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TEMPERED BY FIRE

Emma Goldrick

Book 2 - The Latimores



Faith and Hope led them into each other's arms

Becky Latimore's little sisters, Faith and Hopeyutht it was high
time she got married. Doctor or not, she was alraa@nty-seven
years old!

So they "checked out" Jake Meadows, their new-esuigt-neighbor.
He was a lot like their daddy, they decided, amad Was good enough
for them.

But all Becky wanted was a summer of peace andt gui®&ew
England's Berkshire Hills. And there was no peadé vihe
infuriating, fascinating Jake Meadows around.. . .



CHAPTER ONE

THE axe thumped into the tree trunk he was using asopping
block, and the handle trembled as he left it thEne. hot morning sun
burned his bare shoulders, now lubricated with gpeagon, and it
felt good. He flexed his arm muscles, laughinghat puny pile of
split logs that surrounded him. But then why hutmgZasked himself.
There was always this afternoon, or tomorrow, ot meeek, and the
Lebanon was far away. He snatched up his wide-bedhstraw hat,
collapsed on the thick grass, and tipped the hatlog eyes. It wasn't
all bad, he told himself, for a man who had beendé out to the
hospital ship on a stretcher, and expected newsalio again.

One hand automatically plucked at a long grass.dienchewed on it
reflectively, shrugged his long thin body into ama@omfortable
position in the deep grass, and gradually driftédoosleep.

It was the voices that brought him instantly awakee soft voices. 'l
told you there was somebody here!' It was a child'sevdile opened
his eyes and gradually shifted his hat to one sidwee little
stair-step children were standing holding handsr Early hair,
T-shirts, shorts, blue eyes. 'See?' the talletherh repeated. 'l told
you so!'

He sat up slowly, hardly believing his eyes. Theas only one other
house in this mountain cove besides his own. Arallithe times he
had been here, there had never been an inhabrtathat other,
bigger, house.

'Hi," he offered. He really had no idea how to dedh wandering
children.

'Hi," the tallest of them returned. 'I'm Faith. Shdope. And-'



'l know," he laughed. 'l don't believe it, but iokm Reading from left
to right, Faith, Hope, and Charity?'

'‘Boy, have you got it wrong!' the middle one lis@ddhim. There was
a gap in her teeth, and the words whistled.

He fumbled his hands around his knees and lauggaith.aSo I'm
wrong?'

'Of course,' the eldest returned. 'lt's Faith, H@pel Michael. He's a
boy and all the rest of us are girls. That makesthie hair.'

‘You mean he's the heir?"
'‘Well, that's what | said. Would you stand up amd faround, please?’

He shrugged his shoulders, stretched himself upidofeet, and
turned around slowly. When he faced them againrhetisered a
chuckle and tried to look as solemn as they did.

'‘Hope? He's big enough, ain't he?"

‘Yeah, he's big enough. He's almost as big as Datldyld he do?'
'‘Well, I dunno. She's awful choosy. Do you workstar?"

‘Yes, in a way,' he offered. 'I'm writing a boolo ou read?’

'Of course,’ Faith snapped. 'I'm nine years olddgess' sakes. Hope
reads too, but only little words. She's only sixdAViichael, he don't
do nothin'—except get in trouble. He's three.’

'‘Poor Michael. Henpecked is he, with two big ssér



'Four big sisters,' Faith corrected him. 'Matti@taiere. She goes to a
big school in Boston—M.I.T., or something like th&he wants to be
an engineer like Daddy.'

‘She don't wanna be no engineer like Daddy," Hopkebin with a
slight lisp. 'Daddy builds roads and things. Mattiants to build
buildings, and like that. Do you make much moneynfrwriting
books?'

‘Well-' he drawled it out, 'not much. Just enougHive in genteel
poverty."

‘It don't matter,' snapped Faith. 'Money don't erafilot to Becky.'
'‘Aha,' he teased. 'Becky is the fourth sister? \&bdsecky?'

‘Up at the house.' Faith waved a small hand indirection of the

house above them on the hillside. "That's why wglad to see you.
Becky's been sick, you know. She went to that cpdage where it's
hot all the time and a 'squito bit her, and she&nbsick and we're
taking care of her. But Mommy had to go to Boston-'

‘To be sworn at," Hope interjected. 'They said Mathad to go to the
Governor's place, and he was going to swear atWMeatcha think
about that?'

'I'm not really sure," he chuckled. '‘Becky is uph&t house there, and
your mother had to go to Boston to be sworn at?s®ecky need
help?"

‘Well, maybe not right this minute,' Faith returnéulit you can't tell
with these 'squito things. She might need helpraimyte. That's why
we thought we would check you out, you know. Youakistrong
enough. And the three of us can't pick her up. Beck big girl.’



'Hey, let's not waste any time,' he said. 'lf Benkgds to be picked
up, we'd better go pick her up!

'If you say so,' Faith returned. There was a mesahus smile lurking
at the corners of her tiny mouth. She offered hantrand, and they
all started up the trail.

They had gone no more than twenty feet when ttie boy plumped
himself down in the sandy soil and looked up atrtheith a big
smile. 'Horsy,' he said. The word was very distimety clear.

'l thought he couldn't talk', the man said.

His sister shook the little boy's arm. 'He can lkright, when he
wants to," she reported solemnly.

'Oh? You know what he wants?"

'Of course. He wants somebody to pick him up amg/¢am on their
shoulders.' Faith gave a long bitter sigh, the lohdigh one gives
when being so obviously put upon. She leaned dowlroéfered both
hands to the baby, but he squirrelled backwarde®seat of his little
shorts. 'Man,' he insisted.

'See?' Faith was disgusted. Her sister Hope shawkhbkad in
agreement. 'He wany®uto pick him up. He gets a better ride when
man carries him. Say, | don't know your name."

‘No, you don't, do you,' he laughed. The little lmayne eagerly to
him. 'My name is Jake Meadows. Up you come, IMiehael.' The

child screamed in glee as he was hoisted up tdslakeulders, and
installed as if he were riding an elephant. He pleahwith his fists,

kicked his heels, and yelled, 'Go! Go!"



The solemn little girl and her smaller sister lodkep at them,
perhaps a little enviously. 'I'm Faith Latimore ahds is my sister
Hope, and Becky's—well, you'll see in a minute. Youst excuse
my brother. He's spoiled. We can't do nothin' with, except for Ma
and Mattie. He does everything they tell him.'

'l see. Mattie is the disciplinarian?'

'I dunno what that means. Mattie is the smart @re's in college
already, and she's only just seventeen. Mattieggtém

'‘Okay.' He tried to conceal the laughter, but waisdoing very well.
'‘Okay, | think I've got it now. Your mother is bgirsworn at in
Boston, and Mattie is the smart bne, and you thred~aith, Hope,
and Michael, and Becky needs to be picked up.dsit®

‘Weeellll" The two girls stared at each other, exajing messages
with their eyebrows. 'Well, that's close enougmow. You are big,
aren't you? Almost as big as Daddy, 'cept youestaonny.'

They resumed their stroll up the hill. Jake ket $trides short, to
stay with the company. Michael beat on his heaal steady rhythm,
trying to make him go faster. 'That's what's migsihe chuckled.
‘What about your dad?"

'Oh, he had to go to Peru,’ Faith reported. 'TlasAela revolution, and
they knocked down one of Daddy's bridges, andrttate him mad,
so he went down to talk to them.’

‘Yes, | see,' he chuckled. "You don't suppose dbels might say
something nasty to your dad?'

‘Huh!" snorted Hope. "You don't know my Daddy. Nayptalks back
to my Daddy!"



'‘Well, she don't know," the older girl reportechéS only six. Mama
talks back to Daddy, but she makes us all go otliteofoom when she
does it.'

‘Ah,' he commented. They came around a bend itralock, and the
big house was in front of them. 'The hand that satle cradle rules
the world?'

'‘We don't got no cradle.’

‘Now, where is this Becky who needs picking up?dfetter move a
little faster.'

‘Around back at the swimming pool, but | don't thimurrying will
help.'

The house was an extended log cabin, with whatdddk be new
wings added to the centre square, all of log. Tlremneys divided
the roof. Unpainted, the central section lookedé¢odecades old,
while the wings still bore the axe-marks of receomstruction. He
measured it all in one glance, then bent overttthedittle boy on his
feet.

‘Now, Hope, can you keep Michael out of troubleddew minutes? |
want Faith to come and help.'

'Of course | can,' the stubby little creature neéak. 'C'mon, Michael,
we'll go check the freezer.'

‘Ice -cream,’ the little boy stated with much esthem. The pair of
them started off, hand in hand, for the front door.

'‘Now," said Jake, turning to Faith. 'Did Becky huetrself by falling
down or something?'



There was a wary look in the child's eyes as she@®@d her answer.
'‘No, not exactly. | told you about the 'squito,rdid?'

‘You mean "mosquito”. They're big up here, but Iigt enough to
knock somebody down.' As they talked she was Igaldim around
the side of the house. He stopped in surpriseagsat Olympic-sized
swimming pool filled the cleared area behind thadso On the near
side it bordered on a sheltered patio. On theidia; sutside a cement
walkway, the scrub brush of the pine forest endredc And in the
middle of that walkway on the far side of the padbvely crumpled
female body lay apparently unconscious, stretcledio a towel. He
stopped, stunned. He had seen many a female bddy thirty-five
years, but this one was different. "That's Beckg?sked in surprise.

‘You bet,' Faith giggled. 'What do you think?'

What do | think? he asked himself. She was tall, dender as a reed,
with gaunt ribs showing above the minimal bikiniestvore. The
projecting bones seemed to emphasise the lush edumetasts, the
oval face, the luxuriously curly raven-black hdiat tumbled down
around her shoulders. What do | think? She lodées ome abused
doll!

'l think—it's strange that the rest of you ardight skin and fair hair.
Your sister has an olive complexion, and the blatkair I've ever
seen! | think—oh, what the hell. Look, Faith, yoo @head into the
house and find a bed or a sofa or something, dincatry her in.

Okay?'

‘Well—maybe she won't like it to be carried in. Thas your idea,
remember.'

'‘Okay, | remember. Scoot!" Faith looked up at hgpaia, her blue
eyes assessing him against some unknown goal. ttted geer head
and broke into a dog-trot which quickly carried hamound the



curved poolside. And as he moved, his computenbchcked on.
How much time have | already wasted, coming up herhis so-
called abandoned camping area? Out of the wayrthiob was. It
stood within the cup of the Berkshire hills, a &tiag little jewel of a
lake, the tiniest shoreline, all walled in by theamous cliffs, which
guarded in every direction except the west.

A narrow gap, just wide enough for the feeder-riiceescape, lay
five miles to their west. An unimproved single-kadirt road hung
precariously on its shoulder. It all guaranteeduston, and lord
knew he needed seclusion or this book was justrrggnreg to get off
the ground. Seclusion and quiet, that was what éeded. Not
raven-haired dolls who needed to be picked up!

He had come into the camp area just before surfigbeqrevious
day, his ancient truck bouncing all the way. It haklen him three
hours to clear out the fireplace in his one-rootmntaand another two
to gather firewood. In the dark, of course. It i@s much to have
expected moonlight. And, so, late to bed. And ass&s everything
man-made became quiet, his ears had been assyited hoises of
the night. The crickets chirped all night. Two owlsre evidently
nesting in the eaves of the roof. Fieldmice scdtdeross the floor.
And then that mad baying in the distance—coyoteust a good
hound dog gone wild?

But the morning—this morning—was enough to paytther miseries
of the night. Bright sun dappled the cabin windowslight breeze
drove off the cover of morning mist on the lake.tdek a quick dip
in the icy watersansbathing trunks. A good breakfast. How long ha
it been since he had cooked over an open fire2dirad And then out
to improve his supply of firewood. All of which ldd this. At this
rate, he told himself wryly, I'll finish the damnodk by next
Christmas—if I'm lucky.



By that time he had circled the pool and was standt the head of
the woman sprawled on the towel. Lord, look at!thet mind yelled
at him. About five foot eight or nine, perhaps.dmder what colour
her eyes are ? Tall, for a girl, but she needsiifgaab. Her face is all
bones, and her skin—there's almost a yellow timgé. tHis mind
fumbled for a diagnosis. No signs of blood. Shesatihing shallowly
but steadily. Check for broken bones.

He squatted down beside her, and ran his handsyligthneach of her
legs in turn, with practiced skill. Nothing brokesyg far. He turned
around, testing her rib-cage, up over her full br®aaround the
slender neck. She stirred, but did not regain doosoess. With

infinite care he slid one arm under her thighsightened his knees,
and stood up with her. Not too heavy, he pantefiitaself. One

hundred pounds—probably less?

He swung his load around and took one step tovihedsouse, when
one of those eyes opened. Dark. Deep dark eyesatch her hair.
And that was about all the time he had for reagpnin

‘Just what the hell do you think you're doing!" Nwece was low,
well modulated, concise, and fierce!

'Why, I-" he started to explain, and then realisetiad no explanation
to offer. The woman in his arms began to beat amwith one tight

fist. The other was clutching his back. He duckedyfrom the next

series of blows, failed to allow for the steadykikng of her feet

against his legs, and very abruptly they both dgkr the edge and
into the pool.

Common sense told him to kick away from her andeom for air.
But the woman had evidently not read the same bBoth her arms
shaked around his neck. She submerged him as atvedclat his
shoulders. He let her go, easily holding his breattl her flailing

feet were dear of him, and then came up to thesarimself. The



woman was in the middle of the pool, doing a deteechdog-paddle,
but not getting very far with it.

Jake blew out to clear his nose and mouth. He a@sd the house
when Faith came running out at full speed, leategscreen door to
bang behind her. The girl was shouting at him. Wit lazy strokes
he glided over to the side of the pool and looked@ther.

Faith was almost screaming by this time. 'Get KBat her! Becky
isn't swimming!'

It took a moment for things to fall into place, amment when he hung
there on the lip of the pool and stared. And tlidmtihim. 'She can't
swim!" He pushed off the concrete, made a divimg,tand came up
near the middle of the pool. There was nothingghts

'‘Over there!" screamed Faith, pointing to the festhcorner of the
pool. He took a deep breath and ducked under tHacguagain.
Through the green haze of the water he could ge&ireof feebly
splashing feet.

He went after them like a shark, diving beneathamer coming up in
front of her. For all the welcome he got, he mightwvell be a shark,
he told himself grimly. He put his arms around heith her head

above water, and for some reason she kept scrgtahish clawing at
him, pushing him under. He fumbled against hemingp short of air.

Two of his fingers became entangled with her bikiop. In the

struggle the tiny cups fell off and floated away.

I've got to get some air, he told himself frantigal his isn't the way
things are supposed to go! Driven by desperatiersttuggled to the
surface and snatched a breath of air. Her facealvage his, and he
could read the glaring rage in those deep dark €yedor it, buddy,

he told himself. His right arm came up out of thatev in a classic
short jab and hit her squarely on the chin. Shiapséd against him.



And now, he told himself, things can go accordmthe rescue book.
He rolled her over on her back, cupped her shouwidir one arm,

and began to shuttle them both towards the laddbedower end of
the pool. The side-stroke had never been hisfateourieans of
propulsion, and his arm hurt where the mortar diedl loaded him
with shrapnel.

Faith was waiting for him at the poolside, and kdlfim push the
inert girl up on to the concrete. He climbed ougjaiskly as he could,
and made another quick check of the victim. Thialessemed to be
nothing wrong with her. She was breathing well, thére was a
distinct bruise at the point of her chin.

Hope and the little boy joined them. It seemed eme sort of
autopsy, with four of them circling the Victim. tHier?' the little boy
asked through a moustache of chocolate ice-cream.

‘She won't like that," Hope said solemnly. 'She 'idge that at all.'
Her older sister shrugged her shoulders.

‘Well, it's too late now," she sighed. 'l guess'gdetter carry her into
the house.'

Jake could feel that warning sensation creepinghigp spine.
Somehow or another, he told himself, I've been hatiat in the
world is going on around here? He took a quick khwcthe three
solemn children, and then back to the dark-hainediygng at his
feet. Sister? Impossible. There was not a singl&k mmasimilarity.
Oh, brother!

He squatted down beside her, slipped his handsaber®er at
shoulder and thigh, and stood up, taking her weigttt him as a
professional weight-lifter would. It took a momeatre-establish his
equilibrium, and then another to remind himself mhke was. He
could hardly help but stare. Her head dropped baek his shoulder,



stretching the muscles of her chest and stomachthaasting those
two proud firm breasts up at him as if in challenge®se enough to
taste! Close enough to-

‘And she ain't gonna like that, neither," Faithkieran. "You wasn't
supposed to undress her. Michael, go get the dialérof Becky's
suit.'

'Hey, not the baby,' he started to say, but tinggrnatic Michael had
already kicked off his rubber clogs and dived ith® pool. He swam
like a dolphin— underwater mostly, popping up fdsraath when it
struck his fancy.

Jake looked down at the girl in his arms, and theinto where the
baby boy had just completed his rescue missioru &&m all swim?'
There was more of inquisition in the question #iaiple interest.

'Of course.' Faith moved away from him, as if meaguhim again.
'‘Ma taught us all before we were three years old.’

'‘So how come Becky can't swim?"'

‘Well, first of all, Becky's a Chase, you know. Aslte's got a mean
temper. When you threw her into the swimming pd@ sust have
thought you was attackin' us, so she was tryingrtavn you. Or
somethin' like that!"

"That's a pretty slim story," he accused.

‘Well, Becky bein' a Chase and all, you know. Slagisadopted
Latimore.'

'l don't know a damn thing,' he snapped. 'And l'tibimk | want you
to explain.' He stomped over to the end of the pobkre Hope was
giving her brother a hand getting out of the waiée boy handed up



the bikini top, but both Jake's hands were too pieclito take it. 'It's
too wet, anyway,' he snapped, feeling as if he Waking at sour
grapes. 'Lead the way. We need to get her down gaoe'

They went across the patio into the house in elepstgle, Michael

first, Hope next, himself, and Faith bringing ug ttear. For some
reason he felt embarrassed. Lord knows you've ss®wugh

half-naked women, he hammered at himself. So wlyau bugged
by this one?

He fastened his eyes on the house ahead of hirth&mpeeled log
finish, the mortar stuffed between the logs, thatrexe-fashioned
joints as one log overlay another.

Anything to keep from looking. But at every step bByes wavered,
stole a fleeting glance at those taut firm bredsabping slightly as
his feet hit the ground. For God's sake! he roatduimself. Watch
the stairs. Look at the chimneys. Look any placedmawn, damn
you!

He stubbed a toe on the first step, danced up #x two still
mumbling under his breath, and shouldered his waythe kitchen.
The screen door slapped shut behind him with a.thud

'‘Up here,' Faith indicated. The procession turodtie right and up a
set of plain wooden stairs, then into a room atethé of the stairs.
The slanted roof threatened him. Only within thacgpof the single
dormer window could he stand straight. The room diady lit. A
brass double bed took up most of the space. Faifipsed back the
blankets and Jake deposited the girl, still uncos; in the middle
of the bed and then pulled a sheet up over hefeltian instant sense
of relief. Stepping back, he bumped his head oinside edge of the
dormer, and collapsed into the chair by the winddis.arms had felt
the weight. Too many days without a workout, hd taimself as he
massaged his right forearm. She's a big girl. Ndwat®



The three little Latimores were lined up on the age side of the
bed, watching him solemnly. 'Towels," he snappat. ¢an't let her
lie there soaking wet. And we need to find out wtked original
problem was. Faith, did she fall down, or somethikeg that?'

'‘We'll get the towels,’ the little girl announceaind then we'll dry
Michael off.'

‘Why do | keep getting the impression that theseimething funny
going on here?' asked Jake, but the tail end optheession was
already out the door. He shook his head and sdiett into the
chair. The dark beauty before him stirred but dtl apen her eyes.
He reached into his shirt pocket for a cigaretté fiund a soaked
pack. For the first time it came to him that he \maswet as all the
others. Soaked clear down and through his old bd&tsrything

dripped. He pulled his shirt off over his head #ém@w it aside. The
boots were laced with rawhide. His fingers hardgnaged a grip.

There was a flurry at the door. 'Towels,"” Hope amoed as she
tossed them at him and disappeared.

'Hey!" he called, and the girl turned around at dloer. 'Gotta fix
Michael," she said, and was gone before he cotlsh gmother word.
Alice in WonderlandJake told himself. But the towels were rea
Somewhere in the outside distance he could hear anotor. He
brushed the curtains aside from the window but sathing. His
hands had automatically picked up a towel and wmaesaging his
short wet hair.

That's something | can do, he told himself. He weatk to the
bedside, kneeling down to protect his head, anppstd the sheet
back. She was stirring slightly, moving into a fddiall. He grabbed
two of the towels and began to wipe her down geiiihe bottom of
her swimsuit was like a sponge, wet no matter hawhrhe tried to
dry it. Oh, brother, he told himself. In for a pgfirHis clumsy fingers



plucked at the strings that held the tiny patcicloth. The knots
parted easily. He pulled everything free and regdatwith a towel.

