgia or Floridameplace like that."
Annie looked at her friend in the mirror. "You'nars it was Chase?"

"Six-two, dirty-blond hair, that gorgeous face with slightly off-center
nose and muscles up the yin-yang..." Deb blushégll} | notice these
things."

"So | see."



"It's Chase, all right. | don't know why you're sarprised. He said he'd be
here for Dawn's wedding, that he wouldn't let argyelse give his daughter
away."

Annie's mouth twisted. She wrenched on the waagheled her hands with
soap and scrubbed furiously.

"Chase was always good at promises. It's thewellthrough he can't
manage." She shut off the faucet and yanked a pipel from the
dispenser. "This whole thing is his fault."

"Annie..."

"Did he tell Dawn she was making a mistake? Norrtést certainly did not.

The jerk gave her his blessing. His blessing, [@ah,you imagine?" Annie
balled up the paper towel and hurled it into theslrcan. "I put my foot

down, told her to wait, to finish her educatibte gave her a kiss and told
her to do what she thought best. Well, that's glpitypical! He could never
do anything that wasn't just the opposite of whaahted."

"Annie, calm down."

"l really figured, when he didn't show up for thehearsal last night, that
we'd gotten lucky."

"Dawn wouldn't have thought so," Deb said quiéthnd you know that she
never doubted him, for a minute. 'Daddy will bedheshe kept saying.”

"All the more proof that she's too young to knowat# good for her,” Annie
muttered. "What about my sister? Has she showrety'y

"Not yet, no."
Annie frowned. "l hope Laurel's okay. It's not liker to be late."
"l already phoned the railroad station. The trame in late, or something.

It's the minister you've got to worry about. Hetd gnother wedding to
perform in a couple of hours, over in Easton."”



Annie sighed and smoothed down the skirt of heeleagth, pale green
chiffon dress. "l suppose there's no getting outt.oDkay, let's do it...
What?"

"You might want to take a look in the mirror first.

Annie frowned, swung toward the sink again and dtaa. Her mascara had
run and rimmed her green eyes. Her small, sligigtyrned nose was bright
pink, and her strawberry blond hair, so lovinglyaaged in a smooth,
sophisticated cap by Pierre himself just this magnivas standing up as if
she'd stuck her finger into an electric outlet.

"Deb, look at me!"

"I'm looking," Deb said. "We could always ask tirgamist if he knows the
music fromBride of Frankenstein."

"Will you be serious? I've got a hundred peopletwgiout there." And
Chase, she thought, so quickly and so senseldgsglit ade her blink.

"What's the matter now?"

"Nothing,” Annie said quickly. "I mean...just heipe figure out how to
repair some of this damage."

Deb opened her purse. "Wash your face," she sakihg out enough
cosmetics to start her own shop, "and leave thdoese."

Chase Cooper stood on the steps of the little Neglead church, trying to
look as if he belonged there.

It wasn't easy. He'd never felt more like an owtsid his life.
He was a city person. He'd spent his life in apartts. When Annie sold the

condo after their divorce and told him she was mg¥o Connecticut, with
Dawn, it had damn near killed him.



"Stratham?" he'd said, his voice a strangled rdhere the hell is that? |
can't even find it on a map."”

"Try one of those big atlases you're so fond ofyhi® had said coldly, "the
ones you look in when you're trying to figure oltaw part of the country
you'll disappear into next."

"I've told you a million times," Chase had snapp&dhave no choice. If |
don't do things myself, they get screwed up. A amt afford that, when
he's got a wife and family to support.”

"Well, now you don't have to support me at all,"rfnhad replied, with a
toss of her head. "l refused your alimony, remerber

"Because you were pigheaded, as usual. Dammit,eAou can't sell this
place. Dawn grew up here."

"l can do what I like,” Annie had said. "The corglaiine. It was part of the
settlement.”

"Because it's our home, dammit!"

"Don't you dare shout at me," Annie had yelledhaligh he hadn't shouted.
Not him. Never him. "And it's not our home, not arore. It's just a bunch
of rooms inside a pile of bricks, and | hate it."

"Hate it?" Chase had repeated. "You hate this hahse | built with my
own two hands?"

"You built a twenty-four story building that justappens to contain our
particular seven rooms, and you made a milliofidrilbucks doing it. And,

if you must know, yes, | hate it. | despise it, arwdn hardly wait to get out
of it."

Oh, yeah, Chase thought, shuffling uneasily frora foot to the other and
wishing, for the first time in years, that he hadjven up smoking, oh,
yeah, she'd gotten out of the condo, all rightt.Fasd then she'd moved



herself and Dawn up to this—this pinprick on thepimigguring, no doubt,
that it would be the end of his weekly visits witis daughter.

Wrong. He'd driven the hundred-and-fifty-plus mileach way every
weekend, like clockwork. He loved his little ginhé she loved him, and
nothing that had happened between Annie and hird @ange that. Week
after week, he'd come up to Stratham and renewsdobind with his

daughter. And week after week, he'd seen that his—whis former

wife—had built herself a happy new life.

She had friends. A small, successful business. thack were men in her
life, Dawn said. Well, that was fine. Hell, therene women in his, weren't
there? As many as he wanted, all of them knockdutat was one of the
perks of bachelorhood, especially when you werd€B® of a construction
company that had moved onto the national scengauspered.

Eventually, though, he'd stopped going to StratHamas simpler that way.
Dawn got old enough so she could take a trainptau@e to wherever he was.
And every time he saw her, she was lovelier. Séeeaned to grow up, right
before his eyes.

Chase's mouth thinned. But she hadn't grown upgintmuget married. Hell,
no. Eighteen? And she was going to be some gufewi

It was Annie's fault. If she'd paid a little leggeation to her own life and a
little more to their daughter's, he wouldn't bandiag here in a monkey suit,
waiting to give his little girl away to a boy haydbld enough to shave.

Well, that wasn't quite true. Nick was twenty-oAad it wasn't as if he
didn't like the kid. Nick— Nicholas, to be precisgas a nice enough
young man, from a good family and with a solid fetahead of him. He'd
met the boy when he'd flown Dawn and her fiandédoida to spend a week
with him on his latest job site. The kids had splettime looking at each
other as if the rest of the world didn't exist, d@hat was just the trouble. It
did exist, and his daughter hadn't seen enough of tbyjénow what she was
doing.



Chase had tried to tell her that, but Dawn had vesalute. In the end, he
had no choice. Dawn was legally of age. She didied his consent. And, as
his daughter quickly told him, Annie had alreadydsshe thought the
marriage was a fine idea.

So' he'd swallowed his objections, kissed DawnkeaNick's hand and
given them his blessing—as if it were worth a damn.

You could bless the union of two people all you tednbut it didn't mean a
thing. Marriage—especially for the young—was noghlsut a legitimate
excuse for hormonal insanity.

He could only hope his daughter, and her groomjgmahe exception to the
rule.

"Sir?"

Chase looked around. A boy who looked barely oldugh to shave was
standing in the doorway of the church.

"They sent me out to tell you they're about readyegin, sir.”

Sir, Chase thought. He could remember when heledcalder men "sir." It
hadn't been so much a mark of respect as it had deephemism for "old
man." That was how he felt, suddenly. Like an old,man.

"Sir?"

"l heard you the first time,” Chase said irritallyd then, because none of
what he was feeling was the fault of the pink-cleekffroomsman, he forced
a smile to his lips. "Sorry," he said. "I've gog ttather-of-the-bride jitters, |
guess."

Still smiling, or grimacing, whichever the hellWas, he clapped the boy on
the back and stepped past him, into the cool dagokthe church.



Annie sniffled her way through the ceremony.

Dawn was beautiful, a fairy-tale princess comefto Nick was handsome
enough to bring tears to whatever eyes werenaa@yretreaming, though not
to his former guardian's, who stood beside him imgaa look that spoke
volumes on his handsome face.

Chase was wearing the same look. Her ex was notdiyseyed but
stony-faced. He'd smiled only once, at Dawn, a$ Ih@hded her over to her
waiting groom.

Then he'd taken his place beside Annie.

"I hope you know what in hell you're doing," he'dittered, as he'd slipped
in next to her.

Annie had felt every muscle in her body clench. Hiwe him, to talk like
that here, of all places. And to blame her for—W¥h@he fact that the
wedding wasn't being held in a church the size cathedral? That there
wasn't room for him to invite all his big-shot ¢its and turn a family event
into a networking opportunity?

Maybe he thought Dawn's gown was too old- fashiprmdthe flower
arrangements—which she, herself, had done—too pe@ti It wouldn't
have surprised her. As far as Chase was concano#dng she'd ever done
was right. She could see him out of the corneresfdye, standing beside
her, straight and tall and unmistakably masculine.

"Isn't Daddy gorgeous in formal wear?" Dawn hadhgas

A muscle twitched in Annie's cheek. If you likeekttype, she supposed he
was. But she wasn't a dumb kid anymore, to havdittlerheart sent into
overtime beats by the sight of a man's hard bodygaally hard, handsome
face.

There had been a time, though. Oh, yes, therelddame that just standing
next to him this way, feeling his arm brush lightlgainst her shoulder,



smelling the faint scent of his cologne, would hbeen enough to— would
have been enough to—

Bang!
Annie jumped. The doors at the rear of the chuezhflown open. A buzz of
surprise traveled among the guests. The minisiesilient and peered up the

aisle, along with everybody else, including Dawd &lick.

Somebody was standing in the open doorway. Afteoment, a man got up
and shut the door, and the figure moved forward.

Annie let out a sigh of relief. "It's Laurel,” shispered, for the benefit of
the minister. "My sister. I'm so relieved she fipgot here."

"Typical Bennett histrionics,” Chase muttered, olthe side of his mouth.
Annie's cheeks colored. "l beg your pardon?"

"You heard me."

"I most certainly did, and—"

"Mother," Dawn snapped.

Annie blushed. "Sorry."

The minister cleared his throat. "And now," he saidones so rounded
Annie could almost see them forming circles in &g "if there is no one
among us who can offer a reason why Nicholas SkoBadbbitt and Dawn

Elizabeth Cooper should not be wed..."

A moment later, the ceremony was over.

It was interesting, being the father of the britlexavedding at which the
mother of the bride was no longer your wife.



Dawn had insisted she wanted both her parentsdsattiee main table with
her.

"You can keep your cool, Daddy, can't you?" shaid.s'l mean, you won't
mind, sitting beside Mom for a couple of hourshtij

"Of course not," Chase had said.

And he'd meant it. He was a civilized man and Anfaeall her faults—and
there were many—was a civilized woman. They'd bdigarced for five
years. The wounds had healed. Surely they couldagepolite smiles and
chitchat for a couple of hours.

That was what he'd thought, but reality was andthieg entirely.

He hadn't counted on what it would be like to stahthe altar, with Annie

standing beside him looking impossibly young and-atmlas the point in

denying it— impossibly beautiful in a dress of slgreen. Her hair had
been the wild cluster of silky strawberry curls 'dr@ways hated and he'd
always loved, and her nose had been suspiciousky fihe'd sniffled and

wept her way through the ceremony. Well, hell, thiwat had been pretty
tight there, once or twice. In fact, when the nteishad gone through all
that nonsense about speaking up or forever holging peace, he'd been
tempted to put an arm around her and tell herstokay, they weren't losing
a daughter, they were gaining a son.

Except that it would have been a lie. Thegrelosing a daughter, and it was
all Annie's fault.

By the time they'd been stuck together at the loédlde receiving line as if
they were a pair of Siamese twins, he'd felt alasusurly as a lion with a
thorn in its paw.

"Smile, you two," Dawn had hissed, and they'd odeyhough Annie's
smile had been as phony- looking as his felt.



At least they'd traveled to the Stratham Inn inasafe cars—except that
once they'd gotten there, they'd had to take desgile each other at the
table on the dais.

Chase felt as if his smile was frozen on his féicenust have looked that
way, too, from the way Dawn lifted her eyebrows wisbe looked at him.

Okay, Cooper, he told himself. Pull it together.uvknow how to make
small talk with strangers. Surely you can managereversation with your
ex-wife. He looked at Annie and cleared his thr68b," he said briskly,
"how've you been?"

Annie turned her head and looked at him. "I'm sbrshe said politely, "I
didn't quite get that. Were you talking to me?"

Chase's eyes narrowed. Who else would he have tadleng to? The
waiter, leaning over to pour his champagne?

Keep your cool, he told himself, and bared hishteeta smile.

"l asked how you've been."

"Very well, thank you. And you?"

Very well, thank you.What was with this prissy tone?

"Oh, | can't complain.” He forced another smiled avaited for Annie to
pick up the ball. She didn't, so he plunged inte ¢bnversational waters
again. "Matter of fact, | don't know if Dawn memnted it, but we just landed
a big contract."

"We?" she said, in a tone that could have givelblgins to an Eskimo.

"Well, Cooper Construction. We bid on this job in—"

"How nice," she said, and turned away.



Chase felt his blood pressure shoot off the s&danuch for his attempt at
being polite. Annie was not just cutting him deslge was icing the corpse,
craning her neck, looking everywhere but at him.

Suddenly a smile, a real one, curved across hettmou

"Yoo hoo," she called softly.

Yoo hoo?Yoo hoo?

"Hi, there," she mouthed, and waved, and damnsdnife Bozo the Clown
at a nearby table didn't wave back.

"Who is that jerk?" Chase said before he could kiopself.

Annie didn't even look at him. She was too busilog at the jerk, and
smiling.

"That 'jerk,™ she said, "is Milton Hoffman. He's English professor at the
university."

Chase watched as the professor rose to his feethapaded through the
tables toward the dais. The guy was tall, and thenyas wearing a shiny
blue serge suit and he had on a bow tie. He loake like a cadaver than
a professor.

He had a smile on his face, too, as he approacmedeAand it was the
smile, more than anything, that suddenly put &fitedover Chase's eyes.

"Anne," Hoffman said. "Anne, my dear." Annie helat dier hand. Hoffman
clasped it in a pasty, marsh- mallow paw and raisemhis lips. "It was a
beautiful ceremony."
"Thank you, Milton."

"The flowers were perfect.”

"Thank you, Milton."



"The music, the decorations...all wonderful."
"Thank you, Milton."

"And you look exquisite."

"Thank you, Milton," Chase said.

Annie and the Prof both swung their heads toward. lChase smiled,
showing all his teeth.

"She does, doesn't she?" he said. "Look greatahttie

Annie looked at him, her eyes flaming a warning, ®base ignored it. He
leaned toward her and hooked an arm around hetdsgrsu

"Love that low-cut neckline, especially, babe, thetn, you know how it is."
He shot Hoffman a leering grin. "Some guys arentem, right, Milty? But
me, | was always a—"

"Chase!" Color flew into Annie's face. Hoffman'sesy dark and liquid
behind horn-rimmed glasses, blinked once.

"You must be Anne's husband."”

"You're quick, Milty, I've got to give you that."

"He isnotmy husband,” Annie said firmly, twisting out of &e's embrace.
"He's myex-husband. My formédrusband. My once-upon-a-time-but-not-
anymore husband, and frankly, if | never see hiairggt'll be too soon."
She gave Hoffman a melting smile. "I hope you'veygur dancing shoes
on, Milton, because | intend to dance the afterrmoay."

Chase smiled. He could almost feel his canine tegtting into fangs.

"You hear that, Milty?" he said pleasantly. He gelush of primal pleasure
when he saw Hoffman's face turn even paler thalngady was.



"Chase," Annie said, through her teeth, "stop it."

Chase leaned forward over the table. "She's a whrdancer, our Annie.
But if she's had too much bubbly, you got to waiah Right, babe?"

Annie opened and shut her mouth as if she wergha'fChase," she said, in
a strangled whisper.

"What's the matter? Milt's an old pal of yourshtigyWe wouldn't want to
keep any secrets from him, would we, babe?"

"Stop calling me that!"
"Stop calling you what?"

"You know what," Annie said furiously. "And stopitg. I've never been
drunk in my life."

Chase's lips curved up in a slow, wicked smile.&8theart, come on. Don't
tell me you've forgotten the night we met." "I'mmviag you, Chase!"

"There | was, a college freshman, minding my owasiteess and dancing
with my girlfriend at her high school's Valentin@ypdance—"

"You were never innocent,” Annie snapped.
Chase grinned. "You should know, babe. Anyway,dHewas, doing the
Mashed Potato, when | spied our Annie, totteringtio@ door, clutching her

middle and looking as if she'd just eaten a bushgteen apples.”

Annie swung toward Milton Hoffman. "It wasn't likleat at all. My date had
spiked my punch. How was | to know—"

A drumroll and a clash of cymbals drowned out lace.

"...and now," an oily, amplified voice boomed, "Mand Mrs. Nicholas
Babbitt will take their very first dance as husbamdi wife."



People began to applaud as Nick took Dawn in mssaihey moved onto
the dance floor, gazing soulfully into each otheyes.

Annie gave Milton a beseeching look.
"Milton," she said, "listen—"

"It's all right,” he said quickly. "Today's a famitlay, Anne. | understand."
He started to reach for her hand, caught himsedf caew back. "I'll call you
tomorrow. It was...interesting to have met you, Mooper."

Chase smiled politely. "Call me Chase, please. &ta10 need to be so
formal, considering all we have in common."

Annie didn't know which she wanted to do more, pu@hase for his
insufferable behavior or punch Milton Hoffman fogibg so easily scared
off. It took only a second to decide that Chase tiigsmore de-serving
target. She glared at him as Hoffman scuttled kackis seat. "You are
lower than a snake's belly," she said.

Chase sighed. "Annie, listen—"

"No. No, youlisten." She pointed a trembling finger at himkhow what
you're trying to do."

Did she? Chase shook his head. Then, she knew tmamehe did. There

wasn't a reason in the world he'd acted like suehkajust now. So what if

Annie was having a thing with some guy? So whttefguy looked as if he
might faint at the sight of a mouse? So what ifl eld a sudden, blazing
vision of Annie in bed with the son of a bitch?

She could do what she wanted, with whom she walttedre as hell didn't
matter to him.

"Are you listening to me?" she said.

Chase looked at Annie. Her face was still shot wtor. It arced across her
cheekbones and over the bridge of her nose, wheseattering of tiny



freckles lay like sprinkles of gold. He remembehedv he used to kiss those
warm, golden spots after they'd made love.

"I know what you're up to, Chase. You're tryingrtin Dawn's wedding
because | didn't do it the way you wanted."

Chase's eyebrows leaped into his hairline. "Are ryats?"

"Oh, come off it!" Annie's voice quavered with angé&ou wanted a big
wedding in a big church, so you could invite alluydancy friends."

"You arenuts! | never—"
"Keep your voice down!"
"l am keeping it down. You're the one who's—"

"Let me tell you something, Chase Cooper. This weglis exactly the kind
Dawn wanted."

"And a damn good thing, too. If it had been up ¢a,your daughter might
have ended up getting married on a hillside indzee feet—"

"Oh, and what that would have done to Mr. Chasep€ods image!"
"—while some idiot played a satyr in the backgrotind

"Sitar,” Annie hissed. "It's called a sitar, Cogpaithough you probably
know a lot more about satyrs than you do about caligistruments.”

"Are we back to that again?" Chase snarled, ande®soolor heightened.
"No. We are not 'back’ to anything. As far as lon@erned—"

"...the bride's parents, Mr. and Mrs. Chase Cobper.



Annie's and Chase's gazes swung toward the band3taa bandleader was
smiling benevolently in their direction, and thewd— even those who
looked a bit surprised by the announcement—begaptaud.

"Come on, Annie and Chase." The bandleader's ghortesmile widened.
"Let's get up on the dance floor and join the badd groom."

"Let's not," Chase growled, under his breath.

"The man's out of his mind," Annie snapped.

But the applause had grown, and even the wild gldochelp Annie shot
toward Dawn, still swaying in the arms of her grgdomought only an
apologetic shrug of her daughter's shoulders.

Chase shoved back his chair and held out his hand.

"All right,” he said grimly, "let's do it and gdtaver with."

Annie's chin jerked up. She rose stiffly and puttend in his.

"I really hate you, Chase."

"The feeling, madam, is entirely mutual.”

Eyes hot with anger, Annie and Chase took a cooipdieep breaths, pasted
civilized smiles on their lips and swung out ortie tlance floor.



CHAPTER TWO
| MPOSSIBLE, miserable woman!

That was what she was, his ex-wife, what she'detlirnto during the years
of their marriage. Chase held Annie stiffly in lasms, enough space
between them to have satisfied even starchy MigarEthe chaperone at
Annie's Senior Prom.

"Propriety, please," Miss Elgar had barked at amypte daring to get too
close during the slow numbers.

Not that she'd approved of the Frug or the Mastwédt®, either. It was just
that she'd figured those insane gyrations were safe

Even all these years later, Chase smiled at theanerSafe? A bunch of
horny kids shaking their hips at each other? Andmaiter what the old
witch thought, the sweetly erotic, locked-in-ea¢her's-arms slow dancing
went on behind her back just the same, in the lagllvin the cafeteria
downstairs, even in the parking lot, where the msgjhed on the warm
spring breeze.

That was where he'd taken Annie, finally, out te fharking lot, where

they'd danced, locked in each other's arms, alortbd darkness and so
crazy about each other after four months of datireg nothing else had
mattered.

That was the night they'd first made love, on ahpatchwork blanket he'd
taken from the back of his beat-up Chevy and spreadthe soft,
sweet-smelling grass that grew up on Captree Point.

"We should stop," he'd kept saying, in a voicenscktit had seemed to come
from somebody else, though even as he'd said'd,deen undoing Annie's
zipper, removing her gown and baring her beaubfudy to his eyes and
mouth and touch.

"Yes," Annie had whispered, "oh, yes," but her lsahdd been moving on
him, even as she'd spoken, trembling as she'd endansilly bow tie,



sliding his white dinner jacket from his shouldeypening his shirt buttons
and smoothing her fingers over his hot skin.

The memories surrounded him, as if it were a gdogjecoming in over the
sea. Chase made a soft sound in the back of lwatthiis arm tightened
around his wife; the hand that had been holding mestiff formality curled

around her wrist, bringing her hand to his chest.

"Chase?" she said.

"Shh," he whispered, his lips against her hair. ianmeld herself rigid a
second longer, and then she sighed, laid her hgaidst his shoulder and
gave herself up to the music and to the memoreshidd overcome her.

It felt so good to be here, in Chase's arms.

When was the last time they'd danced togethemthys not because dancing
was what you did at the endless charity functitvey'tl attended so Chase
could "network" with the movers and doers of theibess community but
simply because there were few things as pleasuesbivaying slowly in
each other's arms?

Annie closed her eyes. They'd always danced wgdltteer, even back in her
high school days at Taft. All those senior partitbg last-minute Friday

night get- togethers in somebody's basement rauo the weekends Chase
came home from college, and the dance at Chas@srfity house, when

her parents had let her go up for Spring Weekehd.stEhool formals, with

Elgar the Dragon Lady marching around, trying tegkeverybody at arm's
length.

And the night of her senior prom, when they'd fipglone all the way after
so many months of fevered kisses and touches #uhlelft them trembling
in each other's arms.

Annie's heartbeat quickened. She remembered Chkisg ther out to the
parking lot, where they'd moved oh, so slowly ® thusic drifting from the
school gym, and the way Chase had kissed hendiliier with a need so
powerful she couldn't think. Wordlessly they'd dbed into his ancient



Chevy and made the long drive to the Point, withdiiing so close beside
him that they might have been one.

She remembered the softness of the blanket behegthfter they'd spread
it over the grass, and then the wonderful hardoé&shase's body against
hers.

"l love you so much," he'd kept saying.
"Yes." She'd sighed. "Yes."

They shouldn't have done it. She'd known that, égeshe was opening his
shirt and touching him, but to stop would have bieedie.

Oh, the feel of him as he'd come down against Aked flesh. The smell of
him, the taste of his skin. And oh, that mind-séatg moment when he'd
entered her. Filled her. Become a part of her viere

Except it hadn't been forever.

Annie stiffened in the circle of her husband's arms

It had been sex, and eventually, it hadn't beethamyat all. He was her ex.
That's who Chase was. He wasn't her husband anyiereasn't the boy
she'd fallen head over heels in love with, nomtaa who'd fathered Dawn.
He was a stranger, who'd been more interested srbtisiness than in
coming home to his wife and child.

More interested in bedding a twenty-two-year-oldretary than the wife
whose body had begun to sag and bag.

A coldness seized Annie's heart. Her feet stoppedng. She jerked back
and flattened her palms against her former husbahe'st.

"That's enough," she said.

Chase blinked his eyes open. His face was flushedpoked like a man
rudely awakened from a dream.



"Annie," he said softly, "Annie, listen—"

"The by-request dancing's over, Chase. The darmar'dl filled with
people.”

He looked around him. She was right. They werehenpgterimeter of the
floor, which was packed with other couples.

"We've played out the necessary charade. Now, uf gon't mind, I've
reserved the rest of my dance card for Milton Hefifrri

Chase's expression hardened. "Of course," he sétdlp. "l want to touch
bases with some people, too. | see you broke dovanrevited some of my
old friends and not just your own."

"Certainly.” Annie's smile would have turned wat@rice. "Some of them
are my friends, too. Besides, | knew you'd needetbimg to keep you busy,
considering that you made the great paternal saewf not asking to bring
along your latest little playmate. Or are you betwebimbos, at the
moment?"

Chase had never struck a woman in his life. H&lld mever even had the
urge. Men who hit women were despicable. Stillf jiegs an instant, he
found himself wishing Annie were a man, so he cawide that holier-
than-thou smirk from her face.

He did the next best thing, instead.
"If you're asking if there's a special woman in hfig," he said, his gaze
locked on hers, "the answer is yes." He pauseceffiect, then went for

broke. "And I'll thank you to watch the way youktabout my fiancee."

It was like watching a building collapse after tlemolition guys had placed
the dynamite and set it off. Annie's smirk disimtggd and her jaw dropped.

"Your—your...?"



"Fiancee," he said. It wasn't a complete lie. H®dn dating Janet for two
months now, and she hadn't been at all subtle akloat she wanted from
the relationship. "Janet Pendleton. Ross Pendéetlanighter. Do you know
her?"

Know her? Janet Pendleton, heiress to the Pendietame? The blond,
blue-eyed creature who turned up on Newv York TimeSunday Society
pages almost every week? The girl known as muchh@rbrilliance she
showed as vice president at Pendleton as for hatunged down a
million-dollar offer to lend her classic beautyaseries of perfume ads for a
top French company?

For the barest fraction of a second, Annie felf #g floor was tilting under
her feet. Then she drew herself up and pastedla smher lips.

"We don't move in the same circles, I'm afraid. Buhow who she is, of
course. It's nice to see your tastes have gone tinanty-two-year-olds to
females tottering on the brink of thirty. Have yold Dawn yet?"

"No! | mean, no, there hasn't been time. I, ahpught I'd wait until she and
Nick get back from their honey—"

"Milton. There you are." Annie reached out and ¢pebMilton Hoffman's
arm. She was pretty sure he'd been trying to spesk her and Chase
undetected, en route to the line at the buffetetdilt if ever there'd been a
time she'd needed someone to cling to, it was nilton,” she said,
looping her arm through his and giving him a dargBmile, "my ex has just
given me some exciting news."

Hoffman looked at Chase, his eyes wary behinddntsiseshells. "Really,"
he said. "How nice."

"Chase is getting married again. To Janet Pendletoould your lips be
permanently stretched by a smilé&n't that lovely?"

"Well," Chase said, "actually—"



"l suppose it's the season for romance," Annie,saith a silvery laugh.
"Dawn and Nick, Chase and Janet Pendleton..." Hee ther head and
gazed up into Milton Hoffman's long, bony face. tAus."

Hoffman's Adam's apple bobbed so hard it almosbdiged his bow tie. It
was only a week ago that he'd asked Anne Coopaiatoy him. She'd told
him how much she liked and admired him, how sheyad his company
and his attention. She'd told him everything bg. ye

His gaze leaped to her former husband. Chase Cbapeiaken his father's
construction firm and used his engineering degnekehés muscles to turn it
into a company with a national reputation. He'deid jackhammers as they
bit deep into concrete foundations and hoisted gxek to reduce the
remainder to piles of rubble. Hoffman swalloweddhagain. Cooper still
had the muscles to prove it. Right now, the makddaas if he wanted to use
those muscles to pulverize him.

"Chase?" Annie said, beaming. "Aren't you goingvish us well?"

"Yes," Chase said, jamming his hands into his pts;hkelling them so hard
they began to shake. "I wish you the best, Annieu dnd your cadaver,
both."

Annie's smile flattened. "You always did know tight thing to say, didn't
you, Chase?" Turning on her heel, she propelledetfeaind Milton off the

edge of the dance floor and toward the buffet.

"Anne," Milton whispered, "Anne, my dearest, | haalidea...”

"Neither did I," Annie whispered back, and smilgdinto his stunned face

hard enough so he'd have to think the tears ireies were for happiness
and not because a hole seemed suddenly to havedpeher heart.

Married, Chase thought. His Annie, getting martigthat jerk.

Surely she had better taste.



He slid his empty glass across the bar to the hdete

"Women," he said. "Can't live with 'em and cawélwithout 'em."
The bartender smiled politely. "Yes, sir."

"Give me a refill. Bourbon and—"

"And water, one ice cube. | remember."

Chase looked at the guy. "You trying to tell mesllyeen here too many
times this afternoon?"

The bartender's smile was even more polite. "l trigive to, soon, sir. State
law, you know."

Chase's mouth thinned. "When I've had too muchitkd'll be sure and let
you know. Meanwhile, make this one a double."

"Chase?"

He swung around. Behind him, people were doing eletinsane line
dance was this year's vogue. Others were stithg@dlie classy assortment of
foods Annie had ordered and he hadn't been peditpay for.

"I've no intention of asking you to foot the bidirfanything,"” she'd told him
coldly, when he'd called to tell her to spare npesse on the wedding.
"Dawn is my daughter, my floral design businesthis/ing and | need no
help from you."