Keep your hands on the towel, he told himself. [pigte, mate! But
it was hard, especially when he moved up acrosfidtestomach and
under the curve of those magnificent breasts. Libiat, was the only
word that fitted—magnificent! Somehow the toweppkd, and his
fingers continued.

'‘And she ain't gonna like that, neither,’ the voatehis elbow

commented. He took a quick look. Faith was theye,te eye. He

snatched both hands back, then wondered dnghould feel so

guilty. The little girl shook her head and walkedund the other side
of the bed. With a fresh towel, she began a vigerassage of her
sister's hair. You're being out-manoeuvred, Jakthitmself. Go on

the offensive, man. If this little sister can tieuyup in knots, what
happens when the Sleeping Beauty wakes up?

'l don't see any bumps or bruises or blood,' het aacusingly.
‘Well, | never said there was any,' the child retdr
*You—you said that-'

‘All | really said,' the girl interrupted, ‘was thtaope and Michael and
| couldn't pick her up. | didn't say sheededo be picked upYou
said that. And why ever you picked her up and thh&winto the
swimming pool, | don't understand. And then youhat! Oh, my,
this has just not been our day, that's what."'

'Hey, wait a minute, kid,' he snapped. 'What anetgding me?'

‘Me? Tell you? I'm only a nine-year-old kid. Howudd | tell you
nuthin'?'



'‘Don't give me that, Machiavelli. That body of ysunight be only

nine years old, but you—inside there— you're a ®op thousand

years old, and don't try to tell me any differerdis legs were

creaking from all the strains. He knew how luckywees that his legs
worked at all, but now he needed those pain itigl, they were back
at his cabin. It was hard to think clearly.

'‘Well, I don't think you're very polite at all,'dlthild snapped at him.
'It's very plain that you just won't do!"

‘Won't do what?' he growled. He took a couple oédlening steps
around the bed in the general direction of thitelihornet who was
stabbing him to death with words. The little gitatted away from
him, just as the dark beauty on the bed beganrtdJake stopped in
mid-motion at the foot of the bed and watched. Tdwg legs

stretched, kicking the rest of the sheet aside. &rhes came down
and cradled her breasts, and the eyes openedmsisnent. Opened
and glared at him.

'‘What are you doing here?' Still the low contraltace, deepened
with authority. 'Just who in the name of heavenyang?' The words
came out on a rising scale. He could actually seahger boiling up
into her face. 'Faith?'

'l don't know nothin', Becky. He lives down at thattage near the
lake, and we thought—well—he came up here and digke up and

threw you in the swimming pool, and then he jumpednd hit you

on your jaw." A pause for breath. 'And then hegautll your clothes
off, and now | don't know what he's going to d¢hihk he wants to
hit me!'

'He'd better have another think coming," snortedkBeShe rolled
over in the bed and reached into a drawer of thletrsitand. At which
point, with the sheet gone, she discovered thatvsisecompletely on
display. She fumbled something in her hand, divecklat the bed,



snatched up a sheet, and wound herself up in §. Gdd," she
muttered, ‘did you do that?'

Do what?' snapped Jake. Most of his self-contrad gane and he
was only two steps from hitting both of them.

'Did you take my clothes off?' Again that risingt&ogoing so high
this time that it ended in a squeak of anger.

'So what can | say?' he growled at her. 'Yes,Kk that puny bikini off
you—if you can call that clothing. | don't suppos®i want to hear
why?'

'For the usual reasons, | suppose,' the dark hgiresharled at him.
'‘Rape and pillage—that sort of thing!

‘Damn it," he growled, 'l was playing Lochinvart édtila the Hun! |
thought you needed help. That—that nine-year-oldstey led me to
believe you needed help, and then when | get uplfard out there's
nothing wrong with you, and—what in hell are yourpimg at me?'

It was a question he needn't have asked. In thdigimof the room
she had somehow managed to tie the sheet aroundaerwas
holding a thirty-eight-calibre pistol in both han@geinted vaguely in
the direction of his stomach. He had seen enougtnerh in his
military service to recognise, first of all, thhetthing was dangerous,
and, second, that the present holder hardly knemdabout firing a
gun! The muzzle was wavering in a tight circle. [Bber left and
right hands had a finger inside the trigger gu&ide was looking
partly at him and partly away, as if she were piagrio close her
eyes before she put pressure on the trigger.

And he would probably get killed by it all, he reasd cynically. It's
always the amateur shooter and the unloaded reviblaemanage to
kill people. And I'm the target! Time for a littkubterfuge, man. He



could hear feet tramping up the stairs behind laimad, a few stoccato
statements from Michael, who was trying to explsamething to
somebody. Oh, lord, he thought, there are moréedd nuts. She's
got reinforcements coming up. Action time!

'She's responsible!" he roared in his loudest ygo@ting towards
Faith. The girl with the gun flinched, and lookaddakly at her sister,
who was doing her best to hide behind a pillowds just enough of
a diversion. He bunched his aching muscles anatudmimself over
the foot of the bed. Becky closed her eyes anchFsaiteamed. The
gun skittered away from both of them, out of sighhind the bed.
Jake held on desperately with both hands as Bedatked and

scratched at him. The sheet was the first victiomdhing up in a
corner of the bed and falling on the floor.

‘Man,' said Michael from the doorway. ‘Nice man.’

‘That remains to be seen, Michael." The secondews&@s "another
lovely contralto, this one tinged with laughter.aiv) whoever you
are,' the voice continued, and there was defingetjjggle breaking
through. 'l know, after many years of associatiath whis family,
that-beneath all this madness there might pos$iblgome logical
explanation. | would suggest that you climb off—eget off my
daughter, and see what you might possibly saydarself!'

There was a little whipcrack at the end of theestesnt. Jake jerked
away, as if the tip of the whip had struck him. Bewas still doing
her best to scratch his eyes out, so his movemast relatively
awkward. Holding her hands down, avoiding the swigdicks, he
finally managed to get both feet on the floor.

‘All right, Miss Becky,' the voice from the doorwagid softly. The
struggling girl ceased immediately, grabbed for #teeet, and
bounced out of the bed on the opposite side fram hi



‘And now then, young man?'

He cleared his throat and turned around. Anotheee8ome
challenged him. He groaned. Was there never tolead to all this?
Hope was standing beside a tiny but very mature avgrmrobably in
her early forties. Slim, well built, but with somnahite wings in the
front of her crown of blonde hair. Michael was oer fother side,
hiding behind her skirts. There was something faamiabout the
woman, but he could not pin it down.

"‘Well?'

‘You re the lady who went to Boston to be sworhyathe Governor?
He was trying to feel his way through the morass.

‘All true. Care to try again?'

'‘And Mattie is not here because she's only seventaed she's
enrolled in M.I.T. as an engineer.’

'‘Ah, you're a family confidant, | see. And whatesls

'I'm not really sure,' he sighed. 'It even soumdzyto me. Who are
you?'

'If it will make your story come out more smoothlthe woman
laughed, 'I'm Mary Kate Latimore, the mother ofthlkse assorted
children.’

‘And why would the Governor want to swear at you?'

‘A slight mistranslation. Who are you?"'

'Me? I'm Jake Meadows. | live down-'

‘Yes, I've heard that part. You live in the cotthgehe lake. And?'



‘Yes, well—" He stopped to rub his itching palfuble, his mind
reported. Is that the one about kiss a fool or Hecluck—or both?
'| started to talk to that one-' he gestured athk-atill hiding in the
corner.

'She came to my cabin and asked a million questi@msl

then—somehow—Igot the impression that Becky hergiwéouble

and needed some help. So | came up the hill, aeck thhe was
stretched out on the side of the pool.’

'‘Asleep,' Becky stated flatly. '‘Asleep!" She movednd to the front
of the bed.’

‘Well, | expected an injury, and you looked likeiajury, and then-'

‘Thanks a lot,” snarled Becky. 'And then you threwe in the
swimming pool!'

'‘Oh, come on, now,"' he complained. 'Give me a briedkin'tthrow
you in the pool. You started to beat up on me, lasigpped and we
both fell into the pool"

'So then you swam over and knocked me out?’

'l—damn it—I| swam over because your sister—thaelimonster
there—started yelling that you weren't swimmingj athought she
meant you couldn't swim. So when | caught up to, yamu began
climbing all over me, and | figured you were pamgk and
so—I—oh, what the hell!' The dark-haired beauty abmsost at his
side, staring at him, and his nose was itching n@amn it,’ he
muttered, and grabbed at her with both hands. Siseraging—that
is, until his lips closed on hers', walling in #lle sounds trying to
escape through her throat. She lay there in his &sma moment, and
then gently responded. Not with flashing passiat,with madness,
but with a warm calm acceptance that surprised hstartted him.



He set her down gently and rubbed wondering fingges his own
lips. 'Kiss a fool," he murmured to no one in [Earar.

They were all staring at him—except for Michaelal lgoung man
had walked over by the bed and spotted the guckiBehe wailed,
in a full-throated steamship roar. "You bad Begloy hided my gun!'
And before Jake could hurtle across the room tp ktm, the baby
was sitting on the floor, legs apart, with the gilatched in both
hands.

'‘Don't anybody move,' he said softly. Surprise théd, just a
second's worth, and the damn gun will go off. W&iytihis mother
worried? Or either of his sisters? What the hedjagng on here?

‘Bad Becky,' the boy muttered, and shoved the neuzizhe gun into
his mouth. He had bitten off the muzzle and thatfreight before
anyone said anything.

‘Not too much,' his mother warned. 'All that chatelwill make you
sick again, young man.' The baby looked wistfullyree rest of the
gun, then struggled up and carried it over to hosher.

Out of the corner of his eye Jake could see thahblstarting
somewhere around Becky's knees and running ughartstartlingly
black hair. He turned on one heel and glared at her

‘A fake illness, an Olympic swimming record, a qustiell game,
and a chocolate gun,’ he grated. 'Why, | ought—I-kelh how did |
get in this crazy mess?'

‘Nice man,' said Michael from the shelter of hisimeo's skirt.

From behind them Faith tried one more time. 'Mymeot a judge in
the Superior Court,' she snapped at him.



‘Now, missy!" That whipcrack again. Faith fell sile

‘What you are suggesting, Mr Meadows, is that nugtiger Faith has
been somewhat loose with the truth, and that yeuirdeed the
innocent bystander?'

'Hell, | don't know what | am," he returned. '‘Goeati, put the
handcuffs on me.’

‘That's only in the movies,' the judge returnedatTiaint giggling
smile was hanging at the corner of her mouth. inkthwe'll just
adjourn court to the kitchen and have a hot cupéfee.’

An hour later, knowing that he had been carefudlyoked' but

enjoying the sensation, Jake went out of the fdwatr, heading for
his own cabin. He stopped at the edge of the pficla moment.

Faith, Hope, and Michael. The tiny thing who clathrie be their

mother. That breathtaking girl, Becky? And the nmgdViattie? He

chuckled, thinking sympathetically of the poor masmwvho was

responsible for them all. Gone to Peru to lecthwe duerillas! No

wonder they're all mad! He stepped off the porath @most jumped
out of his skin. From behind the bushes in thetfs@nd he heard a
whistle, followed by a hiss.

‘Over here!' the whisper called. He looked cargfatbund, but there
was no one in sight. '‘Over here.' The voice watla stronger. He
covered the ground in four strides.

‘Oh, lord," he muttered, 'not you again!'

‘Yes, me,' Becky returned very formally. She stapdbrushing her
slacks off. 'l wanted to explain.’

‘Your mother has been explaining. | don't think-'



'‘Ma's too busy. She doesn't know beans about wditig on, and |
don't want you to leave with any false impressiddise said it all as if
this were to be his final appearance; as if he vmea&ing a grand
farewell. The idea brought a smile to his lips.

'You needn't laugh,' she said soberly. '"You'reaxatctly one of my
most favourite people—you must know that And iischenough for
me to tell you, without you laughing!'

Jake made a wiping motion with one hand acrostabes and did his
best to muster up some solemnity. Her jet-blackwas dishevelled,
her thin face determined, and her lush figure hidole loose blouse
and slacks. But he remembered. He licked his 'gis. okay, I'm not
high on your list of admirable people. What isatywant to explain?’

'Faith," she said mournfully. 'I've always loved rmmister, but
sometimes she can be a hard cross to bear.'

'l could see that.' He was having trouble with twoeners of his
mouth. '‘And?’

'‘Well, to put it in perspective,' she sighed, 'Fdias always been a
romantic. She spends a lot of time with our houspke Alice
Gimble. And Alice is a romantic too. She keeps fiegthe child with
all that eighteenth- century mumbo-jumbo, and Faglevest.'

‘And your mother?'

'‘Ma's pretty busy—you must see that. And besidé®'giggle broke
through, that stupid teenage giggle that she hadtggars trying to
suppress. Career women don't giggle, for God's! stk swallowed
hard. 'To tell the truth," she struggled on, 'Mafemantic herself!’

'‘But you're not, of course?"



'Of course!" Very quietly said, as if it were thésalute, but
regrettable, truth. 'So that's why she takes sslgahings the rest of
us laugh about. Like Michael being the heir appbecause he's the
only boy.'

"And he's not?'

'‘Well, of course he is! The only boy, | mean. Bsiffar the rest of it,
Pop has already arranged for all of us to shattearCorporation, and
the way Mattie is going, | suspect she'll be itggkin one day.’

‘Not you, of course?’
'‘No, not possibly me. | don't know a thing aboutstouction.'

‘You don't mean to tell me that all this foolisheesover the idea that
Faith expects Michael to inherit everything?' Beskretched up to
her full height. Nice, he thought. Just right. tired of dealing with
these shrimps. But something more than Faith bsties one. Some
deeper trouble. | wonder what?"No," she said, saagcslowly for
the right words. 'The problem is that I'm—well, Itmenty-seven
years old.'

‘That's a nice age.'

‘Well-' Her hands were busily twisting themselvet® iknots behind
her back. 'For some things,' she sighed. 'But kmtoit from Faith's
point of view. She thinks that marriage is the ondal goal in
life—for a woman. That's nonsense, but what carsay&® And she
also thinks thashe can't get married until Mattie and | do. Now
Mattie is only seventeen, so that's no problempfex

'So Faith thinks you're the key to the log-jam. Amai don't agree
with her about the importance of marriage?"



'For some women,' Becky said reflectively. 'I'mesiti's nice—for my
mother and father, for example. I'm a career wonhan,l would
probably give it all up like a shot if | met anothean like Pop!'

'And in the meantime?'

'‘And in the meantime, my sister Faith doesn't ryrlifa. | do that for
myself!’

'l take it you don't know too many men?’

'l don't mean that." After all, how could she expiato him ? Women
doctors were still not all that thick on the groundNew England, and
pushing yourself through medical school when youia the
brightest of scholars leaves little time for sasialy. You got to see a
large number of men, of course, but mostly theyewbits of
anatomy, lying stretched out under the surgeonfs KWhich didn't
exactly lead to socialising, despite what the nist®l claim.
Certainly, in those days that seemed centuriesMgdad clued her
in very carefully, but there's such a large gagvbeh knowledge and
experience. And how do you tell a virile man thag?she didn't.

'‘Besides, | don't have time for such things justvhahe said. That
touch of hail and farewell again, Jake thought. Yhiz girl needs is
a good kissing.

The thought translated into action. He pulled Hes& against him,
tited her chin, and kissed her gently on thoseelpJips. She
struggled, pushing against his hard frame with Heng
slender-fingered hands. He smiled, applied a Iititee pressure to
hold her in position, and returned to the ass&ilie continued the
struggle; he reciprocated with more pressure, bbdrms and lips.
Her mouth opened slightly, just enough to allow Horpenetrate.
Nothing loath, he went on, pleased to add anotb&pdo his long
line of conquests.



When he discovered his mistake it was about theeersls too late.
Her mouth had opened, but not in passion and sigreRather, she
was on the attack. Her gleaming white teeth slamsiad on his
lower lip, and he could taste the blood.

'Dammit all to hell,' he muttered as he set hadteaskou didn't have
to bite me!'

‘Yes, | did,' she snapped. 'You didn't have totdrkiss me! | only
wanted to apologise for my sister. There was nd f@eyou to attack
me!" There was enough chill in her tone to fredzeldke.

'l can't say | agree,' Jake muttered through mslkerchief, it's pretty
hardnotto attack you. Look at that! My mouth will be svarl for a
week. | could get rabies!

'‘Put some cold water on it,’” she advised, all prality. 'Or try
sucking on a piece of ice.’

‘Yes, | accept your apology,' he muttered, 'anopehl don't earn any
more of them. Goodbye, Miss Becky— thedsall, wasn't it?'

' — S he was word-searching again, not wanting taddam off
coldly, and yet not wanting to encourage him. itatignportant,’ she
added quietly. 'I'm sorry if —upset you. Goodbye.'

He looked back in the gathering twilight when hacleed the turn in
the path. The woman was still standing there, watch

‘And what a day this has been!" he muttered t@mpty cabin as he
dropped on to the rough cot. He closed his eyest@atthed out. The
lovely face of Becky Latimore flashed up on theanside of his
eyelids, and haunted him all through the night.



CHAPTER TWO

ALL the Latimores shared breakfast the next mornimgjtlaen it was
time for packing. '"You're positive you want to stayer, Becky? It
might be lonely up here.' Mary Kate was supervishggpacking, but
kept a keen eye on her oldest daughter as shedidihere's plenty
you could be doing back in Eastboro, you know. Semisilong and
quiet in the country.'

'‘Oh, Ma," the girl laughed, 'your idea of a longejuisummer is
go-go-go. And | won't be lonely, not a bit.'

‘Nevertheless—I| don't really know anything abouturyoMr
Meadows, and | hesitate to leave you here alon&, Nfoyou had
someone from the family—well. And just because lgaving the
jeep here it doesn't mean that you're well protecte

‘And the radio,' added Becky, doing her best tqpsegs the giggles.
‘Look, Ma, I'm a graduate of one of the finest sithan the country.
I've just spent a year's internship in a hospatal between two armies
in Chad. And when | end this vacation there'll bether grind in
some hospital for my residency. Besides, | had yotell me all
about life, remember?"

‘Ah, but that was before | married Mr Latimore,'ifi&ate laughed.
'l've learned a lot since then!

‘But I'd still like to stay, Ma.'
‘And you still need someone around the house!

‘Well, you may be right,’ Becky teased. '‘And Igfee provided | can
choose for myself. Bargain?'



‘There's something definitely fishy about all thisut—well, to keep
us all happy, | accept. Name your candidate.'

'l think I'll choose—let me see now—~Faith. How'attiMa?"

'How's that what?' her mother responded absentdediyg. 'Faith!
That's like the blind leading the blind!'

‘Why not, Ma? With Mattie away at summer school] &ope and

Michael promised for the summer with Henry's fapdly we have to

dispose of is Faith. She can stay here with me tlaaictakes care of
the whole family. Right?"

'‘Disposed of? Why?' Mary Kate was smiling, but mautlurked
behind the smile. Since Becky and Mattie had redddlthood,
Mary Kate was finding herself too often being ovieelmed by her
own children.

‘Think about it,' Becky insisted. 'All those be#uitsehoritasn Peru,
and the only loose male is your husband. Wouldmt ke to be
there? Come on, lady!

‘This is beginning to look like a put-up job!
*You mean you don't want to go and be with Pop?'

'l don't mean any such thing,' her mother repligididy. ' You know
darn well I'd rather be with—I mean, how in the {dare you going
to take care of Faith? You'll have to watch hee Bkhawk.'

‘You've got it all wrong, Ma. She thinks she's athe forty years
older than | am. It'll be her watchinge. This is all one fine idea,
lady. Don't you think so?'

'‘Oh, | like the part about me—and your father. Blg you I'm
worried about, dear. You need rest!'



‘And I'll get it, love, with Faith watching over mehis could be your
second honeymoon!

'Why-' Mary Kate spluttered. Words had finally &l her.

'‘Don't forget,” Becky added, 'I'm the doctor aroumele, and |
prescribe complete bedrest for you, starting aebnc

‘Why, the nerve of you!" Mary Kate chuckled. "Yoactbrs don't
know everything. Complete bedrest is what got usckstwith
Michael." But even as she argued, her hands wesg taking the
baby's clothes out of the bureau and piling therhencase. Which
was just the cue for Michael to wobble into theroedh with a stern
face.

‘No go,' he squeaked angrily. 'Stay with Becky!'

‘Speak of the devil!" laughed Becky as she picketha little boy and

cuddled him. 'Stay with Uncle Henry,' she whispereithe boy's ear.
His head came up. His mother had a concern fodm@rils teeth, and
rationed sweets. But Uncle Henry was a dairy famviey believed in

all kinds of milk products for kids— especially axeam.

‘Stay with Unca Henry,' he agreed amiably.

'See?' Mary Kate was trying to sound serious, beitsparkle in her
eye was a dead giveaway. 'That child will be twetsrs old before
he finishes a sentence!

'‘C'mon, Ma,' Becky chided. "We don't have to lo@kyfar to find
out who pampers him the most.’

'‘Well, of course you don't, her mother sigheds ti's father, that's
who.' She raised her voice to be heard arounddhseh 'Get a wiggle



on, girls. That helicopter is due in twenty minytsd you know how
your father feels about people who keep his hetergpwaiting!'

It took a dozen more chidings before they wereyd¢ado. Everyone
but Michael carried a case as they started dowpdkig Indian file.
Jake Meadows was out in front of his cottage ag Went by. He
stopped his busy work to wave.

‘Leaving?' It was a rhetorical question, and Beubyld feel the tone
beneath the words. Why, damn the man, she thougigamed about
him all night, and he'sappythat we're leaving. Happy! He wants the
whole area to himself.

Becky and Michael were in the middle of the colurRajth in the
rear. 'Goodbye, man,' the boy called.

‘Goodbye, Michael. Goodbye, Becky,' he returnecer&lwas more
than a little sarcasm in that second salute. Beakyer best to glare
him down, but he was glare-proof. His broad suméahface split
wide apart in a grin that showed strong white te&he nodded
coolly to him, and tugged at Michael's hand. Waitiluwe come

back, she threatened him silently. Wait until ladinice people go off,

and he discovers who they've left behind. Whom?

"Nice man," said Michael, and then, because Beckgemo answer,
he repeated it over and over like some liturgitant. She shook his
hand with the tiniest bit of impatience.

'‘Don't say that,’ she commanded fiercely. It was finst real
opposition that Michael could remember, and habetit remedying
the situation. He dug both feet into the sandy patid the tears
started to flow.

‘Nice man," he repeated, and dropped on his bottefusing to go
another step. Overhead Becky could hear the dittlee approaching



helicopter as it swooped in low over the northexaks and aimed for
the only clear landing area, the beach itself. ISteav when she was
beaten. She put down the suitcase she was carswept her little
brother up in her arms, and hugged him.

'Yes, nice man.' She tried to make her surrend#y sbut a quick
glance back up the trail showed that he had head/evord, and
was thoroughly enjoying himself.

‘Damn!" Michael cried a little harder. 'It's alght, Michael. He's a
nice man—a nice, nice man.' The tears were shutnoffediately.

But when she tried to set him down on his own feetvould have
none of it. His tiny arms came around her neckcimag like a leech.

‘Loves Becky,' he mumbled into the base of her neck

'‘And Becky loves Michael,' she returned. The hglieohad already
landed, and she could see a crewman drop out afoibkvay to help
with the baggage. She shifted the boy higher inanas, resting his
head on her shoulder, patting his back for comigthich took two
hands.

‘Let me help you.' She could hear the glee in bisarx Damn the man,
she told herself. He's so eager to see me gonbédlsatvilling to carry
all the luggage. There was no way she could refasehelp. Her
mother was gesturing from the open door of thecbpteer, and Hope
was being helped inside.

‘Thank you," she said, not at all gracefully. Ardkinew it. He picked
up the suitcase as if it were a feather and malead, sweeping
motion down the path.

‘After you, lady.' If there had been even a semt#anf a grin on his
face as he said that, Becky would have droppetidabg and hit him.



Instead, after swallowing her bile, she lookediat haughtily, and
gave another cold 'Thank you'. That was when hghled.

It was too late for her to do anything spectacutecause he was
urging her on down the trail from behind, leavirgy hothing to do
but to clutch the child close and hurry along.

The pilot had left his engine on and the bladesl@d slowly in the

idle position. The noise was deafening. Meadowsegxhthe suitcase
up to the waiting crewman, then turned to offer shene service to
Becky. She passed the child to him. He turned amaiéd the child
up to Mary Kafe, then offered Becky a hand again.

She was caught in a spasm of giggles. She backag fram the
helicopter, taking Faith with her. The crewman siad the big
sliding door shut. 'Hey, you forgot-'

Jake Meadows shouted, but the rest of his words lest in the roar
of the chopper's engine. He sprinted a yard or twdecky's
direction and then turned to look as the big mazlgrumbled into
the air. There was an astonished look on his feeecontinued to
watch until the helicopter cleared the eastersglgnd even its noise
was gone.

It was hard not to giggle. Becky carefully foldezt lhands behind her
as she watched. For a moment, itlooked as if hesvimgting to
recapture the helicopter. Then his back stiffereral] he turned
around very slowly.

"l suppose this means that you two are going @tea flight?'

'l guess you might say that,' Becky returned sweklkr hand toyed
with the tight curls of her hair. Faith had alreadgliked up the hill,
out of sight.



'l don't suppose you'd care to tell me exactly vihen

'l don't know that | know, exactly.' she respondidlepends on a lot
of things. Like when Pop comes back from South AcaerAnd
when Mattie finishes summer school. Or maybe whgatltired of
rusticating up here in the woods. There are sudbt af things
involved. Why do you ask?'

'‘Don't give me that sweet talk,' he snapped. 'Mkiadot about you,
lady.’

‘And you sound as if you don't like what you know!'

'‘Hey, | don't mean it that way.' He flashed hem#es and relaxed. 'l
just find you all so confusing!

Now that's what you call a swift change, Becky to&tself. In me,

not him. All of a sudden it's nice to walk in thenshine with him! |

can see how that could happen,' she told himmeesee now. In the
beginning there was Pop, and he had a daughter's-Mattie. And

on the other side there was Ma, and she had aastgpter— that's
me. She also had a stepson, too—but Henry is tarsy@der than
Ma, so we don't usually count him. With me so far?'

'l suppose so,' he chuckled. 'And then what?'

'‘And then Ma and Pop got married, and they hadeticteldren of
their own. That's-'

'l know," he interrupted. 'That's Faith, Hope, avithael! I'll bet
Michael was a surprise!'

'‘Well he was," she said solemnly, 'but we werehapppy about it.
There had to be somebody to carry on the name . Matiad a hard
time. She had to stay in bed for four months befidichael was born.



‘Ah! So now all we have to do is to get all thdggmarried off!"

Becky turned a surprised face up to him. 'l told pefore—that's a
bunch of nonsense, and it's none of your business!

‘And there are four of you?'

‘Don't make it sound as if we're all at desper&idoor,’ she snapped
at him. 'l have my career, and Mattie is surelyngdo be an engineer.
You men are not indispensable!’

'‘Well, don't count on that," laughed Jake . 'Wédave our uses now
and then.’

Becky was still blushing as she rushed up the past his house. She
almost tripped over a root, and was saved fronsgyriall by his arm.
She shook him off, and took a couple of steps efhih.

‘Don't | even rate a goodbye?' he asked. She sta@dat him over
her shoulder, wondering what he was up to now.dde&dd serious,
but that was no sure sign. Slowly she walked baxkdto his level
and offered her hand. 'l don't shake hands witls,gihe said
solemnly. 'Girls always get kissed goodbye.'

Becky felt frozen, unable to move forwards or baakdg. His eyes
were holding her, and then his arms. His warmtpghed lightly on

her forehead, and then on her partly opened mdtibre was a
sensation like nothing she had ever experiencedréebut her

determination shook it off. She beat against hesthntil he released
her, and then one of her hands swung at him, arketh He blinked

his eyes. She wiped her mouth with her handdd'iou!' she snarled
at him.

‘Yes, you did,' he said. 'Goodbye, Becky.'



She turned and ran up the hill as if the houndsetifwere chasing
her.

It was nine o'clock before Becky was able to géhFsettled and into
bed. It took fifteen minutes of reading to lull tkild into sleep.
Becky looked down at her, the sprawling bud of Igauer golden
hair splashed across the pillow, and instantly gacsed her own
adult problem.

‘That's what | want for myself,' she murmured. 'tWMa has. Love, a
home, babies." She hugged the feeling to her andt weftly
downstairs. The front door was open, although treen door was
closed against the multitude of bugs. The air wdg scent-laden.
She felt the urge to walk.

There was no real problem about the child; Fariteaasleep, would
sleep through an earthquake, and the house wasoslieally wired
to a child's needs. Becky stopped by the front ook turned on the
'‘baby alarm’, an open microphone and transmittat bmoadcast
every twist and cough from Faith's room. One movdatch
transferred the sound to the outdoor amplifier, alvhhurled the
tiniest sigh over a couple of acres of woodland.

She doused herself mightily with bug spray. Romamag great, but
her disastrous encounter with tA@ophelesmosquito during her
African tour of duty had left her with great respfr the smallest of
beings.

Quietly she eased out on to the porch and closedstheen door
carefully behind her. She gathered up the skirtsenfsimple cotton
dress and sat down on the porch step. Overheadahe see the
evening star marshal all its companies. And ondhedle of the
eastern mountain was the first gleam of a full moon



A haunting nightingale song drifted in from thedaland a splash or
two out in deep water indicated that 'acid raim hat yet killed this
particular body of water. But soon, she told hdrsedo, too soon.
Discouraged at the idea she got up and started dowards the
beach, following a different path from the one tlealt past his cabin.
This one ended up at the sandiest part of the lidach. Wavelets
surged in and out, splashing on the sand, beaprigaupilings of the
little wooden dock. Three boats were tied up thigneas too dark to
see clearly. "'Two of ours,' she muttered, ‘andadries?'

There was a shadowed something at the end of #re @uriosity

pulled her. She stopped for just a second to listére amplifiers

back at the house were working well; she could deap breathing,
and that little rasping snore that was typical aftl, asleep. She
turned her attention to that shadow at the enti@pter. Moving on

light feet, she stalked it.

For a moment the moon rose high enough to lighttipped valley,
and then a cloud blotted it out. She kept up rakisig pace, looking
up to where the edges of the cloud were now moahbrHer
unwatched right foot thudded against an uneven 8 pitched
slightly forward, her knees bent, her hands otrtant of her to break
her fall. Somehow or other her hands glanced effifl She had time
for just one scream before she, and the somethirfgont of her,
tumbled off the end of the pier and landed in fieet of water. With
her feet firmly anchored on the bottom, Becky sered again. There
were bears in these mountains—not many, not very hig,sbme.
Except that this bear in front of her talked.

‘Now what in hell's half acre did you do that for!"

There was no doubt about it, he was angry. Andesly tangled up
in his fishing lines, she concluded, as she lidetoehis mumbled
curses, punctuated by a yelp of real pain. And wloagou do now?
she asked herself, trembling. The moon slid oumnftoehind the



cloud and splattered them both with silver. He Walsling his hand
up, cursing it—and her—and everything else witlwerty miles. A
fish-hook stood firmly imbedded in the middle o and.

He seemed to realise the non-profitability of sglugy. His
shoulders shrugged, and he seemed to withdrawhintself. "You
again, Becky Latimore?'

Well, he already knows who you are, she told héfsstely. It's just
a rhetorical question. Should | say no? He doesein to be in a very
pleasant mood. The thought sent a shiver downgee sSo what do
| say? "You seem to have a fish-hook stuck in y@und.’

‘Do | really?" She could have measured the sarcastin a

twenty-gallon pail. 'Now how in the world could thdave

happened?' More sarcasm. And then a bellow thateecloff the

cliffs and across the lake. 'My God, woman, evametyou come
near me, you're trouble! Did you hear that? Troullew please get
out of my ever-loving way and go haunt some otlezrch!

‘You needn't be so sarcastic about it,' she mult&raim. "There isn't
any other beach.' There was water in her eyes—thenfall into the

lake, she told herself. | wouldn't be caught degohg over this—this

man!

'l be as sarcastic as | want!" he roared badkeat 'Just because we
share the same planet is no reason for me to laveear a red
warning light on my back. And now I'll have to gbthe way into the
village to find a doctor—this damn fish-hook hasgaight through
my palm.'

'It does look a problem,' she sighed. 'l don't ssppyou would want
me to help?'



‘You've got it in one, lady. | don't want any sditeamedical aide
chopping around my fingers. | need them all forbnginess.' By this
time Jake had extricated himself from the massgbiirig line. He
rolled it all up in a ball, picked up his pole inet other hand, and
began a dogged wade towards the beach. Beckydstarfielow him.

‘Do me a favour!" he snarled. 'Stay in the watdi biget at least a
hundred yards head start. More of your kind of ludkn't need!

She could feel the tears running down her cheetisk lat me! she
shouted at herself. Yoare crying over him. Fool! She musterec
control of her voice.

‘All right. But you won't forget thatdid offer help?'

‘Yeah, I'll remember,' he snorted. 'Probably umyl dying day [I'll
remember. My great-grandchildren will be telling tbtory totheir
kids, believe me!'

He stalked up the beach mumbling to himself. Sheediaintil he had
rounded the corner of the path, and then she madedy ashore. |
ought to go after him, she chided herself. Jushbse he doesn't want
help it doesn't mean that he won't need it! But loan you help a
man who hates the very sight of you? His greatdphitdren, huh!
What woman would marrjpim? She felt a pain in the pit of her
stomach, and used both hands to wipe away her. tédratever
happened to that quiet restful summer | was goingpend in the
Berkshires? She cocked an ear to the night noi$ese was still that
low-level mixture of sound, as the forest grew ptayed and hunted.
And above it all, the deep breath and tiny snoreaath slept on.

‘Thank God for that,’ she sighed. 'And I'll just sieat Michael doesn't
grow up to benhis sort of man.' She would have preferred to stay
the beach, wet as she was, but niggling the bablelomind was the

idea that he mighteedhelp. She started slowly up the path. He w:



behind his cabin with a lantern as she came ugitheShe stopped
on the path and watched. He had cut the line |émse the hook,
and, working with one hand, was doing his bestténot ®ne of the
oldest trucks she had seen. And not having mudt luc

'‘Can | help with the truck," she offered. That dtdoit make him
angry, should it? It did.

'‘Why don't you just damn go home?' he snarled. Wime ready to
start the truck, I'll start it!

'‘But | think-'

He moved out of the lantern light in her directibty. God, he's going
to beat me up, she told herself. It was a timer@ioning, and she
could not get her feet to move. He had left thedanbehind him as
he came closer. And for one of the few times inliferBecky found

herself looking up at a man. The idea startled 8be knew he was
big, but there's a difference between close- bayfaraway-big. She
backed away a couple of steps, and could not halpimg his hand.

'It's still bleeding,’ she said hesitantly. "Youdad to get that hook out
quickly!

‘Yeah, sure,' he snapped. 'l will in a minute. &gssoon as | get you
out of my sight, Miss Busybody. | saldo" twice. Isn't that enough
for you?'

'Yes—I—»but if you need help, please come to theskdu hose last
few words she threw over her shoulder as her fieally accepted her
marching orders.

'Yeah,' he snorted. 'As soon as Hell freezes over!

‘It could happen,' she yelled back at him. 'Septiua.’



‘Yeah!" he roared. He obviously meant to add somgtklse, but
Faith woke up. Her little whimper, amplified a tisaund times,
boomed down over brush and forest, and startleq/diveng thing in
the area. Two quail burst from cover at Becky'd,feearing her
almost as much ase had. And then, still amplified, Faith began t
cry.

'‘Becky? Becky!" The slender pine forest seeme@vatydo the power
of the complaint. Becky sped up the path, stoppinthe front door
only long enough to turn off the amplifiers. Theldan cessation of
mechanical sound left a total silence outside, #eh the forest
gradually returned to its regular life cycle. Beckged for the stairs
and into the bedroom.

'I'm here, love,' she assured the girl, nuzzlingd@se. The little girl
was sprawled at the foot of her bed in a confusidnlankets.

'‘Becky,' she wailed, 'l had a terrible nightmare.'
'So did |, love, but it's all right now."'
‘You're all wet, Becky.'

She fumbled for the right words. 'l went down te tieach to see Mr
Meadows, and we both fell in the lake.'

‘That's funny, Becky!'

'It's not allthat funny," Becky told her sternly. ‘Now let's try get
back to sleep, and maybe neither of us will hawyemaore nightmares
tonight.' Her sister smiled at her and ducked utigkeicovers. Becky
watched for a time, until the little body was stéind then went
downstairs. Before her foot was off the bottomrsthere was a
thunderous knock at the front door.



'‘Now who?' she muttered as she changed directiRigfobt, or
Bigmouth?' Her hand reached out for the knob, S8tenhad second
thoughts. 'Who is it?' she called through the dad®or.

‘Very funny,' the gruff voice outside retorted. Withe hell many of
us are there at this lake?'

'‘Well, I had to be sure,’ she returned solemnistesopened the door
and stood aside. Jake Meadows strode into the hglding one hand
gingerly in the other.

'l need some help,' he growled.

'l didn't realise it was that cold,’ Becky returnstiffly. 'As |
remember, you didn't plan to ask my help until Hielze over.’

'So maybe | said a few words in haste,' he hatitagpsed. 'l can't get
my truck started. May | use your jeep?"

'Of course you may,' she returned calmly. '‘Butr'tthink you could
drive any distance with only one hand.’

'l don't see anything else to do,' he growled. Adbaf sweat broke
out on his forehead. She walked over and pickedhispyvounded
hand. A slow coursing of blood surrounded the shidtie fish-hook.
The point was buried deep in his flesh. She shaskhkad. 'I'll tell
you what, Mr Meadows, why don't you let me call tlearest doctor,
and see what happens?'

'I'm afraid to find out,’ he returned cautiously.

'Sit down at the table,' she directed. Her manraer ¢thanged, he
noticed. She was no longer an awkward girl, bitaiahad assumed
an aura of authority. Almost without thinking abduhe let her push
him into a chair. 'Walit there,' she ordered, aridtiee room. Becky



hurried, trying to be quiet enough not to wakerthzaihere was no
sense to adding trouble on trouble. Jake wass#tithg at the table
when she came back downstairs.

‘You wanted the nearest doctor,' Becky told hime 8ad her black
medical bag in one hand, and her diplomas in theroShe spread
the papers out in front of him. He managed to faougye.

‘Johns Hopkins?' The idea seemed to rock his miwli're the
doctor?'

‘You'd better believe it,' she sighed. 'And now-'

She was about to ask him about allergies, sincehadea limited
choice of local anaesthetics in her bag. But thesgon was
redundant. Before her eyes, moving slowly as onelavbelieve the
Tower of Pisa might fall, Jake leaned further amdthfer, and
eventually collapsed with his head and shouldethernable, and his
injured hand sprawled out, palm up, directly imfrof her.

‘That certainly proves something," she mutteredhes opened her
case and laid out the necessary tools, 'but | Hatlenslightest idea
what it is. He's too big to collapse from the resofl a simple

fish-nook. Oh well, when in doubt. . ." and shecheal for the

hypodermic needle.



CHAPTER THREE

'l' VE never seen a worse patient,' Becky told Jakeaslstcked his
hand four days later. ‘A little thing like a fislodk, and you act as if
your world had come to an end! One fish-hook arasiches.’

‘That's all right for you to say,' he grumbled'the fish-hook didn't
stick intoyour hand, as | recall.’

‘At least you could say something nice about thattnent,' she shot
back at him. 'Not even a thank-you!'

'l was waiting to see the size of the bill,' haureéd. "You do sew a
nice seam. Did you ever take up knitting?'

‘They don't teach that in medical school,’ she, shid yes, | can sew
and knit and crochet. And there won't be any Hiljust mark this off
to experimental surgery.’

‘Ah, no bill." He cocked his head to one side, Wigg her every
expression. It seemed to make him look—well, défey she told
herself. In the last four days she'd been puzzhedis strange
behaviour. For a man who had seemingly come to Mdleawk to
be alone, he had been paying very regular visits.

It disturbed Becky. She wanted nothing more thapubthat man,
and all the chaos he had brought into her life,afuter mind—but
with his turning up like this every day, she coulidio it. For the life
of her she couldn't understand why he kept comingpee€ially since
Faith had apparently taken a great dislike to hfterahis poor
handling of the swimming pool incident. The tempam@ was
distinctly chilly whenever the two of them met.

She wished she could telegraph her disapprovdifestigely as her
sister did. The trouble was that Jake Meadows rhadéorget all the



skills she knew for dealing with men. She coulthe'at him with the
right cool sophistication, and she couldn't get loit of her mind,
damn it!

'So how come you're so handy about the housedritenged. 'You
bake your own bread, make your own soups—everytimsigclass. |
don't know any other doctors with that sort oflskil

‘You don't know any other doctor who grew up unehgr mother's
thumb, either,’ Becky chuckled as she rebandagetahd.

'You mean that nice little lady | met a few day®agome on now,
Rebecca. Butter wouldn't melt in her mouth.’

'‘Believe what you want,' she laughed, 'but dok'¢ taay mother for
granted. She's a sharp one, that lady. And shétaog everything a
girl needs to know." He smiled back at her, a waaile that

displayed a fine array of teeth, and two gleamiygse

'So, then,' he said, 'l do thank you. It's a fie you've done for me,
and | do appreciate it. Maybe we could start agaom the
beginning, you and 1?'