"Dawn is my daughter, too," Chase had snarledpbtdre he'd gotten the
words out, Annie had hung up. She'd always beeu gv@etting the last
word, dammit. Not today, though. He'd gotten it.d&he look on her face
when he'd handed her all that crap about his emgageto Janet made it
even sweeter.

"Chase? You okay?"



Who was he kidding? He hadn't had the last worsl time, either. Annie
had. How could she? Howould she marry that pantywaist, bow-tie
wearing, gender- confused—

"Chase, what the hell's the matter with you?"

Chase blinked. David Chambers, tall, blue-eyed,vgéiaring his dark hair
in a long ponytail clasped at his nape the samehealgad since he'd first
become Chase's personal attorney a dozen yearsagetanding alongside
him.

Chase let out an uneasy laugh.

"David." He stuck out his hand, changed his mind alasped the other
man's shoulders. "Hey, man, how're you doing?"

Chambers smiled and drew Chase into a quick bearThen he drew back
and eyed him carefully.

"I'm fine. How about you? You all right?"
Chase reached for his drink and knocked back Hatfio one swallow.
"Never been better. What'll you have?"

Chambers looked at the bartender. "Scotch,” he Saisingle malt, if you
have it, on the rocks. And a glass of Chardonnkgse."

"Don't tell me,"” Chase said with a stilted smil¥ou're here with a lady. |
guess the love bug's bitten you, too."

"Me?" David laughed. "The wine's for a lady at maple. As for the love
bug... It already bit me, remember? One marriage,divorce...no, Chase,
not me. Never again, not in this lifetime."

"Yeah." Chase wrapped his hand around his glaskat/the point? You
marry a woman, she turns into somebody else afteuple of years."



"l agree. Marriage is a female fantasy. Promiseyaanything to nab him,

then look blank when he expects you to deliver.t Tartender set the
Scotch in front of David, who lifted the glass te hps and took a swallow.

"The way | see it, a man's got a housekeeper, & @d a good secretary,
what more does he need?"

"Nothing," Chase said glumly, "not one thing."

The bartender put a glass of Chardonnay beforedDaaio picked it up. He

turned and looked across the room. Chase followseddze to a table where
a cool-looking, beautiful brunette sat in regaltsdle.

A muscle knotted in David's jaw. He took anotheakww of Scotch.

"Unfortunately,” he said, "there is one other thiAgd it's what most often
gets poor bastards like you and me in trouble."

Chase thought of the feel of Annie in his arms loe dance floor, just a
couple of hours ago.

"Poor bastards, is right,” he said, and lifted dgiess to David. "Well, you
and | both know better. Bed 'em and forget 'enayl"s

David laughed and clinked his glass against Cha$é'sirink to that."

"To what? What are you guys up to, hidden away beee?"

Both men turned around. Dawn, radiant in white lacd with Nick at her
side, beamed at them."Daddy," she said, kissinggtleer's cheek. "And Mr

Chambers. I'm so glad you could make it."

"l am, too." David held his hand out to her grodkou're a lucky man, son.
Take good care of her."

Nick nodded as the men shook hands. "l intendittd, s

Dawn kissed Chase again. "Get out and circulatddiparhat's an order."



Chase tossed her a mock salute. The bridal paiedoff, and he sighed.
"That's the only good thing comes of a marriag&idi to call your own."

David nodded. "l agree. I'd always hoped..." Haigbed, then picked up his
drink and the glass of white wine. "Hey, Coopeg"said, with a quick grin,
"you stand around a bar long enough, you get maudinybody ever tell
you that?"

"Yes," Chase said. "My attorney, five years ago nvine got wasted after
my divorce was finalized."

The men smiled at each other, and then David Chesmdlapped Chase
lightly on the back.

"Take Dawn's advice. Circulate. There's a surpgisassortment of
good-looking single women here, in case you hauited."

"For a lawyer," Chase said with a chuckle, "sometimou manage to come
up with some pretty decent suggestions. What's thighbrunette at your
table? She spoken for?"

David's eyes narrowed just the slightest bit. "Shéor the present.”
"Yeah?"

"Yeah," the attorney said. He was smiling, but ¢hewrs a look in his eye
that Chase recognized. He grinned.

"You dirty dog, you. Well, never mind. I'l—whatdiimy daughter call it?
Circulate. That's it. I'll circulate, and see whatvailable."

The men made their goodbyes. Chase finished m&,defused to give the
bartender the satisfaction of telling him he wotllghur him another, and
circulated himself right out the door.

Annie kicked off her shoes, put her feet up on the chintz-covered
ottoman she kept promising herself she'd throwamat puffed out a long,
deep sigh.



"Well," she said, "that's over."
Deb, seated opposite her on the sofa, nodded @eagnt.

"Over and done with." She flung her arms along ttpe of the sofa and
kicked off her shoes, too. "And I'll bet you're @liais."

"Glad?" Annie pursed her lips and blew a very uyli&é raspberry. "That
doesn't even come close. I'll bet Custer had aerdase planning the battle
at Little Bighorn than | had, planning this weddihg

Deb arched a dark, perfect eyebrow. "Bad analdgyou don't mind my
saying so."

"Yeah." Annie heaved another sigh. "But you knowatvh mean. The
logistics of the whole thing were beyond belief.alyme your daughter
walking in one night and calmly announcing she'smigdo get married in
two months and wouldn't it be wonderful if she cbhlave the perfect
wedding she'd always dreamed about?"

Deb stood, reached up under her chiffon skirt arigghed her panty hose
down her legs.

"My daughter's in love with the seventies," shé sdraping the hose around
her throat like a boa. "If I'm lucky, she'll optrfgetting married on a hilltop
somewhere, with the guests all invited to bring/hat's the matter?"

"Nothing." Annie shot to her feet and padded to kitehen, returning a
moment later with a bottle of champagne and a plajuice glasses. "He
accused me of wanting that, you know."

"Know what? Wanting what? Who accused you?"

"You mind drinking this stuff out of juice glasselsiknow you're supposed
to use flutes, but | never got around to buying.’any

"We can drink it out of jelly jars, for all | car&/hat are you talking about,
Annie? Who accused you of what?"



"Chase. Mr. Ex." Annie undid the wire around th#, filnen chewed on her
lip as she carefully worked the cork between hegdis. It popped with a
loud bang and champagne frothed out. Some ofppdd onto the tile floor.
Annie shrugged and mopped it up by moving her stged foot over the
small puddle. "A few weeks ago, he called to talkCtawn. | had the
misfortune to answer the phone. He said he'd gdtigmnvitation and he
was delighted to see | hadn't let my instinctsaommok.” She held out a glass
of wine, and Deb took it. "Amok," she said, lickihgr fingertips, "can you
imagine? And all because when we were first mayii¢kdrew a couple of
parties in the backyard behind the house we lined i

"l thought you lived in a condo."

"We did, eventually, but not then. Chase knew sadglwho got us this
really cheap rental in Queens."

Deb nodded. "What kind of parties did you throw?"
"Outdoor parties, mostly."

"So?" Deb made a face. "Big deal."

Annie's lips twitched. "Well, it was wintertime."
"Wintertime?"

"Yes. See, the thing was, the house was so simalinice pretty much ran it.
And—"

"Mice?"

Annie sank down on the chair again. "It wasn't moich house, but then, we
didn't have much money. I'd just graduated fromhtsghool and the only
job I could find was at the local Burger King. Chdsad transferred to City
College. The tuition was lots cheaper and besithes,way he could work
construction jobs for his father a couple of daysezk." She sighed. "We
were dead broke. Believe me, we found a million sviesysave money!"



Deb smiled. "Including having parties outdoors iwinter."

Annie smiled, too. "Oh, it wasn't that bad. We'ddba fire in a barbecue in
the backyard, you know? And I'd make tons and tdrehili and homemade
bread. We'd put on a huge pot of coffee, and tthéxebeer for the guys..."
Her voice drifted away.

"A far cry from today," Deb said. She reached f@ thampagne bottle and
refilled both their glasses. "Bubbly, caviar, shwion ice, boneless beef with
mushrooms..."

"Filet de Boeuf Aux Chanterellgi$ you please,” Annie said archly.

Deb grinned. Pardonnez-moi, madam."

"No joke. Considering what that stuff cost, youé&ttbr remember to give it
its French name."

"And you didn't let Chase pay a dime, huh?"

"No," Annie said sharply.

"I still think you're nuts. What're you trying toqve, anyway?"
"That | don't need his money."

"Or him?" Deb said softly. Annie looked at her ddeb shrugged. "I saw
you guys on the dance floor. Things looked pretizyc for a while there."

"You saw the past worm its way into the presenstroe, Deb. That part of
my life is over. | don't feel a thing for Chaseahn't quite believe | ever did."

"l understand. A nostalgia trip, hmm?"

"Exactly. Brought on by my little girl's wedding...Annie paused,
swallowed hard and suddenly burst into tears.



"Oh, sweetie." Deb jumped from the couch and sqdatbwn beside Annie.
She wrapped her arms around her and patted her'tbéakey, don't cry. It's
not so unusual to still have a thing going for yeuy you know. Especially
when he's hunky, the way Chase is."

"He's getting married,"” Annie sobbed.

"Chase?"

"To Janet Pendleton.”

"Am | supposed to know her?"

"l hope not." Annie hiccuped. "She's rich. Gorged&mart."

"I hate her already.” Deb put her hand under Asrakin and urged it to rise.
"Are you sure?"

"He told me so." Annie sat back, dug a hanky oub@f cleavage where
she'd stuffed it after the ceremony and blew hesentSo | told him I'm
marrying Milton."

"Milton? As in, Milton Hoffman?" Deb rocked back ber heels. "My God,
you wouldn't!"

"Why not? He's single, he's dependable and hes"nic

"So is ateddy bear," Deb said in horror. "Bettau ghould take one of those
to bed than Milton Hoffman."

"Oh, Deb, that's not fair." Annie got to her feé&There's more to a
relationship than sex."

"Name it."
"Companionship, for one thing. Similar interestsaf®d dreams." "And you

can have enough of those things with Milton to mgke forget all the
rest?"



"Yes!" Annie's shoulders slumped. "No," she adrdittédsn't that awful? |
like Milton, but | don't love him."

Deb heaved a sigh as she stood up. ' "Thank yad, v a minute there, |
thought you'd gone around the bend."

"Not only am | sex-obsessed—"
"You're not. Sex is a big part of life."

"—but I've used poor Milton badly. Now I've gotdall him up and tell him
| didn't mean it when | introduced him to Chasemgsfiance."

"Wow," Deb said softly. "You certainly have hadwask day."

"A messy day, is what you mean."

"Don't kill me for saying this, but maybe you shibuéthink things. | mean,

| know he's getting married and all, but maybe goustill have a thing for
your ex."

"I wouldn't care if he were living in a monasteryhnie's eyes flashed. "I
do not have a 'thing' for Chase. | admit, I'm uplset it's because my baby's

gotten herself married.”

"You know what they say, Annie. We only raise cteld to let go of them
once they grow up."”

Annie tucked the hanky back into her cleavage, guckp the champagne
bottle and headed for the kitchen.

"It's not letting go of her that upsets me, Dels. thhat she's so young. Too
young, I'm afraid, to make such a commitment.”

"Well," Deb said, folding her arms and leaning agathe door frame, "you
were young when you got hitched, too."



Annie sighed. "Exactly. And look where it led mehbught | knew what |
was doing but it turned out I didn't. It was horraennot intelligence,
that—" The phone rang. She reached out and pickga I'Hello?"
"Annie?"

"Chase." Annie's mouth narrowed. "What do you wath®dught we said all
we needed to say to each other this afternoon."

Across town, in his hotel room, Chase looked atlibg standing at the
window. The boy's shoulders were slumped and h&l hveas bowed in
classic despair.

Chase cleared his throat.

"Annie... Nick is here."

Annie's brows knotted together. "Nick? There? Whikrgou mean, there?"
"I mean he's here, in my room at the Hilton."

"No. That's impossible. Nick is on a plane to Haywaith Dawn..." The
blood drained from Annie's face. "Oh God," she whared. "Has there been

an accident? Is Dawn—"

"No," Chase said quickly. "Dawn's fine. Nothingapbened to her, or to
Nick."

"Then why—"
"She left him."

Annie sank down into a chair at the kitchen tabifghe left him?" she
repeated stupidly. Deb stared at her in disbélizhwn left Nick?"

"Yeah." Chase rubbed the back of his neck, wheeentliscles felt as if
somebody were tightening them on a rack. "Theythdy got to the airport
and checked in their luggage. Then they went to/iiRelounge. | upgraded



their tickets, Annie, and bought them a membersghithe lounge. | knew
you wouldn't approve, but—"

"Dammit, Chase, tell me what happened!"
Chase sighed. "Nick said he'd get them some coffee.

Dawn said that was fine. But when he came back thighcoffee, she was
gone."

"She didn't leave him," Annie said, her hand at heart, "she's been
kidnapped!"

"Kidnapped?" Deb snapped. "Dawn?"
"Did you call the police? Did you—"

"She left a note," Chase said wearily. Annie hebhedrustle of paper. "She
says it's not that she doesn't care for him."

"Care for him?" Annie's voice rose. "Peopiare for—for flowers. Or
parakeets. She said she loved Nick. That she way about him."

"...not that she doesn't care for him," Chase ooetl, "but that loving him
isn't enough.”

lllsnlt_?ll

"Isn't enough. She says she has no choice butdtoheshmarriage before it
begins."

Annie put her hand over her eyes. "Oh God," shespéred. "That sounds
So ominous."

Chase nodded, as if Annie could see him.



"Nick's beside himself, and so am |." His voice gbened with emotion.
"He's looked for her everywhere, but he can't fimet. Dear God, If
anything's happened to our little girl..."

Annie's head lifted. As soft as a whisper, the tidwor opened, then closed.
Footsteps came slowly down the hall.

"Mom?*!

Dawn stood in the doorway, dressed in the goingayasuit they'd bought
together, the corsage of baby orchids Annie hadgaron the jacket's lapel
sadly drooping. Dawn's eyes were red and swollen.

"Baby?" Annie whispered.

Dawn gave Annie a smile that trembled, and themla surst from her
throat."Oh, Mommy," she wailed, and Annie droppeel phone and opened
her arms. Her daughter flew across the room angkdburer face in her
mother's lap.

Deb picked the phone up from the floor.

"Chase?"

"Dammit to hell," Chase roared, "who is this? Whgbing on there?"

“I'm a friend of Annie's,” Deb said. "You and Nican stop worrying.
Dawn's here. She just came in."

Chase flashed an okay sign to Nick, who hurriediscside.
"Is my daughter okay?"
"Yes. She seems to—"

Chase slammed down the phone, and he and Nickutahedoor.



CHAPTER THREE
THE MOON HAD RISEN, climbed into a bank of clouds, and disappeared.

Sighing, Chase switched on the lamp beside hig eima wished he could
pull a stunt like that. Maybe then people wouldodtwoking at him as if he
might just come up with a solution to an imposs#itaation.

But the simple truth was that impossible situatioeguired improbable
solutions, and he didn't have any. His mind wasaalb At this point, he
wasn't even sure what day it was. The only thindciew for certain was
that a few hours ago, he'd been the father of—titee bNow he was the
father of—what did you call a young woman who'digoto the airport and
then told her brand-new husband that they'd madevém mistake and she
wanted out?

Smart. That was what Chase would have called Wenty-four hours ago,
when he'd have given just about anything if Dawd tacided to put her
wedding off until she was older and, hopefully, evis

Chase closed his eyes wearily. But his daudhaein'tdecided to put off her
wedding. She'd gone through with it, which put fiedént spin on things.
More than canceling arrangements with the churah the caterer were
involved here. Dawn and Nick were bound togethethe eyes of God and
in accordance with the laws of the state of Conoett

Severing that bond was a lot more complicated thamuld have been a
few hours ago. And it sure didn't help that Dawptke&eeping and saying
she loved Nick with all her heart, it was just tishde couldn't, wouldn't,
mustn't stay married to him.

Chase put his hand to the back of his neck and toieub the tension out of
his muscles. He had no idea what she was talkiogtaland neither did

Nick, the poor, bewildered bastard. Not even Anméderstood; Chase was
certain of that, and never mind the way she'd lsaping, "l understand,

sweetheart,” while she'd rocked Dawn in her arms.



"Whatdo you understand?" Chase had asked her in extigmemwhen she'd
come hurrying out of the bedroom after she'd finatinvinced Dawn to lie

down and try to get some sleep. Annie had shot bme of those

men-are-so-stupid looks women did so well and sh&ldidn't understand
anything but she wasn't about to upset Dawn by tellingthat.

"Dammit, Annie," Chase had roared, and that hacedbrNick had come
running, Dawn had started crying, Annie had calied a name he hadn't
even figured she knew...hell, he thought weartlyas a good thing Annie
didn't have a dog, or it would have gotten in andht and taken a chunk out
of his ankle.

"Now see what you've done,” Annie had snarled, taeddoor to Dawn's
room had slammed in his bewildered face.

Chase groaned. He was tired. So tired. There'd beeound from behind
the closed door for hours now. Annie and his daerglvere probably asleep.
Even Nick had finally fallen into exhausted slumbearthe sofa in the living

room.

Maybe, if he just put his head back for a five-nensnooze...

"Dammit!"

Chase's head bobbed like a yo-yo on a string. Waat just what he'd
needed, all right. Oh, yeah. Nothing like a littiiplash for neck muscles
that already felt knotted.

"Stupid chair,” he muttered, and sprang to his.feet

For a minute there, he'd forgotten he wasn't indése he and Annie had
shared for so many years. Annie had dumped adlithkirniture when she'd
bought this house. She'd filled these rooms wiitle Ibits and pieces of junk.
Antiques, she called them, but junk is what théf stas. Delicate junk, at

that. Sofas and tables with silly legs, chairs withheadrests...

"You kick that chair, Chase Cooper, and | swelikitk you!"



Chase swung around. His ex-wife stood in the en&da the room. She'd
exchanged her mother-of-the- bride dress for agiggans and a sweatshirt
and from the way her hair was standing on end andhéinds were propped
on her hips, he had the feeling her mood wasn'tnbeatter than his.

Too bad. Too damned bad, considering that sheleasrte had gotten them
into this mess in the first place. If only she hadmeen so damned
permissive. If only she'd put her foot down rightree start, told Dawn she
was too young to get married—

"It deserves kicking," he grumbled, but he stepaside and let her swish
past him, snatch up the chair cushions and pluremthas if that might
remove any sign he'd sat there. "How's Dawn?"

"She's asleep.” Annie tucked the cushions backKaoep "How's Nick? |
assume he's still here?"

"Yes, he's here. He's asleep, in the living room."
"And he's okay?"

"As okay as he can be, all things considered. Haslaughter told you yet
just what, exactly, is going on?"

Annie looked at him. Then she ran her fingers tghober hair, smoothing
the curls back from her face."How about some t&ditHout waiting for his
answer, she set off for the kitchen. "Unless yqué&fer coffee,” she asked,
switching on the overhead fluorescent light.

"Tea's fine," Chase said, blinking in the suddeareggl He sank onto one of
the stools that stood before the kitchen countatcinng as Annie filled a
kettle with water and put it on the stove. "Has®he

"Has she what?" Annie yanked open the pantry dsloe.took out a box of
tea bags and put it on the counter. "Would you ékeookie? Of course, |
don't have those hideous things you always prefeweh all that goo in the
middle."



"Just tea," he replied, refusing to rise to the.B&Vhat did Dawn say?"

Annie shut the pantry door and opened the refrigerdHow about a
sandwich? Swiss? Or there's some ham, if you ptefer

"Annie..."

"You'd have to take it on whole grain bread, thquble kind you always
said—"

"—that | wouldn't touch until somebody strappedead bag over my face
and a saddle on my back. No, thank you very mudbnit want a sandwich.
| don't want anything, except to know what our d&egtold you and what it
is you don't want to tell me." Chase's eyes nardowidas Nick mistreated
her?"

"No, of course not." Annie shut the refrigeratoodal he kettle had begun
to hiss, and she grabbed for it before it couldst¥di "Hand me a couple of
mugs, would you? They're in that cupboard, riglstide you."

"He doesn't seem the type who would." Chase gralblwedwhite china
mugs and slid them down the counter to Annie. 'iBbé's so much as hurt
a hair on our daughter's head, so help me—"

"Will you please calm down? I'm telling you, it isrthat. Nick's a
sweetheart."

"Well, what is it, then?"
Annie looked at him, then away. "It's, ah, it's @dicated.”
"Complicated?" Chase's eyes narrowed again. 'dt's-the boy isn't..."

"Isn't what? Do you still take two sugars, or hgee finally learned to lay
off the stuff?"

"Two sugars, and stop nagging."



Annie dumped two spoonfuls of sugar into her eeés and stirred briskly.

"You're right. You can wallow in sugar, for all &i@. Your health isn't my
problem anymore, it's hers."

"Hers?"
"Janet Pendleton."
"Janet Pen..." He flushed. "Oh. Her."

Annie slapped the mug of tea in front of him, handugh so some of the hot
amber liquid sloshed over the rim and onto hisdisg

"That's right. Let your fiancee worry about yourigig."

"Nobody's got to worry about my weight,” Chase sadrreptitiously
sucking in his gut.

He was right, Annie thought sourly, as she slidodhie stool next to his.
Nobody did. He was still as solid- looking and hsowie as he'd been the
day they'd married—or the day they'd divorced. Aeotbenefit of being
male. Men didn't have to see the awful changesdaate along, as you
stood at top of the yawning chasm that was midgee @he numbers that
began to creep upward on your bathroom scale. €kl that began to creep
downward. The wrinkles that Janet Pendleton dithe. The sags Chase's
cute little secretary hadn't had, either.

"...make him normal. That's not what happened Wakwvn and Nick, is it?"
Annie frowned. "What are you talking about?"
"Reality, that's what. | was telling you that | juseard about this guy,

married a girl even though he knew he was a swhitier, hoping that
having a wife would make him normal—"



Annie choked over her tea. "Good grief," she saiden she could speak,
"you are such a pathetic male stereotype, Chaspetiddo, Nicholas is not,
as you so delicately put it, a 'switch hitter.™

"You're sure?"

"Yes."

"Yeah, well, it might not hurt to ask.”

“Nick and Dawn have been living together, the ghste months. And
Dawn hasn't so much as hinted at any problem in Qede the contrary.”
Annie blushed. "I dropped in a couple of times—inaihe morning, or late
at night, you understand—and | could pretty mudhftem the time it took
them to get to the door and the way they lookedt, titings were perfectly
fine in that department.” She looked down at her té don't drop by
without calling first, anymore."

"What do you mean, they've been living together?"

"Just what | said. Didn't Dawn tell you? They toak apartment, in
Cannondale.”

"Dammit, Annie, how could you permit our daughtedb that?"
"To do what? Move in with the man she was goinm&ory?"
"Didn't you tell her no?"

"She's eighteen, Chase. Legally of age. Old endogmake her own
choices."

"So?"
"What do you mean, 'so'?" "You could have toldibheras wrong."

"Love is never wrong."



"Love," Chase said, and shook his head. "Sex, ienice it."

"l asked her to take her time and think it throutghbe sure she was doing
the right thing. She said she'd done that, andstatvas."”

"Sex," Chase said again.
Annie sighed. "Sex, love...they go together."

"Yeah, well, they could have had the one andstilkted for the other, until
after the wedding." Chase glowered into his teait"Bsuppose that's too
old- fashioned."

"It was, for us."

Chase looked up sharply. Color swept into his fadéat we did, or didn't
do, has nothing to do with this situation."

"That's where you're wrong." Annie stood. She picke her mug of tea,
cupped it with both hands and walked to the deew bondow that
overlooked the garden. "I'm afraid we have evenghio do with this
situation.”

"What are you talking about?"

"Do me a favor, will you? Shut off the light. My &d's pounding like a
drum.”

"You want some aspirin?"

Annie shook her head. "l already took some." She&lean on the sill, her
knees drawn up to her chin, her eyes on the daskmegnd the glass. "You
want to know what Dawn said? Okay, I'll tell yowtlyou're not going to
like it."

"I don't like much of anything that's already happe today,” Chase said,
getting to his feet and walking toward her. "Whyoshl this be any
different?"



"The first thing she said was that she loves Nitki-huh." Chase folded
his arms and leaned back against the window frakvéy do | get the
feeling we're about to play, 'good news, bad néws'?

"She said she knows that he loves her."

"That's the good news, right?"

Annie nodded. "The bad news is that she ran away fiim for the same
reason."

Chase's brows knotted. "Let me be sure I'm follgwtms. Our daughter fell
in love, got engaged, moved in with the guy, marham, went off with him
on her honeymoon...and then decided to bolt bedadse&ned on her that
she loves him and he loves her?"

Annie sighed. "Well, it's a bit more complicatedtthat.”

"I'm relieved to hear it. For a second there, Ligiiat | was going completely
nuts. What's the rest?"

"She's afraid."

"She's afraid,” Chase said, trying to stay calmhbié the feeling they were
moving into the sort of emotional deep water thamen swam through
effortlessly and men found way over their heads$.W@at?"

"Of them falling out of love."

"Annie." Chase sat down on the sill, his knee binglers. "You just said,
girl loves boy. Boy loves girl. They're just stagiout. There's no reason for
her to think—"

"She's afraid of what's going to happen.”

Chase waited, but Annie said nothing. He could alrsee the water rising.

"What's going to happen?" he said carefully.



Annie shrugged. "Their love will shrivel up and die
"That's ridiculous."
"l said the same thing."

"And?" "And, she said..." Annie swallowed hard. &&faid she'd watched us
today, at the wedding."

"Us?" Chase nodded, as if he had a clue as to tagtwere talking about.
The only thing he was sure of was that the wates definitely getting
deeper. And rougher. "As in you, and me?"

"Us," Annie repeated, "as in you, and me. She is&idrt her to see how we
hated being forced into each other's arms, ondhealfloor.”

"Well, of course we did. Nobody warned us that wasg to happen. Did
you explain that to her?"

"l did."

Chase thought back to the moment when Annie had gda his arms. He
thought beyond that, to when he'd suddenly realwed good it had felt to
have her there, and he cleared his throat.

"We managed, didn't we?"

"Sure. | pointed that out to her."

"And?"

"And, she said it was sad, that—that we'd hadétemd we enjoyed dancing
together again." Annie's cheeks grew warm. Shedcoldarly recall the
instant when being held in Chase's arms had gome freing an unwanted
chore to being—to being... She took a deep brékttbld her it was nothing

for her to worry about.”

"And?"



"And, that was it."
"What was it? | don't know what the hell you'rekiag) about.”

Annie put her mug on the sill beside her. Thenlstked her hands together
in her lap.

"That was what triggered it."
"Triggered what? | still don't know what—"

"Dawn said she was standing at the airport ticlketnter, just standing
there, you know, while Nick checked their luggalgetgh and confirmed
their seats, and all of a sudden it struck henwlntt was really so sad about
you and me was that once upon a time, we must loaeel each other a
great deal.”

"She'd have liked it better if we hadn't?"

Annie swallowed. Her throat felt uncomfortably tighShe said—she said
that she realized, for the first time, that you &ntust have felt just the way
she and Nick feel. You know, as if we were the amp people on the
whole planet who'd ever loved each other so much."

"Lovers always feel that way," Chase said gruffly.

"She said that if her mother and father could gonffeeling like that to—to
feeling the way we do about each other now, therdgin't want any part of
the process that got them—that got us—to this goint

Chase stared at his ex-wife. Her eyes were glagbywshed tears and her
mouth was trembling. Was she remembering, as he veas it had once
been between them? The joy? The passion? Aftergrtonute, he cleared
his throat again.

"What'd you say?"

"What could | say?"



"That our mistakes don't have to be hers, for-stast
Annie waved her hand in a sad little gesture aingssal.

"Did you tell her that she was probably tired attdijy, and overdramatizing
things?"

"Yes."

"Good."

"I thought so, too." Annie sighed. "But Dawn saitgeswas just being
pragmatic. She said she'd rather end things betteresnd Nick now, while
they still cared for each other, than wait until-tiLitney hated each other."
"God, Annie. We don't hate each other. You toldthat, didn't you?"
Annie nodded.

"And?"

"And she said | was kidding myself, that love amatehwvere two sides of the
same coin, that there was no middle ground, onoplpevho'd been in love
fell out of love."

Chase blew out his breath. "My daughter, the pbpber."

Annie looked up, her eyes filling again. "What are going to do?" she
whispered.

"l don't know."

"Dawn's heart is breaking. There's got to be somgithVe can't just let her
walk away from Nick. She loves him, Chase. Anddwest her."

"I know. I know." Chase shoved his hand throughhlais. "Let me think for
a minute."



"Our daughter's terrified of marriage, and it's fawit!"
Chase shot to his feet. "That's crap.”
"It's the truth."

"It isn't. It's bad enough we couldn't ma&er marriage work but I'll be
damned if I'm going to feel guilty for the failuoé Dawn's marriage. You
hear me, Annie?"

"The entire house will hear you,"” Annie hissed. ékdeyour voice down,
before you wake the kids."

"They're not 'kids." Didn't you just tell me thaDur daughter was old
enough to decide she was ready to get married #gnrrgh, according to
you, you tried to talk her out of it."

"According to me?" Annie leaped up, her hands ohiyes. "l did try to talk
her out of it! But you'd already caved in and givem the 'follow your heart'
baloney. You told her to do what she wanted!"

"That's not true.”" Chase strode toward Annie, liesdlazing. "l begged her
to think and think again. | said she was too damymehg to take such a
serious step—and guess what? | was right."

Annie's shoulders slumped. "Okay, okay. So we batt to convince her to
wait. So maybe she should have listened to ussBaididn't.”

"No. She didn't. She did her own thing. And thee skes us dancing and all
of a sudden, she turns into Sigmund Freud anddgyaut that she's made a
terrible mistake."”

"Chase, please! Keep your voice—"
"She has an epiphany, brought on by seeing usmgndihy not by a gum

wrapper on the floor at the airport, or the eleetrenergy from an overhead
wire?"



"This is not something to joke about, dammit!"

"Maybe it was some guy at a piano, playing a thhreeded version of 'The
Man That Got Away.™ Chase lifted his arms to tkg, $hen dropped them
to his sides. "What was wrong with her hearingdag her old man tried to
give her some advice?"

"It was advice I'd tried to give her, too," Anniaid coldly. "I keep telling
you that."

"What was the use of my talking,” Chase said, igigpher, "if she wasn't
listening? She did what she wanted and now sh&glshe can lay it off on
our divorce?" Chase's mouth thinned. "I don't ttsoK’

"She's not trying to lay anything off. She's ugset.

"She's upset? What about everybody else? Does hshie we're busy
yakking it up and having an all-around good tim€Pase's face darkened.
"Do you know what it was like, having Nick turn apthe door to tell me
Dawn had run off and he couldn't find her? Do yawéhany idea at all of
what that kid and | went through?"

"Yelling won't help, Chase."

"Neither will playing the patsy." Chase rammedfissagainst the wall. "If
only you'd put your foot down sooner."

"Dammit,” Annie said fiercely, "I did!"

"I don't know what you did. | wasn't here for trespfive years, remember?"
"And whose fault was that?"

Chase and Annie glared at each other, and thereAslew out her breath.
"This is pointless. There's no sense bringing wpast. Dawn needs our

help. We can't let her walk away from Nick and merriage for the wrong
reasons."”



"l agree. Damn, if only she'd made do with simplguwng in with Nick.
Why'd she have to rush into marriage?"

"A little while ago, you were furious because $taelmoved in with him!"

"Didn’t you teach her any self-control? If she haldht her hormones get the
best of her—"

"How dare you? Howdare you talk about self- control? If you'd had any
self-control at all, we might still be married!"

"I'm tired of defending myself against that old & Annie. Besides, if you
hadn't treated me as if | had leprosy—"

"That's right. Blame it on me."
"I don't see anybody else in this room to blan@it

"I hate you, Chase Cooper! | hate you, do you héar®| regret every time
| ever let you touch me!"

"Liar!" "Liar, am I?"

Chase reached out, caught Annie's shoulders arigegdrer to him. "You
were like warm butter, in my arms, right from thegimning."

"Only because | was so innocent!" Annie set hethtaad tried to twist free.
"l was a baby when we met. Or have you forgotteh

"You were the hottest baby I'd ever seen. The finsé | kissed you, you
were like fireworks going up. All | could think @fas having you to myself,
for the rest of my life."

"Except when you found out there was more to hintbed."

"Oh, yeah," he said, his lips pulling back from tegth, "yeah, you sure
taught me that lesson. 'Not now, Chase. I'm ndtermood, Chase."



"And whose fault was that, do you think?"

"You didn't see me rolling over and turning my b&elyou, did you, babe?"
"Don't 'babe’ me," Annie said furiously. "And ifdlled away from you, it
was for a darn good reason. | didn't feel anytl@ingmore. Did you expect

me to pretend?"

"Is that what you do when you're with Hoffman? Dmuypretend he turns
you on?"

Annie's hand shot through the air, but Chase cahghtwrist before she
could connect with his jaw.

"You know damn well you didn't have to pretend wlenade love to you,"
he growled, "even at the end. You were just tou@ro admit it."

"Poor Chase. Can't your ego take the truth?"
"I'll show you 'truth"

"No," Annie said, but it was too late, Chase hadady pulled her into his
arms, and brought his mouth to hers.

His kiss was filled with anger and Annie struggseghinst it, pounding her
fists against his shoulders, trying desperatebgéo her mouth from his.

And then, deep within her, something seemed tgdet

Maybe it was the stillness of the night, curlingtjwutside the window.
Maybe it was the unyielding tension of the endldag. Suddenly anger
gave way to a far more dangerous emotion. Hundee. flunger that had
been between them in the past and that she'd bdldad.

Chase felt it, too.

"Annie," he whispered, against her mouth. His haswept into her hair,
lifting her face to his. With a sigh of surrendeer arms went around his



neck, her lips parted beneath his, and she gaselhep to him and to the
kiss.

It was like a dance once learned and never fongofteeir bodies shifted,
moving against each other with an ease that camgas$ion long-ago
shared. Their heads tilted, their lips met, theirgues sought and tasted.
Annie clasped her hands behind Chase's neck; déislislowly down her
body, cupped her bottom and lifted her into hime S8thimpered when she
felt the hardness of him against her; he groaneshviie felt her tilt her hips
to his.

For long moments, they were lost to everything bach other. Then,
breathing hard, they stepped apart.

Annie's skin felt hot when Chase cupped her fa¢esiands and brushed a
light kiss on her lips. He wanted to lift her iries arms and carry her into
the darkness.

"Annie?" he whispered, and she smiled and claspedvhists with her
hands.

"Yes." She sighed...
Suddenly the kitchen blazed with light.

"Mom? Dad? What on earth are you doing?" Annie@hdse spun around.
Dawn and Nick stood in the' doorway, openmoutheti ghock.



CHAPTER FOUR

I T wAS, Annie thought, the question of the decade.
Whatwerethey doing, she and her former husband?
Her cheeks, already scarlet, grew even hotter.

Making out as if they were a pair of oversexed killat was what. She and
Chase had been wrapped around each other asafetyears and years ago,
when he'd just brought her home from a date. Isdftays, not even an hour
spent parked on that little knoll half an hour'svelrnorth of the city,
steaming up the windows of Chase's old Chevy, fesh lenough to keep
them from wanting just one more kiss, one moressare

"Mother?"

Dawn was still staring at them both. She lookedf &imding her parents
kissing was only slightly less shocking than it wbhbe if she'd found the
kitchen populated with little green men saying, K& ane to your leader."

And, Annie thought grimly, it was all Chase's fault

He'd taken advantage of her distress, capitalizeties already-confused
emotions. And for what possible reason?

To shut her up.

It was the same old ploy he'd used during the yematstheir marriage had
been falling apart. She'd try to talk about whaswaong and Chase, who
was perfectly happy with their marriage as it wasuld say there was
nothing to discuss. And if she persisted, he'd Beuup by taking her in his
arms and starting to make love.

It had worked, but only for a very little while, wh she'd still been foolish
enough to think those kisses meant he loved hentbally she'd figured
out that they meant nothing of the sort. Chasejustssilencing her, in the
most direct way possible, using what had alwaykewbest between them.



Sex. Raw, basic, you-Jane, me-Tarzan sex.

But sex, no matter how electric, just wasn't enoudien the rest of the
relationship had gone wrong. It had taken her denta realize that, but
realize it she had.

He was playing the same ugly game tonight. Anddsheade it easy.
Responding to him, when she knew better. Kissimg back, when she
didn't feel anything for him. Whatever had seenwtidppen, in his arms
just now, was a lie. Shdidn't feel anything for Chase, except anger.

"Mother? Are you all right?"
Annie took a deep, deep breath.
"Fine," she said, and cleared her throat. "I'meuxly fine, Dawn."

A puzzled smile broke across Dawn's mouth. Shedddkom Annie to
Chase.

"What were you guys doing?"

Annie waited for Chase to respond, but he remagiledt. That's right, she
thought furiously. Let me be the one to figure samething to say. He
knew, the rat, that she wouldn't tell Dawn thehywouldn't say, "Well,
Dawn, your no-account old man was on the losingarash argument so he
did what he always used to do whenever that haghehe

"Well," Annie said, "well, your father and | werah), we were talking about
you. And Nick. And—and—"

"And your mother began to cry, so | put my armsiacbher to comfort her."

Annie swung toward Chase. He was standing straigthtall, the portrait of
honor, decency and paternalism in his chinos, mod#lared shirt and
long-sleeved, forest-green cashmere sweater. kis/ha a little ruffled and
he had end-of-day stubble on his jaw, but on hinke-Isated to admit—it
looked good.



She, on the other hand, was a mess. Old jeansv@dtshirt. Hair that had
been allowed to dry without benefit of a dryer dirash, and a face that was
painfully free of even the most basic makeup.

"Your poor mother is very upset,” Chase said, pgtthis arm around
Annie's shoulders and giving her his best "chin-gipille. "She needed a
shoulder to cry on. Isn't that right, Annie?"

"Right,” Annie said, through a smile that was dinched teeth. What else
could she do? Blurt out that Chase was lying? Titeatwo of them had been
standing in the dark, locked in a kiss that had hefr knees buckling,
because he was a manipulative bastard and shewmg without a man?
That was the truth, wasn't it? The real truth. &hever have responded to
him if she hadn't been living like a nun.

"Really?" Dawn looked at them both again, and tierfaint smile that had
been lifting her lips trembled and fell. "l undensdl. It was foolish of me to
think... | mean, when | saw you guys kissing, Iudlet... | almost thought...
Oh, never mind."

"Kissing?" Annie said, with a slightly wild laugBhe stepped carefully out
of Chase's encircling arm, went to the stove arghbenaking what had to
be the hundredth pot of tea she'd made this evefiagsing, your father
and me?"

"Uh-huh." Dawn slouched to the table, pulled oahair and dropped into it.
She propped her elbows on the table and restezhirein her cupped hands.
"Kissing. Just goes to show how utterly dumb | bar¥

"No," Nick said quickly. Everyone looked at him.was the first word to

come out of his mouth since he and Dawn had swdtadrethe light. His

fuzz-free cheeks pinkened under the scrutiny ofbnide and her parents.
"You aren't."

"I am. Getting married when anybody with half aibreould see it was a
mistake, because marriage doesn't last. We all khatw'



"We don't know any such thing," Nick said, hurryitigher. He squatted
beside her chair and reached for her hands, tdkerg gently in his.

"Just look around you, Nicky. Your guardian, youncle Damian?
Divorced. My parents? Divorced. Even Reverend Qiltig"

"The guy who performed the ceremony?" Chase said.
Dawn nodded.
"How do you know that?"

"I asked him. The poor man's been divorced twiceic& can you
imagine?"

Chase shot a look at Annie. "No," he said tightgertainly can't.”
"Don't look at me that way," Annie snapped. Thé&édide let out a piercing
whistle and she snatched it from the stove. "Wl the man's marital

history to do with anything?"

"A minister who can't keep his wedding ring on oughconsider going into
some other kind of work," Chase growled.

"No," Dawn said, "he's in the right kind of worka8dy. He's a reminder of
reality.” She sighed again. "l just wish I'd beemast enough to realize all
this before today instead of being so darned dumb."”

"Sweetheart, stop saying that." Nick clasped heukters. "You were smart
to fall in love with me, smarter still to marry méde shot an accusatory
look at Chase and Annie. "As for thinking you sawryfolks kissing when
we turned on the light—you were right."

Dawn's head came up. "l was?"

"Absolutely. | saw them, too."

"No," Annie said.



"We weren't," Chase added.

"Not at all," Annie argued, waving her hand in legfs direction. "Dawn,
your father already explained what happened. |upset. He was trying to
comfort me.

"You see, Nicky?" Dawn's eyes filled with tearsh&l weren't kissing. Oh,
how | wish they had been."

Annie frowned. "You do?"

"Of course." Dawn snuffled and wiped the back oftiend across her nose.
Annie and Chase both reached for the paper toveeits Nick pulled a
handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to hige,wvho blew into it.
"See, when | saw you in Daddy's arms, well, whgnolight | saw you in his
arms, it was such a big thing that | felt happythe first time since Nick and
| got to the airport. | figured, just for a secohddmit, but still, | figured...”

"You figured what?" Annie said, softly, even thowgite already knew, even
though it broke her heart to think that her daugistél harbored such
useless dreams, such futile hopes. She went to Baide, looped her arm
around her shoulders and kissed the top of her. Héduat, darling?"

Dawn took a shuddering breath. "I figured that aacie had occurred
today," she whispered, "that you and Daddy hadllfin@alized what a
mistake you'd made in splitting up and that yoll Istved each other."”
There was a pained silence. Then a soft sob st Annie's throat.

"Oh, Dawn. Darling, if it were only that simple!Ybu can't judge the future
of your marriage by the failure of ours,” Chasel sauffly. "Sweetie, if you
and Nick love each other—"

"What does that prove? You and Mom loved each pthvare.”

"Well, sure. Of course we did, but—"

"And then you fell out of love, like everybody else



"Not everybody, sweetie. That's an awfully broaatest"

"It must have been awful, knowing you'd loved eattter and then having
things fall apart.”

Chase looked at Annie. Help me with this, his digshed, but she knew she
had no more answers now than she'd had five ygars a

"Well," he said carefully, "yes, yes, it wasn't gdant. But that doesn't
mean—"

"You guys did your best to keep me out of it, butdsn't a baby. | used to
hear Mom crying. And | saw how red your eyes wemeatimes, Daddy."

Nick got to his feet and stepped back as Chasdedafor his daughter's
hand.

"We never meant to hurt you, Dawn. We'd have daryghing to keep from
hurting you."

"You don't understand, Daddy. I'm not crying ovex past, I'm crying over
the future. Over what's almost definitely, posityyeabsolutely going to
happen to Nicky and me. | don't know why it took stelong to realize.,
We'll—we'll break each other's hearts, is whatlvde| and I'd rather walk
away now than let that happen.”

Annie smoothed her daughter's hair from her fordh#awn, honey, | can
point to lots of marriages that have succeeded.”

"More fail than succeed."

"l don't know where you got that idea." "It's not @ea, it's a fact. That
Family Life course I'm taking at Easton, remembds?instructor showed
us all these statistics, Mom. Marriage is a crapsho

Annie gritted her teeth, silently calling herselfoml for having convinced
Dawn that she ought to at least attend classbs &i¢al community college,
now that she wasn't going to go away to schodhegd planned.



"There's an element of risk in anything that'slyeabrthwhile,” Chase said.
Annie gave him a grateful look. "Exactly."

"So, when people get married, they should be aweaethey're taking a
gamble?" Dawn said, looking from her mother tofadéner.

Annie opened her mouth, then shut it. "Well, not Bkactly," she said, and
cleared her throat. "People shouldn't think th&h& looked at Chase again.
Say somethingvas written all over her face.

"Of course not," Chase said quickly. "A man andaman should put all
their faith in their ability to make their marriagacceed."

"And if that turns out not to be enough?"
"Then they should try harder."
Dawn nodded. "And then they should give up."

"No! What | mean is..." It was Chase's turn to l@ikAnnie for support.
"Annie? Can you, ah, explain this?"

"What your father is saying,” Annie said, steppigmgerly onto the
guicksand, "is that sometimes a man and a womaemhtry, and they still
can't make a relationship work."

"Like you and Daddy."
Annie could feel the sand shifting, ever so slowlyder her feet.

"Well, yes," she said slowly, "like us. But thatedo't mean all marriages are
failures."Dawn sighed. "l guess. But other peopte&riages don't mean
much to me right now. All | could think of today as how wonderful it
would be if you guys got back together again." Bineed her nose in Nick's
handkerchief and gave a long, honking blow. "Anenthwhen | saw you
guys kissing...whenthoughtl saw you kissing..."



"We were," Chase said. Annie's head sprang upssikbody had jabbed
her with a pin. He saw the look of disbelief shesfed him but hell, there
was no reason to lie about something as simpl&«iss aHe laced his fingers
through Dawn's and smiled gently at her. "You didmagine that,
sweetheart. You and Nick were right. | was kisspogr mother. And she
was kissing me back."

Dawn's tearstained face lit.

"You mean..." She looked at them, her lips trenthlii was right? You
guys are thinking of getting together again?"

"No," Annie said quickly. "Dawn, a kiss doesn't med'

"It doesn't mean they've reached any decisionsgk Naid. "Right, Mrs.
Cooper?"

Oh, Nick, Annie thought unhappily. She rose tofleet and put her hand on
his arm. "Look, | know what you both would like hear me say, but—"

"Just say there's a chance," Nick said, his eyeadohg with hers for time,
for hope, for understanding. "Even a little one.”

Annie could feel the delicate pull of the quicksatdher toes. "Chase,"” she
said urgently, "please, say something!"

Chase swallowed hard. It was years since Anniddwakd at him this way,
as if he were her knight in shining armor. Daw, tde couldn't remember
his daughter turning to him since she'd stoppedrskg her knees playing
softball.

Both his women needed him to come to their rescue.

It was a terrific feeling. Unfortunately he hadiné faintest idea how to do
it.

Think, he told himself, dammit, man, think! Therdito be something...



Dawn's eyes filled again. "Never mind. You donltdto spell it out for me.
I'm old enough to understand that a kiss isn'traragment.”

Annie let out a breath that felt as if she'd beelding forever.

"That's right,” she said.

"It was stupid of me to think that you guys werengao give it another try."
Annie smiled at Chase over their daughter's head.

"I'm glad you understand that, sweetie."

"There are no second chances, not in this lifeWwibaiped her nose and
looked at the trio gathered around her. "That'mfiGerkegaard. Or maybe

Sartre. One of those guys, | forget which."

"Your philosophy course,” Annie said grimly, mehtaipping in half the
tuition check she'd just mailed to Easton Commu@ityiege.

"Of course there are," Chase said sharply.

"No," Dawn said, sighing, "there aren't. Just labkou two, if you want a
perfect example."

"All right,” Chase said, "I've had enough."

"Chase,"” Annie said, "don't say anything you'llredd

"Mr. Cooper, sir, as Dawn's husband—"

"Dawn Elizabeth Cooper... Dawn Elizabd&hbbitt,you're behaving like a
spoiled child." Chase nudged Nick aside, put hisdsaon his hips and
glared down at his daughter. "This is all nonsemdarriage statistics,
divorce statistics, and now quotes from a buncldedd old men who

wouldn't have been able to find their—"

"Chase," Annie said sharply.



"—their hats on their heads, when they were diileaand kicking." Chase
squatted down in front of Dawn. "You and Nick lox@&ch other. That's the
reason you got married. Right?"

"Right," Dawn said, in a small voice. "But, Daddy—"

"No, you listen to me, for a change. | gave yountoun, now you give me
mine." Chase took a deep breath. "You loved eadabroYou got married.
You took some very important vows, among them themise to stay
together through the bad times as well as the gdddhk about that
promise, Dawn." He took her hands in his and lock&alher teary eyes. "It
means, you've always got to give it a second chdhogans, love doesn't
die, it only gets lost sometimes, and if you lowath other once, there's
always damn good reason to think you can find @mag

Dawn nodded, the tears streaming down her face.

"Exactly," she said. "That's why, when | saw youd aom together |
thought, isn't it wonderful? They've decided toegithemselves another
chance."

"Dawn," Nick said, "please, darling. You're upset."

"l am not," Dawn said in a shaky whisper.

"Let's get out of here. Let's givsa chance."

"What for? So we can break our hearts someplacerdbe/road?" A sob
caught in her throat. "You're asking me to takeralile gamble, Nick, and

to do that would take a miracle."

"Yes!" The word seemed to leap, unbidden, from Elsafiroat. Every head
in the room snapped in his direction.

"Yes?" Annie said. "Yes, what?"

Chase stared at his former wife's pale face. It aveesrific question. What
had he said yes to? Despite all his arguments,neev khis daughter was



right. A frighteningly high percentage of marriadaged. And the breakup,
when you'd loved someone as deeply as he'd onesl l&wnie, was the
worst pain imaginable.

But how could he let his daughter and her groorhidefore they'd even
tried? Nick had the right idea. He and Dawn hagkticaway from here. They
had to be alone and unpressured. They had to gbeamhoneymoon, and
Chase could think of only one way to make that leapp

His daughter wanted a miracle? Okay. He'd giveoher

"Yes, you were right, about your mother and me."

"No," Annie said. "Chase, don't!"

"We didn't want to say anything until we were certhecause it isn't certain
yet, you understand, it's far from certain, in f#ts very, very uncertain and

altogether iffy—"

"Chase!" Annie cried, her voice high and panicKkaat, hell, he'd gone too
far to stop now.

So he ignored Annie, gave Dawn his most ingratgamile and shot a
quick prayer in the direction of the ceiling, justcase anybody who kept
track of white lies was listening.

"No promises,” he said, "and absolutely no guaemteecause, frankly, |
don't think the odds are too good but yeah, youtheroand | have decided
to at least talk about giving things between usasd chance."



CHAPTER FIVE
CHASE WATCHED as Annie paced the length of the living room.

It was almost hypnotic. She went back and fortltklbend forth, pausing
before him each time just long enough to give hilwok that had gone from
anger to disbelief to a glare that would have bhbygy to the heart of the
Medusa.

Aside from a quick burst of fury after Dawn and Niwad left, she had yet to
say anything to him, but that was hardly reassuwgther explosion was
just a matter of time. Her white face, thinned nhoand determined pacing
told him so. And he could hardly blame her.

What in heaven's name had impelled him to do swsth@d thing? To even
suggest there was a possibility of reconciliatiad lbeen crazy. It was
wrong. Hell, it was unfair. Dawn, falsely convincsle'd had her miracle,
had gone off with hope in her heart...

But at least she'd gone. That was what he'd waafféet, all, to give his
daughter time to be alone with her husband, tinrteabze that the future of
her marriage was not linked to the failure of md &nnie's.

Just because one generation screwed things upg digan the next one
would, too.

Chase felt the weight lifting from his shouldersh&V he'd done had been
impetuous, perhaps even outrageous. But if it g2aen time to find her
own way through the minefield of life and marriageyas worth it. Who
had he hurt, really? When the kids got back froeirthoneymoon—happy,
he was certain, and concentrating on their futurstead of his and
Annie's—he'd explain that he'd misled them, jugtle bit.

"And just how do you think she's going to feel, wiyau tell her you lied?"

Chase looked up. Annie had come to a stop in fodbhim. Her sweatshirt
inexplicably but appropriately featured a pictufeSesame Street's Oscar



the Grouch. Her face was white, her eyes shinystnedwas so angry she
was trembling.

Angry—and incredibly beautiful.
A lifetime ago, she used to tremble that way wHelay in his arms. When
he touched her. When he stroked her breasts, arzhg When he moved

between her silken thighs...

"Do you hear me, Chase Cooper? How do you thinkdaughter will feel,
when she finds out her miracle is a bucket of hadwa

Chase frowned. "It isn't as bad as that."
"You're right. It's worse."

"Look, | was just trying to help her."

"Hah!"

"Okay, okay. Maybe | made a mistake, but—"

"Maybe?" Her voice shot up the scale, her eyebtower hairline. Maybe
you made a mistake?"

"The words just came out. | didn't mean—"
"Can't you even admit you were wrong?"
"l already did. | said maybe | made a mistake."

Annie snorted. "You still don't see it, do you! Aistake' is when a person
forgets an appointment. Or dials a wrong number."

"Or says something, in the heat of the moment,hbahinks might—"

"You lied, Chase. There's a big difference. Butiot surprised.”



Chase rose to his feet. "And what, exactly, is shgiposed to mean?"
"Nothing," Annie said coldly, and turned away.

"Dammit!" He grabbed her shoulder and swung heursdldo face him. "If
there's one thing | never could stand, it waswmatl. ‘Nothing," you always
say, but even an idiot can tell you really meamsiting."™

Annie smiled sweetly. "I'm happy to hear it."

Dark color swept into his face. He clutched hehtiég and leaned toward
her.

"You're pushing your luck, babe."

"Why?" Her chin lifted. "What are you going to dayh? Slug me?"

Annie saw Chase's eyes narrow. What had made yaisush a thing? They
had quarreled, yes. Fought furiously with words.tBg time they'd agreed

to divorce, they'd hurled every possible bit ofdntive at each other.

But he'd never hit her. He'd never raised his haner. She'd never been
afraid of him physically and she wasn't now.

It was just that she was so angry. So enraged. &$e two. And just a little
while ago, when he'd been mad and she'd been readeihded up hauling
her into his arms and kissing her until her toas tivegled.

For Pete's sake, woman, are you insane? Are yongry tick him off so
he'll kiss you again?

She stiffened, then twisted out of his grasp.

"This isn't getting us anywhere," she said. Shekadhlto the sofa and sat
down. "l just wish | knew what to do next."

"Why should we have to 'do’ anything?" Chase ssiiting down in the
chair.



"Dawn's going to have such expectations..."

Chase sighed and leaned forward, his elbows okrgiss. He put his head
in his hands.

"Yeah."
"How could you? Howcouldyou tell her that?"

"I don't know." He straightened up and passed lkisdhover his face.
"Exhaustion, maybe. | haven't slept in—what yedhis, anyway?"

"To tell her such nonsense—"

"Yeah, yeah," he said, "okay, you made your poide'frowned and shifted
his backside on the cushion of the contraption Argalled a chair, where
he'd spent the last hour being tortured. "Whaisdhmn chair stuffed with,
anyway? Steel filings?"

"Horsehair, which should be just right, considerthgt you are, without
guestion, the biggest horse's pa- tootie | evekdav!"

Chase gave a bark of incredulous laughter. "Pa®dioodness gracious,
land's sakes alive, Miss Annie, what out and olganity!"

"Dammit, Chase—"
"Oh my. Better watch yourself, babe. Your langusggipping.”
"Don't 'babe’ me. I don't like it. Just tell me whee're supposed to do now."

Chase winced as he got to his feet. He rubbedriad ®f his back, then
massaged his neck, and walked slowly to the window.

The sun was a slash of lemon yellow as it rosherdieep woods behind the
house. Dawn was almost here— dmsiDawn was almost there, in Hawaii,
beginning her honeymoon with Nick. He smiled anoutht of sharing the



play-on-words with Annie, but he suspected she tmghsee the humor in
the situation.

"We wait until the kids come home," he said, tugnaround and looking at
Annie, "and then we tell—I tellthem—that | shoulever have claimed we
were going to give things another try."

"The truth, you mean."”

"The whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Yes."

Annie nodded. She stood up and walked toward ticbdai. Chase followed
her.

"l suppose that will clear your conscience."

Chase eased onto a stool at the counter.

"Look, | know it won't be that easy, but—"

He winced as Annie slammed a cupboard door shut.
"Unfortunately,” she said, "it won't do a thing foine."”
"If you're going to make another pot of coffee @a+"
"That's exactly what I'm going to do."

"Not for me." He put a hand against his flat belljhe last dozen cups are
still gurgling around in my stomach.”

"Maybe you'd rather have something else. Hot claied!
Chase's brows lifted. "Well, yeah, that might be—"
"Hemlock, perhaps. A nice, big cup.”

"There's no need to behave like that, Annie."



"No?"

"No." He stood up, went to the refrigerator andregzkit. "Isn't there any
beer?"

"There is not." Annie slid under his arm and slardrttee fridge door shut.
"l," she said self- righteously, "do not drink b&er

Chase looked at her. "I'll just bet the poetry yash@esn't drink it, either.”
"The...?" Annie flushed. "If you mean Milton—"
"How about some diet Coke? Or is that beneath tpm?"

Annie shot him an angry glare. Then she stalkethéopantry door and
pulled it open.

"Here," she said, jamming the can of soda at hidave a Coke, even
though it's only six in the morning. Maybe it'llear your head enough so
you can come up with a plan that'll work."

"l already did." Chase yanked the pull tab on the and made a face as he
downed a mouthful of warm soda. "I told you," h&lsas he took a tray of
ice cubes from the freezer, dumped some into & glad added the Coke.
"When the kids come back from their honeymoon,téll them that we
stretched the truth a little for their own good."

"We?" Annie said, in an ominously soft voice.

"Okay. Me. | did it. | stretched the truth."”

"You're stretching it now, Chase. Say it. You lied.

Chase took a long drink, then put the cold glassresg his forehead.

"I lied. All right? Does that make you feel better?



"Yes." Annie frowned. "No." She looked at him folomg minute. Then she
turned and stared at the coffee, dripping slowdyrfithe filter basket into the
carafe. "You lied, and what did | do?"

"Look, | don't know what you're trying to accomplikere, Annie, but we
just went around with this, remember? | was theclolaearted horse's
whatever- you-called-me that started us on this pd the pits of hell." He
sighed, then laid the hand clutching the glassakeCover his heart. "You
want me to swear I'll come clean? | will. You wany word I'll make it
crystal clear you didn't do anything? I'll do thai."

Annie folded her arms over her chest. "But | did."

"Did what? God, | have been up for more hours thane are in a day, and
my brain is starting to whimper.

What's wrong now? | said I'd tell Dawn it was aly mdea, | can't do any
more than that, babe, can 1?"

Annie plunked herself onto a stool. "Don't call mmat,” she said, but
without her usual fire. She sighed deeply. "Youtdail her I'm not part of it
because the truth is that | was."

"Was what?" Chase said, trying to keep his patiem= looked at his
half-filled glass of soda, and wondered if thersweore caffeine init orin a
cup of coffee. "I'm tired," he muttered. "I needitodown, Annie. I'm worse
than tired. | could have sworn | heard you say—"

"l did." Annie put her elbows on the counter andubbed her face with her
hands. "l said, I'm as responsible for this mesgasare."

"Don't be ridiculous. | was the one who lied."

"At least you're admitting that wasa lie." She sighed, scrubbed her face
again and then looked up at him and folded her siamehtly on the
countertop. "Dawn's going to ask me why, if | kngyu were lying, | didn't
say anything."”



"Well, you'll tell her the truth.”
"Which is?"

"Which is..." Chase frowned. "I don't know what reetalking about
anymore! The truth is the truth.”

"The truth isn't the truth. Not exactly. | mearmgard you tell her that we're
thinking about a reconciliation: | could have sdidat isn't so, Dawn. Your
father's making it up.™

Chase felt a tightening in his chest.

"But you didn't," he said.

"I didn't." Annie looked at him, then at her hansi#] folded before her. "I
kept quiet.”

"Why?" Her hair had fallen forward, curling arouner face. He fought the
urge to reach out and touch the soft, shining locks

Annie sighed. "You'll call me crazy."
"Try me."

"Because, in my heart, | knew it was the only wayget her to stop
comparing herself and Nick to us. It was a foottsing for her to be doing.
Just because you and I—because we fell out of lvesn't mean they will,
too." She looked up, her expression one of defiaiwell?"

Something indefinable swept through him. Relief,tblel himself. Hell,
what else could it be?

"l won't call you crazy." He smiled. "But you'vetgo admit, you're up to
your backside in the murky waters of what's aiid what's a fib, the same
as me."