It seemed like a fair offer. She looked him ovemirtop to bottom
and admitted to herself that he looked worthy ofierdship? 'Okay,'
she said softly, her voice dropping to a husky @tat. She stuck out
a hand and watched it being swallowed up. Her hade not small;
they matched her size, and had a surgeon's flgyildis was a huge
thing, that enveloped her. 'Rebecca Latimore,'tgliehim. 'People
call me Becky.'

'Meadows,' he returned. 'Jake Meadows.'

‘Hey,' she warned, 'those hands are my treasurglyGe



His face turned red as he reluctantly let her go.

'I'm hoping to be a surgeon one of these days,'aslded lightly.
‘Although with all that extra study—well, | just do know.'

He looked at her so solemnly that she could nots=pa chuckle, and
collapsed into one of the kitchen chairs. The oletsioor slammed.

'‘Becky! Look what | found!" Faith came bouncing through the
door, a struggling frog quivering in her hand.

'Oh dear!" Becky sighed. 'Be careful, love, or fyacare the poor
thing to death!

'l won't,' the girl returned. 'l like animals. Isfrag an animal? Oh,
hello, Mr Meadows. Are you back here again?'

‘Watch what you're doing,' Jake cautioned. "Yostiesiis right—that

little thing could be squashed to death.' He halchés hand and Faith
passed him her treasure without demur, but steppeld quickly as

soon as he had the frog under control. There waskaof defiance on

the child's face.

‘There's nothing wrong with this frog," Jake repdrtWhy don't you
take it back to where you found it? Its family midpe looking for it.'

'Frogs don't have families,' the child snappedldd&ed as if he were
about to say something additional, then stopped.

"'l go with you,' Becky offered, but Faith heséd.

'You won't have time," Jake interrupted. 'Not ifegoing fishing
this morning.'

'‘We're going fishing this morning?' Becky glaredhiam. She had not
the slightest memory about going fishing with hiBeing



friends—well, that was stretching the cloth to abibsl limit. But

going fishing? The idea caught her so far off btee she was
amazed to hear herself say, 'And why not? That niiglwonderful.
We haven't had any fish on the menu since we'va beee. Faith,
why don't you go and return the frog, and we'ligallfishing.’

'l don't wanna go," the girl returned. 'Fishindigpgl. You can go. |
want to stay here and listen to my records, agdufgo fishing | can
play them as loud as | want,the way they're supptsée!

‘You're sure you don't want to go?'

‘No, | don't, Becky.' Not with him, the glare shevg him said!
'‘Honest Injun?'

'‘Cross my heart and hope to die!

They made a curious pair as they struggled dowheaalock. Becky
led the way, her fishing pole over her shoulded amunch basket in
one hand. Behind her, under the weight of oarspalds and bait
cans, all balanced in one hand, came Jake.

And as they walked, Becky kept running somethingraw her mind.
Just what am | doing, she asked for the umpteéanth t still haven't
the slightest idea who he is, what he does, orhehgioes it here. All
| really know is—admit it—I like what | see.

It was hard to square the attraction she felt \Wweh first conviction
that she was dealing with a criminal lunatic. Haltgged her, hadn't
he? And—andookedat her while she lay unconscious? She mig
have done exactly the same to any number of malenps, but that
was different—very different. And now here she wgaing fishing
with him just because she couldn't remember the vdbo'.



The boats were all moored at the far end of thé&daabbing slightly

in the small breeze that perfumed the valley. Besgktyher load down
and stepped gingerly into the flat-bottomed bdaghifted under her
weight. Out of the corner of her eye she could Jde sauntering
down the path, whistling. Not a care in the wodte thought. If
there's anything that Miss Becky Latimore must agaiessh today,

it's to find out what Jake Meadows is. And that'®eder! She clicked
her heels and bowed.

The heel-clicking did it. Cold clammy water swishiedthe bilges,
splashed over her tennis shoes, and wet her siiks.a muttered
curse she bent down and recovered the old baiingrom under the
stern thwart. Jake slowed down a pace, so thdidtirne he arrived
at the boat her work was nearly done.

It wasn't hard work, she told herself, but it reatit really was man's
work! The thought brought on laughter, and sheapsiéd back on the
stern seat and hugged herself. The boat swayed aarhe aboard.
Becky Latimore, she lectured herself, what woulg Bay? She
knew. "There's no such thing as separate work &r and women,'
he always said, 'there's just sharing." And what tha rest of that
little lecture he gave herself and Mattie at |¢aste a year? Oh, yes,
‘And when you find someone with whom you're willibg share

everything, that's love, my darlings.'

It was a nice thought. She didn't really mind gigagome things with
Mr—with Jake. She took a deep breath to settle domtrol, and
pushed her long black hair away from her face. vitmel was idling
gently down the lake from the west, sniffing atmt@ing in sight as
it ruffled the mirror-clear water. It tangled inrheair again, gently.
She pulled a ribbon out of her pocket and tied Hh& back in a
ponytail. A pair of bobolinks were singing behindrhon the hill.
And nothing else was happening. She looked dowretiggth of the
boat at him.



Jake was standing just forward of the middle ddatheld both oars
in one hand, and he was laughing.

‘You can hardly row the boat from back there,' &iel pompously.
Becky looked up quickly and just caught the edga sinile.

'‘Row?’

‘Yes. You know—propel the boat? You can't expecttoneow, do
you? My doctor has this thing about abusing my hand I'm sure
she wouldn't be happy to see me rowing the boat.’

'l knew there was some catch to this trip,' sh@pged. 'I'm supposed
to be resting. That's what this whole vacationha woods is all
about!'

'‘We could share a seat and each take an oar?' Algatirfleeting
smile, gone before she could appraise it, leavisgnak behind as
Jake fumbled to arrange his facial expressions.

Surely, she told herself, you're not going to fall that old gag?
Share a seat, indeed! There's hardly room enowgé tor the two of
us to squeeze in, never mind row. And he knowsoibk at that face!
What a thoroughly despicable man he is. A—a wolfshreep's
clothing—that's the right phrase for him.

‘Well?'

'l row by myself," she sighed. He stood up anddt to balance
himselfandthe boat as she slid by him. The little flat-botex craft
rocked and swayed.

'Hey!" Becky protested. The boat shifted againase Jvorked his
way aft, and that moment her left foot slipped ae fell back



against the strength of him. Both his arms cameiratcher from
behind.

She felt the security of the rescue, but both hesmds were
dangerously close to her breasts. Dangerous fosheetold herself.
It doesn't seem to bothkim at all. '‘Put me down,' she muttered.

‘All right,’" he returned. He leaned slightly to hetr weight slip down,
and as he did so his hands rode gently up ovepdads of her
breasts, seemed to hesitate there for a second,sttded in her
armpits. With care he lowered her to the middl¢ aed released her.

‘There you are.’

It was perhaps just a routine comment, but Becky knaving trouble
with her breathing. 'Oh, lord!

'What have | done now?'

'‘Nothing—I—nothing,' she stammered. 'l-' She toe& teep breaths
to settle herself, fumbling with the oars as sluksd.

"You do know how to row?' There was that little touch afcasm.
Her spinning mind seized on it. Anger could bedr@nour!

'Yes,' she snapped at him. The corner of his mquivered. 'If you

wouldn't mind sitting down?' She glared at himirtgyto concentrate
enough venom in a glance to poison him. It failedmark. Jake
dropped on to the broad seat, crossed one legtheeother, and
made a gentle motion with his good hand, a soliet$ get with it,

galley slave' motion. She shrugged her shouldiensuld be futile to

argue. A minute or two was required for fitting the's into the metal
oarlocks. And still she waited.



‘Do we have to have a signal?' he asked. More sarcahe noted it
all down in the back of her mind. One day, retnitutwould come.
Despicable man! She took a deep breath and leanbdraars.

'It's a family rule,’ she told him sweetly. 'Nobothkes a boat out
without wearing a life-preserver.’

‘Great day,' he muttered, 'this isn't an ocean geya

‘Under your seat,' she returned serenely. It westioecatch his exact
words as he bent over, reached between his kneeguled. And

maybe | wouldn't want to know all those words, s$blel herself

primly. It was hard not to laugh. How could you wamn medicine as
long as she had without hearing all the four-letterds that the
language possessed?

Jake struggled for another two or three minutes, famally three
usable orange life-vests appeared. Becky picked oo¢dium-sized
unit and struggled into it. There was no easy veagld the job. The
strings that held it together in front of her wevet from the bilge
water, and untying knots that the previous userlatdn them was
more than troublesome. But success comes to thoke \
persevere—or something like that—she told herswlfily. Settling
her jacket securely around her waist, she reachekl bp on to the
dock and rescued the lunch basket and her fishohg'Worse than
shoeing a mule,' she muttered as she resumediier beat. Jake had
already completed his requirements and was ledrang in his seat
again, laughing, Good ears, she noted. Be cardfat wou say when
he's around. She shrugged her shoulders again lerddfthe
outboard oar.

'Permission to shove off?' he asked.

'‘Please.' He untied the lines and gave one gensé.pAt least it
seemed to be gentle, but the loaded boat sweptnautits own



element with power and grace. Becky dropped both inethe water,
flexed her fingers, and looked at him. 'Just wlegsewe going?'

‘Wherever the fish are,' he returned.
‘Sure, but there's no sign on the lake, Wheret8'tha
'You mean to tell me you haven't fished this lak@obe?'

She sighed in exasperation. 'l don't mean to @l gnything, Mr
Meadows. Our family has been coming up to this fakéen years or
more. The arrangement is simple. You catch the fish clean them
and I'll see that they get cooked. That's what royher does. And
sheneverrows the boat!

‘And your mother is perfect, of course?'
‘You'd better believe it, mister. You'd better be&!

He didn't seem to be overly impressed. He strettiedegs out in
front of him and grinned at her. Becky recognisefedt: it didn't
have to come to her labelled and served on a platte

‘Well, Mr Know-It-All," she snarled, 'I'm ready. Wre do we go?'

‘Up north of here.' He gestured. 'There's a litland called Three
Pines. The best fishing is just off the southerh.'en

‘But that's-'
'Only half a mile," he said mildly. 'Shall we go?'

It took an hour to get to the island, and anotlaf- Inour before he
was satisfied with the location. He did condescenthrow out the
little anchor, and the boat swung round into thiedwi



'You are going to fish?' he asked after a few minutes, wBeoky
had sat quietly in her seat and he had baitedvinislioe.

'You brought worms,' she sighed.

'Of course. That's what fish like to eat. Don'k te¢ I've got a doctor
who's squeamish about worms?’

'‘Not exactly,' she defended herself. 'I'm not sqush about worms,
but—I just hate to put them on the hook.

And besides-' But she wasn't going to tell himrist of it. A blister
had formed in the palm of each hand. She survdyeddst of her
worn anatomy, all the while keeping an eye on henha baited her
hook. And then the lines went overboard. She statte say
something to him, but he shushed her. 'Don't dstue fish." A
typical male response, she thought as she fumbieter little
shoulder purse. But there wasn't a great dealfer.dflext time I'll
stock the bag differentlyNexttime? No, no. Not ever. This one
proved the adage. Three terrible failures were ghofor any
right-minded girl. | really don't know when I've th@ more
objectionable man in all my life! A writer—huh!lI'bet he writes
pornography. Or those best-seller books that aleta+awall sex.
But even that takes some brains. Maybe I'm ovegatim. Maybe
he writes advertisements, or something like that!

‘You having trouble, Becky?'

'‘Me? Not at all. Why should | have trouble? Justaose I've got
blisters like crazy, and I'm hot and tired anddtyiy why should |
have any trouble!'

‘Blisters? Well, that happens. Is that why youeerb talking to
yourself for the last fifteen minutes?'



'l wasn't talking to myself,' she insisted. Angadh't seemed to help.
Maybe standing on her dignity might. She pulled $tevulders back
and did her best to show uninterest. Unfortunatilig, pose thrust
her little nose proudly up in the air, and straittegllight cotton of her

blouse against her bra-less breasts. Jake wasitgugbain. Damn

the man!

Becky managed thgrande damepproach for about two minutes,
but the giggles were eating a line at both endsesfmouth, until
finally they broke out of control completely.

'Hey, you really have to be quiet. You'll scare fish away with all
that noise!'

'I'm sure | will," she snapped. Her eyes were glaethe little red
bobbin tied on the end of her line. It was no larftgating level and
calm in the water. Something was agitating it, sihing that finally
pulled the little plastic ball completely underwatend bent her pole
in a trembling U-shape. She slid the butt end efggble between her
legs, using her two damaged palms gently.

‘Atta girl," Jake said softly. 'Play him now. Dde't him get back into
those reeds—that's the way! Now, a little at a titake up the line
with your reel.'

'l can't hold it,' she sighed. 'My hands hurt taachn’

Instantly he was up on the thwart with her, pully back against
him, his arms coming around her and adding morerége to the
struggle. She couldn't help it. Her breath whisthedards in surprise,
and her heart doubled its beat, almost as if shie wlanbing Mount

Annapurna rather than sitting in a rowboat on aglaike. His face
entranced her. She watched out of the corner ofyerit had lost all
its craggy lines, its adult worry-marks, and spaddike that of a little

boy. He was really concentrating, the tip of hiagiee protruding



from his mouth. The valiant fish strayed too clasthe boat. The net
swept him up, and in one fluid movement the fisidthed against the
floorboards and flapped around.

'‘Oh, my God!" moaned Becky. She pulled her feebmpo the seat
and out of the way. Life and death, she had sealh hut live snakes
and flapping fish were too much for her.

'‘My God, indeed,' Jake chuckled. He dropped thelleanf the net,
seized the fish in his bare hand, and removed tek.h'A fine
catch—trout, no less. That makes good eating. Threg/be four
pounds.' He tossed the fish to the bottom of thet bad reached for
her hook and the bait can.

'I—I don't think | want to fish anymore,' said Bgcl'm—tired, and
my hands hurt, and I-'

it's okay,' he interrupted. 'Let's go ashore arel ifeve can't find
something to ease the pain.' As he talked, he ggddasy her to the
bow, heaved up the anchor, and hooked it by itseeito the side of
the boat. Her eyes followed his every move. He a@hith slightly
spread feet, as if he were accustomed to pitcheiegsl There was no
wasted motion. Michael likes him, she thought. Maiie writes very
nice books? Maybe. Just one more of those questiewsr covered
In my anatomy books. She shook her head and reaphgdrly for
the oars.

'‘No." His big hand stopped her. 'You can't row &mgher with
blisters like that.'

‘Then how in the world do you think we're going nmve?' she
shapped.



‘There now," he chuckled. 'Be nice, Becky. Everysags you're the
nicest girl to come down the pike in this centihy not try a little
nice with me?"'

He unshipped one of the oars and laid it out irbibtsom of the boat.
With the other in hand he moved to the stern, tithesoar through a
small gash in the stern bulwark, and stood up, kviggthe oar

experimentally. 'It's called sculling,’ he told hdreerfully. "Would

you believe it, many years ago | was the scullihgnepion of my

school.’

'‘Oh, | believe it,' she returned. 'That was befiney invented the
canoe, wasn't it?'

He gave her a deeply hurt look. 'See," he saicat'Swhy | get the
Impression that you don't like me. Whatever hapgeod¢he truce we
declared in the kitchen?'

‘Things are different out here in the light of daye snapped. '‘And |
didn't know then that you were going to force medto all that
rowing. | think you deliberately set out to deceme—from the very
start!'

'‘Why, Becky,' he laughed, leaning into the oamyfmemory serves,
wasn't it you who invited me?' She blushed. Ththtaf the matter
was that she just couldn't remember who did whawvtom. The
morning had been filled with more upsets per squaite than she
knew could happen. And he knew it. Look at thaagien his eye!

if 1 did, | take it all back," she said. 'I've belad, there's no doubt
about that. And nothing makes me feel worse thdetdone in by a
sneaky conniving trick!"

‘And that puts me in my place,’ he mourned, butethgas still
laughter tugging at the corners of his mouth.



He's no writer, she told herself fiercely. He'saator! The perfect
Simon Legree, chasing little Eliza across the @ethe Marquis de
Sade!

So concerned was she with her own anger that strétmmticed they
had rounded the sharp point of the island and werang up into a
small sandy cove. The boat grounded with a sandpapese,
thrusting its bow a foot or two beyond the wateeli

'‘Everybody out!" Jake called, Becky looked over thde and
grimaced.

'‘Why do | get the feeling that this is the maidevyage of the
Titanic?'she asked querulously. 'Everybody? How darn maoyle
do you think we've got going here?' She drew heekrup into her
stomach and stared about her. The island was sntiadle she had
anticipated, being merely a pine-clad hill. MofelRobinson Crusoe
than Bermuda, she thought. And her hands bothered h

‘You are going to get out?'

Becky jumped. The voice came just inches from lgdtrear, and it
sounded more like 'bed and breakfast' than itided'let's play in the
sunshine.' She jerked herself awkwardly up fromstet, and almost
fell over the side as the craft rocked. Abandorafigdignity she
scrambled for the bow and tumbled out on to thelve@n hands and
knees, shaking her hair out of her eyes, she gktrbom.

‘The first one who makes a remark is going to geshe muttered.
‘Just one remark?'

Jake ignored the challenge, climbing out withladl things she might
well have helped carry. And I'm not about to feeilty about that,
she told herself. | hope he trips! And if he offéoshelp me up



I'll—well, 1 will. She slid back on her haunchesaning for his next
move. He walked right by her.

‘There's a little lean-to up on the top,' he tad H'll take this stuff up
there. One of them is lunch, isn't it? If not, §tb back and get the
fish.'

‘There's lunch in the basket,' she told him firrynd you can forget
the fish. I'm not going to cook a fish in this cygace!

‘And that's for darn sure,' Jake returned. He mdcdown and picked
up a handful of leaves and pine needles from underi.ook at that."'
He ran it from hand to hand in front of her. 'De/aabone. Making an
open fire here would be like lighting a match te geg/our gas tank is
full. No fires, lady.'

'‘Well, in that case, no fish,"' she said. Jake shmlewn at her and
continued up the hill. Damn the man! She was tagryato get up.
Damn the man. Some day some poor woman is goingatoy him.
Think what their children will turn out to be! Talind lean and
devilish—and— why do | let him upset me like thBli8 children are
certainly not going to be mine, so what do / care kthey turn out!

That little spurt of anger was just enough to clear mind. She
struggled to her feet, brushed herself down, anmged into the
pinewoods behind him.

He was right when he called it a lean-to. The sales back seemed
strongly built, the roof had obvious deficienca] &s one open side
faced towards the east, where a stone fireplacdéad built. There
was an odour of old fires among the ashes. Itdliek on the wind,
casting the essence of pine to Becky's nose. Bherothing better
than the smell of a wood fire, she told herself.



He came over to stand beside her, and she medsianezhainst the
only man she really knew, her stepfather. Soli, than, but not so
wide or so heavily muscled. Not quite as tall ap,Rmd skinny. His
bones showed everywhere. But that doesn't meamiagyshe told
herself. Look how much taller | am than Mary Katéé and |

could—damn, what the devil do | care abthat!

‘There's rainwater in that pail behind the leahk® suggested. 'That's
as close to antiseptic as we can get. And therbar @f antiseptic
soap beside it. Go and rinse your hands whiledagthe lunch.’

'Hey, I'm the doctor,’ she muttered under her hrefatt she went.
Sweet, biddable Rebecca! Huh! If Ma could only s@enow!

When she came back around the hut he was strebcth@a the grass
in front of the lean-to, chomping on the sandwic$tes had so hastily
made this morning, drinking the lemonade she hadaefully
prepared, and having a fine time. It was enoudéed the fires of her
anger again, just enough to bring colour to heekbend a glare to
her eyes. If Jake noticed, he made no comment.j@hed him,
squirming down near enough to grab at her shatkeofood. Good
manners had been abandoned at the water's edgieted.

The air was cool and soothing. The little breededayed around
her head, and the pleasant pungence of the pilhexs fier nostrils
with a heady perfume. She could feel a drowsinessping up over
her. The world seemed tranquil. She leaned baskuty the tops of
the trees, swaying against the background of wbd#onwool

clouds. Without her volition she was sprawling @mn hack with her
head in his lap. She made an effort to move.

'‘No, don't do that," he said softly. 'Relax.' And fo reason that she
could understand, Becky did just that. A pair agffmgers came up to
trace gentle curls in her hair. The combinatiowafmth and comfort
and security—a moment drawn out of time and hektasis for their



enjoyment—all of it soothed her mind as Jake's fpusiaming
fingers smoothed her hair, and the world was q@be dozed, her
mind wandering until his voice called her back.

‘You finished medical school?' His voice was sodpl, interested.
‘Yes,' she replied. 'lt was a tough struggle, buade it.’
"You must have been pretty young when you started?'

'‘Well, | don't know. | finished pre-med in threeays, and went into
Johns Hopkins when | was twenty-one.'

'So you graduated at twenty-five. Then what?'

‘Well, | had to do my internship—but I didn't wanhto be the usual
rat race. | got approval to do it all in a fieldspital established by the
American Society of Friends in Chad.'