Annie nodded. "Well then, when they get back, wéhbadmit that we
fudged the truth and hope for the best.”

"l suppose."
Annie's mouth trembled. "Dawn's going to be huridAangry."
"She'll get over it."

"We never lied to her about anything, Chase. Eyren—when we finally
decided to end our marriage, we told her the tfuth.

Chase looked at his ex-wife.

"Well," he said carefully, "perhaps there's anothvary." He watched as
Annie wiped her hands over her eyes. "I mean...fdfleed his lips into a
tight smile. "I mean, we could agree to go aheatl wireconciliation."
"What?"

"Not a real one, of course,"” he said quickly. "Aetend one. You know,
spend some time together. Go out for dinner, ©flat kind of thing."Annie

stared at him. Her eyes were wide and very danletéRd?"

"Well, sure." Chase spoke briskly, almost grufffust so we could look the
kids straight in the eye and say yeah, we tried..."

"No."

"No?"

Annie shook her head. "I—I couldn't.”

"Why not?"

Annie struggled to find an answer. Why not, indedtat would it take, for

her to spend the week of Dawn's honeymoon datingtepding to
date—her former husband? They could avoid pushirey Huttons that



stirred up old animosities and pain. They coulksh@ands, as if this were a
business deal, and pretend, for their daughteppihess.

But she couldn't do it. A week, seeing Chase? Seegs, smiling at him
over dinner? Seeing his face, hearing his voicefkitnat his side? No. It
would be too—too—

"It would be wrong," she said brusquely.

"Annie..."

"There's no reason to compound one lie with andtlsdre rose, picked up
the coffeepot and dumped the contents into the S¥du were right. One
more mouthful of caffeine and I'm going to staritthing."

"Annie..."

"What?" She swung around and faced him. "It wotldrork,” she said
flatly. "Not for you, not for me—not for anybodysel."

"Who else? Nobody'd need to know."

Annie drew herself up. "What about your fiancee?"

"My...?"

"Janet Pendleton. How would you explain it to her?"

Chase frowned. Another lie, coming back to bite mrthe tail. "Well," he
said, "well, I'd just tell her—I'd say..." His eyexused on Annie's. "I'll tell
her whatever it is you'd tell your pansy poet."

Annie flushed. "That's one thing about you, Chaseg@r. You always did
have a way with words. | thought | told you, Miltem a professor at the

college.”

"He's a limp-wristed twit, and I'll bet anythingyee taking one of his dumb
courses. What is it this time? How To Speak Sixte€entury English In A



Twenty- First Century World? Fifty Ways To Turn S$ilm Thoughts Into
Total Obfuscation?"

"Obfuscation,” Annie said, batting her lashes. 'ifnpressed.”

"Yeah, well, I'm not. How can you be so gullibld@dking to dumb courses
given by jerks with too many initials after theames..."

"You have a lot of initials after your name, Mr. @peer. But, of course,
you're not a jerk."

"You're damn right, I'm not. At least I've got sogaluses on my hands. |
know the meaning of honest labor."

"Sorry, Chase. You've lost the right to use thatdvdHonest' does not
apply, after the whopper you told our daughter.”

"Is that how you met him?"

llWho?ll

"Hoffman. Am I right? Did you take a course he tat®j

"Milton is a Shakespearean scholar with an outsteniceputation.”

"In what? Seducing married women?"

Annie's eyes flashed. "I am not a married womars, Yéook a course he
taught and yes, he writes poetry. Beautiful poetttyich I'm sure is beyond
your comprehension. Unfortunately, since | knolvdtsappoint you to hear

this, Milton is not gay."

Chase folded his arms over his chest. "I supposespeak from personal
experience," he said, and felt his stomach clench.

Annie barely hesitated. Why worry about tellingeatb the master of the
art? "Of course," she said, with a little smile.



Chase's jaw tightened. This was a moment for soleserdy sarcastic
remark. Unfortunately, his mind was a blank. N@atttvasn't true. It had
filled with an image of Annie in Hoffman's arms,to$ fist connecting with
Hoffman's narrow jaw.

"How nice for you both," he said coldly.

Annie tossed her head. "We think so."

"So, when's the big day?"

"What big...?" She swallowed. "You mean, the weddirShe shrugged and
mentally crossed her fingers. "We, ah, we haven'as actual date yet. And
you?"

"And me, what?"

"When are you and Janet tying the knot?"

Knot was right. Chase could feel the noose, sliggiround his throat.
"Soon."

"This summer?"

"It depends. I've got this project starting in Hedt

"And, of course, that comes first."

"It's an important job, Annie."

"I'm sure it is. And I'm sure Janet understands'tha

"She does, yes. She knows it takes twenty hourefoattwenty-four-hour
day to take a firm like the one my old man left tn¢he top."

"Better her than me."



"You're damned right!"

They glared at each other, both of them rememberjogt in case it had
slipped their minds—how glad they were not to lven with each other
anymore, and then Chase turned away.

"I've got a plane to catch," he said.
"That's it. Just take off. Turn your back on thessigou made."

"Dammit, what would you like me to do? I'm due iea8le for a site
inspection tomorrow afternoon. Hell, what am | bagkabout?" Frowning,
he pushed back the sleeve of his sweater and athédgevatch. "It'shis
afternoon."

"Run away," Annie said coldly, folding her arms,eftwre we've even
finished talking or found a solution to the problgoucreated.”

"Fine. You want to talk? You can drive me to mydiao | can pick up my
things. Then you can drive me to the airport.”

Fifteen minutes to his hotel, Annie thought, eyemm narrowly, and then
forty more to Bradley Airport. One hour, more osde Surely she could
survive that much time in his company if it medmyt might come up with a
plan.

"All right,” she said, then hesitated. Maybe sheusth go upstairs and
change...? No. What for? Chase deserved to bendtové¢he airport by a
woman in an Oscar the Grouch sweatshirt.

"Well?" she said impatiently, sweeping her car kégsn a hook on the
wall. "What are you waiting for, Chase? Let's go."

Annie waited in her car while Chase collected higcase from his hotel
room.



Offering to drive him to the airport hadn't beegtsa great idea.They hadn't
come up with one single good idea during the tintfexd taken them to get
here. And sitting so close "to Chase in the buskets of her little Honda

made her, well, uncomfortable. He was too big f@& tar. His thigh was

right there, an inch from her own. His shouldersved hers, on a tight turn,
and his aftershave wafted in the air.

The sooner she got rid of him, the better.

"Okay," she said, once he was seated beside hier, &ghat airline?"

"West Coast. Something like that." He dug intopgusket as she pulled the
car into traffic. "Here's the ticket. West Coast, Alhat's it."

"How original,” Annie said with a tight smile. "Mtbe new. What terminal
is it at? A or B?"

"What do you mean, A or B?"

"Bradley's got two terminals,” she said patient@ne's A. One's B. | need
to know which we're going to."

"We're not going to Bradley."
Annie looked at him. "We're not?"
"I'm flying out of Logan. In Boston. | thought yaunderstood that.”

Boston. A two-hour drive, instead of forty minuteésnnie's hands felt
sweaty on the steering wheel.

"Boston,"” she said faintly. "l don't think..."
"My flight leaves at noon. Will we make it? Maybestould phone the

airline. If there's another flight in an hour oroiwve could stop for a bite to
eat first."



"Don't be silly." Annie glanced at the dashboamtkl "I'll get you there in
plenty of time," she said, and jammed her foohtftoor.

They got to the airport with twenty minutes to spar

Annie stopped her car at a stretch of curb marke@arking. Chase opened
his door and got out. "Well," he said, "thankstfoe lift."

She nodded. "You're welcome." "Sorry we didn't carpewith a solution.”
"Yes. Me, too."

"As soon as the kids get home..." "I'll call you."
"We'll figure out something, by then." "Sure."

"Dawn's a good kid. She'll understand, if we detideake a clean breast of
things." "Chase. Your plane."

"Oh. Right. Right." Chase slammed the car door.
"Well..."
"Goodbye," Annie said. She stepped on the gas ek off.

A block away, she pulled to the curb. Her heart veeeng and her eyes felt
grainy.

Why had they quarreled over so many silly thingg¥/\Wad they sniped at
each other?

"Because you're mismatched," she whispered, ansgvkar own questions.
"You were always mismatched. It's just the sex kiegt you from realizing
the truth—"



Annie frowned. What was that, on the floor in fratthe passenger seat?
She bent down and scooped a long white envelope fhe floor. It was
Chase's airline ticket.

"Damn," she said, and threw the car into a rubberning U-turn.

He wasn't in the terminal, or maybe he was. Theseewpeople milling
around everywhere; how could she be certain?

Annie raced to look at the Departures screen. Whatkehe said he was
going? Seattle, that was it. On West Coast Air.réliewas. Gate Six.

She flew through the ticket area, through the leyrigward the gate. She
almost stopped at the security checkpoint whergtreed asked to see her
ticket, but then she remembered that was the rests®nvas here, that she
had a ticket clutched in her hand, and she waved hit and hurried
through.

Where was Chase?

There! There he was! Her relief at finding him damshed everything else,
including how he'd managed to clear security witteoticket.

"Chase," she yelled, "Chase!"

He turned at the sound of her voice. "Annie?" Sae &is face light.
"Annie," he said again, and opened his arms.

She told herself later that she hadn't meant taeunm, that she'd simply
been going too fast to stop. But the next thingiakmew, she was locked in
Chase's embrace.

"Annie," he said softly, "baby."

And then her arms were around his neck and hisshaede in her hair and
they were kissing.

"Chase," she whispered shakily, "your ticket..."



"It's okay," he said, against her lips. "Don't tallast kiss me."

She did, and it was just the way it had always bé&&e sweetness of the
kiss. The sheer joy of it, and then the rush oftertent that came of being
in Chase's arms...

"Mom! Dad! Isn't this incredible?"

Annie and Chase sprang apart. Dawn and Nick warelstg perhaps three
feet away. Nick looked a little surprised, but D&vface showed only
absolute delight.

Annie recovered first.

"Dawn?" she said. "And Nick. What are you doingetér

"Yes." Chase cleared his throat. "We thought yoalhd,we thought you'd
flown out hours ago."

"Well, there was a delay. Weather. Something Iita.tNothing serious.”

"Great," Chase said heatrtily. "I mean, that's tad.b mean... Listen, | wish
| could stay and talk to you guys, but my plane—"

"We were just walking around to kill time. Are you this flight to Seattle?"
"Yes. And it's going to be leaving in a couple ahuotes, so—"

"Sure." Dawn came forward and gave them each a Huthink it's
wonderful," she said, smiling at her parents. "Ywa, doing this."

"Dawn," Annie said, "baby..."
"Annie," Chase said carefully.

She looked at him. He was right. This was hardly time to tell their
daughter about their subterfuge.



"What, Mom?"

"Just—just keep an open mind, okay? About—about jather and me."
Dawn nodded and settled into the curve of her hbarm.

" will."

"Good. That's good. Because—"

"l just want you both to know how much this meamsie, seeing that you're
S0 serious about giving yourselves another try."

Chase frowned. "Well, we are, of course. But—"

"I'll accept whatever decision you reach, especiatiw that | see you're
putting so much effort into this."”

Annie and Chase stared at their daughter.

"Going off together, to Seattle. That's wondetful.

"Oh," Annie said, "but Dawn—"

"I had my doubts, you know? Whether you were re@jiyng to work things
out or if, well, if you were just trying to make rfeel better." Dawn smiled.

"Now | know, whatever happens, it's for real."

The loudspeaker crackled. "Last call for West Couist Flight 606 to
Seattle."

Dawn looped her arms through those of her parents.
"Come on," she said, "Nick and | will see you off."

"No," Annie said, rushing her words together, "kgalkids, it isn't
necessary."



But they were already marching across the loundecikstep, Annie on one
side of Dawn, Chase on the other. When they reatieedboarding gate,
Dawn kissed them goodbye.

"l love you, Mom," she whispered as she pressedimeek to Annie's.
"Dawn. Baby, you don't understand...”

"I do. And | know, in my heart, this is right.”

"Folks?" Everyone looked up. The attendant at the gvas managing to
smile and look stern at the same time. "Hurry, gged you wish to make
this flight."

"Chase?" Annie said desperately, as his hand clogedher elbow.

"Just walk," he muttered through his teeth, andrstd her forward.

"NO. This is impossible!"

"So is turning back. Walk, smile—and when we getlwt plane, behave
yourself."

"In your dreams, Cooper. Have you forgotten? | tloawe a ticket.”
Beside her, Chase made a sound that might haveableegh.

"Sorry," he said, "but I'm afraid you do." "Don# billy! | haveyourticket. |
tried to tell you that.”

Annie waved the envelope in his face, then wentevas her ex-husband
plucked an identical envelope from his jacket pocke

"And | bought another one," he said. "I tried tth y@uthat."
"No," Annie whimpered.

"Yes."



Annie's feet felt as if they'd been nailed to tlo@if. Chase's hand tightened
on her elbow.

"The clerk will notice the names! She'll see theah't possibly be—"

Chase plucked the envelope from Annie's limp hamdl yanked out the
contents.

"Hurry," the attendant said, and the next thing igrikmew, she was seated
beside him in the first-class cabin of a 747 alsfted off into a bright,
early-morning sky.



CHAPTER SIX
"I CANNOT BELIEVE THIS!"

Chase sighed, tilted back his seat and closed y@s. d.ittle men with
hammers were dancing around inside his head, ttgihgat their way out.

"l absolutely, positively cannot believe this!"

"So you've said, a hundred times this morning. @ylme it was last night. |
can't imagine why, but | seem to have lost trackrog.”

"To think | let you get me into this incredible nses"
"Annie. Do us both a favor, will you? Lay off."

"—this impossiblemess! And there you are, lying back with your eyes
closed, relaxing, taking it easy, acting as if mgghout of the ordinary were
happening!"

Chase's fingers tightened around the arms of lis €kay, she was upset.
Upset enough so he could damn near feel her qoiyexth anger and
indignation beside him but hell, he was upset, too.

He'd made a monumental screwup, lying to his darghtthe first place

and now, as with most lies, he was getting in deepd deeper. It didn't
thrill him to know that, probably sooner than latee was going to have to
let his little girl down.

"Do you care? No. Uh-uh. You do not. No, sir, nat Bhase Cooper. He's
as cool as a cucumber. He just sits there, as @slne pleases!”

But first he was going to have to listen to Anraling him what he already
knew, that he was an idiot for having gotten thato this mess in the first
place.

"—just drives me crazy! I'm sitting here, wound like a spring, thinking
about what a hideous mess we're in, but do youyaiyout it?"



"Annie, trust me. I'm worrying."

"You are not," Annie said coldly. "If you were wgimg, you couldn't eat a
mouthful. But you tore into your meal like a stamyiman at a banquet
table."

"You're damned right | did. | was hungry. | havesgten a thing since the
caterer fed me that tenderized shoe leather goypksi toadstool concoction
at the wedding."

"Shoe leather? Toadstool?" Annie quivered with gndtion. "That just
shows what you know."

Chase looked at Annie. He thought of replying, themught better of it.
Hell, he thought wearily, she was right. Whklad he know?

Enough to have built Cooper Construction into whatas today—but not

enough to have saved his own marriage. And nowohal|l people, was

trying to save his daughter's. There was a joltkere someplace, if only he
could manage to see it.

He put his head back and let Annie's angry tiradshwover him. He was too
tired to argue, or even to answer. He hadn'th&teéxhausted since the early
years of their marriage, when he'd spent his dayking and his evenings
taking courses in finance and administration andteser else he'd figured
might help him grow his business into somethingahd Annie could be
proud of.

He could still remember coming home late at nigbht tired to see

straight—but not too tired to go into Annie's armsto sit across the kitchen
table from her and talk about everything undersiine, from some problem
at a job site to politics to Annie's day flippingrgers at the King.When had
it all started to go wrong? He'd tried and triedigare it out, but there hadn't
been any one day or any one event. Things had eldatizat was all, little

by little, and so subtly that even now, after histtime, he couldn't put his
finger on it. He only knew that at some point, Anhiad stopped waiting up
for him.



Not while he was still in school. No, it was aftdrat. When he was

scrambling for jobs, taking on work two, three rofrom home; he'd drive

back at night, so worn-out he could barely makieatause he didn't want to
be away from Annie...until he'd figured out thaerh wasn't any point

because the only thing she'd say when she hearkkefiign the lock was

"Don't track mud on the floor, Chase,"” and therdstadl him his meal was

in the microwave and she'd go off to bed.

Hours later, after he'd eaten his dried-out dirarvet pored over plans and
specs for the next day, he'd trudge upstairs amthfer asleep or pretending
to be, lying far over on her side of the mattrégs,back to him, her spine so
rigid he couldn't bring himself to touch her.

He'd thought things might improve when the monewlfy started coming
in. He bought Annie extravagant gifts, things laddays longed to give her,
and sent her chocolates and huge bouquets of roses.

"Thank you," she'd say politely, and he'd feelfdseid somehow failed her.

He'd still spent long hours on job sites—he waarads-on kind of man, not

the sort to sit behind a desk and anyway, if yomte to stay on top of

things, you had to be there, in the flesh. He kheid arrived when he began
getting invited to all kinds of functions. Chamhsr Commerce dinners.

Charity affairs. Things he couldn't afford to tuwlown, because if you didn't
network, some other guy would and then you'd Ibegdbs you'd worked so

hard to get—the jobs that bought the things he ahAnnie and Dawn to

have. The things Annie had done without, for s@lon

So he started accepting invitations. He didn't kneew it would be,
mingling with the doers and shakers; he was nervaiufirst, and excited,
but Annie was neither.

"Am | expected to go with you?" she asked, thet firthe he tossed a
cream-colored charity ball announcement on théenkitctable.

Her response hurt. He'd still been foolish enoughthose days, to have
hoped she'd get some pleasure at how he'd movedupen the world.



"Yes," he'd said, speaking coldly to hide his dmaptment. "You're my
wife, aren't you?"

"Certainly,” Annie had answered, and she'd gonglmitght a gown and all
the stuff to go with it, had her hair done andezhiinto the gilded hotel
ballrooms and wood-paneled meeting rooms of thew fife as if she'd
never flipped hamburgers or burped a crying baby.

Lord, he'd been so proud of her. He'd been as oeras a cat inside,

wondering if he'd fit in, but not Annie. She'd brimad with self-confidence.

And she'd been so beautiful, so bright. He'd atcbdeep her stapled to his
side but he hadn't done it, not once he'd reabheddidn't need him to shore
her up. He knew how hard she'd worked in the backg, all those years. It
was little enough to do, to back off and let henslon her own. Just as long
as he was the guy who took her to the party anddbrioher home, he was

happy.

What an idiot he'd been! It had turned out she'ttchapending those
evenings with him. His first clue had come wheridgktarted saying no, she
couldn't attend this function or that dinner beesasise'd signed up for some
artsy-fartsy course that had no practical use exicemake the very clear
point that what she really wanted was a life afrarh his.

He found himself devoting more time to businesgnsing days at a clip
away from home. What did it matter? Dawn was shgpnto her teenage
years. Her life centered around her friends. AsAionie...Annie was never
there. She was neck-deep in courses that only esiggltathe growing
differences between them.

How To Appreciate Haiku. Understanding Jasper Jotmm®ever in hell
Jasper Johns was. Batik-Making. And then, finallgat had seemed like a
trillion courses in flower arranging and design ahé next thing he'd
known, he had a suitcase in his hand and it wadlgan twenty years of
marriage—well, there'd been that mess at the eadhidd finished things
off, when his secretary had thrown herself intoanmas, but he hadn't done a
thing to encourage it, no matter what Annie thought



Peggy had been lonely. As lonely as he was. Son&t talk, a couple of
suppers after they'd been poring over figures fours in the office,

followed by his seeing her into a taxi, never amghmore personal than
that. That was why nobody had been more surprisad he when Peggy
had suddenly launched herself into his arms onktnignd wouldn't you

know that would be the one night in who knew howngngears Annie had
picked to come waltzing into the office?

Chase sighed. Not that it mattered anymore. He Aamuie, were long

divorced. He'd made a new life for himself. A plsisone and yes, he
supposed—okay, he knew—that Janet would be detigbtbe part of that
life, if he asked her.

He'd been happy. Content.

Until today.

Until he'd taken Annie into his arms on that dafloer and felt things,
remembered things, he didn't want to feel or remembntil he'd opened
his mouth and jammed his own big foot right intoAihd now here he was,
heading for Seattle, listening to Annie go on andabout what he'd done,
and he had another couple of hours of listeningdtté him before their
plane landed and he got her on a flight headekdrother direction.
"...could at least show some concern!”

Chase looked at his ex. Annie was staring straatjetad, her face flushed,
her arms crossed over her middle.

"Listen," he said, "what would you like me to do@t@own on my knees
and beg for forgiveness?"

She made a humphing sound and lifted her chinehnot

"Maybe you want me to stand up and tell all thesepbe what a chump |
am."

Annie humphed again.



"Just tell me, all right? Say, 'Chase, here's wbatve got to do if you want
me to shut up." And I'll do it, Annie, so help ni#do it, because | am tired
unto death of listening to you bitch and moan!"

That got her attention. She swung toward him, hez byes flashing.

"Bitch and moan? Me?"

"Yes, you. Complain and nag, complain and nag airzecause | made one
mistake."

"l am not complaining or nagging. | am merely stgtihe obvious. Yes, you
made one mistake. A biggie. And now here we aré,oof a trip to
Portland—"

"Seattle."

"Dammit, what's the difference?"

"Portland's in Oregon. Seattle's in Washington.ré&sea big difference.”
"Well, excuse me. | suppose I'd know the differeritd had a college
degree, but forgive me, | don't.""Are you going qaeately nuts? What's a
college degree got to do with this?"

What, indeed? Annie bit her lip. "Nothing."

"You're damn right,” Chase said. "Now why don't yius both a favor?
Put back your seat, shut your eyes and try to@eegest.”

"Oh, yes, that's easy for you to say but then,yg¢higrg's easy for you to say!
Otherwise, you'd never have gotten us into suctessnm the first place.
How could you? How could you have told Dawn—"

"That's it," Chase said grimly, and he hauled Annie his arms and kissed
her. She was too surprised to fight him, and h& smtvantage of it, making
the kiss long and deep. "Now," he said, drawinghast far enough so he



could look straight into her eyes, "are you goiagkéep quiet? Because if
you start babbling again, so help me, I'll kiss yail you shut up.”

Annie's cheeks flooded with color.

"l hate you, Chase Cooper," she hissed.

Chase let her go. "What else is new," he saidlfirexhd then he shut his
eyes, told himself not to think about how goodatHelt to kiss her because
then he'd start remembering what making love hauh like, before they'd
turned away from each other, how it had been pawarfd tender, wild and
serene, and so much more than he'd ever imaginedsigally simple
physical act could be.

Stop it, he told himself angrily, and he tumbletbia deep, troubled sleep.

Annie watched with disgust as Chase slept beside he

He was snoring softly, and from the look on hisefatie could tell that he
was sleeping the sleep of the innocent.

Well, why be surprised? That was how he'd deah aaty kind of problem,
before their divorce.

"By sleeping," she muttered, and scrunched dowretawher seat.
There'd been times, as soon as she'd realizedniagirage was in trouble,
when she'd spent half the day just thinking abododtwvas going wrong,
trying to put a name to it, to come up with an exgition and maybe a
solution. Then she'd wait for Chase to come homéhey could talk.

What a slow learner she'd been!

How could you talk to a man who came dragging tglothe door hours
late? Who pretended he'd been trudging aroundijeb er driving back



from one when the simple truth was that he didowhe home because he
had nothing to say to you anymore?

Was it her fault that she'd married him so yourgjoie she'd had a chance
to go to college, the way he had?

There'd been a brief time, after Cooper Constrachiad begun to grow,
when she'd dared let herself dream that things getteng better.

But they hadn't. Things had gotten worse, inststatfing the night Chase
had come home and told her, with a smug smile,tb'ak been invited to a
big-deal dinner. He wanted to go. It was, he'd,saterrific opportunity.

He made it sound like an invitation to paradise.

"Do you want me to go?" she'd asked, and just foniraute, she'd looked
into his eyes and prayed for him to say that alida#ly wanted was for them
to love each other as they once had.

Instead he'd gotten a closed-up look on his facksand that she was his
wife. Of course, he wanted her to go.

What he'd meant was that it was expected of hesompanying him to the
party was part of her job description, like cookthg meals he never came
home to share or warming his bed when he reachdtefo

So she'd gone out and bought herself the rightbetgthad her hair done the
right way, and gone with him to the damned Chandb&ommerce party.
Whatever. She couldn't really remember anymore.thaitit mattered. The
dozen or more functions she'd attended on Chase'siare all equally dull
and dreary, and he didn't even stay with her dutiveg evening. It was
always the same. He'd introduce her, then go offiisrown. Networking,
not even making the slightest pretense that heyedjber company because
the truth was, he didn't.

That was when she'd decided she was tired of playire demure,
domesticated backup to Chase's Captain of Indudayad his degrees and
his construction company; she could have sometbiifngr own, too.



An education. In things that would never interesh.hHe'd made that
accusation, once, when he'd come home from adpshe'd paused only
long enough to acknowledge his presence beforgingrout the door to a
lecture on haiku.

"Dammit,” he'd roared, "is that how you pick cowrdeom the catalog,
Annie? Do you look the list over and say, hey,'thatgood one! Maybe my
big dumb husband won't even know what the nambeotburse means."

"However did you know?" she'd said with a chillyienand then she'd
flounced out the door, but quickly, so that she Mot cry in front of him or
say, Chase, please, what's happened to us? | davelgll me that you still
love me.

It wasn't true, of course, about the courses. Bblke the ones that sounded
interesting: haiku because the description in #italog sounded so spare
and elegant. The one on Jasper Johns because @tesé's clients had
mentioned having a Johns collection, and the onleatik-making because

she'd seen a dress in the window of a shop and tasemated by the

swirling colors.

She took the flower-arranging courses simply beedlusre'd been a time in
their lives when they were broke and desperatelppwe, and Chase had
bought her a single red rose, because it was atbh&l afford, and she'd
cherished it more than the huge bouquets that camgersonally, by
messenger once he'd struck it rich.

Oh, how much more wonderful that single rose haahbe

He'd come home with it in his hand, years and yagos along with wine
and two tickets to the Virgin Islands, and wherllodfered her the rose he'd
smiled shyly and said it was almost as beautifidreswas.

She could still remember how she'd gone into hissar

"I'm sweaty, babe," he'd said huskily. "I need aveér."



And she'd said yes, he did, and she'd starteddcess him, and a minute
later they'd been naked, in the shower together.

Her skin tingled now, just remembering what it lheen like, the long, slow
soaping of each other's bodies, the kissing andhing, the way they'd
ended up making love right there, under the sgtagse's arms hard around
her, her legs tight around his waist, him sayingrteane against her mouth,
over and over, and she crying out as they caméhegm explosive release.

Tears stung behind her lids. It was stupid, thigkatout things like that.
Especially about sex, because that brought heigktreo what had finally
ended their marriage.

She'd been taking a class in dried flower making design. She'd done
some nice work, she knew that, but one night teguctor had asked-her to
wait after she dismissed the class. Then she'dlaskaie’'s permission to
enter one of her flower arrangements in a juriemish

Annie had said yes. And she'd been so happy antkdxbat she'd forgotten
how long it had been since she and Chase had shamt news. She'd
jumped into her car, driven to Chase's office bogdfound the front door
unlocked and sailed down the hall, straight intdffice...

Annie shuddered.

She could still see them now, her husband ancebretary, the girl with her
arms around Chase's neck and his around her whast, bodies pressed
together...

That was it. The marriage was over.

Chase had tried to explain, to worm out of thehtrbtut Annie wasn't stupid.
She'd endured enough pain, watching the man steal Islip slowly but
steadily away from her all those years.

And "loved" was the right word. That night, as Ghasd his secretary
sprang guiltily apart, Annie knew that whatever'dhence felt for her
husband was gone. Deader than a daffodil thatis $geashed by a truck.



"Annie," Chase had said, "Annie, you have to listen
"Yes, Mrs. Cooper," the young woman had pleadeadl 'pust listen!"
Listen? Why? There was nothing to talk about.

She'd felt suddenly very calm. The decision wasobler hands, thanks to
Chase and the weeping girl.

"I want a divorce," she'd told him, and she'd ene@maged a cold smile for
the secretary. "He's all yours," she'd said, aed ghe'd turned on her heel
and marched out.

Things had gone quickly, after that. Her sisteyred had recommended an
attorney, although Laurel had done her best toio@evAnnie not to act so
hastily. But there was nothing hasty in Annie'sisiea. She and Chase had
been heading for this moment for years.

The divorce had been civilized. Chase's attorney avaold friend, David
Chambers, who kissed her cheek and treated hercaititesy during their
one face-to- face over a conference table. Chasgedidher to have the
condominium. Half their savings. Half of everythinghild support, and
generous alimony.

Annie said she didn't want the money. Her lawyed, lais, told her not to be
stupid. She had a child to support. They were righe knew, so she
accepted everything except the alimony. As for ¢berdo—it was filled
with ugly memories. She sold it as soon as shedcoubved to Stratham and
began a new life. A career. She'd cut herselfrofinfthe past, and damned
successfully. She'd made friends. She'd dated. owd she had Milton
Hoffman, who wanted to marry her.

And then Chase had come along, spoiling everythiitiyg a stupid lie.

Annie chomped down on her lip.



Who was she kidding? Her life had started slippifigthe tracks hours
before Chase had told that dumb lie and the truh, whe understood that
he'd done it not out of stupidity but out of lowe their daughter.

The lie hadn't put her on this collision coursewdtsaster.

The dance had. That silly dance at the wedding.

Annie tried not to remember. The warmth of Chaaass encircling her.
The beat of his heart against hers. The feel diggsagainst her hair, against
her skin. The feeling that she had come home, shatwas where she'd
always belonged.

Oh God.

She took a long, shuddering breath.

Stop it, she told herself fiercely, and she puthead back, shut her eyes and
willed herself to sleep.

A change of pitch in the jet's engines woke Chamedlater.
He yawned, tried to remember where he was—and e@npletely still.

Annie was asleep, with her head on his shouldee. \8&s tucked close
against him, her face against his neck, just the st used to back in the
long-ago days when they'd cuddle up together osdifee to watch Sunday
football.

"You watch," she'd say, "l don't mind. I'll read."”

But after a little while, she'd sigh. The book wibwlip from her hands.
She'd put her head on his shoulder and sigh agiadhhe'd sit there with her
asleep beside him, unwilling to move or to givethpse sweet moments
even if every muscle in his body ached.



A feeling of almost unbearable tenderness swept ¢tn@m. She was
dreaming, too. Looking down, into her face, he dade the little smile on
her lips.

Was she dreaming about him?

"Annie?"

Annie sighed. "Mmm," she said.

"Babe, it's time to wake up."

She smiled and cuddled closer. "Mmm," she whispéiddton?"

Milton?

Milton Hoffman? That was the man in his wife's an@aThat was why she
was smiling and cuddling up so close to him?

Chase felt his heart turn to ice.

Hoffman. That poor excuse for a man. That effete jéhat was who Annie
wanted. That was the kind of man she'd always wiante

Why hadn't he seen it before?

Milton Hoffman, Professor of English, Shakespeargf&uthority and

All-round Chrome Dome, never had mud on his wipg.tHe never had to
leave the house before dawn and come home, draggsmnail, long after
dark. He never had to wonder if anybody noticedsti@dow of dirt under
his fingernails because ol' Milton had never hatl winder his fingernails,
not in this lifetime.

Chase sat up straight. Annie's head bobbed; she méiile purring sound
and nuzzled closer.

"Annie," he said coldly. "Wake up."



"Mmm."

Annie sighed. She was at that point where you kgiowre dreaming, but
you're not quite ready to give up the dream. N@ ¢lheam. She was too
interested in seeing how it would end.

She had been sitting in a classroom, with Miltonh@knees beside her.
He'd just proposed, and she was earnestly exptaintry she had to turn
him down.

| like you very much, Miltgrshe saidand | respect you and admire you.

But he wasn't Chase. His kisses had never stireedhie way Chase's did.
His touch didn't set her on fire.

"Annie? Wake up."

"Milton," she said, and then she opened her eydssaw Chase glaring at
her from two inches away.

Annie jerked back, her face coloring. How long lshé been asleep? How
long had she been lying snuggled up against Claselae were a teenager
in a drive-in theater—if there still were such @ae

No'wonder Chase was looking at her that way. Gleldsprobably drooled
all over him.

"Sorry." She put her hands to her hair and smoathzatk from her face. "I,
ah, | guess | dozed off."

"And dreamed of Prince Charming," Chase said, witight little smile.
"Prince...?"
"Good old Milty. Your fiance."

Annie stared at Chase and remembered her dreard. I"Bdid | say
anything?"



"What's the matter, Annie? Afraid | might have ttetlre dialogue that went
with an X-rated dream?" "It wasn't X-rated! | wasstj dreaming
that—that..." "Don't waste your breath." Chase'®e/avas chill. "I'm not
interested.”

Annie stiffened. "Sorry. | almost forgot. Nothingever had to say was of
much interest to you, was it?"

"Mr. Cooper? Mrs. Cooper?" The flight attendantlsshdown at them both.
"We'll be landing in just a few minutes. Would yput your seat-backs up,
please?"

"With pleasure,” Chase said.

“I'm buying a return ticket the instant we touchwmdg’ Annie snapped,
without looking at him.

"You won't have to. Believe me, it'll be my pleastio buy you the ticket
and to see you to the plane.”

It was a fine idea. Unfortunately it didn't workhd@ next plane to Boston was
completely booked. "Providence, then,” Chase sd&dadley..." One by
one, he rattled off the names of airports. One g, the clerk at the ticket
counter shook her head. "We've had lengthy dellhysaning,” she said.

"Fog here, thunderstorms in the Midwest..." Sheleanapologetically. "I
might be able to get your wife—"

"Ex-wife," Annie said.
"Whatever. | might be able to get her out of heradrrow afternoon.”

"Yeah," Chase grumbled, "okay."



"Not okay!"Annie glared at him, as if it was hisufashe was in this
predicament. "What am | supposed to do until tomerafternoon? Sit
around the airport?"

"I'll get you a hotel room."
"Good luck."

Annie and Chase looked at the ticket clerk, whosriklers rose and fell in
a helpless shrug.

"On top of all the delays, there're two major cartiens in town." She
leaned forward and lowered her voice to a confidémthisper. "My boss
tried everything he knew to get a room for a VIBtja little while ago, and
even he couldn't come up with anything."

Annie had a mental picture of herself joining tbers of exhausted travelers
draped over every available seat in the terminal.

"Don't worry," Chase said quickly. "I'm sure myetit's arranged a room
somewhere for me. You can have it just as soorgasih touch with him."

As if in response, an electronically amplified wi@ang out, paging Mr.
Chase Cooper.

Chase took Annie's arm, drew her aside and pickesl eourtesy phone.

"Yes?" He listened, then sighed and rolled his eygeif to say this was just
one more problem he didn't need. "Mr. Tanaka,"dié golitely. "No, no, |
didn't see your man holding up my name at the algigate." He glared at
Annie, who glared right back. "I was, ah, preocedgi "Who is it?" Annie
hissed.

Chase turned away. "Well, that's very kind of ybl, Tanaka. Sending a
car for me...thank you."

"Is it somebody from Seattle?" Annie said, danamdront of him. "Ask
him if he knows of a hotel that might have a room."



Chase sighed. She was right. Kichiro Tanaka, hisclent, was a wealthy
and well-connected businessman. He had major ime&sgs in the

southwest, and now he'd turned his attention tocthest. For all Chase
knew, the guy might even own a hotel in this city.

"Mr. Tanaka... Yes, I'll meet your driver at thatein just a moment. But
first—I wonder if you might be able to help me ewith a small problem?"

Annie's mouth thinned. That's what she was, alitri¢. small problem. It
was all she'd ever been, as far as Chase was oedcer

"Well..." Chase rubbed the back of his neck. "My, my wife accompanied
me to Seattle.”

"Ex-wife," Annie snapped.
Chase glared at her and slapped his hand overadhéhpiece of the phone.

"Do you really want me to start explaining what yeudoing here to a
stranger?"

Annie colored. After a second, Chase cleared heatrand spoke again.

"She didn't intend to stay, though. Yes, well, pgose that's one way of
looking at it."

"What is?" Annie demanded.

"Charming. Yes. Yes, that she'd fly all this distanjust so we could spend a
few hours more together.”

Annie opened her mouth, stuck the tip of her fingside and pretended to
gag.

"The problem, Mr. Tanaka, is that all the flightave been delayed. It's
probable Annie won't be able to leave until tomariand I've been told all
the hotels are solidly booked... Really?"



"Really, what?" Annie said.

"That's fine. Yes, of course. At the exit areaaiocouple of minutes. Thank
you, sir. I'll...we'll see you soon."

"What?" Annie said again.

Chase hung up the phone and grabbed her hand.

"Come on. We've got to meet the car and drivereme for me."
"Hot stuff,” she muttered. "A car and a driver,fall you."

"And a suite, all for us." His smile was quick astiny. "So stop
complaining.”

Annie looked at him as they hurried toward the kdoa
"You mean...?"

"I mean, luckily for you, he says there's more taaaugh room for the both
of us."

"Not in one hotel room, there isn't."
"Didn't you hear what | said?" They'd reached thedr level, and Annie
hurried to keep up with Chase's long stride. "Hgssae'll have a living

room, bedroom, kitchen and bathroom all to ourselve

"Well, that's good news," Annie snapped, as Chlasest her out the door
ahead of him.

"Damn right. The last thing | feel like doing isrtaog up in a hotel lobby
tonight while you take over my bed."

"Such gallantry. But—"



"But what?" Chase snapped in her ear as a blackubme slid to the curb.
The driver got out, executed a perfect salute grahed the rear door. "Just
get into the car, Annie. We can endure each otherigpany a little while
longer. As tempting at the thought of leaving yaduhee airport is, | can't
bring myself to do it."As tempting as it was, stayat the airport for endless
hours didn't appeal to her, either.

"All right,” she snapped back. "But you better halpis suite is the size of
Yankee Stadium. Otherwise, you may find yoursedeping in the lobby

anyway!"
It wasn't the size of Yankee Stadium—although i$ wi@se.

But it wasn't a suite, Annie thought an hour laésrshe stared around her in
shock. And it certainly wasn't a hotel.

The limo had not taken them to one of the high-pigigdings in downtown
Seattle. It had whisked them to a pier, where thdégarded a sleek
motorboat.

"Chase," Annie had said, over the roar of the baatgines, "where are we
going?"

Chase, who'd been starting to think he knew thevandooked at the pilot.
"Tell me that we aren't going to the island," hielsa

The pilot grinned. "Sure enough, we are."

Chase groaned.

Annie looked at him as he gripped the railing atatesl out over the
churning water. She'd read the one, silent worldistips and the tips of her

ears had turned pink.

Now, standing in this room, she half wanted to theyword herself.



The wisps of fog that had drifted across the bdmtis during their journey
had lifted as they'd neared their destination. Arrad glimpsed an island, a
place of towering green trees sloping down to &yatore. High among the
trees, as if it were an eagle soaring out ovemthier, there was a lodge. It
was a magnificent sight, a sculpture of redwoodglasds. It was a fabulous
aerie, commanding a view of the Sound in isolafgdrslor.

Wooden steps led up the craggy face of the clifini&@ had climbed them,
refusing Chase's outstretched hand and instegpirtpthe wooden railing,
telling herself that when they reached the top'dskee something more than
that one structure. A hotel. A cluster of buildingsresort...

But there was only the lodge, and when Chase opt#redoor and went
inside, she followed.

The rooms they passed through were spectaculare Wass a kitchen, white

and shiny and spotless. A bathroom, complete witbegp Jacuzzi and a stall
shower built against a glass wall so that it seeopsh to the forest. There
was a living room and as Annie stepped into itlighh suddenly poured

through the huge skylight overhead, so that thetewkalls and pale

hardwood floor seemed drenched in gold.

Mr. Tanaka's ancient heritage showed in the roetagant yet simple lines:
the woven tatami mats on the floor, the handsorog streen that served as
a backdrop for a low, black-lacquered table andothp, black-and-white
silk cushions that were strewn on the floor befibve fieldstone fireplace.
Sliding glass doors, flanked by tall white vasdiedi with pussy willows,
opened on to the deck.

But it was the bedroom that made Annie gasp, anutatig repeat Chase's
muttered profanity. Their absent host's living rodvad been serenely
Japanese—but Mr. Tanaka had very Western tastes wloame to his
sleeping quarters.

The floor was covered with white carpet so deeplasld it made Annie's
toes curl longingly inside her sneakers. One wals wirrored; one was all
glass and gave out onto the forest and the Souhe. flirnishings



themselves were spare and handsome. There wdsdrésaer. A matching
chest. A bentwood rocking chair.

And a bed.

One enormous, circular bed, elevated on a platfoemeath a hexagonal
skylight, and swathed in yards and yards of blau#-a&hite silk.



CHAPTER SEVEN
ANNIE TOLD HERSELF to calm down.

Count to ten. To twenty. Concentrate on finding pleaceful center within
herself. Wasn't that what she'd spent six weeksgrio learn when she'd
taken that Zen philosophy course last winter?

Take a deep breath. Hold it. One. Two. Three. Four.

Annie let out her breath. It wasn't working. Allesbould see was the bed.
All she could think about was Chase, standing nexter with a look of
bland innocence on his face.

"Damn," she said, and when that clearly wasn'tgémnbe anywhere near
enough to relieve her anger, she gave up Zen &ityeswung around and
punched her ex-husband in the belly. It was a halig—he'd always had a
great body, and apparently that hadn't changed;hwdomehow only made
her more furious— and she felt the jolt of the bswoot straight up her arm
and into her shoulder. But it was worth it to delbok of shock that spread
across his face.

"Hey," he said, dancing back a step. Not that Asnfeaction entirely
surprised him. She looked as if she could haveiyamurdered him. Well,
hell, he understood that. He'd have happily mudiegeod old Kichiro
Tanaka, given the opportunity. "Hey, take it eagyl, you?"

"Take it easy?" Annie slapped her hands on herdmpgisglared at him, her
chest rising and falling with each quick, huffy atle. "Take it easy?" she
repeated, hervoice shooting out of its normal rantgea ragged soprano.

"Yeah." Chase rubbed his midsection. "There's remlrie get violent over
what's obviously a mistake."”

"Oh, it's a mistake, all right." She blew a bretht lifted the curls dangling
over her eyes. "A big mistake, Cooper, becauseuf think, even for one
minute, that I—that you and I|—that the two of ug @oing to share
that—that bed, that we're going to relive old times



"Babe..."
"Don't '‘babe’ me!"
"Annie, you don't think..."

"But | do. I think. | always have, even though yoever credited me for
having a brain in my head when we were married."

Chase almost groaned. Here they went again, plgngght into deep water.
"Listen," he said carefully, "I know you're upsBtt—"

"That's it. Tell me I'm upset. That way, I'll shay mouth and you won't
have to listen to the truth."

"Annie..."

“Let me tell you something, Chase Cooper. That iniglive worked years
ago, but not now. | am not the dumb little thingiyaways thought | was."

"Annie, | never thought—"

"Yes, you did, but it doesn't matter a damn anyritre

"l swear, | didn't."

"Oh, Ba-aabe,"she said, cruelly mimicking his voice, "I'm sarso but
you don't mind if | go out, do you? I've got toeaitl a meeting of the—the
Sacred Sons of the Saxophones tonight.™

Despite himself, Chase laughed. "The what?"

"Don't try and joke your way out of this, Cooper!"

Annie took a step forward, her index finger upbifeend wagging an inch off
his nose. "You can't change the facts.”



"What facts?"

"I'm talking about our so-called marriage, thattsat¥ And how you used to
treat me as if | never had a thought in my head."

"I still don't know what the hell you're talking @iat!"

"Well, let me refresh your memory. Think back te tjood old days, when
you used to drag me to all those horrible dinnas@arity things."

"Like the Sacred Sons of the Saxophones?"

"l just said, don't try and laugh your way out bfsf Chase. | am dead
serious."

"About what?"

She had to give him credit; he'd managed to puaroexpression of total
bewilderment. If she hadn't known better, she'celthought he meant it.

"I know how you worried that your poor little wifeyouldn't be able to hold
her own."

"What?"

"And then, when it turned out | could, you just—jleft me, dumped me
into a—a seaful of sharks and took off by yourself.

"Annie, you're crazy. | never—"

"Was that when you looked around and decided yaldcdoave lots more
fun if you left me at home?"

Chase's expression went from bewilderment to caorius’One of us is
losing her mind," he said, very calmly. "And it swas hell isn't me."

Annie's chin rose pugnaciously. "Hah," she said, fatded her arms.



"You think | was glad when you stopped going tosthdinners and things
with me, so | could go by myself and have a wild txne?"

"Ycto said it, not me."
"Damn, but your spin on ancient history is trulyaamg!"
"What's the matter, Chase? Can't you stand thietut

"Am | supposed to have forgotten that | stoppethtakou with me because
you made it clear how much you hated going?"

Annie flushed. "Don't try and twist things. Okayaybe | didn't care for
those stuffy evenings—"

"Finally, the woman speaks the truth!"

"Why would | have enjoyed them? We were only th&yeyou could grab
yourself another headline in the business sectidineonewspaper!"

Chase's eyes narrowed. "We were there so | conttifayself jobs, Annie.
Jobs, remember? The stuff that put bread on tHezab

"Give me a break, Chase! We had plenty of moneythan. You were
just—just getting your ego stroked."

A muscle knotted in his cheek.

"Go on," he said softly. "What else have you sawedall these years?"
"Only that when | finally said | didn't want to gmymore, instead of trying
to change my mind, which any intelligent man woliéve done, whiclou

would have done, at one time—"

Chase gave a short, desperate laugh. "Are we lm#bhkeg the same
language here, or what?"



"Instead of doing that,” Annie said, ignoring timerruption, "you simply
shrugged your shoulders and agreed. And that veas th

"You're telling me that | should have tried to tgithu into doing something
you obviously hated?"

"Don't make it sound as if you don't understandoadW'm saying, Chase. |
won't buy it."

"And | won't buy you making me into some kind of édeerthal who
cheered when my wife signed off and let me go pléh the rest of the
boys," Chase said grimly. "No way, babe, becauatstiot how it was, no
matter what you say!"

"Yeah, well, that's your story and you're stuckhwit"

"No!" Chase grabbed her wrist as she started past'No, it damn well is
not 'my story." It's fact. Did you expect me to detvn on my knees and beg
you to spend your evenings with me, instead of witle dumb textbook
after another?"

"Right. Lay everything off on me, even my wantigdetter myself. That's
typical. Everything was my fault, never yours."

"Better yourself?Better yourself?" he said, bending toward her, his eyes
dark and dangerous. "So that you could do what? Al me that you knew
more about haiku than | knew about building houses?

"That's not the way it was and you know it,” Anea&d angrily, as she tried
to pull her arm from his grasp. "You couldn't beasee me turning into a
whole person instead of just being Mrs. Chase Cobpe

"Wasn't being my wife enough to make you happy?"
"Being the woman who cooked your meals and cleayoedt house and

raised your child, you mean," Annie said, her vareenbling. "Who waited
up nights while you built your empire. Who got tatdbuy fancy dresses



and jewelry so she could be dragged to Chambeoofr@erce meetings as a
reflection of her husband's importance!"

Chase could feel a humming in his ears. He letfgmnaie's wrist and took a
step back."If that's what you believe," he saids toice so low and
dangerous that it made the hair lift on the backmaiie's neck, "if you really
think that's what you meant to me, my once-upomaa-wvife, then it's a
damn good thing our marriage ended when it did."

Annie stared at his white face and pinched liphd€e,"” she said, and held
out her hand, but it was too late. He'd alreadyri@ttiaway from her and
disappeared down the hall.

Unbelievable!
Chase walked along the gravel path that led fragrlddge into the trees.

It was more than unbelievable. It was incredibiat tAnnie should have
hated him so. Hated being married to him, and domany years.

He tucked his hands into his pockets and slowedaee, scowling at a
squirrel that scolded him from beneath the brancdfi@scedar.

He knew a lot of guys who'd been divorced. Theyenmrerywhere: at his
health club, at the board meetings he sat in beseamed as if you couldn't
throw a stick in New York or San Francisco or aity m the whole U.S.A.
without hitting some poor bastard who'd gone frogmb a family man to
being a guy who thought a microwave meal was goudiméng.

The happy bachelor image, the divorced stud wiittl@a black book full of
names and addresses, was the stuff of movies.sh'tuaality or if it was,
then he'd missed something. The divorced men he wesé almost
invariably just like him, guys who'd once had itaaid now had nothing but
guestions.



When had it all started to go wrong? And why? Ahdnt there was the
biggest question of all.

What could they have done to change it?

Most of them had answers, even if they didn't midathem. Chase never
had. Try as he would, he'd never really been ablgirtpoint when things
had started going downhill, or why. As for changibghow could you
change something when you didn't know what it vinas heeded changing?

He'd been the best kind of husband he'd known lodvef working his butt
off to give Annie a better life. A life she desedyeand now it turned out
she'd not only hated all the years of hard work shie'd also resented them.

A bitter taste filled his mouth.

"What does she think?" he muttered, kicking a pouwe out of the way.
"Does she think | enjoyed working like a slave? ®ske think | had a good
time, busting my backside all day and cracking Isoloéf the night?"

Maybe. Annie had just proved that she was capdhteirtking damn near
anything, when it came to him.

The land was sloping upward. The trees were prgssifrom either side,
and a cool, salt-scented breeze was blowing istéeae. Chase drew it deep
into his lungs, lowered his head and trudged on.

At least it was all out in the open, now. Annie lh@&n as remote about their
split-up as the sphinx. He couldn't even remembschvof them had said

the words first, he or she; he only knew that ekéapthat one awful scene

at the end, when Annie had come bursting into fiseoand seen poor

Peggy embarrassing them both—except for that, deparation had been
the most civilized thing on record.

No harsh words. No screaming matches. No accusafMwthing. They had
both been polite and proper about the whole thiig.attorney had even
joked about it.



"I had a law prof used to say that the only man whwer raises his voice
during divorce proceedings is a man whose almostiés already slit his

throat," David* had said, and Chase had grinnedsand that David, with

his own strikeout, certainly ought to know.

Chase shook his head. No, Annie hadn't killed himenvshe'd thought she'd
caught him being unfaithful. She'd waited, andhiet suffer for five long
years, and now she'd plunged a dagger right irstdésaurt.

It shouldn't have hurt, not when she wasn't higwifiymore. Not when she
didn't mean a damn thing to him anymore.

Chase stepped out of the woods. He was standing oigh, rocky cliff
overlooking the dark green Pacific.

Who was he kidding? Annie meant everything to Itaine always had, and
she always would.

Annie sat on the edge of the circular bed, her sdoldied in her lap.

Well, she'd finally gotten everything out of hessgm. She'd let it all hang
out; wasn't that what the kids used to say? Shetbed up all the anger and
pain she'd thought was long gone and dumped it mgh Chase's lap.

She sighed, fell back against the pillows and jputanm over her eyes.
Who was she kidding? Neither the hurt nor the nage long gone. They
weren't gone at all. Hardly a week went by that stbimg didn't make her
remember how miserable her marriage had been, haeh ishe'd despised
Chase.

It was just a good thing she'd finally gotten it outhe open.

Tears welled in her eyes.



It wasn't true. Her marriage hadn't been miserallat the first years,
anyway. She'd been so crazy in love, so happystiraetimes she'd had to
pinch herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming.

And she'd never despised Chase. Heaven knew, thaldvwave made
things a lot easier. Then, when she'd finally agiedged the truth, that
he'd outgrown her and that he didn't love her amgmobwouldn't have hurt
so badly.

Annie sighed, stood up, and walked to the windowl.vilthe view was
spectacular: the deep green water in one diredimha stand of windblown
cypresses stretching off in the other. The andiesgs looked as if they'd
been there forever, protecting the house and kgepsgafe.

A smile moved across her lips.

That was how she'd always felt about Chase. Thegidso young that there
were moments she'd felt as if she'd known him atl llie. And her safe
haven had always been within his arms.

It had come as a shock to her to learn that otloenewn didn't feel that way
about their husbands. She could still recall gittom a bench at a little
playground years ago. Dawn must have been two, enttylee; she was
playing with a bunch of kids and the mothers satiad watching, keeping
an eye on things while they chatted about thisthat

Eventually the talk had turned to husbands.

"He drives me nuts,” one woman said, "coming in dloer at night like
some kind of conquering hero, and I'm supposedito & couple of bars of
Hail to the Chief while | pull off his shoes, stoltee fire and serve him a
meal straight out oourmetmagazine.”

There'd been some laughter, some groans and |lajeradral agreement.
Annie had been too flustered to do much of anytld@rgept sit there and
think how sad it was that all those women didret tes she did, waiting for
the sound of her husband's key in the lock sostfatcould fly into his arms.



Her throat tightened. She leaned her head forwaddoeessed her forehead
against the cool glass.

When had it all started to change? When had eag&igation turned to
annoyance? When had the clock on the wall becorha nay to count off
the minutes and hours until Chase's arrival buhmiating reminder of his
lateness?

All the things she'd just said to him...how longihthey been waiting to
come out?

She'd hurt him, she knew. But he'd hurt her, toagBing her to those
business affairs, with her all gussied up to proigesuccess.

That was the way it had been, wasn't it?
Wasn't it?

And he'd said such awful things just now. Implythgt she'd studied stuff
just so she could show him his ignorance of the &rts...

Annie snorted and turned her back to the windowaiMhlie! She'd never

done that. How could she? Chase was the one vathdlege degrees; she
was the meek little wife with nothing but a higihsol diploma. It wasn't her

fault if she'd taken an interest in obscure poeing Indonesian art and
things that were beyond his comprehension...

Things that were beyond his comprehension.

She drew a deep, shuddering breath.

No. Never. She wouldn't have studied anything farhsa shabby reason.
She'd enjoyed the poetry, the art; she'd improeegétf with the vocabulary
courses and the Great Books series, and if Chatehpppened to be
overwhelmed by the books she left open on the é&iictable, it wasn't
anything deliberate on her part.

A muffled sob burst from Annie's throat.



"I never meant to hurt you, Chase," she whispered.

Never.

She'd loved him, with all her heart. She loved Bkiith. That was the awful
truth of it, and there wasn't a damn thing shedaolal about it now because

he didn't love her, not anymore.

Their marriage was over. Chase was engaged to emetbman, and
she—she was going to have to go on without him.

It was just that it was going to be harder, now.

It was always harder, once you knew the truth.

Chase knocked on the open bedroom door.
"Come in," Annie said politely.
He stepped into the room.

She was sitting in the rocker, her hands foldedyeaher lap. Her face was
pale but her features were composed, and she swiiled she saw him.

"Hi."
"Hi."
"Did you go for a walk?"

"Yeah, | did." He hesitated. "Listen, about allttbauff we said before. I'm
really sorry—"

"Me, too. There's no reason to quarrel over thé'pas

Chase nodded. "No reason at all.”



They smiled at each other, and then Annie cleaeedHnoat. "So," she said
briskly, "I'll bet the island's beautiful.”

"It is. | was here before. Tanaka bought the plroen some computer
megamillionaire. He flew me out to see it aftedh&gned the papers. He
wanted to know what | thought of his plan.”

"What plan?" Annie asked politely.

"He's going to tear this place down, build a kifidetreat."

"Ah." She looked down, and plucked a bit of thredidher jeans-clad leg.
"Buddhist?"

Chase smiled. "Top-class hotel, would be clos¢h¢omark. What he's got
in mind is a kind of hideaway for his executivefstdou know the sort of

thing— elegant but rustic. Simple food, preparedab§ordon Bleu chef.

Simple suites, with a Jacuzzi in every bathroom anget bar in every
sitting room. Simple pleasures, starting with aedole golf course, tennis
courts and an Olympic-size swimming pool.”

"A bigger, even more elaborate version of this, yuean."
"Yeah." Chase grinned. "Incredible, isn't it?"

"Incredible's the word, all right. So, you're gotagouild this Shangri-la for
him?"

"Well, not quite the way he'd envisioned it, noold him that he'd ruin the
feeling of the land and the sea, if he went ovemtboa the luxuries.”

"No wet bars?"

Chase grinned. "And no suites, no golf coursegenais courts, and why
put in a pool when Puget Sound's outside your door?

"That's darned near a pool in the bathroom alréafynie said, smiling.
"Heaven knows, it's too big for just one pers..dldC swept into her face.



Her eyes met Chase's, and she looked quickly aWwyh, I'll bet you had
a tough time, convincing him."

Chase shrugged. "Well, it took a while, yes."

Silence filled the room. Finally Annie spoke.

"Chase?"

"Yes?"

"Well...well..." She took a deep breath. "Listeknbw it'll be embarrassing
for you to have to admit to your Mr. Tanaka thatiyand | ended up in the

plane together by mistake, but you're going to rHaw it.

Tell him anything you want. Whatever's easiestyfmr. Lay it off on me, if
you like. Say that | suddenly thought of somethimgortant back home."

"Your fiance," Chase said politely. "I could sayuyforgot about him. How's
that sound?"

Annie refused to acknowledge the gauntlet, much $&s0p to pick it up.
"I don't care what you say. Just—just get me aff island, please.”

Chase nodded. She was right. They both neededue this place. "I'll take
care of it."

"You could tell him the same thing," Annie blurtasl he turned toward the
door. He looked at her, and she ran the tip otdnegue over her lips. "You
know," she said, because it was too late to baakndtthat you have to get
back to your fiancee, too."

Chase looked at his ex-wife. Sitting on the edgethaf rocker, ankles
crossed, hands locked together, with the rays efl#te-afternoon sun
streaking her hair with gold, she looked soft, swaed undescribably
vulnerable. He saw himself going to her, takingindris arms, kissing her



and telling her that she was the only woman he& exanted, the only
woman he'd ever loved.

"Chase?"
"Yeah," he said gruffly. "Uh, the thing is—we'vetbdorgotten something."

"l don't think so," Annie said, fighting againstetlears that inexplicably
threatened. "Believe me, Chase, we haven't fongattining."

"No flight back until tomorrow, babe. No hotel roeneither."
"Oh." Annie chewed on her lip. "Well, that's okdl}.wait at the airport.”
"That's not a good idea."

"It's a fine idea." Annie smiled brightly. "I've-alays liked airports. | can
buy myself half a dozen magazines and a hot dafyupun a corner and—"

"Listen, we'll stay right where we are. But weltar$s over. New ground
rules. No talking about the past, or about us. Gkay

"The past, and us, are the only things we've dottiie said quietly. "l don't
see how we can avoid talking about them."

Chase looked at her for a long moment. Then hesdigimd ran his fingers
through his hair.

"I'll go find the guy who brought us here. He caket us back to shore. And
I'l phone Tanaka and see if he can pull some gdrito get you a room
somewhere. Or I'll stay with you at the airportiiyou can get a flight out.”

"That won't be necessary."”

"Look, we can argue about it later. Right now,ntet just put the wheels in
motion."



"What'll you tell him? Your Mr. Tanaka? About whyewvant to leave the
island, | mean?"

His mouth twisted. "Don't start worrying about hbaandle business at this
late date, Annie. It's my problem, not yours."

Chase strode from the room and slammed the daartafh. Annie sat back
in the rocker. She was shaking, and she felt lilggng, which was stupid. It
only proved how much pressure she'd been undelagheouple of days. »
She took a deep breath, heel-and-toed the rocteemiation and settled in to

wait for her liberation from this island, Chasedam thousand unwanted
memories.

"He's gone."
Annie blinked her eyes open and swung her legsddldor.

"Who?" she said, in a hoarse voice. She frownedalided her hands over
her eyes. "Whao's gone?"