‘That must have been interesting.'

'‘Medically, yes. First there was starvation, thebetlion, then a
Libyan invasion—oh, lord, it was nine months of foorstory! And
then--' Shut up, she yelled at herself. Tell himnjife story, and the
next thing you know you'll be featured in one of hiaunchy
best-sellers!

'‘And then what?'
‘You're not really interested, are you?'
'l really am. Then what?'

‘Then we were caught between the government armhyrenrebels,
and we ran out of all sorts of supplies— and titend fool | forgot to
take my Atabrine, and came down with malaria. Indignind the



bombs, and the artillery, and all that, but thatndamosquito, he
knocked me for six. And finally they sent me horAed that's the
story of my life. And don't you dare put it in ooé& your books.
Satisfied?'

‘Not really,’ he chuckled. 'l want to hear the ehthe story. Another
time?'

'l don't know what you mean.’

'‘No, of course you don't. Close your eyes.' On@fingers caressed
her eyelids. 'Sleep,' he ordered.

Damned arrogant man! Becky told herself. I'll bened if | take his
orders. But his deep soft voice murmured on, areddsth fall asleep.

For a few minutes he stared down at her, all théevivisting curls in
her wondrously soft hair. Her lush body, strewrklessly in sleep,
appeared to be abandoned while its owner went ofsamme other
business. Beauty and brains? he asked himselhdver seen both in
one person. Pert, too. | like that. | wonder if bieitdren will look like
Michael? And me puterin my book? What a laugh that is!

He leaned back against a tree-stump, cast hisitrdmb loose, and
dropped of into his own wild dreams.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was the angle of the sun that woke her. As thaly bmoved
towards the western cliffs its light and warmthstigted among the
tall pines. Becky felt the heat gradually fade, &orded herself back
to life. Not for her the instant response. Like s&pmother, she did
poorly for the first hour, and only a mug of coffamild overcome her
handicap. She stretched all her muscles, like waking, and tried to
sit up. One coil of her hair was trapped in Jaklgsed fist, and she
twisted around to look. He was sleeping, totallaxed against the
stump, a haunting smile playing at his lips. Withbis usual frown,
the worry-lines, he looked a thousand years yoyragelr much more
approachable. His grip on her hair was too stramdye broken
without waking him up, and she was not quite retadgio that. She
turned around again, stretching out with her heaus lap, trying to
marshal her thoughts.

She could no longer put off the debate. He hadkesadoo many
strange emotions in her already—and she could agptvehy. A
good-looking man he was not. She had seen hundfadsn easier
on the eye than he. Not ugly—not that by any melarfs.ct, he wore
a cloak of easy arrogance, but was a man whomnl aayitd respect.
That was the word. Although she knew toothing albmuot at all, he
was a man who could be respected. And that bringshalfway
home, doesn't it? she giggled to herself. Maybeduéd develop into
a man she could . . . share with, perhaps? Hessityribump was too
big, too driving, to let her leave it there. Stedto know. What was
Pop's final encomium? Do you like him well enoughshare a
toothbrush with him? If you do, that's love. Butamiurse, she told
herself sombrely, it couldn't be that.

She glanced up into the path of the sun. Good leelve left Faith
alone too long! she thought. She didn't want to endout for all her
life she had been drilled in responsibility, andatled. But she still



could hardly move a muscle until this big ox lebde her hair.
Ergo— wake him up!

She grabbed for his nearest arm. Her two handsl¢@ublly span his
biceps. She shook him gently, and pain shot up fn@mblistered
hands. A sharp, incisive pain, not to be ignorad. g2 was moving.

Unlike her, he came awake in an instant. 'Hey, \shidis I've
caught?' he commented as he lifted up her hankaof Becky
scrambled to her feet as best she could.

it's my hair, darn you," she snapped.
'‘Why, so it is!" He wants to play cute, she thou@f#gmn the man!

‘Temper, temper!" Jake got himself up and brusheddif off, then
he came over behind her and put a hand on eaddr shioulders.

'Don't do that! Don't—"'

'Don't do what?' There was a a twitch at the coofbis mouth which
she could not see.

'‘Don't—qget your hands off me!' she snarled, coredhihat he knew
what those hands were doing to her.

'‘Oh—that.' He muttered something under his brdaihshe missed
it, and dared not ask him to repeat. Be logical,dugiirrelling mind
told her. Why should you lose control of everythjogt because he
touches you?

'‘We have to go back,' she said primly, managingstape from the
touch that bothered her so. 'Faith is only nineye&l, and we've left
her alone for too long. She'll begin to worry.'



'‘Hah!" he snorted. 'Your sister is nine years gdilng on forty. She's a
lot older than you are, Becky Latimore.'

‘Don't say things like that,' she snapped. 'l lowesister very much,
you hear!

'l hear. You have a heart as big as all outdoarydor own, don't
you, little bit? Could you find room for me withthe magic circle?’

‘How could 1?' she asked bitterly. 'l don't knothimg about you, do |
? Except that you write. | don't even knasvatyou write.'

He had his hands in his pockets again, and shehaag&ful. As long
as they were securely out of the way, they couldm'torturing her
with his touch. She didn't need any more of thode sensations. She
froze her face, giving him the most disdainful Ieble could muster.
It wasn't too shabby an attempt; she had neveseebbefore what a
good actress she was.

‘All right,' he sighed, if information is the pricé admission, what is
it that you want to know?'

The question had been on the tip of her tonguddygs, and it hurried
itself out fast enough to embarrass her. 'Are yauwied?'

‘Me? No, | haven't lived the sort of life that lsad marriage.'
'So what kind of life have you lived?'

'I'm an Army brat,’ he said as if that explainee@rgthing. Becky
shrugged her shoulders. It meant nothing to hethiNg.

'‘My father was an Army officer,' he said. He waskimg away from
her, his eyes focused on some infinite distan@pace or time. 'My
mother and my two sisters and | followed him akiothe world. Two



years here, three there—never the same place tWeg.friends at
every move, but never meeting up with the old dnes.

‘That sounds interesting. You must have seendaf libtie world. And
I'll bet you were close?"

'Yes," he said, still contemplating the distantatil my father was
killed in combat.’

Words failed her. She gave a small gasp of sympaihy he turned
to look at her, dropping an arm over her shoultier.not a stray cat,’
he said. 'l don't need pity.’

'I wasn't offering it,' she snapped. 'l have a gdeal of respect for
cats. Then what happened?’

‘You can never get rich in the Army," he said. 'lHsurance and his
pension took care of Mother and the girls. Andruggled my way
through college and followed my father's footsteps.

‘You joined the Army?’

‘Yes. They have a fine tuition-assistance programihey paid my
way through . . . graduate programmes. It was alllethe wars, |
thought. But of course, there never has been an thi wars for us,
has there. | ended up in Beirut.'

'Oh, lord! she exclaimed. "You weren't in the Esg#yawhen it was
blown up?'

'Yes, | was at the Embassy.' His laugh was coippet. 'l was one of
the lucky ones. So they gave me a recuperative|ead | came here
to write a book."'

'About Beirut?"



‘In a manner of speaking, yes.'
‘And then you'll go back in the Army?’

'‘No. That's all behind me. As soon as my leaveibklibe resigning.
You have something against the Army?'

'‘No,' she said softly, 'not really. My real fathvesis an Army man. |
don't remember him. Ma raised me alone, until s@gied again, and
Pop Latimore adopted me.’

'So being in the military isn't one of the thingsitt prejudices you
against me?"

'I'm—I'm not prejudiced against you,' she falteteg:well, perhaps a
little. It was some terrible shock to wake up amdl fmyself being
thrown in the pool, you know.'

‘But you could forgive that, too?"

'l suppose." Her cheek dimpled. 'Given enough tiamd some
soothing treatment, | suppose | could.'

'So, -now | know where to start,' chuckled Jakel i@ached for one
of her hands. She backed away from him.

'l only wanted to look at your blisters," he sdidm definitely not out
to rape and pillage.’

'I-* Somehow she was unable to force a sensiblel wostead she
held out both hands, palms up. In the soft cerfteach a liquid-filled
blister trembled.

‘Well, it looks as if we need a doctor.' He slipged hands under
hers. She was trembling so much that her arms jdmyeit not from



pain. No, indeed. 'l guess | can do something altbem," he
continued.

'No! Don't break them!

'Hey, even | know that much,' he said. 'Where & tnazy medical
bag of yours?'

'l didn't bring it,’ she admitted. 'Well, it isret medical trip, for
goodness' sakes!

'l know," he returned. 'But we need to cover themysu don't

accidentally break them open.’' He had strippegiisféhirt before she
could stop him, and his white cotton undershirofekd. 'This is soft
enough,' he said as he tore the undershirt infasstr

Becky's eyes were glued on his torso. 'My God!'estetaimed. The
mass of scars started in the middle of his chedtsumead in all
directions, some still red, newly sewn. His eyéolwkd hers.

'l was buried in the rubble for twenty-four houtss' explained. ‘It
took considerable tinkering to put me back toge#lgain. Now, don't
interrupt." He made up a little pad from the cottoaterial, and
strapped it on to her palm in a very professionahner. After a
moment's study he did the same to the other. Fadishe stepped
back to admire the product.

'‘Looks like an excellent job," he said. '"You cangmatulate me any
time you please.’

‘Yes, it does, doesn't it,' she offered tentativBhe tested the security
of the bandages and watched him at the same timentthd was
whirling. Writers don't ordinarily apply profess@aiAooking
bandages! But then why not? Perhaps he's takenraampdical
course. 'Thank you,' she offered grudgingly throtight lips.



'‘And very graciously said,' he laughed. 'Oh, myrd&eacky, do you
always acknowledge help that way? I'm not a Gresdribg gifts,
you know. And there are better ways to show yoatimide.'

'‘Huh!" she snorted. 'l think a kiss is a very exgpem return!" And
what | need, she told herself, is a great deal maltigpower, and a
considerable injection of common sense!

'l don't feel that way,' he contributed. ‘It midig a high price, but
what with inflation and all—it's worth it, don't yahink?' He stood
there smiling, and the sight wrenched at her heatrt.

‘Well, perhaps,' she admitted hesitantly. She mal@skr to him. His
hands remained at his sides. Very cautiously sheethop against
him, extended her arms around his neck, and kissedently on the
mouth. 'There. Are you satisfied now?'

'‘Not in the least!" Becky could see the devils pepout of his eyes.
Both arms swung around her, pulling her hard agisschest. She
was rigid for a moment, and then the world closedon her,

sheltering her in a surprising warmth. His handtigerted her chin,

and the sky was shut out as his lips came downeos, lgently,

teasing.

She relaxed under his hypnotic presence, and taeateon was her
undoing, as his soft caress turned into a wildgtorous assault on
all her senses. Furious sensations shot up and tewrspine. A
rolling wave of fierce passion pushed reason andght into a dark
corner. All she wanted was more. Whatever his passsked of her,
she was prepared to fulfil. And then, just as satldet ended. Jake
pushed her away from him, and stepped back.

That quick ending gave her a chance to reassemebiselh
Everything except her legs seemed to have retume&drmal. But
she could not control the trembling in her knees.



‘Can you hear that?' he asked.
‘What?'
‘That noise.’

'It's only an airplane,’ she snapped. She had neans&g back up
against a small pine, and now only her voice wasisly. Lord, if |

didn't have enough troubles, she told herself, hdvave to go all
weak and dreamy over the most arrogant man in trkiv

‘Thank you,' he offered. She could hear the sarcdgm off his
tongue, in case you don't know it, this is a vargrgye place for an
airplane to be flying.' He climbed to the peaki hill, where a small
clearing gave room to look.

it's a Cessna with pontoons,' he called, and tleecame running
down the hill, his face alight with expectationtarthe boat!" he
yelled, dragging her down to the boat with one haefore she
could find a seat he had pushed the bow off thdysheach, walked
the boat into deeper water, and then vaulted dwesstern, sculling
them off towards home.

Not a word disturbed their trip. Becky refused w® diverted by a
mere flying machine. She sat with her back to &tahing Jake as he
applied those tremendous muscles with deceptiveepolihe scars
on his chest danced a macabre waltz as he movetiehgnored it
all. Her mind was troubled. To think of all thatrpshment, she told
herself as her medical eye traced the tormentimgss@nd to be
almost entombed for a day? There's no limit to nies. And would
he ever have told her, had she not seen the doawstady accident?

Although he was really putting his back into thelkag, his eyes
followed the blue and white aircraft as it made am@e inspection



run over the lake, banked at the north end, anceaarfor a perfect
landing before coasting close to the dock.

His face changed, and she didn't like what shf Hasvlook was
strange. It seemed to flicker from welcome to dsfgliack and forth.
It seemed as if a whole new personality was unfigidbut his eyes
were not for her. He was following the movementhaf aircraft, not
too far away now that some detail couldn't be s@&ere must be
someone on that plane, she told herself, who raathed him on—or
off. Maybe both at the same time.

Although she knew she had no claim on him, no rigltdge, a pain
struck her that was deep and harsh. Rather thamaerto watch his
face, she swept her feet up over the thwart anersed her direction.

The aircraft was a private plane, newly paintedarulean blue and
lace white. Its momentum slowed after the landisgtlze pilot
reduced engine speed. It taxied slowly towardsltuk. The rowboat
was hardly halfway across the lake, and she cadtthe boat jump
as Jake put his shoulder to the sculling oar.

As the plane closed on the dock, Becky could seeesoe climbing
out of the cabin, to stand on the starboard pontddwe engine
stopped, and the aircraft, out of her environmeraddled like a
duck, closer and closer to the dock. The persondstg on the
pontoon jumped for the wharf, scuffled to secure lbalance, then
snubbed the rope he was carrying on to the cledieatiock's edge.
Tethered now, the aircraft's forward motion stoppedit crabbed
closer to the dock. The cabin door opened agairic&es were
passed down to the man already on the dock. Wisstand figure
appeared in the cabin door Becky strained her épgag to make
out who it might be. Orange sparkled in the distarit must be a
woman, she told herself. Although, God knew, itlddoe a man in
these times.



'‘Oh, my aching back!" groaned Jake from behinddmat,she flashed
a look over her shoulder. It wasn't pain that btenim; it seemed
more like disgust.

'It's not who you thought it might be?"'

‘Hardly," he groaned. 'l really thought it wouldryemother. She said
she'd be up to check up on me sooner or later, but-

'But that's not her?"

‘You'd better believe it." He shrugged his shoddas if accepting a
gift from an unkind fate. 'Becky," he said in ayeoft voice, 'l need
your help.’

'Who, me?'

'Hey, | know you don't like me, Becky, but | neeglgh That shark
who just got out of the airplane is trouble. Howoabacting as my
girl-friend for a few days?

'‘Who, me?' she repeated. 'I'm not that good aessitr
'‘Okay, okay,' he sighed. 'Well, we'll have fumathing else.’

We'll have fun, if nothing else? The words tumbsrdund in her
empty brain. Who's the bigger fool, he or I1? Ofrseu I'd love taact
as his girl-friend, but my damn pride won't let nwhat does he
mean, we'll have fun ? He and this new one ? Hd aride and | and
she— whoever she is? Well, | jusbn'tlike the man, and | certainly
don't intend to play the third corner in a triandl®t me, Buster!

'l wish | could read lips," he chortled from behihdr. "You are
certainly one crazy mixed-up lady, Rebecca.’



‘Well, don't get the idea that you're appointeddform me,' she
snarled back at him. 'l like me the way | am!

'‘Didn't have much time for men, did you, both dtege and medical
school?'

She turned around to face him again. 'I'm not thars one in our
family,' she informed him bitterly. 'I-'

'Yes, | know.' His face was solemn, appealing. tas the smart
one, and she's at M.I.T., right? But look at poomt Becky. You
finished high school at what, sixteen? Collegevatty, and medical
school at twenty- five. That's not too shabbylditady.’

'‘Don't call me that! 'she snapped back at him. fikra foot nine.
That's not little!" But the sharp edge of her tomdad worn down
under his compliments.

'l call you little because | want to," he chuckl&shd don't tell me
again that Mattie is the only smart one. You batherited some
brains from somewhere.'

‘A lot you know,' she snapped. Why did she warty@ 'Mattie and |
are related only through adoption. Sure | did ladise things. | did
them by hiding in my room every night, studying iumidnight,

haunting Pop for explanations. When |I—when | weamb for
vacations from Johns Hopkins | even took my bookh me to get
help. That's not being smart! Mattie—she works h&wd—>but all
she has to do is look at a textbook and she caamdx@r everything
in it for years and years. She has a photograpbrmoany. Me, all I've
got is sweat and tears.'

'So Mattie has a perfect memory! Well, | wish | loaek, too. But you
have your own thing, Becky. Don't underestimatergelf." And with
that Jake went back to his oar, concentrating eeriing distance.



It took another laborious ten minutes before tHeged on the dock.
In that time the man who had handled the baggagk #long
fending pole out of the plane, and gradually themre was turned
around. The outside man scrambled back in, thenergiared, and
the little plane taxied back out to the centrelwd take. Its engine
revved up a couple of times and it was off, quiaklyindling into the
distance. The woman waiting on the dock walkedngpdown a few
times, then sat down on her piled luggage. Hermehands lit one
cigarette and then another.

They were only a hundred yards out when Jake cuoafirBecky's
worst suspicions. 'Look at that,' he said in sonve.dMavis Pell,
qgueen of Albany society. | can't believe that sh& was joking when
| invited her up here. | never believed she woubdne into the
woods. Now why the devil couldn't it have been notimer!

Becky could not resist the chance. 'Mother's boy?'

'l guess,' he admitted wryly. 'You'll see some ddy.mother is—I
don't know the real word for it— effervescent? $hbbles through
life—the same way you do when—oh, lord, me and mgyntouth!'

What did he mean? Becky worried the words, likeggy with a new
bone. Effervescent? Me? Or just his mother? Andsdeelike that
sort of thing? Or—lord, there are too many "ors'this world. If |
don't watch my Ps and Qs | might even end up likimg! And that's
a fate to be avoided.

‘Get the bowline," he broke in on her, and sheegtier head around.
The dock was barely ten feet in front of them, d&hne boat had

considerable headway. She stretched, stood up inaht, and moved
forward.

With practised skill, she undid the knot on thddianchor, fletched
out the rope, and when he turned the boat at gtenianute to run



parallel to the dock she stepped off and threwpiduater over the
nearest bollard. The boat slowed as she appliesspre, and came to
rest. He was out over the stern before she couafdaround. A fairy
wand must have been waved, she thought as sheegatobr mouth
half open. From grouchy fisherman to Prince Chagiin

'‘Mavis!" he called. 'What a happy surprise!" Hallfe$ arms open and
the little blonde woman abandoned all her soplatit pretences
and ran to him.

'Oh, Jake," she cried, 'it's been so long!

‘Well, it won't be long now," Becky muttered undher breath. 'Oh,
Jake—it may never be that long again!'

'‘Go ahead,' her conscience nagged. 'Be sarcastb@ly he thinks
a lot of this girl!"

'‘Sure he does,' she mumbled. 'That's why he priogosd me in the
boat, huh?'

'‘Aw, shut up,' her conscience growled. "You doaY¥éto like her,

you know. The fact that she's one of those tinysdibbesn't have to
cut any ice with you. Just because she's got atibdaepice, and

probably lights her cigarettes with ten dollar sjilland wears
three-hundred- dollar dresses, why shoiddbe concerned ?"

'‘Well, she's a long way from civilisation,’ she nhled to herself.
'Wait until she sees the inside of his one-roomircabhen we'll
know, won't we?"

'‘But what | don't understand,' her conscience eibbllack at her, 'is
why are you so insanely jealous about a man you @éven like?
Why is that?'



'Oh, shut up,’ muttered Becky, and busied hersafftging the boat.
She had absolutely no intention of watching thatkias each other!
She checked out of the corner of her eye to bevghat they were up
to. It wouldn't be fair to blame them for someththgy weren't doing.

She needn't have bothered. They were doing just stieasuspected,
and it lasted for ever and ever. She turned awalsigust. Right out
in public. You'd think they had no shame!

‘To hell with both of them,' she muttered as shastrad the fishing
tackle down on the dock. 'To hell with everybodiie poor dead
fish, the only occupant left, glared up at her.dAa hell with you,
too,' she muttered as she stalked away from thie doan the dock.

She stopped once and turned to watch them. They stdlrplaying
the snuggling bit. She shrugged her shoulderssgudit and started
up the trail towards the house. Halfway up she Fath coming
down.

'l heard the airplane, but | was in the bath,' dister explained. 'Is
something interesting going on?'

‘Hardly,' Becky said disgustedly. 'His girl-friehds just arrived.'

‘You mean she's right here ?' Faith was gettingexkcand when she
did her eyes lit up like searchlights. 'I'll beesha famous movie star
or something!’

'‘Probably. They're down at the dock,' Becky sighiddft everything
down there. Would you mind bringing some of it upil | do
something about my blisters?'