Chase leaned back against the wall and foldedims.dHis face looked as if
it had been chipped from granite.

"The guy who brought us here."

Annie's head was swimming. "I'm not—I'm not folloygiyou. The guy with
the boat, you mean?"

"Uh-huh."
"How can he be goné®herecould he have gone? He couldn't have walked
to..." Her breath caught at the expression on Chdsee. "You mean, he

took the boat?"

"You've got it."



Annie stared at him. "We're stuck here?"
"Right again."
"Well—well, phone your Mr. Tanaka. Tell him—"

"Will you stop calling him that? He isotmy Mr. Tanaka." Chase glowered
at her. "Anyway, | already tried to phone him."

"And?"

"And," he said, shrugging his shoulders, "it's aoégular phone they've got
here, it's a radio thing."

"So?"
"So, it doesn't seem to work."

Annie bit her lip and fought down a rising tide lofsteria. "If this is your
idea of some kind of joke, Chase..."

"Do I look like I'm joking?" Chase smiled tightiThe guy left a note, in the
kitchen. It seems we're trapped until tomorrow."

"That's impossible. Why would he strand us here?"

"I don't know why. I don't much care, either. Aknow is that we're going to
have to make the best of things, until the jerkhwthe boat shows up
tomorrow morning at eight.”

"At eight," Annie repeated, through lips that felimb. She looked at her
watch. Sixteen hours to get through. Sixteen hoaftene with her
ex-husband.

"Just get this through your head,"” Chase said. &louked up. "This setup.
This—this honeymoon hotel. | assure you, it wastytidea."



"I certainly hope not. Because if it was, you're for a heck of a
disappoint—"

Annie gasped as Chase grabbed her shoulders aledl e to her feet.
"Lady, | have taken all the insults I'm going t&eal promise you, I'm not
so desperate for a woman to warm my bed that I'tbgdl this trouble to

arrange it."

He was right, and she knew it. Her accusation hehl@umb. He couldn't
have arranged this fiasco if he'd wanted to.

And he was right about all the rest, as well. Chaseldn't have to resort to
subterfuge, to get a woman into his bed. He was—ta Deb called him,

the day of the wedding? Hunky, that was it. He Wwasky and he always

had been, especially now that he was in his prldimase was a man who'd
turn women's heads without even trying.

No wonder she spotted his photo in the paper smpitith some smiling
bimbo on his arm.

Except they weren't bimbos. She might as well adhat, too, while she
was going for the truth. She liked to tell herske#y were, but the women in
the photos with her ex-husband were invariably beAd@and elegant.

Like Janet Pendleton, who was going to become ties w

Annie's throat felt raspy. It was silly, but shé fie crying.

"You're right,” she said.

"You're damned right | am."

"This entire thing—our getting on that plane in fiist place, and now our
getting stuck here is—just, what's the word? Katma.

Chase could hardly believe it. Annie, holding aubéive branch? It seemed
inconceivable but hell, most of what had happenednd the past



forty-eight hours fell into that very same categdfyt was an olive branch,
what did he have to lose if he accepted it? If s going to spend the night
in that rocker—and he was—it would be a lot befiberthe both of them if
they weren't at each other's throats.

"Karma," he said, as he lifted his hands from leufders. "Don't tell me.
You're taking a course in Eastern religions."

Annie smiled and shook her head. "l bought a cosmpiihat's what the guy
who installed it said. It's karma if you can getanputer to work right, and
karma if you can't."

"You bought yourself a computer?"

"For business. But it's turned out to be fun, tbloe Internet, that kind of
thing."

"Uh-huh. Who showed you how to use it? The paroffriian?"

"l taught myself. Well, with a little help from Daw’

"Really." Chase smiled. "Maybe you'll give me sopmnters, sometime.
I'm still all thumbs at anything more complicatétan punching up a
spreadsheet.”

"Sure."

Their eyes met and held, and then Chase made asHowaking around at
the room. "I'm really sorry about this. The accondatons, | mean. | never

dreamed Tanaka would dump us out here."

"It's a bit much, I admit." Annie smiled. "But iteautiful, too. Maybe this is
what hotels are like, wherever it is he comes ffom.

Chase grinned. "He's from Dallas, babe—I mean, &nNbp, | suspect he
figured we wanted to spend some private time tageth

Annie laughed. "Cupid Tanaka, huh?"



"So it would seem.”

Again, silence closed around them. Annie sat downthe edge of the
rocker.

"So0," she said briskly, "what're you going to daaifthis place down, then
build the retreat he wants from scratch?"

"Something like that."
"I'll bet the final result will be spectacular.”

"Livable, anyway," Chase said, leaning back agahestvall and folding his
arms.

Annie smiled. "Don't be modest, Chase. | know ywark is well thought
of. | see your name—the company's name—in the papkrthe time.
You've made it to the top."

"So they tell me." His tone was flat, and so wasdmile. "To tell you the
truth, the only thing I've noticed is that if tlsatvhere | am, it's not all it's
cracked up to be."

"Aren't you happy?"

"Are you?"

She stared at him. Why was she hesitating? Of epahe was happy. She
had her house. Her business. Friends. Interedite that was comfortable,
not one in which she was expected to play a role.

"Annie?"

She looked up. Chase had moved closer. She hadoordgch out her hand,
if she wanted to touch him.

"Are you happy?" he asked softly.



She wanted to say that she was. To tell him wheitighst told herself, how
her life had taken on shape and meaning.

Instead she found herself thinking how wonderfuiad felt when they'd
kissed. She wanted to tell him that though she'den@agood life for herself,
there was an emptiness to it that she hadn't egen aware of until she'd
gone into his arms on the dance floor.

But to say any of that would have been stupid. €kess out of her life; she
was out of his. That was the way they both warttédadn't they proved that
a few hours ago, when they'd gone at each othenntea and tong?
Whatever she thought she'd felt since the weddiag an aberration.

"Yes," she said, with a smile that felt as if it restretching her lips
grotesquely, "certainly, I'm happy. I've never bewre content in my life.”

A curtain seemed to drop over Chase's eyes.

"Of course," he said politely. "You're happy, witbur business and your
fiance."

Annie nodded. "And so are you."
"Yeah. And so am I."
They looked at each other and then Chase walk#detdoor.

"Well," he said briskly, "I think I'll go check ouhe refrigerator. There's
bound to be enough food for a couple of meals tlwrm the freezer.”

"All the conveniences, hmm? Even way out here."
"Everybody's got a different definition of roughirgl guess."
"So | see. If you'd told me we'd end up in a caliran island a million miles

from civilization, I'd have imagined a one-room skaith a propane stove
on the porch and an outhouse in the back."



Chase smiled. "Like the place we rented that sunafter we got married.
Remember? The outdoor sun- shower, the one-hol@usio john..."

Annie laughed. "How could | forget? We bought thainy set of pots and
pans that were supposed to fit inside each otlnerflzose sleeping bags..."

"Boy, we were dumb," Chase said, laughing, too. "West have spent,
what, an hour or more trying to figure out how ip the bags together
because we sure as hell weren't going to sleep. apHiis words trailed off.
"Damn," he said softly, "I haven't thought of tinatekend in years."

Neither had Annie. Just remembering made her tlomastrict.

"lI—I think I'll go freshen up," she said. "And therand then, maybe I'll
take a walk, too. Just to clear my head. The flight so long, and—and
everything's been so hurried..."

"Yeah. Sure." Chase swallowed dryly. "You go on.sWap, walk around,
whatever. I'll check out the supplies.”

"I'll come give you a hand in a few minutes." Slaega quick, brittle laugh.
"I wish | had a hairbrush with me, or even somestlgk. | feel like a
complete mess."

Chase thought of telling her the truth, that shendineed a brush or
cosmetics because she was already more beautfubtiny woman he'd ever
known.

Hell, he thought, and he pulled open the door,mdput into the hall and
strode away from temptation as fast as he couldowitbreaking into a run.



CHAPTER EIGHT
CHASE GLANCED at his watch.

The Tanaka Hotel wasn't as perfect as it lookedthbeght wryly. The

freezer and the refrigerator had turned out to bmeorsingly empty.

Someone must have emptied things out, in prepar&iicthe day the cabin
would be demolished.

Still, there'd been some usable stuff in the paaty he'd been able to come
up with the makings for an improvised meal. Nowwses peeling potatoes
and onions but his thoughts were elsewhere. Fiftegutes had gone by
since he'd heard the front door open, then shAnag had gone off on her
walk.

Maybe he ought to go look for her.

Not that there was anything to worry about on tbliand. It was wild and
isolated, but nothing here could harm her. Theneewe predatory animals,
not of a size to be a problem. No bears, or coyotes

Well, he supposed there probably were snakes, ththe odds of Annie
meeting up with one on the neatly kept gravel plas traversed the island
were remote.

Spiders, though. There were definitely spiders—Isedn some Class A
specimens the first time Tanaka had brought himhewt. They'd been the
size of a child's fist but they were harmless.

It was just that Annie had a thing about creepyvetees.

He'd learned that the winter he'd scored his featly big contract. On his
way home after he'd landed the deal, he'd stoppduiy Annie a box of
chocolates. There was a kid on the corner neaubeay, selling single red
roses; Chase had selected the prettiest one he fiodland just then, he'd
spied a travel agency across the street. Therawag bright poster in the
window.



Come To The Virgin Islands, it said.

Under the words was a picture of a smiling couptdding hands under a
fiery tropic sun and gazing lovingly into each atheyes.

Chase hadn't hesitated. He'd trotted across thetsdnd straight into the
travel agency. A bored clerk had looked up fronca®ed wooden desk.

"We're just about to close,"” she'd said. "Why dgoit come back tomorrow
and—"

"That poster. The one in the window." He'd beenytmang, and too flushed
with excitement, to phrase his question with aniptlety. "How much
would it cost for me to take my wife to the Virdgslands?"

The clerk had looked at the rose in his hand aedctiocolates under his
arm, and maybe at him, too, all youthful, eageicgrdtion, cleaned up but
wearing, as he had in those years, the chambray jglains and work boots
he felt most comfortable in. She'd sighed, but gbing that might have
been a smile had lit her tired face.

"Come and sit down," she'd told him. "I have a dewgd packages here that
just might interest you."

So he'd gone home to Annie with one perfect red,rasbox of candy, a
contract that made all his, and her, sacrificeshvanile—and reservations
at a resort on Saint John Island.

Neither the poster nor the travel agent had exageerthe beauty of the
islands. To this moment, he remembered the shodksbfseeing the pale
sky, white sand and crystal-clear blue water.

"It's the color of your eyes," he'd whispered ton&n as he held her in his
arms that first night, in their wonderful hideawayerlooking the sea.
Compared to this, the place had been a shack—hutat happy they'd
been there!



Chase smiled to himself. That night had been whkat tome to think of as
the Night of the Spider.

He and Annie had made love on the secluded tephdeeir little house,
cocooned in a black velvet bowl of night sky.

"l love you," he'd whispered, after she'd criediautis arms and he'd spent
himself in her silken heat. Annie had sighed arssdd him, and then they
must have fallen asleep, there in the darkness thélsoft whisper of the
surf seeming to echo the beats of their hearts.

Sometime during the night, he'd awakened to alshrie

"Annie?" he'd shouted, and though it had taken antpuple of seconds to
race through the little house and find her in théhlbom, his adrenaline
must have been pumping a mile a minute by the kiengot there.

Annie, white-faced, was standing on the closetoitembling with terror.

"Annie? Babe," he'd said, pulling her into his arfhat is it? What
happened?"

"There," she'd said, in a shaky whisper, and shadted an equally shaky
hand toward the tub.

"Where?" Chase had responded. All he saw was treelan tub, the bath
mat, the gleaming white tile...

And the spider.

It was big, as spiders went. Definitely the largepnomy size. And it was
hairy. But it was only a spider, for God's sake] anthe time it had taken
him to get from the bedroom to Annie, he'd diedhausand deaths,
imagining what might have happened to her.

So he'd reacted the only way he could, scoopingpidger up with a towel,
marching to the back door, dumping the thing il $andy grass and then
returning to his wife, slapping his hands on hgshand asking her what in



hell was wrong with her, to shriek like a bansheeduse she saw some little
spider that was probably more afraid of her thanwsas of it.

Annie had slapped her hands on her hips, too, atdhad his angry glower
with one of her own.

"That's it," she'd said, "take the spider's sicdgdgad of mine!"
"Are you nuts? I'm not taking—"

"You just think how you'd feel, if you'd come inreeturned on the light and
found that—that thing waiting for you!"

"It wasn't 'waiting' for you. It was minding its ombusiness."

"It was waiting for me,"” Annie had insisted, "tapgiits eight trillion feet
and waiting for—"

Chase had snorted. "Eight trillion feet?" he'd selibking back his laughter,
and suddenly Annie had started to laugh, too, heaéxt thing he'd known,
his wife was in his arms.

"l know it's dumb,"” she'd said, laughing and cryaghe same time, "but I'm
scared of spiders. Especially big ones."

"Big?" Chase had said, cupping her face in his faml smiling into her
eyes. "Hey, that thing was big enough to eat Clucdde'd stopped smiling
then, and told her what was in his heart, thatamger had only been a
cover-up for the fear he'd felt when he'd heardsbezam, that if he ever lost
her—that if he ever lost her, his life would hawemeaning...

"Hi."
He swung around. Annie was standing in the doorwayling, and only
force of will kept him from going to her, takingria his arms, and telling

her that— telling her that...

"Sorry | took so long, but | lost track of the tirhe



Chase expelled his breath and looked away from her.

"Were you gone long?" he said, with a casualnesdidi&t feel. "I hadn't
noticed."

"l walked through the woods." Annie came closeerpd over his shoulder
at the potatoes and onions and picked up a pamifg.K'This is some
beautiful place. | hate to think of it overrun wihys in three-piece suits."

Chase forced a smile to his lips. "They won't witaee-piece suits when
they come here. They'll wear plaid Bermudas, bkatks and wing tips.”

Annie laughed, picked up a potato and began peéliti@ame difference."”
They worked in silence for a few minutes, and thlea spoke again. "l saw
an interesting spider on the deck."

Chase looked up. "That's strange. | was just thoplabout... Did you say,
'interesting'?"

"Uh-huh. It was..." She hesitated. "It was big. Yamow. Impressive."

"Impressive, huh? And you didn't scream? Seemsetbcan remember the
days when creepy crawlies weren't exactly your fiég&@reatures.”

Annie blew an errant curl off her forehead. "Tha&l aren't. But | took this
course last year..."

"Why doesn't that surprise me?"

"It was about insects," she said with dignity.

Thatdid surprise him. "You? Taking a course about bugs?"

Annie flushed. "Well, why not? I figured it was ptd to be scared of things

with more than four legs. | decided, maybe if | ersfood them better, |
might not jump at the sight of an ant.""And?"



She shot him a sideways look and an embarrasséel $Amd, | learned to
respect creepy crawlies like crazy. There are & béa lot more of them
than there are of us, and they've been here ldnger.

Chase nodded. "I can almost hear the 'but’ that’srg."

She laughed and reached for another potato. "Butstill not in the mood
for a one-to-one relationship with anything thatae eight legs to cross a
room."

Chase grinned. "It's nice to know that some thimgyger change.”
Annie's smile dimmed. "Yes. Yes, it is."

They worked in silence for a couple of minutes, ¥npeeling potatoes,
Chase slicing onions, and then Chase spoke.

"Annie?"
llem?ll

"l, ah,  wanted to tell you... | just hope you kna" He swallowed. "l didn't
mean what | said before. About you taking all thogerses to take digs at
me, | mean."

Annie felt her cheeks redden. "That's okay."

"No. It's not okay. | know you enjoy learning dilt stuff. The poetry, the
art... It's just not my thing. Heck, if I'd hadteke anything but the minimum
liberal arts stuff to get my engineering degre® never have managed. I'd
probably still be digging ditches for a living."

Annie smiled and shook her head. "You know thattdnue." She glanced at
him, then put all her concentration on the pota®was peeling. "Anyway,
maybe—maybe there was some truth to what you kaidan, | didn't pick
those things to study because | thought they'd kymwv, be about stuff you
wouldn't enjoy. | do like poetry, and art, andth rest.” She bent her head
so that her hair fell around her face, shieldirfgoitn his view. "But | have to



admit, when you looked puzzled about some eighitessritury poet, well, it

made me feel good." She looked up suddenly, hes byight and shiny.

"Not because | felt smarter or anything but becadsecause it was a way
of proving that | could hold my own, you know? Tleten though | was

only a housewife, that didn't mean | was—"

"Only a housewife?"

Annie shrugged as she dumped the potato on theieroand reached for
another.

"That's what | was."

"Only a housewife," he said, and laughed. "Thalielaof a description for
the woman who kept our home running smoothly, veiged our child, who
entertained all the clowns | had to butter up whilas trying to get Cooper
Construction moving."

"l guess | wasted an awful lot of time in self-pity

"That's not what | meant. If anybody wasted timahdy it was me. | should
have told you how proud | was of all the things gl But | was too busy
patting myself on the back, congratulating myseif building Cooper
Construction into something bigger than my fathed rever dreamed.
Something that would..."

Something that would make you proud of, ine'd almost said, but he
stopped himself just in time. It was too late tié &@bout that now.

"Well, what's the difference?" he said briskly.'s'lall water under the
bridge." He concentrated on slicing the onions, #reh he cleared his
throat. "At least now | know that you didn't takethose classes just to get
away from me."

"You weren't home often enough for me to worry dlgeiting away from
you," Annie said, a little stiffly.



"You could have had your degree by now," he saidely deciding it was
the better part of valor to avoid a minefield tharattempt to cross it. "If
you'd taken a concentration in one area, | mean."

"l don't need it." Annie peeled the last potatad, gmwn her knife and wiped
her hands on a towel. "All those horticulture cesrpaid off." A note of
pride crept into her voice. "Flowers by Annie isuccess, Chase. I've had to
hire more people, and I'm thinking of maybe trymg hand at landscape
design."

"That's wonderful."

"The truth is, | don't think I ever really wanteddagree. The thought of
taking a bunch of formal classes didn't have ampeap | just figured, well,
I'd improve myself a little. Learn some stuff. Ykoow."

"You didn't need improving," Chase said. He knevetvended angry, but he
couldn't help it. The only thing he didn't know walsether he was angry at
Annie or himself. Improve herself? His Annie?

"l did. I just had this high school education...”

Chase dropped his paring knife, clasped her shoaifded turned her to face
him.

"You were the valedictorian of your graduating sladammit! The only
reason you didn't go to college was because wengatied, right after you
graduated high school.”

"l know. But—"

"We., talked about it, remember? We tried to figoue if we could both go
to college and still get married, and we decidettlwever be able to afford
that." His mouth twisted. "So | went. You didn'tolY took those miserable
jobs, flipping hamburgers—"

"First, | flipped fish filets,” Annie said with énaky smile. "And then french
fries. Hamburgers were a step up.”



"Dammit, Annie, you gave up what you could have,fadme. Don't you
think | know it?"

"l gave up nothing. | wanted to do it."

"Whatever we had—whatever | have, today—I owe t0.%/0

"You don't owe me anything, Chase. You never dioh'Dyou understand?"
Annie took a deep breath. "I didn't want a colleiggree half as much as |
wanted to marry you."

"Yes." Chase's voice roughened. His hands slidarghroat and he buried
them in her hair as he tilted her face to his. tWs all | could think of, too.
Marrying you. Making you mine. So | did the selfi$iing."

"You didn't!"

"l did, dammit!" His eyes searched her face, hiseghrushing her mouth
before lifting again. "l let you give up your hopasd dreams so that | could

havemydream."”

"It was important to you. Becoming an engineer, imgka success of
yourself...."

"My dream was to have you. Only you. And, onced,dd give you the
things you'd missed out on when we first got mdri@ecause you'd had to
make so many sacrifices."

"They weren't sacrifices,” Annie said, as the tease in her eyes. "l loved
you, Chase. | wanted to help you succeed."

"And | only wanted to make you proud of me."
They fell silent.
If only I'd known, Annie thought...

If only I'd understood, Chase thought...



Was it too late? he wondered. Could you turn baekytars? Could that be
something this beautiful, confident woman in hisiamight even want to

do? She'd turned into someone else, his Annigaager with a life of her

own.

Was it too late? Annie wondered. Was it possibleotbback time? They
were two different people now, she and this handsamonderful man who
had once been her husband. He had moved into gbighred world that
was eons removed from her quiet country life.

And then, there was Janet Pendleton. The womaneGhas engaged to
marry. The woman he loved.

Tears stung Annie's eyes. What an idiot she wasV ldould she have
forgotten? They'd moved on, the both of them, arnhs€é had found
someone to replace her, in his heart and in fas lif

She swallowed hard. Chase was looking at her smg#ty. Oh, how
tempting it was to let herself believe, just foriastant, for a heartbeat, that
he still loved her. But she knew that he didn't.af$he saw in his eyes was
regret for the pain they'd caused each other, angbassion—but not love.

Not anymore.
"Annie." His voice was soft, almost tender. "Anhilee said, "I'm so sorry."

"Don't be," she said quickly. Compassion was onegthbut pity was

another. Pity was the last thing she wanted froraséh"There's no point.
It's spilt milk, you know?" It wasn't easy, but stmiled. "And nobody

should ever waste tears over spilt milk."

"It's not that simple."

"But it is." Annie spoke quickly, rushing her wordairrying to keep him
from offering her another apology. What she waifitech him, needed with
all her heart, was something she wouldn't thinkuabwouldn't admit to
thinking about, even to herself. "It's very simplshe said, with another



little smile. "It looks as if us spending time ttiger was a good idea, after
all."

"Yes. | agree."

"If we hadn't, we'd never have gotten this chaneetb make peace with the
past.”

"Can you forgive me, for hurting you?"

"Of course."” It was easier to smile, now that shevkit was the only choice
left to her.* “As long as you can forgive me, too, because | whakareless.
And then, we get on with our lives. With—with owswa relationships.”

The tiny flame of hope in Chase's heart flickered died.

"Milton Hoffman." His voice was toneless.

"And your Janet Pendleton. Yes."

Chase could see the radiance in Annie's smild&. liel eyes. Funny, but a
couple of minutes ago, he'd foolishly let himsalhk the light in her eyes

was for him.

"We're very fortunate people,” she said softly.rf®@onever find love once
but we—we found it twice."

Chase stared at the stranger who had once beesifhisHe thought of
pulling her into his embrace and kissing her utiidt smile for Milton
Hoffman was erased from her lips. He thought o$ikig her until all she
could think of was him.

But, in the end, he did what he knew was right.
"That's true," he said, touching his hand to har, bacause he couldn't keep

from doing it. He kept the touch light, though,tbat it matched his smile.
"We're very lucky, the both of us.”



He let go of her, turned away and reached blinahafpeeled onion. Annie
watched, her heart breaking, as he sliced int8he felt the sting of tears
again and she scrubbed the back of her hand flyiousr her eyes.

"Damned onions," she said, with a choked laugh.u'Moslicing them but
I'm suffering. Isn't that silly?"

Chase, lost in his own thoughts, nodded. "Yeah."

"So," she said briskly, "what are we having for e anyway? Onion and
potato pie?"

Somehow, he forced his attention back to the kitclad the mundane
chores they were performing. He smiled, put dowa khife, wiped his
hands on the towel and opened the door of the ehjust over the sink.

" Voila," he said, whipping around to face Annie and hajdout a small,
round can as if he were a sommelier presentingwiitér a bottle of fine
wine.

"Tuna? That's it? That's all you could find in thikchen?"

"There's another half a dozen, right on the pasiteif."

"I don't believe it. All this, and Mr. Tanaka eagnned tuna?"

"l don't think sushi would have much of a shelélifChase grinned. "Less
than thrilling, huh?"

"You're sure there isn't anything else?"
"A couple of cans of evaporated milk. A bottle ofc oil. Some soup—"
"Cream of mushroom?" she asked hopefully.

"Yeah. | think so."



Annie sighed. "Get me the soup and the evaporatg @ooper. Then step
aside and let an expert get to work."

"You mean, you can do something clever with thigfat"
"l can try."

Chase grinned as he plucked the other cans frorshélees, opened them
and put them on the counter.

"l should have known. I'd almost forgotten how intree you were with
Spam, the first couple of years after we were radrti

"Inventive?" Annie said, as she drained the tuba tine sink.

"Sure. Seems to me | can remember Spam cassexateed Spam, grilled
Spam..."

"A can of Spam, a couple of onions and some pogdtoe

"Which recipe was that?"

"All of them," Annie said, laughing. She dug aroundhe shelves beneath
the stove, took out a skillet and put it on a burfiekept giving the same
concoction different names, to keep us from goihgeko."

"Now she tells me. So, what's on the menu tonight?"

"How about Tuna Surprise?"

"What's the Surprise?"

"Managing to turn this mess into something edibl&rinie said, and
laughed. "Here. Start dicing the potatoes. I'lithgasome oil and slice the

rest of the onions."

"Suppose you supervise while | do the work. It's famylt we're stuck out
here, in the tail end of nowhere, so it's only faget to make dinner."



"Let's face it, Cooper. We're trapped in a placstrpeople would kill for, so
stop apologizing and start dicing."

Annie splashed some oil into the skillet, then &xhpast Chase and placed it
on the burner. Her breast brushed lightly acrossahmn, and he felt himself
harden like stone. Desire, an overpowering neechér for Annie, the
mother of his child and the passion of his youtliged through his blood,
pumping hard and hot, and pooled low in his belly.

He jerked away. As he did, his elbow knocked agaiine knife and it
clattered to the floor.

"Damn," he said, as if it mattered, as if anythingttered but wanting to
take his wife in his arms. Milton Hoffman's facketface of the man she
loved, rose before him as if it were an apparitidoffman, who couldn't

love Annie as much as he did because, dammijchiove her. Not again,

but still. He'd never stopped loving her, and iswiane to admit it.

"Annie," he said in a low voice.

Annie looked up. The temperature in the kitchehdslif it had gone up ten
degrees.

The message was there, in Chase's eyes. Her daped in her chest. She
told herself not to be a fool. What was happeniegetwasn't real. Reality
was the papers that had legally severed their agarilt was a woman
named Janet, waiting for Chase back in New York.

On the other hand, hadn't some philosopher saltiyraas what you made
of it?

"Annie?" Chase whispered. He reached toward heshadwayed forward,
her eyes half-closed...

The smell of burning oil filled the kitchen.

Annie swung around, grabbed the skillet and dunipiedo the sink.



"We'll have to start over," she said, with a shiakygh. She looked at Chase.
"With the cooking, | mean."

Chase nodded. Then they turned away from each atttemade a show of
being busy.

Annie fried more onions, parboiled the diced patatand put together a
tuna casserole.

Chase made the coffee and opened a package ofecsaakd a box of
cookies.

When everything was ready, they carried their nigal the living room,

arranged it on the low, lacquered table and saisselegged, on the
black-and-white cushions. They ate in silence,@sgly and impersonally
as if they were strangers who'd been asked to sh#able in a crowded
coffee shop.

Afterward, they cleaned up together. Then Anni&ktaanagazine from a
stack she'd found in the kitchen.

Chase said he'd take another walk.

Annie said she'd read.

But she didn't. The black-and-white cushions didffér much in the way of

comfort. Besides, her thoughts kept straying awamfthe magazine, to the
hours looming ahead. There was an entire nightetotlygough. She and
Chase, sharing this cabin. And that bedroom.

How would she manage?

She jumped when Chase stepped into the living room.

"Sorry," he said. "l didn't meant to startle you."



"That's okay." She folded her hands over the clasadazine, her fingers
knotted tightly together. "I was thinking," she cdsaarefully. "I mean, it
occurred to me..."

"What?"
Annie took a breath.
"Well, there is one advantage to being here byaues."

Chase looked at her. His eyes were burning likéscd@here's a definite
advantage."

There was no mistaking his meaning. Annie felthesart swell, as if it were
a balloon, until it seemed to fill her chest.

"What | mean," she said, speaking with care, "& there's no one here to
know what our arrangements are. We wouldn't hawexpdain anything..."
Her words stuttered to a halt. "Don't look at ma&t tlvay," she whispered.

Chase shut the door, his eyes locked on hers. dbomant to make love?"

The directness of the question stole her breattya®he shook her head.
“No! I didn't say—"

"l want you, Annie."

His voice was rough and his face seemed to haemtak an angularity, but
she knew what she was really seeing was desirekri&ve, because this was
how he'd looked, years ago, when their need foh edlcer had been an
unquenchable thirst. They'd be talking, or justirgt and reading or

watching TV, and suddenly she'd feel a stillnestheair. And she'd look

up, and Chase would be watching her, and whatahershis eyes would

make her breasts swell so that she'd feel the sahper bra against her
nipples, feel the dampness bloom between her thighs

"Babe," he said thickly, "I want you so much | ¢dhink straight.”



It seemed to take forever before she could draw@mastrength to answer.
"We can't,” she said, in a voice that soundeddilstranger's.

"Why? We're adults. Who is it going to hurt, if Wwe what we both want to
do?"

Me, she'd thought, me, Chase, because if | godonliid you, I'll be forced
to admit the truth to myself, that | still—thattllls—

"No," she said, her voice rising in a cry that sedno tremble in the air
between them. "No," she repeated, and then, because the only safe
thing she could think of, she took another breaith lked again, the same
way she had when they'd been preparing dinnewditldn't be fair to—to
Milton."

"Milton." The name was like an obscenity on Chakps

"That's right. Milton. I'm engaged, and so are y@that | meant about
nobody knowing what we do tonight, nobody askingsiions, was that
there's no reason for us to share the bedroom."

"l see."

She waited for him to say something else, but da'di

"Surely, in this entire house, there's another—"

"No."

"No?"

"Look around you, dammit. There's no sofa. Tharetseven a chair, except
for the rocker in the bedroom."

Annie stared at him, wondering why he sounded gpyan

"Well," she said, looking up at the ceiling, "wlisadn the second—"



"Did you see a staircase?"
"Well—well, no. No, I didn't. But—"

"That's because there aren't any rooms above eseShust a storage loft,
full of boxes. And bats."

"Bats?" Annie said, with a faint shudder.

"Bats," Chase repeated coldly, furious at herjrasklf, at Dawn, at Kichiro

Tanaka and the city of Seattle and the Fates am@wven, whatever, had put
him into this impossible situation. His lips drewdi from his teeth. "The

bats eat the spiders. Thepressiveones, the size of dinner plates.”

"In other words, you're telling me we'll have tokedhe best of things."

"A Dbrilliant deduction."

Annie tossed aside the magazine and shot to hier'fegten, Cooper, don't

be so high-and-mighty! I'm not the one who gottuslsout here, and don't

you forget it."

"No," he snarled, "l won't forget it. If you'd pubur foot down in the first
place, if you'd told our daughter, flat out, thiaé £ouldn't marry Nick—"

"That's it," Annie said, stalking past him.

"Don't you walk out on me, lady."

"I'm going to find something else to read,” sheppeal, over her shoulder.
"Even the label on a can of tuna would be bettanttrying to have a
conversation with you."

"You're right," Chase snapped back, shoulderingpas "I might even take

my chances and try swimming to the mainland. Amghwould be an
improvement over an evening spent in your company!”



Annie sat on the rocker in the bedroom. She loakdder watch.

Chase had been gone a long time. Surely he hally meant that. He
wouldn't have really tried to swim the cold, choppster...

The bedroom door opened. She looked up and saweChas
"Sorry," he said briskly. "I should have knocked."
"That's all right. I, uh, | was just sitting heneda— and thinking."

"It's been a long day. | don't know about you, llijust as soon turn in and
get some sleep.”

"That's what | was thinking about. Our sleepingiagements. We can share
the room."

"We aresharing it,” he said coldly. "I thought I'd madat clear. There isn't
a hell of a lot of choice."

"You did. And |—I agree. It's not a problem,"” Anrsiaid, rushing her words
together. "The bed's the size of a football fi¢ltitake the right side. You
can have... What are you doing?"

Chase was yanking open closet doors. "There'vet@die linens here
somewhere... Here we go." He reached inside, tagtkan armful of
bedding, tossed a blanket to Annie and then drapether over the rocker.

"You're going to sleep in the chair?"

"That's right." He sat down, tucked a pillow behimd head and stretched
out his legs. "l wouldn't want to sully your reptita."

"Chase, please. | never meant—"
He reached behind him, hit the switch on the wadl #the room was plunged

into darkness. Annie closed her eyes. Tears seepietiom beneath her
lashes.



"Chase?" she whispered, after a long time.

"What?"
"Nothing," she said, and rolled onto her side.

| love you, Chase, she thought, because there avhanm in saying it now,
to herself, even as she wondered how she was doimggt through the
endless night.

"Good night, Annie," Chase said, and he shiftedasiig, trying to find a

comfortable position even though he knew therengasuch thing, not in a
wooden rocker, not with the granddaddy of all heada in permanent
residence behind his temples—and not with the aignan he would ever
love sleeping a hand's span away.

He could smell her perfumed scent, hear the scftokiser breathing. All he
had to do was reach out and he'd be able to toaictvéwrm, silken skin.

How in hell was he ever going to get through thght#?



CHAPTER NINE

CHASE CAME AWAKE with a start. The room was inky black; he couldrhe
the light patter of rain against the roof.

Where was he? Not at home, that was for sure.

Memory came back in a rush. The crazy flight totk=alhe motorboat,
speeding across the water. The island. The cabeb€&droom...

This bedroom.
And Annie. Annie, asleep in a bed inches from wheraat.

Don't think about that. About Annie. Think abounsthing else. Anything
else.

Chase grimaced. He could think about how it wowddabmiracle if he ever
managed to stand upright again. Now, that wasia teprth considering.

Gingerly, hands clasping the arms of the woodekande eased himself up
so that his back was straight. Not that cautionld/iouake much difference.
His spine felt as brittle as china, and it achkd hell. The rest of him didn't
feel much better.

Whistler's Mother be damned, he thought grimly. \d&ro rocking chairs
were not made for comfort, or for sleeping.

It was chilly in here, too. It didn't help that théanket he'd draped over
himself was somewhere on the floor. Wincing, het bemvn and felt around

until he found it. Then he dragged it up to hisknaed told himself that this

night couldn't last forever.

What time was it, anyway? Chase raised his arnpaeded at the place on
his wrist where he knew his watch ought to be. lidieed dial was faint; he

had to squint to see it clearly. It had to be, WhEbiree, maybe four in the
morning?



Bloody hell! It was eleven twenty-five. He'd beestegep, if you could call it
that, all of two hours.

Wearily he closed his eyes, started to put his Hetk and remembered,
just in time, that if he did, he'd whack his slaglainst the wall. He'd done it
a couple of times already. For all he knew, that what had awakened him
in the first place.

Eleven twenty-five. Unbelievable! If he were in 8karight now, he'd be
wide-awake. He'd be sitting up in a nice, soft bedh a pillow tucked
between him and the headboard, and he'd be rea@ingvatching TV.
Making notes for the next day's meetings. WhateMae.one sure thing was
that he wouldn't be sitting in the most uncomfaeathair man had ever
invented, with no place to rest his head. Or his.Iés for his butt...men,
he'd decided, were not born with enough paddingeheounted.

Another couple of hours, he'd end up a chiropractiream.

Dammit, who was he kidding? Another couple of mashe'd end up out of
his skull. Forget the chair, and the discomfortrgiing to sleep in it. Forget
the night chill that had seeped into the room. Ebtlge soft whisper of the
rain.

None of that was the reason he was awake.
The reason, plain and simple, was Annie.
How was he supposed to get through the night thppiiis room with her?

Chase told himself he ought to be ashamed forelaisdrous thoughts. Not
that they were his fault. It was Annie who was kante.

Damn. Oh damn. Why couldn't he admit the truth?r@eas no way to lay
this off on Annie. She hadn't planted these picuméehis head. She couldn't
possibly know he was sitting here with an achingklend a sizzling libido.
She was sound asleep. He could tell by the sefigstwhisper of her breath.
If he'd been having raunchy dreams—and he had—stneaody's fault but
his own.



One dream, in particular, had been very real.

It had started with him sitting right here, in tolgair, when he'd heard Annie
sigh his name.

Chase she'd said, and suddenly moonlight had streamtdthe room,
casting an ivory glow on the bed.

Annie had sat up and opened her arms to him.

Chase she'd whisperedwhy are you sitting over there? Come to bed,
darling, with me, where you belong.

Chase rubbed his hands over his eyes.

"Give us a break, Cooper,"” he muttered. "What are, y pimply-faced
kid?"

A grown man could share a room with a woman for riight without
coming unglued, especially when she was the vemnavohe'd divorced
five long years ago. He could get through twentyrfloours without letting
himself think he'd fallen for her all over againchase the truth was, he
hadn't.

Of course he hadn't.

It was just the pressure of the last few days, thas all. Things were
catching up. The wedding. Dawn's running away. Eisotional and
physical exhaustion. Taken all together, it wasesgription for disaster.

Then, too, his ex was still a very attractive womHlis type of woman,
which was only logical considering that he'd beermad to her, once upon
a time. But he'd also left her, or they'd left eather, to be exact, and for
very good reasons.

Chase sat back carefully in the rocker.



So, okay, she could still push all the right bustoind yeah, his stupid male
hormones were still programmed to make his equsiilpid male anatomy
straighten up and salute. That didn't mean hedad here having thoughts
that were beginning to make going out into the rainan impromptu
shower seem like a pretty good idea.

He had to concentrate on the reality of the situatAnnie was in love with

another man, and if he wasn't actually feelingghme way about Janet,
well, he could. He would. It was just a matterettihg it happen. And then
the story of Annie and Chase would be over, onckfanall.

Dawn was a big girl now. She'd understand thatiésn't a fairy tale that
ended with the words, "And they lived happily eaéer."

Chase sighed. He felt better already. There'd benoe dreams tonight.
Why, even if that last silly dream were to comeefrdf Annie were to
suddenly stir and whisper his name, he wouldn't—

"Chase?"

Annie's voice, as soft and sweet as an early Juraing, turned that firm
conviction into an instant lie.

"Chase? Are you awake?"

Was he awake? He couldn't imagine why she hadktoGasuldn't she hear
the thunder of his heart?

He heard the rustle of the bed linens as she tuoveard him. Her face was
a pale, perfect oval;, her eyes were wide and glegntier hair curled
around her face and neck, falling in a gentle ctovieer shoulder.

How he'd always loved to kiss her there, in thénssdftness of that curve.
Chase cleared his throat. "Hi," he said. "Soriywibke you."

Annie shook her head. "You didn't. Not really. traasilly dream—"



She broke off in the middle of what she'd been abwsay, grateful for the
lack of light in the room because it meant Chasdditt see the blush she
knew was spreading over her face. It was bad enshigh had the dream in
the first place. She certainly wasn't going to déscit to him.

Why would any woman in her right mind tell her dxssband about an
erotic dream—especially when she, and he, had iteestars?

"What dream?"

"l don't remember."

"But you just said—"

"What's that | hear? Rain?"

Annie sat up against the pillows and drew the @anip to her chin. Her
arms and shoulders were bare. Chase's heart ilitedhis throat. Was she
naked under that blanket?

"Yes," he said in a voice that sounded more likeoak but hey, a man had
to be happy for what he could manage and right noanaging even that

much was a miracle.

Annie sighed. "Mmm. It sounds wonderful, doesr?tlitmakes it seem so
cozy in here."

Cozy? Chase almost groaned. "Yeah," he said, "&dih,ycozy's the word."

"What time is it, anyway? Is it close to morning@duld make us some
coffee.”

"It's almost twelve."

"Twelve? How could that be? It's so dark..." Anga&ve an incredulous
laugh. "Twelve anhight? You're joking."

"I wish | were."



Annie's head drooped. There was still an entirdatnigtretching ahead.
Hours and hours of lying here, knowing she had ¢miyeach out her hand
to touch the man who'd once been her husband.

No. This was impossible. She could never survivéd morning...

Of course she could. She wasn't foolish enoughiltarsnk herself in love
with Chase. That nonsense had faded away whild stegt. What she felt
was lust, pure and simple. Hey, she could admithis was the end of one
century and the start of another. Women were alibiee have sexual
feelings. They were encouraged to have them, argptd the talk shows
on TV and the supermarket tabloids.

And she had them. Oh, yes, she did. Chase had slia@gn—probably
always would be—the kind of man who could turn demwith a look, but

wanting sex with a man didn't necessarily havelangtto do with loving

him, despite what she'd told Chase when they'cedakdout Dawn and
Nick, just yesterday.

The truth was, sex was all a matter of hormonesliémb. Love was a
separate thing entirely. Everybody said so, eveliokli who'd earnestly
assured her that it was okay if she didn't feeltleng for him physically.
They could still have a good life together, he'd sa

Maybe he was right.

"Annie?"

She blinked and lifted her head. Her eyes had gawenstomed to the lack
of light in the bedroom. She could see Chase gleaolv, sitting in the
rocker and watching her.

"What are you thinking?"

"Nothing," she said quickly, "only that—that itsvazing if Mr. Tanaka ever

manages to get any sleep in this bed. The maftelssas if it's stuffed with
steel."



Chase laughed. "Welcome to the Chamber of HorrDid. President
Kennedy really sit in one of these godawful chairgease the pain in his
back?"

"I don't think he tried to substitute a rocker &bed," Annie said, smiling.
"Well, that's why he got to be president. The g@agwmart."

Annie laughed. It was such a light, easy sound ithatade Chase smile.
There was a time they'd laughed a lot together.dVet anything special.
Just something one would see or hear and say tuililee, or something that
would happen when they were together.

It felt good, making her laugh again. Everythingaitoday had felt good,
even the moments they'd been going at each otimesirgument with Annie
was better than an evening of smiles from any otloenan, especially if the
argument ended, as it so often had, in the old,daiys her in his arms...in
his arms, and wanting him as much as he wanted her.

What would she do, if he went to her now? If heciled off his clothes,
pulled back the blankets and got into the bed t&tt? He knew just how she
would smell, like a blend of perfume and honey arehm. And how she
would feel, the heat of her breasts and bellycth@ness of her hands and
feet.

He smiled, remembering. Lord, she had the iciesidbaand feet in the
world!

It was a game they'd often played, on chilly nighds this. They'd get into
bed, he'd take her in his arms and she'd wrapegnarbund his, dance her
toes over his calf while she slid her hand downchisst and he'd say, very
sternly, Annie, you stop that right now, and shes#t why and he'd say
because she was positively frigid.

"Frigid?" she'd say, indignantly.

"Frigid," he'd insist, and then he'd roll her ohter back and whisper, "but |
know a way to fix that..."



Chase shot to his feet.

"Here," he said gruffly, dumping the blanket hedgb using on Annie's bed.
"Take this. It's gotten a little chilly in here."

"I'm fine. Anyway, | can't take your blanket."
"Sure you can."
"But what'll you use?"

A snowbank, if he could find one. What he needes mg to warm up but to
chill down.

"I'm, ah, I'm not tired."

"Not tired? Chase, that's impossible. We've hadwful day. An endless
day—"

"You've got that right."
"And you've only had, what, two hours sleep? Thaitsenough.”

"Yeah, well, maybe I'm overwound. Or maybe it's jiat I'm not in the
mood to turn into a human pretzel."

"You're right." Annie reached for his discarded niet. In one quick
motion, she dropped her own blanket, wrapped losrat her shoulders,
and rose from the bed. Chase had a glimpse of Heolgred skin and
nothing more. "So you take the bed. I'll take thaic"

"Don't be ridiculous.”
"I'm smaller than you are."
She was. Definitely. Smaller, and fragile. Wondiyfdragile. Make that

feminine. The top of her head barely brushed his.¢hhe dipped his head,
he could rub his chin against her hair. Her sdiitays hair.



"l can tuck my legs up under me and I'll be petfecomfortable, Chase.
You'll see. Come on. Switch places with me."

Switch places? Climb into the bed, still warm frber body? Put his head
on the pillow, still fragrant with her scent? Heosk his head and moved
back, until the seat of the rocker dug into thekisaaf his legs.

"No."

"Honestly, you're such a chauvinist! This is hardlyime to worry about
being a gentleman.”

He had to fight hard to keep from laughing. Or ging. One or the other, or
maybe both. Is that what she thought this washall&? Him trying to be a

gentleman? He wondered what she'd think if she kheweal direction of

his thoughts, that it was all he could do to keepnfpicking her up, tossing
her onto the bed and tearing away that blanketesooluld see if she was
wearing anything under it.

"That's it," he said.
"What's it?"

Chase cupped Annie's shoulders, trying not to tlib&ut the feel of her
under his hands, and moved her gently but firmiyadinis way.

"Chase?" Her voice rang with bewilderment as henegdehe door. "Where
are you going?"

To hell in a handbasket, he thought.

"To heat up some coffee," he said. "Go back topsléanie. I'll see you in
the morning."

He slipped out of the room, shut the door after amd leaned back against
it.



The torture of the chair was one thing. A man caiddl with that. But the
torture of being so close to Annie was somethisg.el

Saints willingly martyred themselves, not men.

* % %

Annie stared at the door as it swung shut. Thersgjieed and sank down on
the edge of the bed.

"Stupid man,"” she muttered. "Let him suffer, ifwants."

It was ridiculous of him to have turned down hdenf

"Brrr," she said, and burrowed under the covers.

Of course, he'd been uncomfortable in that chamwase was six foot two;
he'd weighed 190 pounds for as long as she conidmder, all of it muscle.
Hard muscle.

There was no denying that he'd always been a harelstan.

Beautiful, she'd called him once, after they weérgt fnarried. They'd been
lying in each other's arms after a long, lazy aften of love, and suddenly

she'd risen up on her elbows, gazed down at hinsamied.

"What?" he'd said, and she'd said she'd never tti@lgut it before, but he
was beautiful.

"Goofball,” Chase had said, laughing. "Men can'tdeautiful.™

"Why can't they?" she'd said, in a perfectly reakdmtone, and then, in that
same tone, she'd gone on to list all his attripuaed to kiss them all, too.
His nose. His mouth. His chin. His broad shoulders.lightly furred chest.
His flat abdomen and belly...



"Annie," he'd said, in a choked whisper, and sesdatdr he'd hauled her up
his body, into his arms and taken her into the-st@t darkness with him
again.

"Dammit!"

Annie flung out her arms and stared up at the ghyliwhere the light rain
danced gently against the glass. What was wrorty lvéit tonight? First the
dream that had left her aching and unfulfilled. Amolw this ridiculous,
pointless memory.

"You're being a ninny," she said out loud.

She wasn't in love with Chase; hadn't she alreddyitéed that? As for the
sex... Okay. So sex with him had always been good.

Until he'd ruined it, by never coming home to her.

Until sheld ruined it, by treating him so coldly.

Annie threw her arm across her eyes.

All right. So she wasn't as blameless as she likethink. But Chase had
hurt her so badly. Nothing had prepared her forphi@ of watching him
grow out of her life, or of finding him with his ceetary...

Or for the pain of losing him.

The truth was that she'd never stopped wanting Hien.throat tightened.
Never. Not then. Not all the years since. If hakknh her in his arms again
tonight, if he'd kissed her, stroked his hand dnarskin...

The door banged open. Annie grabbed for the blaarkesat up, clutching it
to her chin. Chase stood framed in the doorwayhtLggreamed down the

hall, illuminating his face and body with shimmeyirays of gold.

"Annie."



His voice was soft and husky. The sound of it emtheartbeat racing. Say
something, she told herself, but her throat fetajyaed.

"Annie." He stepped into the room, his eyes lockedhers. "l lied," he said.
"It isn't the chair that kept me from sleepings itbu."

It was a moment for a flippant remark. A little hama little sarcasm,;
something along the lines of, "Really? Well, itsod to know I'm giving
you a bad time."

But she didn't want to toss him a fast one-liner.
She wanted what he wanted. Why keep up the pretamskonger?

They were two adults, alone on an island that njiggttas easily have been
spinning in the dark reaches of space instead afigbgust off the
Washington coast. Going into Chase's arms, loving jhst for tonight,
would hurt no one.

He has a fianceea voice inside her whisperetle belongs to another
woman now.

"Annie? | want to make love to younkedto make love to you. Tell me to
go away, babe, and I will, if that's what you realant, but | don't think it is.

| think you want to come into my arms and tastekisges. | think you want
us to hold each other, the way we used to."

The blanket fell from Annie's hands. She gave teelgob and her arms
opened wide.

Chase whispered her name, pulled off his clothesagnt to her.
He kissed her mouth, and her throat. He kissedafteskin behind her ear
and buried his face in that sweet curve of neck strmllder that felt like

warm silk.

She'd been wearing something under the blanket, alft A bra and panties,
just plain white cotton, but he thought he'd nesesm anything as sexy in his



life. His hands had never trembled more than thdyad he unfastened the
bra and slid the panties down Annie's long legs.

"My beautiful Annie,” he murmured, when she lay @dkn his arms.

“I'm not,” she said, with a little catch in herdht. "I'm older. Everything's
starting to sag."

Her breath caught as Chase bent and kissed the sider breast.

"You're perfect,” he whispered, his breath warmiragjaher flesh. "More
beautiful than before."

His hands cupped her breasts; he bent his heddcked her nipples. It was
the truth. She'd gone from being a lovely girl tang a beautiful woman.
Her body was classic in its femininity, lushly cadvand warm with desire
beneath his hands and his mouth. Annie smelledrbkebuds and warm
honey, and she tasted like the nectar of the gods.

She was a feast for a man who'd been starvingeldng, lonely years.

"Chase," she whispered, when he kissed his way dmwibelly. Her voice
broke as he parted her thighs. "Chase," she said.ag

He looked up at her, his eyes dark and fierceeVien forgot,” he said. "The
smell of you. The heat." His hands clasped hehti§lowly he lowered his
head. "The taste.”

Annie cried out as his mouth found her. It had bseong. Five years of
lonely nights and empty days, of wanting Chase rasx@r admitting it, of
dreaming of him, of this, and then denying the dre& the morning.

| love you, she thought fiercely, Chase, my husbamg beloved, | adore
you. How could | have ever forgotten that?

He kissed her again and she shattered againsisthewmbling through the
darkness of the night, and just before she fedktioh he rose up over her and
thrust into her body with one deep, hard stroke.



"Chase," she cried, and this time, when she cameds with her, holding
her tightly in his arms as they made the breathiessfall through space
together.

The last thing she saw, just before she fell asieepis arms, was the
crescent moon, framed overhead in the skylighth@slouds parted and the
gentle rain ceased.

She awakened during the night, to the soft brusBlafse's mouth against
her nape.

It was as if the years had fallen away. How mamegt had she come awake
to his kisses, and to his touch?

"l never stopped thinking about you," he whispered.

| never stopped loving you, was what he wantedaig but he wanted to
look into her eyes when he did, to read her ansheze.

So he spoke to her with his body instead, buryimgsklf in her heat, one
hand on her breast and the other low across hby, bebving within her,
matching his rhythm to hers, until he groaned amel ried out. Then he
turned her into his embrace, kissed her and slippgide her again, still
hard, still wanting her, and this time when she easihe wept.

"Did I hurt you?" he said softly, and for an indtahe almost told him that
the pain would come in the morning, when the sise end the night ended,
and all of this would be nothing more substantalinta dream.

But that would be wrong. Thigasa dream, and she knew it. So she smiled
against his mouth and said no, he hadn't hurmerthen she sighed and put
her head on his shoulder.

"Annie?"

"Mmm?"



"I've been thinking." He kissed her, and she cdedd the smile on his lips.
"We ought to try out that tub.”

"Mmm," she said again. She yawned lazily. "Firghghin the morning..."

And she drifted off to sleep.

Sunlight woke them—sunlight, and the hornet buzthefmotorboat.
Annie jumped up in bed, heart pounding.

"What...?"

Chase was already pulling on his chinos and zippmbis fly.

"It's okay, babe," he saidTil take care of things."

She nodded, put her hands to her face and pustedhea hair. Chase
started for the door, hesitated, and came back.

"Annie," he said, and when she looked up, he behet and kissed her. "It
was a wonderful night,"” he said softly.

She nodded. "Yes. It was."

For a minute, she thought he was going to say songetnore but then he
turned away and snagged his shirt from the chatrgs a knock sounded at
the front door.

"Okay, okay," he yelled, "hold your horses. I'm éoga" He swung back
one last time, just before he opened the ddtonderful,” he said. "And
I'm never going to forget it."

Annie smiled, even though she could feel teargstmher eyes.

Chase's message had been gallant, to the poimteamidlily clear.



It had been a wonderful night. But it was mornirawn and what they'd
shared was over.



CHAPTER TEN

ANNIE STARTED DOWN the steps of her sister's apartment buildinggashe
skies opened up.

It had been raining, on and off, for most of thérguAugust afternoon but
half an hour ago the sky had cleared and so thedblarst took her by
surprise. She gave a startled yelp and darted iné@khe vestibule of the
converted brownstone.

Wonderful, she thought, as fat raindrops poundedhibt pavement. Just
what she needed. A steamy day, and now a hardByitine time she got to
the subway entrance, she'd be not only drencheldaled.

Annie looked over her shoulder. Should she ringititercom bell? She

could ask Laurel to buzz her in, go back upstaind &eep her sister
company a while longer.

No, she thought, and sighed. That wouldn't be sugood idea. Laurel

might have fallen asleep by now. She'd promisedasigegoing to lie down

and take a nap, right after Annie left. Heaven kreh® looked as if she
needed the rest.

Laurel was going through a bad time.

Hell. A bad time was putting it mildly.

Annie hadn't wanted to leave her, not even whéegfan to get late and it
looked as if she might miss the last train for ®taan.

"You're sure you're okay?" she'd said to Laurel.
“I'm fine," Laurel had replied.
The sisters both knew it was a lie.

Laurel was not fine. She was pregnant and alonedasgerately in love
with a husband who'd maybe two- timed her or madmin't, depending on



whose story you believed. Either way, it broke AAmheart to see her little
sister looking so beautiful and feeling so sad.

"Men," Annie muttered with disgust.

Not a one of them was worth a penny. Well, her soAdaw was an
exception. Annie's features softened. Nick was eesheart. But the rest of
the male species was impossible.

She blew her curls away from her forehead. Thaluéstwas turning into a
sauna. She'd have to make a run for it soon, dwargh she could still hear
the rain beating down as if the heavenly floodgéies opened and Noah
was giving the last call for the Ark.

Boy, it was really coming down. People always saigined hard in the
Pacific northwest, but the night she'd been thteeerain had been as soft as
a lover's caress.

Annie frowned. What nonsense! She hadn't wastethatenthinking about
that awful night, and now it had popped into headhenvrapped in a bit of
purple prose that would make any levelheaded fenetdé.

It was the rain that had done it. And spendingdgnewith Laurel. What was
the matter with the two of them? Were the Bennistess doomed to go
through life behaving like idiots?

No way. Laurel would pull herself together, the saas she'd always done.
As for her... Annie straightened her shoulders. 8ags not going to think

about that night, or Chase. Why would she? She ‘wasmasochist, and

only a masochist would want to remember makingohdbherself, because
that was what she'd done on that island.

Falling for her ex's lying, sexy charm, tumblingarhis arms, inviting him
into her bed and making it embarrassingly cleat sh&'d enjoyed having
him there... so clear that he'd figured she'd Itoo happy to offer a repeat
performance.

Chase had phoned with that in mind several tinesesi



She'd talked with him the first time, because siekthey'd had to agree on
what to tell Dawn when she and Nick returned froawidii.

"What do you want to tell her?" Chase had askedflywelumping the
problem into her lap.

"The truth,"” Annie had answered, "that you lied &mehs dumb enough to
go along with it—but that would probably be a mk&taSo why don't we
settle for something simple. Like, we spent thekeee together and it just
didn't work out."

"We didn't spend the weekend together,” Chase a@l ‘4t was only one
night. But it doesn't have to end there."

Apparently behaving like an idiot once didn't kgeu from behaving like
one all over again. Annie's heart had done thdlydlg-flops that she hated
and she'd waited, barely breathing, for him tolsajoved her.

But he hadn't.

"I know you don't want to get involved again,” hedid in the same,
reasonable tone a TV pitchman might have usedgalised cars, "but you
have to admit, that night was—it was memorable."

"Memorable,"” Annie had repeated calmly.

"Yes. And I'd like to see you again."

She could still remember how she'd felt, the paththe rage twisting inside
her so she hadn't been sure which she wantedfistj@ry her eyes out or
kill him.

"I'll just bet you would," she'd said, with dignjtgnd then she'd hung up the
phone, poured herself a double sherry and toasésrilliance she'd shown

on having removed Mr. Chase Cooper from her life fong years ago.

At least he'd been up-front about what he wantedl #alkative, especially
compared to the silent act he'd put on that moroimghe island. He hadn't



said more than half a dozen words to her, aftegthehad come to fetch
them with the motorboat.

Not that she'd given him the chance to say muchngthing. She'd done
something foolish by sleeping with Chase but shenwtatupid: that remark
about what a wonderful night it had been wasn'ttldng but code for
"Thanks for the roll in the hay, babe," and shevkite The quick brush-off
had almost broken her heart, but she'd soonerdiadehan let Chase know
it. So she'd put on what she'd figured was a lobkmarning-after
sophistication, as if one-night stands were pattesflife, and ignored him
until they reached the airport, where she'd snhleghtly, shaken his hand
and said it had been a delightful evening and sipedh his meeting with Mr.
Tanaka went well.

Then she'd marched off, bought herself a tickekldacConnecticut, and
done her weeping alone in the back of a nearly gpepthroughout the long
flight home.

Sex, that was all Chase had wanted. But that wag.dkex was all she'd
wanted from him, too. She understood that now. feaes was a long time
for a healthy , woman to go without a man. And, steaight coldly, Chase
was good in bed. It was just too bad that evehisdra of female liberation,
she'd had to delude herself into thinking she loked before she could
sleep with him.

Well, it wouldn't happen again, despite his eagepes for a repeat
performance. Let him wrestle between the sheets g fiancee—not that
being engaged had stopped him that night. Why wibRilEidelity wasn't his
strong suit. He'd certainly proved that, five arfub#f years ago.

"Sex-crazed idiot," Annie muttered, just as therdewung open and an
elderly gentleman shuffled in.

"I begyour pardon,” he said, while water dripped frors hushy white
eyebrows.

Annie's face turned bright pink. "Not you," shedslastily. "l didn't mean...
| was talking about..."



Oh, what was the use. She took a deep breath, gapen the door and
plunged out into the deluge.

The train to Stratham was half an hour late, thaonkdhe weather, and a
good thing, too, because it took her twice as las@ should have to get to
Penn Station.

She snagged a seat, even though the train was edowdt her luck ran out
after that. The guy who sat down next to her watypenough to overflow

his seat and part of hers, too. And he was in &haod. He started with
the weather, went on to the current political sceudout stopping for

breath. He was coming up fast on the problems ising teenagers in
today's troubled world when Annie made a grab éonabody's discarded
newspaper, mumbled "Excuse me," and buried her inosbat turned out
to be the business section.

It was rude, perhaps, but she just didn't feel $ik&ll talk with a stranger.
Her visit with Laurel had upset her, on more thae tevel. She and Laurel
and Susie, Laurel's neighbor, had sat around ttohéa table, drinking

coffee and talking, and of the three, only Susgtdausband who'd lived up
to his marriage vows.

Annie stared blindly at the newspaper. What wasitih men? And with
women, for that matter? Didn't they learn? How mgieéf did it take before
you finally figured out that men were just no...

Her breath caught.

Was that a photo of Chase? It certainly was. It @aase, all right, smiling
at the camera and looking pleased with himselfwaitid the world, and why
shouldn't he? Standing right beside him, lookingggous and as perfect as
a paper doll, was Janet Pendleton.

Annie's eyes filled with tears, although she cotildnagine why. Chase
certainly didn't mean anything to her.



"Damn you," she said, in a quavering whisper.
The man beside her stiffened.
"Were you speaking to me, madam?"