'‘Would I! To see a movie queen! Thanks, Becky!'



‘Thanks? Thanks for what," muttered Becky, watcliagh dash off
down the trail. 'I'll bet she's something else tbesia movie queen!

‘Meow!' Becky's conscience interrupted. 'Sour gsédpe

'‘Mind your own business!' Becky Latimore shoutethatworld. She
walked into the kitchen on tiptoe. And that botloeher, when she
thought of it. After yelling all over the globe side, you have to
pussyfoot inside? What sort of logic is that? séleed herself.

‘Damn the logic," she muttered, and switched ongtiee under the
coffee pot. She was on her second cup when shd hei@es coming
up the hill, but she refused to get up, even thaslghwas eager to
know who it was. There was no noise at the frord8he glued her
eyes in that direction. So when the screen dothepatio slid open
behind her she jumped and spilled all her coffeerane floor.
‘Damn! Damn!" She sang it like a litany. 'Now lowkat you've
done!’

'‘Who, me?' Faith was in her usual bubbling gooddwmil didn't do

it, but I will clean it up.’ She was into the cupboard undesitiieand

came out with a cleaning sponge. In the meantirke ¥eeadows and
his guest had followed her into the house. He Wlasrales.

'‘Becky,' he said genially, 'I'd like you to meet W& Pell, an old
friend of mine.'

Becky stepped forward. Too many years of drill unger mother's

eagle eye made it impossible for her to be impdiitee manufactured
a smile, extended her hand, and hoped that no on&lwotice how

much she was shaking.

'I'm pleased to welcome you to Lake Mohawk." Theeotwoman
took the proffered hand, agitated it slightly, deidt go.



‘A pleasure,’ Mavis murmured. It obviously wasnitet but Becky
was in no mind to make an issue of it. Instead,lsd her tongue
and really looked. Five foot two, or thereaboutsord enough to
make Becky self- conscious. Beautiful blonde hhitooked real,
almost down to its roots. Blue eyes—of course. Dathat

Scandinavian blood! Lovely figure, with more empbkashan

necessary on what American men admire most. Dalthridet she
plays the organ and sings in the church choir dls Aved on alternate
weekends goes around do- gooding!

''ve got all that mess cleaned up,' Faith, frorat jbehind her,
announced triumphantly. 'l went into Mr Meadowd&inaBecky, and
you know what | thought?'

What she wanted to shout was 'No, | don't, andhltdeant you to tell
me!' But it came out, 'No, but | suppose you'rengdp tell me?'

'‘Oh, you are funny," her sister laughed. 'Isn't Shke?"'
'l don't think this is the place for me to sayragé word,' he returned.
‘You—you'regoing to tell me, Faith?"

‘Yup. We went into Jake's cabin, and you knowatiy got one
room. He has two bunks in it, one for himself ainel dther covered
with his book stuff, and Mavis has come to help ith his book,
only there's no way she could stay down theretlaaits why | did it.'
Faith took a deep breath, turned on her nicesesiaaild shrugged her
shoulders in that almost-Gallic way she had inedrftom Ma.

'‘Did what, love?' Becky found it to be a particuténain, getting that
many words through frozen lips. Luckily, there veakud noise in
the dining room as the two-way> radio clearedht®at and began
calling.



‘That's for us!" shrieked Faith. Til get it!"" Shastied for the door,
stopping only long enough to look over her shoul@#nat's why |
invited Miss Pell to stay up here with us!" Bef@ecky could protest,
the door slammed shut between them.

There was an awkward silence in the kitchen. Jakaddws and his
new-found helper moved closer together. He putpyogective arm
around the woman, and they both stared at Becky.

She moistened her dry lips, and hid her hands ddtenback, where
they could shiver and twist to their hearts' conhtéres,’ she said
cautiously, 'you certainly are welcome.'

Her words broke the still-life in scattered paBecky found that her
eyes just wouldn't focus. Everything within theckién seemed
blurred. She turned around to hide the tears.

‘This will be a wonderful help to me,’ Jake wasirsgy In her
condition it seemed to Becky as if he were talkilogvn an empty
barrel. 'She'll be so close, and it will be so ament, and——

Whatever he was saying just drifted in and out etiB's mind.
'—able to work every day-' She gave up, lettirglisoar out into the
sunlight. By disconnecting her ears she could sthack and watch
his lips move, and . . . they were both staringesitagain. She brought
herself back to the present with a snap.

'‘Well, whatever else, it will be close for you bothe said weakly.
‘Do you want me to walk down and help with the lagg?'

'‘No need of that,' he returned. 'We brought iuplwith us.’
'‘Everything?'

including that darn fish!'



‘Lord, I—come on, Miss Pell, let me show you tooam. I'm sure
you must be tired from the trip.’

'I'll bring the suitcases,' Jake added.

The little blonde bombshell had nothing to say. Beswallowed,

indicated the direction of the stairs, and stadfidahead. Maybe
that's the trick, she told herself. Blondie haskgmoa total of three
words so far, and here she is, Queen of the HémD! She had
slapped at the banister, and her palm was lettargkhow that the
blisters were still there. She trudged to the tbihe stairs, one hand
raised at her breast, the other gently holding the wrist.

"Il put you in Mother's room," she said, throwitttge door open.
Mawvis followed close on her heels, moving arouredrtitom to check
the view, running a finger across the undusted dyréesting the
tension of the bedsprings. But all she had to sag,Ws there a
bathroom?'

‘There." Becky pointed to the door in the opposiall. The
newcomer got up from the bed and stretched. Lbat & strictly for
masculine consumption, Becky told herself. Shestiwg it on me.

But, of course, Miss Mavis Pell didn't intend tosteaa good stretch
on another female. Jake was at the door, loaded edth suitcases,
and looking suitably impressed. Having made herkmatavis
strolled across to the bathroom and walked in rispéction. | feel
like an inn-keeper, Becky told herself. Shouldn after her and take
notes? I'll say one thing—or rather two things dlibis vacation. |
should get plenty of practice hating. Arrogant Jadsed his
Despicable Doxie. Wow, wouldn't that make a greatet?

Steps clattered and Faith stuck her head in the. ddaddy!" she
screamed. 'It's Daddy! He wants to talk to yourenradio. Hurry up,
Becky!"



'‘Ah, the Commander calls?' Jake wore an ear-tgr@arMavis came
out of the bathroom, drying the tips of her fingersa guest towel.
And how that got in there I'll never know, Beckydiderself. |
thought I'd taken everything-

'It's perhaps a little—well, of course it will dibarling," Miss Pell said
as she walked over and slipped a proprietorialarder his elbow. 'l
came mentally prepared to suffer some discomfatdd this and
more for you!" He squeezed her hand and looked dawrer as if
blonde were truly the only way of life.

'‘Becky! Faith was yelling from the foot of the issa'Pop says right
now-'

'I'm coming, I'm coming!" Becky roared back as siwved towards
the door. Jake followed her.

‘This is a wonderful thing you're doing,' he whisgzkin her ear.
‘Yes, isn't it?' she responded stiffly.

'‘Becky! the roar came from downstairs again. 'RBags—you'd
better hurry."

'Yes, of course. Hurry! It's all my fault,’ Beckyuttered under her
breath as she went down the stairs two at a tilime.duilty of
everything. Including giving lodgings under falsetences.’

‘What did you say?' Faith had never seen her sisteuich a mood,
and stood waiting for her at the foot of the stdi¥eu don't look so
good!

'So now you're a doctor, too,' she snarled, an@dntly regretted it.
'‘No, | didn't mean that." She dropped a loving handher sister's



shoulder. "That was the devil speaking, love. Youagd check on
Her Majesty, while | talk to Pop. Okay?"

'‘Okay. You'd better hurry!'

And hurry she did, remembering to close both tiéndi-room doors
behind her. She sat down at the little table infdneorner, picked up
the microphone, and pushed the 'talk’ button. 'Pidpéte was just the
tremble of a tear in her voice.

The radio cleared its throat. 'Becky, love.' Thetes a wealth of
loving behind that deep voice. Just two words, badcad lifted a
great weight from her shoulders. She need notdagsmning medical
doctor, standing on reputation and experience.ngkded only to be
the eldest daughter of a man whose shoulders weael b



CHAPTER FIVE

By the end of the second week Becky had come tonbeo€ her

patience. As she sat over her early morning coffemyn cold by the
delay, she debated for the twentieth time the @oliy to rid the

house of termites. Well, one termite by the namidawis Pell. It had

all seemed so inevitable. First of all there waght#he sister who
lived up to her name. Faith had invited Mavis t@ lwith them, and
left Becky with no room to manoeuvre. And then éhkad been her
talk with her father by radio.

After the usual exchanges between two people whedl@ach other
dearly, and considerable soothing, her father lzad, &Now, if all
you people are happy out in the Berkshires, | thstkall kidnap your
mother and take her to Bermuda. She's not requoesit on the
Bench until October, and when she starts that fhaidashe'll wear
herself to the bone. So—all of you will be okay?atabout this man
your mother referred to?"

She wanted desperately to say, 'Pop, please coohggeinus as
quickly as you can.'" But she remembered the wak lwo her

mother's face as she packed the bags, set the indpsaper motion'
and dealt with Michael's little hurts. And how tliate had lit up at
the thought of a childless vacation. And you're ¢laest daughter,
she told herself. You're the assistant mother.f8loed a smile into
her voice.

‘You mean Mr Meadows? Well, he hasn't been muehbafther, you

know. He hurt his hand—with a fishhook—and afteewed him up

we sort of entered into a neutrality pact. Michtheiks he's grand. So
does Faith—with some reservations.'

‘Come on now, little girl, it's your father youtaking to, not some
back fence neighbour. Give it to me straight!'



‘Well, they both do!

‘You know what a terrible judge of character Midhiae Speak up,
girl!

' and then the tears broke through. 'He's aiblgrrarrogant,
opinionated—well, perhaps not that bad, but alméstl 1 don't like
him worth a nickel. Would you believe that?'

'Not really. What's the rest of the story?'

'He—well—he brought this girl with him. Her nameN&vis Pell.
And |—Faith invited the girl to stay here with usteal go around
trying to figure a way to push her down the stargull her hair out,
or something. You wouldn't know about that!'

'‘Oh yes, 1 would," he laughed. 'l had the samebteowith your
mother, but | kept after her, and I'm glad | did.’

'‘Oh, Daddy,' Becky sighed, 'l wish | could be askiuas you and
Mom. We'll be okay. | can stand it until the sumisi@ver. And,
Daddy?'

‘What is it, honey?'

'l want to thank you for all the loving you've givene—even though
I'm not one of your own.’

There was a short silence on the circuit. '‘Hey kgebDon't you know
what that means? All the others just came alonglde them, you
must know that, but they just came along. Now yRabecca, we
chose you! It makes, a mite of difference. You are dinst
love—don't forget that. Now, if you can handle tfsnl'm going to
take your mother on that trip. She's very tireddAvhile I'm gone,
our Mr Riley will be in charge.'



'Ooooh! Uncle Charlie!

‘Yes, you and he have always had a thing goingdxtwou, haven't
you?' She could hear the laughter in his voice.

'‘Ever since you and Ma went off on your honeymdaield Uncle
Charlie that | thoughtobodywould ever marryne,because | was too
big and clumsy.'

‘And?’

'‘And he told me—very solemnly too—that if | weret moarried by
the time | was thirty-five, he'd marry me himsé¥y first proposal,
Pop. Come to think of it, mgnly proposal’

‘Well, you're in luck, lovely lady. Your Uncle Chiarkeeps talking
about retiring, but he'll be here, available byiwatllow, scoot out of
there, love, and give that Mavis Whatchamacaklaged time!

And now, Becky told herself as she swirled the @effnug, I've run
out of steam.. Lady Bountiful, this woman thinksedk. Can you
imagine that!

‘Any of that coffee left?' Faith ghosted in, absely silent in her fur
slippers and light nightgown. Her long blonde haas in a tangled
mess, and there were frown lines on her young face.

'‘No, even | can't drink this stuff,’ Becky returnéahd then, in a burst
of energy, 'But you never drink coffee. It's alwaysnge juice or
milk.'

'I know,' her sister sighed, 'but today | need @efflt's a stimulant,
isn't it?'

‘Okay, okay," laughed Becky. 'One fresh cup of e®ftoming up.
And what makegouso gloomy this early in the morning?'



it can't be the weather, can it?' Faith wandergaeholy over to the
kitchen window. The sun was late peaking over ftlis, libut it was
definitely coming. 'We haven't had rain for ovenanth, have we?'

‘More likely three. It's been the longest dry spelithis century,
according to the radio news. But it's not the werthat's got to you,
Is it?'

‘No, it's not," her younger sister snapped. Fdithweng bad humour
was about as likely as the Red Sox winning the lb@ennant.
Becky walked around the table and put a hand osthaulder.

'So, tell me,' she invited.

'l hate being a servant in my own home,' the ckddl. "Whats it
with that woman? Can't be out of bed until after itethe morning,
has to have her breakfast in bed, must have héneddaundered
every day—but can't do it for herself. Can't eantMne common
people eat. My Gawd!

'Funny thing," murmured Becky, 'l couldn't havalsabetter myself.
But as from today the war begins.'

'War? What war?"

‘The revolution of the Latimore women, that's whaet yourself
ready for a day on the lake while | make a packsandwiches. This
time, when ten o'clock rolls around, little Cindéxeip there is going
to find herself in an empty house. Up, up, and dway

They took the canoe, it being easier to manoeuvtiea more narrow
parts of the lake. Becky knelt in the bow to previe power, while
Faith squatted in the stern to steer. The mornass@d quickly, full
of the quiet little gems of pleasure that one stesiupon of a



summer morning. They lunched at Three Pine Islaodk naps
together, then slowly headed for the home dock.

All told, they beached the canoe at about two edfternoon, and,
still highly conversational, rambled up the hilhdt man was out in
his front yard, chopping wood.

'Hey!" Becky protested. He stopped, wiped his feeghon a big red
bandana, and sat down on the stump he had beenfasanchopping
block.

‘Ah, the Latimores have come among us,' he saluted.

‘Ah, your doctor has come among you,' snapped Bécky me see
that hand!

He grinned, but obeyed, standing in front of hiee kome schoolboy
about to be told his faults. 'Well, give me the diiahle extended his
hand. The bandage was soiled and torn. Damn the Beaky told
herself, look what he's doing! She stripped the tapich bound the
compress to the wound. He muttered a couple of svasdshe pulled
at the hairs on his wrist. The little cut, longa@mmissing its stitches,
looked as good as one might expect, but to chopd®oder
conscience could not permit that.

'It looks good, but you shouldn't use it to holdae,' she told him,
mustering her best hospital voice. ‘Come up tahthiese and let me
put a fresh bandage on it.'

‘And how do | get the wood cut for the fire? It'gyhty chilly around
these parts at two in the morning.'

You should get Miss Pell to help out,' Becky sigigd sarcastically.
‘She's not all that busy, you know.'



He looked down at her in surprise. ‘Why, | do badigou don't like
Mauvis,' he said sorrowfully.

If I weren't barefoot, Becky promised herself, kidk him right in
that big ugly shin of his. Don't like Mavis? Thatistting it mildly!

‘You're talking to yourself again,' he chuckled.

‘Come on, Becky, we'd better get up to the holsath seized her
sister's hand and tried to drag her away.

‘Just a minute,’ Becky said. 'l have another worivo | want to say
to Mr Meadows here.’

Faith tugged again, with no success, then looked bgr shoulder at
Jake.

‘You know, you're a great disappointment to meg'tslid him. There
was more dignity in her voice than her nine yearda provide.

‘Me?'
‘You. Come on, Becky.'

For some unexplainable reason Becky wanted tojssayvhere she
was. Faith shrugged and headed up the hill.

'How are the mighty fallen,’ he quoted sombrelyt'B's only a
misunderstanding. I'll straighten it all out later.

‘Don't count on it,' Becky snapped. 'She's easifygd, but I'm going
to bake her an apple pie this afternoon that wakenher head spin!
She's oimyside. Don't cut wood with that hand. H@WMiss Pell, for
that matter?'



'‘Miss Pell isn't feeling too well," he returnedh&r was a dirty trick,
Becky.'

‘What? Making her own breakfast? Or was it the kladdhaving to
get out of bed to eat it?"

'‘Now, if that isn't just like a woman! Sarcasm anaty all rolled up in
a neat package. You just don't like Mavis, do you?'

'She's a guest in my house,"' Becky snapped. 't dawé to like her.
My sister invited her to stay, and she's stayirtge 8eats it like a
hotel. And come to think of it, just what does MRsll do for a
living?'

‘A living? Work? You must surely know that Mr Gide®ell owns
most of the land that the city of Albany sits on?'

'Like that, huh? Dear old Daddy takes care otliklavis, does he?'

‘Now, now, Becky! She can't help being born riastbecause you
come from a poor family—hey, wait a minute. Helitag,
jeeps—Latimore. Your father isrthat Latimore, is he? The biggest
construction company in the United States?'

'Yes,' she returned through gritted teeth. 'Andalldrave to work.
Always have. My dad made all his money by hard wark sitting
on his-'

‘Now, now, Becky, watch the language!'

'‘Huh! Well, a lot you know, Mr Meadows. A lot youmdw! And just
what is little Miss Richwitch doing now?"

‘She's—ah—nhelping me with my book, if you must kriow

'l don't hear anything. Is she a typist?'



‘Well—not exactly. But shes trying.'

‘You'd do better with a typist. You don't look likeman who needs
people standing around being supportive!'

'‘Now that's the nicest thing you've said to menalék, he chuckled.
‘To tell the truth, the book is hung up in its lelsapter, and Miss Pell
has gone back up the hill to rest before dinnerat/dine you having?'

'Pork chops and mashed potatoes. Peas for decoratio
‘My, that sounds good. Faith won't eat peas?'

‘Nothing that's green. She claims there are wonngsden vegetables.
What areyouhaving for supper?’

‘Worms,' he sighed. 'I'm not much of a cook.'

And there she was, backed into a trap of her owkingaHer face
flushed and her eyes flashed, but there was notwayvade what
good manners dictated. 'Why don't you come and daveer with
us?' she said disgustedly.

'‘What a kindhearted person you are!' Jake chortlednoved closer
to her, until they stood almost toe to toe. Dedpaveders channelled
from her brain to her feet. '‘Move!' The feet refilisdis arms came
around her trembling shoulders. One of his fingey®d with her

hair, moved down to her chin and elevated it. Tleese dark eyes of
his seemed so huge, so deep, and she was drowrthmgm. His other
arm tightened around her, pressing her close agaesteel wall of

his chest. His head came down towards her. Beaged her eyes
and shivered. Nothing seemed to happen.

She forced one eye open. As if he had been wdiingpe signal, his
lips came down on hers, warm and moist and swaet]\btouching,



but delivering his message none the less. Shéntellthe trap. She
wanted more. She stretched up on tiptoe, forcimgdifeagainst him,
wanting more—of whatever it was. More of that sdmmeg that made
her long to surrender herself entirely to his kegpAll that from just
the slightest kiss. Soon begun, sooner ended.gtgkzed her by the
forearms and set her away from him.

She shook her head, sending her long black hawaiar around her
face in a raven-dark mask. 'None of that," he gaieltly, brushing the
hair aside with one finger. 'Poor Becky Latimord! those years of
studying in a medical convent, and now you're ouhe real world.
What do you think, Becky?'

She managed to clamp down on her emotions, butaool face
those eyes. With bowed head, 'Think about whatnstwrmured. 'l
don't know what you're talking about.'

She wrenched herself out of his grip and ran uppttk as if all the
hounds of Hell were after her. While Jake just dtadnere he was
and laughed.

Dinner was early that night. When Becky puffedahte house, both
Faith and Mavis were gathering at the swimming poiotling each
other like a pair of unfriendly cats.

'‘Could we eat early tonight?' The blonde Miss Ralll that sort of
high sweet voice that one noticed immediately.

'Five o'clock do?' Becky was willing to compromigdter all, the
womanwasa guest in her home.

‘Yes, certainly." Mavis smiled then, a secretivelesinat promised
much but said nothing. And so, after a dip in tbelgo wash away
the early part of the day, Becky went off to thielken. In a short time



her sister Faith joined her. 'Set an extra pl&sgky called from the
kitchen. 'Mr Meadows is going to join us.'

" Well, now, isn't that a surprise,' giggled FaitBhall | put out an
extra glass? Yoare going to poison him, aren't you?'

‘Not tonight, love. | think we'll let him live atlie longer. Not much
longer, perhaps.’

Mavis came in from the pool at four-thirty, lookatithe clock, and
ran for her room.

'‘Are we to be blessed with fancy dress tonighti®hFead come out to
the kitchen, speaking in whispers.

‘Maybe,' Becky returned. 'I've got all this in harav. Why don't you
scoot and get your shower? It wouldn't hurt, eithedress up. You
know Ma always likes that.'

'‘Okay,' Faith returned, 'but will you look at wisatoming up the
path!" Becky took a quick peep. Jake Meadows, ofsm dressed to
kill. Dark trousers, a white dinner jacket, whiters and bow tie. 'Fit
to kill," Becky confirmed as she moved away frora thindow. "All
right, now, Faith. Scoot!" She added an affectiergt as the little
girl grinned at her and raced up the stairs. Jakeecin through the
kitchen door without knocking.

‘Smells nice," he offered. 'Mighty nice.'

'It's nothing difficult to make,' she returned, lfieg as if he had just
tendered her an olive branch.

'‘Don't underestimate yourself,' he said solemfligete are always
enough people around to run you down. You shoulaaé to it
yourself.'



‘Confucius says?'
'‘Nope. That's from the third book of Jake Meadd®an | help?'

'l don't think so. Everything is about ready. Faitst ran upstairs to
dress. If you'll excuse me, I'd better snatch auteiror two for the
same. There's a bar-cabinet in the dining roonp keurself.'

‘Don't mind if I do," he drawled. 'Say, | did enjeytalking to you this
afternoon. We must do that again some time.'

'l doubt it very much,' she retorted, with as machd in the words as
she could assemble.

‘Brr!" He wrapped his arms around himself as iptotect from the
cold. 'l never knew a cold front to come in so .fs¥ghat happened?'

She gave him one slow solemn stare, then turnelddw&ron him and
walked gracefully up the stairs. All the while stwuld feel his eyes
boring into her back, following every swaying maotidt was hard not
to start running. She managed to maintain congpaiouthe door of
her own room. Safe inside she collapsed on the bedecided.
Should I laugh or cry? she asked herself. Heeitthll clock sounded
the quarter-hour. She did neither. There was ne fion a shower.
She quickly stripped, slipped into fresh underwedrew her
favourite light ivory dress over her head, smoothedl down, and
looked in the mirror. Her hair was a mess. Wind avater had
triumphed. She reached for a hairbrush, just asiticben timers
went off.

'Oh, lord,"' she muttered. 'What a choice to mak#ieE look like a
windblown tramp or burn the dinner?' The dinner wBhe snatched
up her hairbrush and took it with her as she wemtrdthe stairs, two
at a time.



Faith was already at work in the dining-room. Betkyk one quick
look, then ducked into the kitchen. Jake was theu#ing her pies
out of the oven, looking as if it were somethingliteevery day. Sure
he does, she told herself sarcastically.

'‘Good-looking," he commented, setting the last gwevn on the
cooling rack.

‘The pies?' she asked cautiously.

‘No, you.' Before she could put the table betwbemthe was in front
of her, holding her firmly in position by his grign her forearms.
‘Good enough to eat,' he announced.

'For heaven's sake, get your hands off me!" shieshat him. 'What
the devil do you think | am, the first course?"

'‘Delightfully waspish sense of humour,' he chucklédppreciate
that in a woman. But don't let it go too far. lutminterfere with our
enjoyment of other things.'

'Like what?' snapped Becky, and immediately regdeftaving made
a sound.

'Like this." Jake pulled her forward against hirheS&truggled for a
second, but the moment his arms closed around heerliost all

interest in fighting him off. It wasn't that hermonscious mind was
not sending alarm signals, but rather that, hakecgived the alarms,
her body just didn't seem to care! | won't do tklag muttered into his
shirt. But her arms crept up and around his neo#f gy the time his
lips touched hers, she was providing a considerghi¢ of the

physical power that locked them together. She dibee eyes and let
her sensations run rampant. Until someone behieth tbreezed
through the door, took a look, and said very loutiixcuse me, |



didn't realise this was a private affair.' Faithswgiggling as she
closed the door again.

At the first words Jake started to break off thataot. It was not
wholly successful. His arms were certainly movieg backward, but
his lips refused to break the contact. Suddenlywaefree.

She found it hard to breathe. It was almost ashd bad run a
twenty-six-mile marathon. She glanced quickly uphian. He was

having breathing trouble, too. Good for you! shetemed under her
breath. Once again her hair was all over her faickng the brilliant

blush of red that stained her cheeks. She needpdstemding up.

One of the old high-backed kitchen chairs was aé&and. She put
out one fumbling hand, took a grip, and relaxed.

‘Mr Meadows," she spluttered, 'this—this attackiress has got to
stop! If your Miss Pell can't satisfy .your neeldgecommend that you
iImport somebody else!

'‘Why should I do that when | have you?' She flasimather look at
him. He appeared to be serious!

'‘Well, that's the whole point, isn't it? Yalon'thave me. | don't want
to be had—at least not by you. Now, will you kindjg out to the
dining-room and leave me to finish up? Faith wélwanting some
sort of explanation. You might try to think up aogloexcuse while
you're at it.'

'Yes, ma'am.' He offered her a strained grim Idodwed a stiff
Germanic bow, and went through the door.

‘What in the world does he think he wants?' Beckpytened as she
pulled the vegetables off the stove, then strased dished them.
Then to the oven again. The chops were done toha$ihe fumbled
for a hot pad, took them out, then set them omiduéing platter. The



task was simple, but complicated by her string ofittered
comments—all about him, of course. She took outrage on the
potatoes, mashing and smashing at them until ngpitwold be seen
of their original form. By the time she had thehdis prepared, Faith
came in.

‘Lady Bountiful is among us,' the younger girl degty 'She's having a
cocktail with Jake.'

‘From now on in this house he's Mr Meadows,' sdaBecky, and
was instantly sorry. Why take it out on Faith?

‘Yeah. | could see him being Mr Meadows,' her sistirned, not at
all squelched by Becky's tone of voice. 'A couplerenminutes of
that, | would have been tempted.'

'‘Don't be so nosey!" But Becky was unable to leaed enough
alone. "Tempted to do what?'

'‘Well, | wasn't sure.' The girl cleared a spacéhentable and rested a
hip on it. 'l wasn't sure whether to get on theaaad call Pop, or just
go upstairs for the shotgun and settle it all rigate and now!" At
which point she broke out into such a mad flighggfgles that they
bent her over.

'Yes, well, I'm gladssomebodyinds it all humorous. | certainly didn't.'
'‘No, of course not. | could see you weren't enjgyarminute of it.'

'‘Don't be sarcastic. Take the vegetables and mstakwough!' Faith
studied her sister's face, finally seeing the htg,humiliation in it
all. She said not another word, but picked up thegep and went into
the dining room.



By the time Becky had finished arranging the chapd setting out
the apple sauce, she had calmed down.

Somewhat, that was. She took the platter into itiegl room, where
everyone else was waiting.

There seemed to be a little black raincloud poiseer that meal.
Conversation was thin on the ground, and Faith wasctive
rebellion.

‘Eat your peas!' Becky finally hissed at her.

'‘No!" Seeing nothing but battle ahead, Becky s@nded. The
offending peas were whipped out of the way, andeappe was
substituted.

'It's been a charming meal,' Mavis exclaimed ae aakisted her with
her chair. 'l don't know when I've had more furt, Jake and | have a
party to go to. Such lovely conversation! | do thithat children
under fifteen should eat separately.’

'l don't agree,' snapped Becky, unwilling to hauéslers attack a
family member. 'We have to make allowances. Suwelyve noticed
that in your own family?'

'Heavens, no, my dear. I'm an only child, you knéwd with that,
plus a fluttery little wave of the hand, Mavis wgsne. Jake gave
them all a big grin, and went along after her.

‘That only goes to prove what | told Hope," Fagidsglumly. Becky
was busy clearing the table, pinching an occasibnailff the end of
the left-over chops.

'What was that?"



'l told her that Jake—I| mean Mr Meadows— wasn'triglat one for
us!’

'Oh, did you? The right one for what?'

‘The right one for us to get you married off, Betkiyhere was a
tremendous nine-year-old sigh to accompany therset.

‘You don't have to wait for me in order to get netryourself, love.
You can go right ahead and do it whenever you warut don't you
think that you're a little early for that sort birig?'

'‘No, | don't think so," her sister commented. 'lasgked around.
Everybody I've talked to said you was gonna be ldma@id. And

when | got so mad at Jake— ' at Mr Meadows—I totd he just

wouldn't do, ‘cause you would rather be an old rttzath marry a guy
like him!"

"You what?"

'l told Mr Meadows. The day after he come up hacktarew you in
the swimming pool. He wasn't supposed to do that,iamade me
mad. So | told him all about it.'

‘You actually—toldthat manabout me?'

'‘Why, yes, Becky. | told him we didn't need himause you had
plenty of boy-friends, and maybe you didn't reatgnna get married
anyway. What's wrong with that, Becky?'

It was a little too much. Becky felt that her headighed five

thousand pounds. She pushed the dishes aside al@anaace to
rest her head. He knew all about—that—it wouldike\waving a red
flag in front of a bull! Is that why he kept nipgimfter me ? Oh, God!

'Did | say something wrong, Becky?'



'‘No, no—not really. I-' She lifted her head up ariséd a knuckle to
clear the drops of moisture from her eyes. 'No,raatly, pet. Let's
get these dishes out of the way and things arebtwhbe brighter.



CHAPTER SIX

BeEcky heard him as he came around the house to theshitdbor.
She was rolling pie-dough again. It had been leftrdrom her last
batch of pies, and she had frozen it. There weetplof apples still
available, and, with a little more effort, she pvepd to present the
pies as her apologies for stupidly losing her teamphe door was
open, but the screen door was closed. Jake knaukgdame in at
her call. He appeared hesitant, as if not suresofvelcome.

‘Well, look at that,' he said. 'l surely did enjbg pie the other night.
| surely did.'

Becky looked up at him quickly, and then back dawrher work.
Too much staring leads to strange thoughts, she harself.
Especially withthis man. 'Time must hang heavily on your hand:
she responded quietly. ‘It was only last night thatate the pies.’

'‘Only—good lord, so it was! It really seems like@uple of months
ago.'

She reached for her roller and began to presdewrtist, using more
energy than it required—by a long shot. "Your—partnHer nose
was itching, and she dared not rub it, not withtrards covered with
flour. 'Your associate hasn't honoured us at alayo She said
something about a headache, took four aspirinsceawlled back to
bed.’

'l bet she did," he said mournfully. 'It was aitdernight. We drove all
the way to Pittsfield, and found most of the towntsdown when we
got there. Why are you wiggling your nose that way?

'Ititches,’ she snapped. 'And | can't scratchtit my hands are clean.



'Hold still.' He came close to her—closer than felitenecessary—or
safe. One of his hands—the damaged one— came uprtoose
level, and with one finger he gently rubbed the efhger nose. 'Right
there?'

'‘Ah—no—not quite. Just a little bit higher." Themas something
erotic to all this. She fought against the impulee say—or
do—something foolish. His finger moved up the bedd her nose,
busily rubbing it all the way. 'Like that?'

'Oh, that's just fine,' she sighed, and startdghttk away from him.
His hands came down on her shoulders and haltedretneat.
‘What—what do you want?'

'l don't really know,' he said. 'How about this® blent down and
kissed the tip of her nose, right at the heartsoproblem.

Becky was startled by the whole, and yet strangéhacted to his
gentleness. But there was the feeling that he a@slbose.

‘You'll get flour all over you,' she told him, réweg desperately for
an excuse. The threat failed to impress him. Theth theard
footsteps on the stairs. She could see his eylesum as if someone
had pulled a switch.

‘Now what the devil are you up to?' she starteshio But just as she
got to the 'devil' part of it Jake had pulled hkerse again, bent his
head quickly to hers, and sealed her off from tloeldvby a warm
moist kiss. The touch of his lips was a comfort gpradually turned
into something else as his arms pressed her clBseky struggled
for a second, then gave up all resistance as stdima of emotion
swept over her. It was not because she hadn'tttbegsh to fight
back, but more because she wanted to join in. Herd$ were
trembling, shaking, with no place to go. She hesitathen sent them
stealing up and around his neck, clasping themthegeat his nape,



peppering his hair with a spurt of white flour. teir noticed; they
were both bound up in the surprising swirl of fegé that
encompassed them unexpectedly. Neither heard tobeki door
open. Both heard the squall of indignation from Ma®ell.

'‘What in hell is going on here!" Anger propelled tiionde across the
kitchen to their side. But the hopelessly entwirmar paid no
attention. Mavis grabbed Jake by the arm and shpoknd the
message finally arrived. He slowly broke contad¢thvidecky, tucking
her head up under his chin as he did so. At leabtld some breath to
respond with. Becky had none. She gasped despefatdir, for a
halt to this mindless turmoil that held her in thra

‘What the hell's going on here?' Mavis repeated.

it seems fairly obvious,' he drawled. But he hagohe unscathed,
Becky noted. There was a slight quaver in his Ugsahooth voice,
and a line of perspiration across his foreheadyofie can see that
I'm kissing the cook," he continued, ‘and makiggad job of it until
now. Did anyone ever tell you, Mavis, that you'ot g terrible sense
of timing?'

The blonde nibbled on her lip for a second, thends$zl to play it all
in low key. 'Taking samples, are you, darling? [@a yvant me to go
out and make a noise before | come in again?'

Kissing the cook? The phrase shook Becky to heseserraging,
boiling senses. 'You don't need to do that," sitecddly. 'If this is
some sort of game they play in your society, plexseise me. | don't
care to play sex games!

‘That wasn't a game,' Jake offered mildly.

‘You're in over your head,' the other woman saituianeously.



‘Maybe you're both right,' Becky stormed, 'l woafgpreciate it if you
would both get out of my kitchen. And the quickee better!

‘Now that's clear-cut enough,’ Mavis told him, tayia hand on his
arm. 'Why don't we go outside? Too many cOoks gheidinner, or
something like that."He shrugged her arm off. iere to help the
lady,' he said. 'Nobody else seems to. What can Bdcky?'

‘Nothing,' she said woodenly. 'Everything's beemedeand-'

‘And you wouldn't want my help if | were the lasamon earth?' A
grim uncompromising statement, that dug little Boteher heart. She
balled up her fists and beat on his chest.

'l told you in the boat," she cried, 'that | woutdrthat |-

'l do believe I'll go out on the patio,’ Mavis imgpted. 'It's ever so
much cooler out there." With her fists suspendetiid-air Becky
stared at the woman's back as she swayed throegcithen door and
clopped around to the other end of the pool.

‘You told me what?' Jake had both her wrists trdppehis hands,
pressing hard enough to bring pain.

'l told you that | wouldn't be a decoy for you ayalr little society
pigeon! she roared, ‘and | won't. You hear me@n't}

'l wasn't playing a game, Becky,' he said solentig/gently lowered
her arms to her sides and let them go. Oh, God;rebe to herself, if
| could only believe him. What have | done!

He was leaning against the refrigerator, watchiag seeing clearly
the terrible internal war she was fighting. He o#fitthe olive branch
again. 'Can | help with the supper?'



'l—no-' she stuttered. 'We're having pizza. I‘'sadt all ready for the
oven.'

'l love pizza. Especially home-made.' The olivenlstaagain. Becky
accepted it eagerly.

‘Would you—stay for supper?

For ever, if | ever get invited,' he returned, laing. He stood away
from the refrigerator and moved in her directiohe Slinched and
backed off.

‘You've got flour in your hair,' she told him prinl

‘All right," he said quietly. 'I'll be out on theaio, too. But don't
forget, Becky, you and | have to talk after dinher.

'‘We do?' She fumbled in her strained mind for sataa what he was
talking about, but managed not an item. She stgothé kitchen
table, her flour-encrusted hands thrust into thekpts of her apron,
and watched as he went out of the back door.

That last conversation bothered her all througme&linWe have to
talk? About what? Why? Does he want to tell me abtavis? Or—I
can't be in love witithat man,can I? He's not at all the gentle
understanding man |I've always dreamed about. Notalat
He's—almost primitive!

Afterwards, when Jake came into the kitchen tordfédp, she fended
him off by pointing out that Faith would be a grdatl more help in
the kitchen, if he would condescend to spendla tithe entertaining
Mavis. He agreed, but that wide understanding gfrinis left Becky

even more uncomfortable.



"'l wash,' Becky told her sister. 'Maybe you abylst set the things
on the drain for overnight.'

‘You know Ma would never let us get away wiitiat,' her sister said,
picking up the dish-towel. 'Say, he plays prettugio, don't he? |
wonder if he likes kids?'

Becky stopped bustling just long enough to join &ethe window.
Out by the pool, Jake was giving diving demonstragioff the small
board at the deep end of the pool. He was goodl davis was
stretched out like a queen on a solitary loungairct the far end of
the pool, admiring.

‘Yes, they make a fine pair,’ Becky said. But hamet was at
considerable variance with her words. Faith lookedat her and
smiled.

‘Now, what are you laughing at?' Becky made adpéed assault on
the dishes. She knew from experience that the lgdcret smile
indicated that her sister had just swallowed a cenmtmiwWell?"

Faith's smile graduated into a giggle. "You knownsthing?' she
started out.

'‘Why does your generation always have to say "YoanKk?' Becky
interrupted. 'No, | don't know, and obviously yeuyoing to tell me,
aren't you?'

'You bet,' Faith returned. 'Dear Becky, did youwnmu're getting to
be a stick-in-the-mud? Ever since you decided t@ lmctor you
seem to have locked all your funning in a closetesohere!’

‘Ha! Is that so, little miss? Being a doctor isemytime-consuming
thing. Doctors have to be dignified. They have tmw a lot of
things.'



'I'll bet they do,' giggled Faith. 'Like, for exalapyou've washed that
plate three times. Did you know he likes you?'

Becky almost dropped the offending plate on therflas she turned
away to hide her blushes. She didn't realise tteabtick of her neck
turned as red as her cheeks. 'l doubt that veryhrfhsbe finally
managed to say. 'How in the world gouknow?'

'‘How else?' her sister chuckled. "You can seenitl you like him too!
Look at them having such a good time. Is it alwiingd way? Do men
haveall the fun?’

‘That's always the way," Becky returned absentndlydeShe
shrugged. 'Poor little female! Learn to run andpuamd bow down
on command, because that's life, my girl.’

‘Come on, now, Becky. You're just trying to chartge subject.
When did | ever see you or Mama bow down? ¥aowyou like
him!'

'Of course | do," Becky returned sardonically.ikel him a lot.
Roasted on a big platter with an apple in his mbuth

‘They both laughed at each other, straightenedttautrest of the
kitchen, and went out of the back door hand in haitat Miss Pell,
she doesn't seem to do nothing but look decoraiagh murmured.

'Yes, there's always that,' chuckled Becky. 'lf's@umot to be one of
the working females, maybe you could be one ottiraired ones.’

‘Maybe,' Faith returned, looking down at herselfisgust. 'That is, if
| can grow into a shape like yours, Becky.'

'‘Don't worry," her sister assured her. "You'll mak&hink about how
your mother looks!



They were still laughing as they came out on topgato. Jake and
Mavis were at the north side of the pool. Becky etbaround to the
south side and stopped about halfway, where thoeegers were
placed in a close grouping. Faith flopped into aicctvith a sigh of
relief, as if she had just completed some tremesdehour.

Almost as soon as they were settled, Jake got dtanted to make
his way around the pool. Becky stared at him, dodhied when she
realised that Mavis was doing the same thing. Tharls after the
same man, Becky thought. And isn't that a strahgaght? I'm not
really after him. If he—if he should just happen, by some cleatc
be left lying on the side of the road, with nobadyare about him, |
might be—might be, mind you—tempted to pick him up and brin
him home with me.

He's such a comfortable man to have around, whismiog teasing.
Mom was right—itis nice to have a man around the house.

Look at those scars, will you? On his back as aglhis front, and
down his thighs, too. What agony that must havebé&bere wasn't
much that his low-cut trunks concealed. What wasm'plain view
was barely veiled by the cloth. He's a whole lotn@dn, she told
herself. And I'm a whole lot of woman. We'd makaiee pair. At
least he wouldn't get a crick in his neck from bagaver to kiss me!

That thought was the trigger. She almost felt aghat mass of
sensation derived from the last time he had kissrd The thought
made her restless, and she squirmed in her chdfieriag from an
itch she could not scratch.

He took the chair closest to her, and his handsexashe intervening
distance and lay over hers. She looked down ah isurprise.
Something was going on inside her. And what ifdllselove him?
she asked herself. Lord, | wish Ma were here. trsmmeone to talk
to. The big hand lay over the top of her smallee,ocompletely



encompassing it. There was a warmth, a soothingyfarting
warmth.

Left alone on the other side of the pool, Mavis wadecided what to
do. There were no empty chairs in that group actiesspool, but
there was something going on in front of her wiahb didn't care for
in the least. It wasn't like him. This certainly smé the wild Jake
Meadows she had known for so many years. At thesadce, it
looked as if he were trying to evade her. Tesutt ber conscience
commanded. She got up, carefully arranging heepst skirt, and
sauntered around to the other side.

‘My, what a cosy little group!" There was a shlhe in her usually
well-controlled voice.

‘The triumph of the working class,' Becky offeradily. It was close
on twilight, and shadows hid the little lines ofistaction that played
at the corners of her mouth.