She looked up. The guy was looking at her as idsjust escaped from the
asylum.

Annie blinked back her tears.
"You're a man, aren't you?" she said.

Then she crumpled the newspaper, dumped it oridbe fose from her seat
and made her way through the train, to the door.

It was raining in Stratham, too.

Well, why not? The perfect ending to a perfect dayie thought grimly, as
she made her way through the parking lot to hertdidn't even pay to run,
not when she was wet through and through. Whatdcanbther soaking
possibly matter?

By the time she pulled into her driveway, she wasgesing, sniffling, and as

close to feeling sorry for herself as she'd even&oA hot shower and

getting into her old terry-cloth robe and a pairstppers helped. Supper
seemed like a good idea, too, but banging opemetbioors and peering
into the fridge didn't spur any creative juicesdfly she gave up, took a diet
meal from the freezer and popped it into the miewosv

She was just putting it on the kitchen counter wthendoorbell rang.

Annie looked at the clock. It was after seven. Whi@ dropping by at this
hour? Unless it was Dawn. A smile lit her face. Daamd Nick lived only
half an hour away and sometimes they dropped inafaquick visit.

Everything was fine on that front, thank goodn&sswyn had returned from



her honeymoon glowing with happiness, and she'dntake news that her
parents' supposed reconciliation had failed instréde.

“I'm so sorry, Mom," she'd said, hugging Annie, t'lad least you guys
tried."

But the visitor at the door wasn't Dawn. It was D Kent, standing in the
rain, clutching an enormous box from Angie's PiRatace.

"Well?" Deb demanded. "Do | get asked in, or davéto sit in my car and
pig out on all ninety billion calories of an Angi&eluxe without any help?"

Annie's bleak mood lifted a little. "What kind afénd would | be if I let you
suffer such a fate?" she said, taking the box fd@h's hands. "Come onin."

"The kind who ignores repeated phone calls," Delmdpled as she peeled
off her raincoat. "This thing is soaked. You war to hang it in the laundry
room, or what?"

"Just drape it over the back of that chair,” Anseéd as she headed for the
kitchen.

"It'll drip on the floor."

"Trust me, Deb. The floor won't mind. Come and myerself comfortable
while | grab a couple of plates and some napkins."

Deb's eyebrows lifted when she saw the sad litilethat had just come out
of the microwave oven.

"l see | interrupted an evening of gourmet dininghe said, moving the
thing aside with a manicured fingertip!

"Mmm." Annie took two diet Cokes out of the refrigior and put them on
the counter. "You can't imagine what a sacrifiteegbing to be to eat a slice
of Angie's Deluxe instead."



"A slice?" Deb opened the box, dug out a huge gtewrof pizza and
deposited it on Annie's plate. "A half of an Angi®eluxe, is what I'm
figuring on." She dug in again and lifted out ageidor herself. "So what's
new in your life, anyway?"

"Oh, nothing much.” Annie hitched a hip onto a sttidow've you been?"

"And well you might ask,” Deb said indignantly. 'Feomeone’'s who's
supposed to be my beminiga,you sure haven't paid much attention to me
lately. Don't you ever return phone calls?"

"Of course | do. I've just been busy, that's allniM, this pizza is to die for.
And to think | was going to make a meal out of timmndred calories of
fat-free, flavor- free yuck. So what if I'll have give up eating for the rest of
the week? This is definitely worth the sacrifice.”

"Don't try and pull my leg, Annie Cooper. | canl &fib from the truth.”

"Cross my heart and hope to gain two inches areaydhips,” Annie said,
"this is delicious."

"And can the innocent act.” Deb slipped anothecg@ pizza from the box.
"Nobody could be as busy as you claim to be, nt¢asnyou've given up
eating and sleeping. You've turned into the 'nd’ §o, you don't want to go
to the movies, not even when Liam Neeson's on ¢heer. No, you don't
want to go to the mall, even if Lord and Taylorst g fifty percent
clearance.”

"I'm sorry, Deb. Really, | am, but as | said, Iheen—"
"And," Deb said, stealing a slice of pepperoni fritva pizza still in the box,
"instead of sharing the good stuff with me, whistihe duty of a true-blue

friend, you let me find it out all on my own."

Annie's smile stiffened. Nobody knew what had haggeon that island.
Nobody even knew she'd gone away with Chase, exaeptawn and Nick.

"What 'good stuff?"



"You know."

"I don't, or | wouldn't be asking. Come on, Deb. &Vlare you talking
about?"

Deb shoved aside her plate and pulled the tab poameof soda.

"Well, for openers, when were you going to tell iy@u gave Milton
Hoffman the old heave-ho?"

"Oh. That."

"Yeah. That. Not that | wasn't happy to hear itltddi's a nice guy, but he's
not for you."

"Where did you hear—"

"I bumped into him at the Stop And Shop the otler.tiDeb leaned closer.
"Did you know that he eats low-fat granola?"

I'm not surprised Annie said to herself, then scowled for thinking
something so unkind.

"Well, so what?" she said staunchly. "That doaesialke him a bad person.
Besides, if you wanted to know if | was still segimm or not, you could
have just asked me. You didn't have to buttonhota Milton."

"l did not buttonhole poor Milton! He was standimgfront of the cereal
display, looking unhappy, and | wheeled my cartaipis and said he might
want to try the oatmeal, or maybe the All-Bran, eleging on his needs. |
mean, who knows what's going on under that shiit® #And he gave me
this look that reminded me of a basset hound | ¢vack.. Did | know you
then? He was the dearest little dog, but—"

"Dammit, Deb, what did Milton say?"



"He just asked if I'd seen you around lately. Anshid well, I'd gone to
lunch with you a few weeks back. And he said theas wore than he'd done.
And | said—"

"Whoa." Annie held up her hands. "Let me simpliings, okay? Milton's a
lovely man. A delightful man. But..."

"But?"
"But, we're just friends."

"He seemed to think you'd once been something tha@reb picked up
another piece of pizza. "Like, you'd maybe hadmserplans.”

"No! We never..." Annie put her hands over her fd&ah gosh. | feel
terrible."

Deb gave a delicate burp. "The pizza's a killagrit, but it's nothatbad.”
"Not the pizza. Milton."
"You led him on," Deb said, clucking her tongue.

"No. Yes. Damn! | suppose | did," Annie said, aaoldl tDeb about what had
happened at the wedding, and how she'd put ontaioraChase's benefit.
"But | cleared things up the next week," she adqgeidkly. "I explained
that—that I'd said some things | hadn't really nigsnd—and..."

"You broke his little heart,” Deb said solemnlydaihen she grinned and
lightly punched Annie in the arm. "Don't look likkat! I'm exaggerating.
Milton looked absolutely fine. Happier than I'veeeseen him, to tell the
truth, and halfway through our chat a woman camkzimg over from the
produce aisle and looped her arm through his. Hames Molly
Something-or-other, she's new in the English depamt and it didn't take a
genius to figure out what's happening between tiwien she dropped her
head of cabbage into the cart next to his box ahgia."

Annie sighed with relief. "I'm glad.”



"Milton said to say hi if | saw you, so here | asaying hi."
"Honestly, Deb—"

"Honestly, Annie, why didn't you tell me you wentf @and spent the
weekend after the wedding with your gorgeous ex?"

Annie turned bright red to the roots of her hait.What are you talking
about?"

"Dawn told me." Deb reached for a piece of pizaajrito it and chewed
thoughtfully. "I met her in the detergent aisle."”

"Have you ever considered changing supermarketsileAsaid sweetly.
"What else did my darling daughter tell you?"

"Only that you and Chase went out of town in hapfess reconciliation, and
that it didn't work out. Is that about it?"

"Yes," Annie said. "That's about it."
Deb, who was nobody's fool, eyed her best friendomdy.

"Maybe your baby girl bought that story,” she sdmt | have a few years
of observing the human condition on her."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning, you want to tell me what really happeried?
"Nothing happened.”

"Annie," Deb said.

The doorbell rang. Annie sent up a silent prayehahks.



" "Don't think you're off the hook," Deb called Asnie hurried from the
kitchen. "I have every intention of picking up tinquisition as soon as you
get back." Her voice rose. "You hear?"

Annie rolled her eyes. "l hear," she said, as Rhefthe door open.

A boy stood on the porch. Rain glittered on hig laaid shoulders, and on
the yellow panel truck in the driveway.

"Mrs. Annie Cooper?"

Annie looked at the long white box clutched in d&ims.

"Ms. Annie Cooper," she said. "And | don't wantrthé

The boy frowned and looked at the tag clipped &olibix.

"This is 126 Spruce Street, isn't it?"

"It is, and you're to take those flowers right badtere they came from."
"They're roses, ma'am. Long-stemmed, red—"

"l know what they are, and | do not want them." Anreached behind her
and took her pocketbook from the hall table.

"But—"

"Here," she said, handing the boy a ten-dollar. Bilin sorry you had to
come out in such miserable weather."

"But, ma'am..."
"Good night."
Annie shut the door. She sighed, leaned back agaersd closed her eyes.

"What was that about?"



Her eyes flew open. Deb was standing in the hialljreg.

"Nothing. It was a—a mix-up. A delivery of sometyiar other, but the kid
had the wrong—"

"I heard the whole thing, Annie. He had the rightibe and the right woman.
He also had a humongous box of roses, and youhioidto take them
away."

Annie's chin lifted. "I certainly did," she saidanching past Deb into the
kitchen. "You want a glass for that Coke, and saa@"

"I want to know if I'm going crazy. Somebody senas long-stemmed
roses and you don't even want to take a look? Yo @ven want to ask
who they're from?"

Annie took two glasses from the cabinet over tim& sind slammed them
down on the counter.

"Chase," she said grimly.

"Chase what?"

"Chase sent the roses."

"How do you know? You didn't even—"

"He's been doing it for weeks."

"Your ex has been sending you roses for weeks?"

"Yes. And I've been refusing them." Annie sat doainthe counter and
picked up her slice of pizza. "Your pizza's goiagyéet cold, if you don't eat

it pretty soon."

Deb looked down at her plate, then at Annie.



"Let me get this straight. You went away with yax; he's been sending
you roses ever since, and you really expect melieve nothing happened
between you?"

"That's exactly what | expect you to believe," Amsaid, and she burst into
tears.

Half an hour later, the pizza had been forgotthr, diet Cokes had been
replaced by a bottle of Chianti, Annie's eyes aosernwere pink and Deb
had heard the whole story.

"The bastard," she said grimly."Uh-huh," Annie s&ibwing her nose into
a paper towel.

"The skunk!"

"That's what he is, all right. Taking me to bed dhdn telling me how
terrific it was—"

"Was it?"

Annie blushed. "Sex was never our problem. Welt, urdil the very end,
when | was so hurt and angry at him for never cgrhiome...."

"Other women, huh?"

"No." Annie blew her nose again. "I mean, not th&nthe end, there was
somebody, even though Chase said there wasn't."

"Yeah," Deb said, "that's what they always say.iBib,wasn't some foxy
broad, why didn't the oaf come home nights?"

"Oh, he came home. Late, that's all. He took adkéhcourses, see, so he
could learn the things he needed to build up tlenass he'd inherited from

his father. He worked crazy hours, too. Most dag4] leave before sunrise
and not get back until seven, eight at night.”



"Uh-huh."

"And then, when things took off and the companylydzegan to grow, he
went to all these parties. Chamber of CommercagghiMou know, the sort
of stuff you read about in the paper."”

"And he left you home. God, the nerve of the man!"

"No. I mean, he took me with him. And then | decidelidn’t want to go to
these things anymore."

"l can imagine the rest. The jerk went by himsali #hat's when he began to
fool around. He met this society type with a pegggand a face like an ice
sculpture and she was lots more appealing thahdhse mouse he'd left at
home, right?" "Well—well, no. He didn't meet anylgodAlthough,
eventually, he—he got involved with his secretary."

"How disgustingly trite. His secretary! Will menves learn?"

"He said it wasn't what it seemed to be, but | kriew

"Of course, you knew. Lipstick on his collar, rguei from motels you'd
never been to in his pockets, charge account seatisnfor flowers and
candy and perfume..."

"No."

"No?"

Annie shook her head. "Well, bills for flowers arehdy and perfume, yes.
For my birthday, or Christmas, or sometimes justi@reason at all.”

"Really,"” Deb said, arching an eyebrow.
"I'd never have known, except | just—I showed ughiatoffice when he

didn't expect me and there she was, wound aroumdilkke—like a morning
glory vine on a fence post."



"And Chase said he was just taking a speck ofalutstf her eye," Deb said,
shaking her head.

Annie looked up, her mouth trembling. "Chase shwdaisn't what it looked
like. His secretary said it, too. She cried andgaegme to believe her, she
said Chase had never even looked at her crosskeydd-"

"But you?"

"But | knew. That he—that she... Because, you krimstopped turning to
him in bed, when he reached for me. | couldn't liglpA sob ripped from
Annie's throat. "I loved him so much, Deb. So tdyrimuch!”

"Oh, Annie, you poor soul," Deb said, "you still.do

"I don't,” Annie said, and she began to weep unmodably.
Deb stood up, went to Annie's side and put heramound her.
"Oh, honey, | never realized. You're crazy aboatrfan."

"No," Annie said in a choked whisper, and thenghieed out of her friend's
embrace and threw her arms into the air. "Yes," shid, "and isn't that
pathetic? It's true. &m crazy about him. | love him with all my heart. I'd
even forgive him that fling with his secretary."

"If there was a fling." Annie shot her a look, ddeb shrugged. "Well, it's a
possibility, isn't it? | mean, all those storiesoab bosses and their
secretaries...if half of 'em were true, the Amerieaonomy would grind to a
halt. Anyway, why would she have put up such aaléhi

"l don't know. I don't know anything, anymore, otiat somewhere along
the line, Chase and | lost each other. And | know tthat it wasn't all his

fault. We were so young when we got married, Debolight marriage was
just a fairy tale, you know, the prince rides offtwthe maiden and they live
happily ever after. But it isn't like that. You eato work at a marriage, talk
about your goals and your problems."



"And you guys didn't."

Annie shook her head. "No," she said, her voicefledifas she wiped her
nose again.

"Well, it's never too late."

"It Annie dumped the wet paper towel into the trasld peeled another one
off the roll. "It's way too late."

"What about the reconciliation attempt?"
"l told you. It wasn't for real. We just went thgiuthe motions, for Dawn."
"But you made love."

"I made love. Chase—Chase just figures we slepthmy."” Annie flashed
Deb a fierce look. "And don't you dare tell me ttie same thing."

Deb smiled sadly. "Trust me, Annie. Even | knowtthasn't. Well, what
happened when the weekend was over? Didn't he suggeing each other
again?"

"He did." Annie's expression hardened. "He phonddzen times. Sure, he
wants to see me. For sex. Not for anything else."”

"You don't think it would help to see him? Tell hirow you feel?"

"No! God, no! It's bad enoughshowedim how | feel. In bed, | mean. I..."
Annie shook her head. "I don't want to talk abawanymore. There's no
point. Talking's not going to change—"

The telephone rang. Deb waited for Annie to reachtf

"Do you want me to take that?" she said, afterghene had rung three
times.



Annie shook her head. "Let the machine pick up. ot fit to talk to
anybody."

The answering machine clicked on.

"Hi," Annie's disembodied voice saidt'S me, but | can't take your call
right now. Leave a message and your number, alngivé you a ring soon
as | can."

"Very original,” Deb said with a smile.

Annie smiled back at her, but her smile disappeatdde sound of Chase's
voice.

"Annie? Annie, it's me. Please, babe, pick up ii's@there."

"Speak of the devil," Deb whispered.

"Okay," Chase said, and sighed. "But I've got lo/tau, it's a problem. How
does a guy find out why his ex-wife won't talk tonhif she won't talk to
him?"

Annie folded her arms. "He knows why," she hisseDé¢b.

"Here's the deal,” Chase said, and cleared hogthtlI'm in Puerto Rico.
I've got this new client... Hell, Annie, you dowant to hear the whole story.
The thing is, I'm flying back to New York tonighatter of fact, I'm at the
airport down here, right now."

"Fascinating,"” Annie muttered. "Now he's going teegme his itinerary."
"I'll only be in New York for a couple of days beéol head back down to
San Juan, and then I'm liable to be gone for aewlihd | figured, if there

was any last chance you'd see me again..."

"Sleep with him, he means," Annie said, glowerihtha telephone.



"I know I've said some of this before, babe, maglieindred times to that
damn machine of yours, but | guess one last tryt ¢amt, so here goes.
Annie, | know we didn't intend to get involved agdiknow we went away
together because | dug us into a hole with Dawn. IBbhought—I really
thought that night we spent together was incred#vhel—"

"And we ought to try it again,” Annie said cold§he tried smiling brightly
at Deb but it didn't work. Her smile trembled ardrs glittered in her eyes.

"And | knew | didn't have any right to ask you &xé me back, Annie. That's
what | kept thinking, all the way back to Seatfeu've made a new life for
yourself, and you've found a new guy, and | coeltlytou regretted what
had happened, the minute you woke up that morrn¥iog. were so quiet,
with that same shuttered look you had the lastylesars we were married.”

"Annie?" Deb said uncertainly. "Are you hearingsti

"Annie," Chase said, his voice roughening, "damiwdthbe, | love you! If
you really want the pansy poet instead of me, gagtimna have to look me
in the eye and tell me so. You're gonna have tp'€dmase, | don't love you
anymore. What happened in that cabin was all psetehdon't want to
marry you again and live with you forever..." Caakew a ragged breath.
"Dammit,” he said, "I'm no good at this! You waensitive, stick with the
poet. You want a guy who's never stopped loving ydhwo'll love you until
the day he dies, you don't have to look any furthan me."

"Chase," Annie whispered, "oh, Chase..."

"The only lie | told you that entire weekend wasenHh said | was engaged
to Janet Pendleton. Janet's a nice woman. | likeB | don't love her. |
told her that, a few days ago. | could never lovgoae, except you."

"Annie," Deb said desperately, "pick up the phone!"

"They're calling my flight, babe, but hell, I'm ngetting on! | changed my
plans. I'm gonna fly to Boston instead. I'll beyatir door in a few hours and
I'm warning you, if you don't open it when | ringat bell, so help me, I'll
bust it dow—"



Annie made a dive for the phone, but it was toe.latl she heard when she
picked it up was a dial tone.

"Annie," Deb said, "what are you going to do?"

Annie's smile glittered. "Boston,"” she said, "hkeceme."

It was raining in Boston, too.

All flights, departing and arriving, were delayeithg soothing voice over
the public address system kept repeating.

The terminal was jammed with weary travelers. Bsdweere draped

everywhere as people tried to snatch some sleegreTWere lines at the
ladies' rooms, at the snack counters, at the nandst Babies screamed,
irate passengers argued with overworked ticket tagamd Annie noticed

absolutely none of it.

She kept up her vigil at Gate Nine, her eyes glaethe arrivals board,
waiting. And waiting.

She wasn't even sure she was waiting in the rilgisepand if she wasn't—if
she wasn't, she'd just about run out of options.

It had seemed such a wonderful idea, to go to Bostml meet Chase as he
arrived. She'd pictured his face, when he saw lating for him; she'd
imagined running to him and having his arms closeirad her.

Halfway to Logan Airport, it had occurred to heatlshe had no idea what
airline Chase was flying.

Her foot had eased off the accelerator. Maybe Bbald go back.

Back? To pace from one room to another? To go caazshe waited? No.
She couldn't do that. That was why she'd thrownpeans, sneakers and a



T-shirt in the first place, and dashed to her &re needed to be doing
something, or she'd go crazy.

She had to see Chase the minute he stepped giffathe, had to fly into his
arms and tell him she had never stopped loving him.

So she'd stepped down, hard, on the pedal again.
By the time she'd reached the airport, she'd hadra Well, a plan of sorts.
She'd gone to the first information desk she saw.

"Excuse me," she'd said politely, "but could yoli tee what flights are
coming in this evening from Puerto Rico?"

"What airline?" the clerk had asked, and Annie Isadiled and said,
unfortunately, she really didn't know what airlivéas that a problem?

It was, but not an insurmountable one. Annie knlee/ttme Chase's New
York-bound flight had boarded. If he'd manageddblgmself ticketed on a
flight to Boston instead, it would have to have g@ut sometime after that.
That narrowed things down a bit, the clerk said.

There were only three possible flights Chase cbiale taken. They were
on three different airlines, and they came in nesuapart. Annie's plan,
therefore, was simple. She'd wait for the firgyliti and if Chase wasn't one
of the deplaning passengers, she'd rush to thegatatand wait again. If
necessary, she'd do the same thing a third time.

"Good luck," the clerk had called, as Annie hadriledraway.

The plan had seemed logical.

Now, she was beginning to wonder.

Flight one had arrived and disgorged what had Iddke= a full load of
passengers.



Chase had not been among them.

Annie had hurried to the next gate. She'd gotteretbut of breath, but with
two minutes to spare before the door had openetharatriving passengers
had started streaming into the terminal.

She'd watched faces, standing on tiptoe, keepindimgers crossed and
silently chanting Chase's name like a mantra, to&din't helped. The last
travelers walked into the terminal but he wasn'dagithem, either.

Now she was at the final gate, waiting for thedtand last plane.
What if Chase wasn't on it?

Annie's hands began to tremble. She thrust themidézthe pockets of her
jacket.

Maybe he hadn't been able to change his flightgplBfanes could be sold
out. You couldn't just change your plans at thénagute and assume you
could get a ticket.

For all she knew, Chase might be landing in NewYatrkhis very minute.
He might be phoning her, and reaching her answeniachine again. It was
late; he'd know she'd be home at this hour of tgktn

When she didn't take the call, would he assume gjatten his message and
wasn't interested?

Annie chewed on her lip.

There was another possibility she hadn't even densi until now. Chase
could have hung up the phone and suddenly realiedt would be easier
if he flew to Bradley Airport, in Hartford. He migive on his way to her
house right now. What if he got there and bangetherdoor? What if she
wasn't there to answer?

Would he think she was out, with Milton Hoffman? Wb he think she'd
gotten his message and didn't want to see him?



"Oh God," she whispered, "please, please, please...

God didn't seem to be listening. The last few sfierg had emerged from
the ramp that led to the plane.

Chase wasn't one of them.

Tears spilled down Annie's cheeks.

Maybe the simple truth was that he'd changed hnglmi

A sob burst from her throat. A couple standing hgalooked at her
curiously. She knew how she must look, in her rattifit, with her hair all
curly and wild from the rain and now with tears ng down her face, but
she didn't care.

Nothing mattered, now that she'd lost Chase a skttoe.

She turned, jammed her hands into her pocketstaned walking.

"Annie?’

What fools they'd been, the two of them. So in Jarel so unable to connect
about the things that really mattered.

"Annie?"

There would never be another love in her life. @hasuld stay in her heart,
forever.

"Annie!"
Hands closed around her shoulders, hands thatfermikar and dear.
"Chase?" Annie whispered, and she spun aroundamdher husband.

They stared at each other wordlessly, and theneCbpsned his arms and
gathered her in. She threw her arms around his aedkhey clung to each



other, oblivious to the people watching and smilit@the noise and the
announcements.

A long minute later, Chase led Annie off into arcan.

"Annie, darling." He took her face between his rarhe was so beautiful.
So perfect. His eyes blurred as he bent and brusikéigps against hers. "I'm
sorry, sweetheart,” he whispered. "I never meahtutoyou. | always loved

you, Annie. Everything | did, babe—the long houts networking, the

meetings—it was all for you. | wanted you to havergthing. | wanted you

to be proud of me, to be glad you were my wife."

Annie put her hands over his and smiled throughtéduas.

"l was always proud of you. Don't you know that®duldn't care if you dug
ditches, just as long as you loved me."

Chase gathered her close and kissed her. "AnnienddeiCooper,” he
whispered against her mouth, "will you marry me?"

"Oh, yes," Annie said, "oh, yes, Chase, oh, yes."

"Tonight, babe. We can get right on a plane, flyite Caribbean and get
married on Saint John Island.”

"That's a wonderful idea," she said, and kissed him

Chase looped his arm around her shoulders. "Comketts find the ticket
counter."

Halfway to the escalator, he came to a stop.

"Wait here a minute," he said. He brushed a kigs ber mouth, and hurried
into one of the shops that dotted the terminal.

Annie looked in the window. A huge vase stood behire glass, filled with
red roses. As she watched, Chase pulled out hietwatd spoke to the



clerk. Seconds later, he stood before Annie adwliding one perfect red
rose in his hand.

"Do you remember that night, years ago?" he askedgotten my first big
break, and | brought you one rose..."

Did she remember? Annie's smile trembled. "Yes."

"l love you as much now as | did then, babe." Hik® turned husky. "If it's
possible, | love you even more."

Annie took the rose from him.

"I'll never stop loving you, Chase," she whisperadgd she went into her
husband's arms.



EPILOGUE

IT WAS THE DAY AFTER Christmas, and the Cooper clan was gathered in
Annie and Chase's living room.

"There's no way your father and | can eat all tHeievers by ourselves,"
Annie had said, when she'd phoned Dawn and aslgtebiaind Nick would
come by for dinner.

"You don't have to convince me, Mom," Dawn hadiezplwith a smile in
her voice. "If there's one thing | still don't loabdout being a wife, it's
cooking."

Now, as Annie sat on the sofa beside her husbanld,hdss arm curled
tightly around her shoulders, she looked aroundah&er family and knew
that she had never been happier.

Dawn and Nick were sitting cross-legged besidebigespruce tree Chase
had wrestled through the door last week.

"It'll never fit," he'd groaned, as he'd lugged titee toward the living room.

"Of course it'll fit," Annie had insisted, and iat+— after Chase had lopped
off two feet with a saw.

Annie's sister, Laurel, was there, too, standingeurnthe sprig of mistletoe
Chase had hung in the living room entryway. Anmigled. Laurel and her
gorgeous husband, Damian, were kissing each othaf aobody else
existed. As Annie watched, Damian drew back aligimiled at Laurel and
lay his hand gently on her huge belly. He said sbmg that brought a rosy
flush to Laurel's cheeks.

Annie smiled and looked away, toward her friendbD&ho was sitting
before the fireplace, deep in conversation with ana very nice
man—whom she'd met a couple of months ago.

"In the supermarket?" Annie had asked teasingly.



Deb had blushed. "In the library, but if you tdiat to anybody, I'll deny
everything."

Annie sighed and put her head on Chase's shoWlfieat a difference a few
months could make. She'd been so unhappy this fasimer, and
now—and now, her heart was almost unbearably fikét joy.

"Babe?"

She looked up. Chase smiled at her.

"You think it's time to tell them our plans?"

Annie smiled back at her husband. They'd been sthfor months now,
and every day still felt like part of their honeyomo

"Yes," she said. "Let's."

Chase grinned and kissed her. Then, holding hed had drawing her up
with him, he rose to his feet.

"Okay, everybody," he said, "listen up."

Everyone turned and looked at Chase and Annie.eCtlaared his throat.
"Annie and | had a problem..."

Long, deep groans echoed around the room.

Chase laughed and drew Annie closer.

"The problem was, where were we going to live? &rmad this old house
that she loved. And | had a condo that | was pre#gpy with, in New

York."

"Don't tell us,” Deb said. "You guys have decidegitch a tent on a beach,
in Tahiti."



Chase and Annie laughed along with everybody elsd,then Chase held
up his hand.

"And then, there was Annie's flower business and coypstruction
company. As | say, we had a problem." He looked rdaivhis wife and
smiled. "Tell 'em how we solved it, babe."

"Well," Annie said, "when we thought about it, iag/really a cinch."

"l told you," Deb said. "The tent, on the beacf ahiti.”

"We bought an island,” Annie said, "off the Washorgcoast."”

Dawn scrambled to her feeAriisland, Mom? Oyour island?"

Annie blushed. "Our island. Your father spoke ta Wanaka and convinced
him that there was another island for sale up tdasicthat would be much
more to his liking."

"I'm going to build us a house," Chase said.

"Isn't there a house there already?"

Chase and Annie smiled at each other. "Yes," Asaid softly, "a very
handsome one...but we've decided we want sometbfngur own.
Something—something cozier." She looked at the lgegathered around
them. "Chase will build our house, and I'm goingubin a garden, and after
that, we're going to combine forces. Cooper andp€noLandscape and
House Design." She grinned. "Please notice that tap billing."

Everyone laughed, and then Dawn clapped her hands.

"Well," she said, "as long as it's announcemeng tirhave one of my own."
She smiled happily. "I'm going back to school.gn&d up for the spring

semester."

Annie let out a shriek. "Oh, baby, that's wonderfeivs!"



Nick smiled proudly and put his arm around his gif@aist. "It is, isn't it?
Dawn will have her degree four years from now, tah—" A blush stole
over his handsome features. "And then," he saidkidg his head, "we're
going to start a family."

"Way to go, Nick," Damian called out. He winkedhag wife, who stood
smiling in the circle of his arms. "Of course, then Laurel and | will
probably be working on baby number two, or mayledh

Everyone whistled and cheered.

"All right," Deb said briskly, "that's enough ofishhonsense. You guys don't
have a monopoly on good news, you know." She todéeg breath, looked
up at the smiling man at her side and looped hartarough his. "Arthur
and | have decided to tie the knot. And before adytsays we're tying it
around each other's throats, let me make it pdyfelgar that what | mean
is, he's asked me to marry him." Deb's voice sefiehAnd | said | would
so—it's too late to back out, Arthur, because nge ot withesses."

In the laughter and good-natured banter that falbwit was simple for
Annie and Chase to drift off into the kitchen, aon

Chase took Annie in his arms.

"You know," he said, "after all these happy annaments, I've been
thinking..."

She smiled up at him. "Yes?"

"Well," he said, "well..."

"Well, what?"

Chase smiled back at her. "Maybe we ought to redenthose plans for the

new house. | mean, heck, right down the hall frohres@ our bedroom's
going to be—wouldn't that be a great place to putrgery?"



Annie looked deep into the eyes of her husbandnEhe smiled, looped her
arms around his neck, brought his head down todredkissed him.