Mavis stood in front of Jake, her weight mostlyarre foot, her hand
on her hip. It was a practised stance. She had fmumirror tests by

the dozens before adding it to her little repegt@f movements. It
projected one lovely hip, and thrust her breastas@a challenge. He
wasn't even looking. She gritted her teeth.

That hand was still bothering Becky—not the weighit, but rather
all it implied. And it was raising havoc in her dinThere had to be
something she could do to change the emphasis.w®hid not
surrender like some simpering high-school kid!

Mavis was standing there like the Amazon queendness pressed
against her as the wind played with it. And heaenlwith only an old
pair of slacks, Becky lectured herself. Even Fhadl the sense to get
Into a nice dress. Damn! The hand, the dress, #leworn denims



she was wearing—that smile on his face. Even irclkbsing twilight
she could see that smile. The hand!

She used both of her very capable hands to pickihiand turn it
over. The slight scar from where the fish-hook badght him was
still a line of red against the lighter skin. It svalmost hard to see.
She raised it up closer to her eyes, 'to examieestingery,' she told
herself. He chuckled and moved closer. A strangdness seized
her. The hand kept coming, moving under her dina¢tbut with his
power. It came very slowly, palm open, facing updgart came to
where no seeing was possible. Becky bent her hehllissed the red
slash, then cuddled the palm against her cheek.

Mavis spluttered. She said something, but Beckysedlst all. She
held the hand against her cheek and thrived onctrefort it
provided. The other girl said something else, atséxpletive, then
stormed away into the house. Moments later theytsawghts go on
in her bedroom.

'l think I'm getting sleepy,' Faith reported quetind sat back in her
chair to watch the slow ascent of the moon. Aftéeva minutes of

silence she added, 'l think I'll go up myself. Thesquitoes will be

coming along any minute now, and we don't wantegeeaten alive.

Rebecca?'

Becky said not a word. Still holding Jake's warnmdhagainst her
cheek, she was lost in a fey dream of love andhugbabies, home,
and all the wonders that lie between man and woman.



CHAPTER SEVEN

A bright sunny day! It peeped in her window, fladlzesignal across
her eyes, and made Becky welcome when she stantedat up in

bed. Oh, what a beautiful morning. It's a singiag,&he told herself.
There's reason to be happy today, and | don't réreewhat it is!

She sang herself down to the bathroom, througpid sthower, and

into her best slacks and silk shirt. Shoes in hahd padded down the
stairs and into the kitchen. Mavis Pell was alreihaye, sitting at the

kitchen table.

'‘Good morning,' Becky sang as she walked over ém dpe curtains.
'‘Look at that! Not a cloud in the sky!

'Is that supposed to mean something?' The otherawaounded as if
mice had slept in her mouth. ‘It was just as swyesterday. And the
day before, come to think of it.'

'‘Well—perhaps it was.' Becky balanced on tiptoethar coffee pot,
and was in too sweet a mood for argument. How adnoother angle?
‘You're up early, aren't you?'

‘You're darn well right," Mavis returned bitterlZan we have some
of that coffee in a hurry?'

'‘Not perked,' Becky reported. 'That takes twentyutes. | could
whip up some instant coffee in a jiffy?'

‘Yes; lord, yes. Anything, so long as it's quickl dot.'

And so that seems to emight conversation, Becky told herself. Hel
hands sped to their tasks, uncontrolled. Her mirgd Wled with
other thoughts. Why is Mavis up at dawnj Did she dake have
another fight? Theylid meet again last night. At least, | know sh



stole out of the house and went down to his cabgoie time close
to midnight. Are they—or am | just a fool, daydreag? One kiss,
one kind word, one evening of holding hands, andtwlo | make out
of it. Orange blossoms and wedding dresses, oleopjuist like any
kid fresh out of school. Isefor real?

Speculating was not a help. There was somethirfigrdift about her
guest. What the devil was it? Dressed, of courke.v&as dressed in
shorts and a tank top, instead of one of her msraluexquisite

dresses. Theglid meet after the rest of us had gone to bed.

'‘Going out today?' Becky hazarded. Mavis wrappeth bwands
around her coffee mug, as if to draw down its h8ae looked up
with a mixed expression on her face.

‘Yeah,' she muttered. 'We're going blueberryingn €au imagine
that? Mavis Pell gets up early in the morning tdlyeberry picking.
That ought to rate a few lines in the Albany pabers

Becky's hands kept working. She was getting bett¢he game. It
almost seemed possible to keep the pain shuthgriheart. Thegid
meet. And spend the night? At least they made eip little spat, you
fool! Becky Latimore, prize fool of all New England little kiss,
some hand-holding, and—presto—he's back in the goaxcks of the
society queen! As Becky moved around the kitchen,ldng black
hair swinging loosely to every change, the otheman followed her
with her eyes.

The question came out of the clear blue sky. 'Dolgae him?'
Becky stopped with her frying pan in mid-air. 'Hwhno?'

'You know. Jake.'



Becky swallowed. What was there to say? 'Love hitifzre would
you get that idea? | can hardly stand the man! |Adwh't understand
how his books sell. | would think an author mudiere himself in his
writing.'

'Oh, his books sell all right." Mavis chuckled ag sook another sip
of coffee. 'But to a restricted clientele, you know

'l knew it," Becky snapped as she stuffed the éma¥2ornography,
you mean!'

‘That's the best description I've heard vyet,’ @dglMavis.
‘Pornography! Well, there are a lot of naked bodiesy around. |
tried to read one once, but | barely made it teegag. But those who
cansuffer through them think he's wonderful!

'So does he,' Becky muttered.

‘Say, you really don't like him, do you!" The ide@emed to pick up
her guest's spirits immensely. 'l thought—Ilast tigivell, he was
making a play for you, and | figured that all trend-holding-'

She stopped in mid-sentence as Becky musteredfahyaterical
laugh. 'His hand,' she gulped. 'l did some minogaty on his hand,
and hadn't seen it for a few days.’

'‘Oh! | keep forgetting that you're a doctor. Yountitook old enough
for that.'

‘Thank you—I think." Becky took a long hard look tae other
woman. Those harsh lines around her mouth weradadind there
was a small sparkle in her eyes. Why, if it wereiot the
circumstances, Becky thought, | might even endikipd this lady.
She was about to make some inane comment along kihes when
the kitchen door banged open and Faith rushed in.



'‘Are you going to fix breakfast?' The girl rubbedsall-sleepy eyes,
and moved to her appointed place at the kitchde.tdbecky?

'‘Oh, my," Becky responded. 'l was daydreaming. Wi it you
wanted for breakfast?'

‘Pancakes, with maple syrup, please?'

'I'm not sure we have all the ingredients,' hetesisesponded. She
went back to the side table and weighed the bdboof in her hand.
The pies had taken a considerable portion front gteres, and there
was barely enough left for pancakes. She stretcfoed the
ingredients, but even being a tall girl didn't s@erhelp. Everything
was on the top shelf. Which only showed, she ta@délf, that you
should never let a man do the unpacking. She &iétie jump, and
missed. Shrugging her shoulders, she made regdynimagain.

A pair of large hands seized her around the waistcarefully put her
to one side. 'What-' she spluttered.

Jake Meadows, of course, who else could it be.

‘The flour box and the syrup bottle," he said dvisrshoulder as he
nonchalantly brought the materials down on to thielet Becky
wiped her hands nervously on her apron.

'l hadn't expected to see you this morning,' shtedgtflatly. She took
the pancake flour from him and moved over to theest

‘Lovely day," he commented to all and sundry.

'Is it?" asked Mavis as she rested both elbowb®table and cupped
her chin with both hands.

‘Nice," Faith contributed. She was already up to dlbows in a
heavily buttered piece of toast while waiting floe imain course.



"That's not bad,' Jake commented. 'Two out of tiMeehalf bad. Are
you ready for the expedition, Mavis?'

‘As ready as I'm ever going to be,' she returiBddeberries. What the
devil would we do with a bucket of blueberries?\ited, of course,
that there are some out there.'

'Oh, they're out there, all right. The marshlanthatsouth end of the
lake is full of them.’

'‘And there are always heaps of them by Elder Cr8ekcky offered.

'So we'll get a dozen baskets of berries, and wieat?' Mavis was
worrying that bone to death, trying to jolt Jake oliis plans for the
day, without much luck.

'l suppose | could always make each of you a Besky suggested.
‘But—well, | have to go into town anyway. We're akhout of any
kind of flour, and other things.'

'So there,' Jake chuckled. 'All your fancies hagerbblown away,
Mavis. Ready to start? Faith, would you like tovgth us?'

A frown flashed across the child's face. She loakesr at her sister,
an appeal on her face that said, as plainly asvangs could, that she
didn't want to go.

'‘Becky?’
'l don't think Faith should-'
'‘And suppose | wanted to take you?' She backed &wayhim.

‘Not me,' she protested. 'I've got enough to ddutfing going into
Stockbridge to buy flour.'



'‘Chicken,' he taunted, 'lt would be a wonderful-dagll that sun,
lovely company. Can Faith come?'

'‘Oh, no. | have to take her with me. It's a longe&lryou know. And
besides, Ma says it's time to start training her."'

'Witchcraft lessons?"

'‘Housekeeping lessons. You think girls are borrhiitat in their
genes? And it is a terrible drive.'

'So we know, lady," he laughed. 'We made it by nigbt'

‘And | thought | was going to be killed," grumbliidvis. ‘Have you
ever seen this fool drive by moonlight?'

'l can't say I've seen him drive in any conditiddg’cky muttered
under her breath. 'But that's it? You two go begyiand Faith goes
with me?'

‘Yes,' answered Jake. Mavis pouted, She's noyraalbutdoor girl,
Becky sighed to herself. Too bad!

Faith walked with Becky down to the dock to see wweater-borne
expedition start. Mavis was already being induated the art of
boating. Jake had handed her the bailing can, endabe reflected
her disgust as she made a few ineffectual swipsediilge water.

It was still a beautiful day, with not a cloud imet sky. A

dive-bombing pair of bluebirds followed the jeepraj the narrow
track that called itself a road. Becky stopped domoment at the
curve where Darcy Creek poured into the main ruthefTiquonet
River. A family of beavers were hard at work tryiiegdam the creek,
but hard work had not yet overcome high water.

‘They'll never get it dammed,’ laughed Faith. tAlit work wasted!



'‘Don't you believe it,;' Becky returned. 'They'llelge trying—and
trying. And on one of those tries they'll make thiak to the other
shoreline—and that will be triumph of need over Nat You just
watch. | wouldn't be surprised to see it done g/ tthhe we come
back. Bet?'

'‘Aw, Becky, like Ma says, you're always the optimisyou keep on
this way you'll be the poorest doctor in New Englan

‘Maybe,' her sister laughed. 'But are you goingub your money
where your mouth is?'

'Well-I'
'Bet?'

'‘Okay now, let me get this straight. You're betting that the beavers
will have finished a dam across this creek by time tve get back?'

'Oh, no, you don't, wise guy! I'm betting you a ktitat the beavers
will have established a first link across the crieglkhe time we come
back. One dollar says it's so!'

"‘Well-'
‘What's the matter? Cold feet?"
'‘Nope. It's just that a buck is awful small. Howoabtwo?'

‘All right, two!" Becky shifted gear and started dbwn the trail
again. '‘Boy, Pop's right!" she yelled as the data disappeared
around the bend. 'He keeps saying you ought toléeger.’

‘Well, I will." Faith shifted in her seat and loakever at her sister
earnestly. 'You and Mattie got all the brains asduty—so | asked
Pop what else the company needed.’



‘And he said?' Becky coaxed.

‘And he said that, after the way Mama took thentaathe cleaners,
what the company needed was a good lawyer he beusdire would
be onhisside. So that's what I'm gonna do!" Since theydtad been
told more than once around the fireplace, how tineather had
whipped the Latimore Corporation to a standstilhifour-year law
case, the joke needed no further explanation.

The bumpy ride discouraged conversation. When treached
Killdevil Gorge, the place where the Tiquonet Rip&inged through
the only gap in the Berkshires before drifting dovinnto New York
State, Becky pulled over into a brace of pinesyzz|ed look on her
face.

‘What's the matter?' Faith unstrapped her seathdltlimbed out to
stretch her legs. It had been a battering, maulinge from the
beaver dam to this narrow gorge. The river tookngst of the gap
between the cliffs. The remaining space contaihedonhe-track dirt
road.

'‘Look at the road,' Becky said quietly.

'‘Look at the road? Why—it's narrower, isn't it?his river coming up
or something?'

‘Don't be silly, love. There hasn't been a dropaof in these parts in
almost three months. We're in the middle of a mdjought. No, |

don't think the river's coming up. | think the raadslipping off the

rock shelf! Come over here, carefully.’ The twdlefm moved to the
edge of the road, where the river current sweptgat a powerful
pace. 'Now, hold my hand, Faith, and for God's shit€t let go!'

The younger girl dug both heels in, extended a hand watched
while her older sister stepped gently forward alirtosthe water's



edge. One slight inch further she moved, and tageajbeneath her
feet began to slip and slide into the river.

‘That does it!' gasped Becky, pulling herself b&Ckme on. We need
the supplies, and we can't waste any time!" Wheay tiad both
buckled up she edged the vehicle so close agdiastliff that the
bumpers scraped against the rock, then pushedath@egal down
until the jeep jumped forwards. They were quicklgac of the
danger, out into the open segment of Lebanon Vallbg echoes of
the pulsing engine still filled the air as theymied on the other side.

'‘Becky,' Faith gasped, 'look—up there!" They bdtaded their eyes
and glanced up the face of the cliff. Some hundieetiabove them a
particularly sharp knob was vibrating in synchratien with the
engine noises. As they watched, the cliff itselbpred a few rocks
and some fine dust down on to the trail. 'RighgtiB/ announced.
‘We need the food, but we won't go into town. Tisethat little
general store on Route 183

It was almost eleven when the tired crew of bengkers rowed

slowly towards the dock. That their trip had proseatcessful was
amply demonstrated by the filled pails in the bottof the boat. But
the pickers didn't look too happy. The picker, pgthat should be.
A grumpy Mavis Pell sat on the middle seat, mudreced, glaring at
the world. Behind her, back to them all, Jake hdayently on the

oars to bring them up to the dock.

‘Can't you hurry?' Mavis hissed at him for the haimne.

‘Nope,' he returned. 'My doctor's watching. Shetsagmean temper
when it comes to rowing boats.'

'l didn't come all this way to listen to some hid&ctor,” snapped
Mavis. He hushed her with a finger. 'Take a lob&,5aid. 'The others



have got back, and there's something wrong. Getittleaready, and
let's see if we can moor this ark.’

There seemed to be a conspiracy of silence ondble. déFaith came
down to the boat and took the mooring line from MaWhen Jake
stepped out on to the dock Faith motioned him 8ileo the jeep,
which was parked as close to the dock as the raaddwallow. He
started to say something, but Faith shook her hdedlong strides
quickly took him to where Becky was waiting, at theck of the jeep.

The two down at the boat could see them excharige avords, the
blonde head and the raven curls bent over a map.

'‘What...?' Mavis started to ask. Faith shusheddret,beckoned her
out of the boat. The stern line was made fast.if@géhe tension, they
all hurried up the dock to the jeep.

'l can't help how many hundred years it's beeneth&ecky was
stating very firmly. 'So maybe Hiawatha stood wgréhand smoked a
peace pipe. That was then. This is now. The whaae 6f the cliff is
coming down— hell, not coming down—came down. Weengast
it, about a quarter of a mile down the road, andaweit come down!

‘You actually saw it fall?"

'l actually saw it fall. Dust and dirt and rocks$ @aer the place, and
there's a blockage on the road that's maybe—ohy-&&t up in the
air. And half the river is dammed, too. The wataswutting around
behind us when we took off down the road!

‘Well.' Jake was speaking slowly, evidently trytogally his troops.
'So it means we might be cut off for a day or twe,reported. 'After
all, they sent a helicopter in to pick up your nestididn't they?'



'Yes,' Becky said morosely. 'And that's the chopipey sent down to
New Jersey to monitor the contract extension of Gaeden State
Parkway.'

‘It can't be the only helicopter in Massachuseltgyvis snapped. 'l
want out of here today!

‘Well, good luck to you,' retorted Faith.

'Hey, | don't understand the problem," Jake couteith. ‘We're all
happy here, so what the devil do we need a chdpp#r

"Il tell you if you don't know," said Mauvis fortidly, if you think this
was my idea of a fine day, let me convince you iotse.'

The argument rose to a crescendo. Becky and Fathaaged
glances and wandered down the pier to keep outange of
projectiles. But the verbal war followed them, hs bther couple
came along behind them. There was no escape. Thédatumore
women stood their ground at the very edge of trekdo

‘And it's all your fault!" Mavis screeched at Beckyou and that
stupid sister of yours!" Becky's head jerked upthivm disturbed her
more than criticism of her family.

'‘Leave my sister out of this,' she snapped. 'If want to fight, pick
on someone your own size!'

‘That does it!" snarled Mavis. 'Where's that danmaelib? I'm going
to call a helicopter and get out of this rats' hest

'‘Go ahead,' Becky returned. 'But don't expect ugetp. You know,
Mavis, deep down inside you're a rotten person!

The shriek that went up was about as wild as angtBiecky had ever
heard. The next action caught her completely offrdu The



wild-eyed blonde, frustrated beyond her breakinghtpgut both
hands in the middle of Becky's back and pushed.

She hit the water in a terrific belly-whopper thkabcked the breath
out of her. But once over the initial shock, Beskyimour took over.
After all, it had been a long six-hour drive oveisty trails, and she
needed a bath. The lake was warm, her clothes wmilduffer from
immersion, and—it had to be admitted—Mavis had soiglet to
complain. the Latimores had hardly treated her agasured guest
during the last few days!

And so, while the three of them on the dock peatedn at her,
Becky rolled over on her back and stroked heraglfaofew feet and
ducked underwater. And, being underwater, she ohigse second
shriek. Becky came up just in time to see Mavid Bgecute a
rudimentary swan dive, and sister Faith rub heidbangether in a
satisfied manner. Jake was standing there withhhisds in his
pockets, seemingly very interested in a pair adsitying in off the
lake.

Becky hardly cared to continue the encounter, sotalmed over,
went into her best Australian crawl, and was at dbek's access
ladder in a moment. As she climbed up she could hMavis
screaming behind her.

'l can't swim!" she was shouting. 'l can't swim!'

'So why don't you try standing up?' Faith calledvddo her. 'The
water's only three feet deep out there!’

There was a cessation of splashing, a few unlaglyliards muttered
carefully, and Mavis's head appeared above thetakishe climbed
huffily back on to the wharf. Stirred out of higHargy, Jake went
over to lend a hand.



'You little—monster!" She could have won a firstizpr at any
hog-calling contest. All the civilised veneer waspped away. 'That
little monster pushed me!'

'‘As you pushed me,' snapped Becky. 'Here's youtlieay) lady.'

Mavis snatched it up without a word of thanks aruese, and stormed
at Meadows.

'l want out of here—right now! You get me out oféle Her voice
was rising into the hysterical range. Becky potHeeg last by
conscience, snatched a blanket from the jeep, ehgmround the
woman, and tugged her up towards the beach. THeedosoman
dug in her heels. 'Not with you!" she shouted. 'Math any of
you—you murderers!'

Becky shrugged her shoulders at Jake and gestpréideurail. He
took charge, wrapping the blanket more tightly auMavis's
shoulders, then picked her up and threw her oveishoulder and
started for the house on top of the hill.

Becky had the doors open before they arrived, hadddio turned
on. 'l want a helicopter right now!" Mavis screamed

'‘We have to wait until the radio warms up,' Beckiydsquietly. Her
answer brought her a long line of gibberish andilindbut she
shrugged them off. Her training told her just hdase the woman
was to complete hysteria. The radio began to magkimg sounds,
then settled down to the intermittent bell tonet thatimore

Corporation used to mark its communication chanBekky took

one big swallow and pushed the 'talk' switch.

‘Latimore Control, this is Latimore.' Silence. Shpeated the call. A
rusty voice, filtering through static crashes, cdraek to her. 'This is
Latimore Control. Who is calling, please?



She was so eager to get the job done that she édnhigir fingers off
the switch and dropped the microphone on the fI8be was on it
like a hawk, squeezing the switch before she reghiner feet.
‘Latimore Control,' she shouted, 'this is Becky—IBekcatimore!'

'‘Becky Latimore?' the clear cool voice enquireduly father's not
here.' There was a pause, and then the voice aguioool at all, 'But
our Mr Riley wants to speak to you.'

Becky took a deep breath and collapsed in the blydhe instrument.
‘But our Mr Riley . . ." Her second father. The mmmo took care of
all her troubles when Pop was away—and had, ewee she two of
them had stood on the steps of the Hall in Eastbamd watched
Mama and Pop drive away on their honeymoon.

'‘Becky?' The voice was husky, gravelly with agehéné are you,
girl?’

'I—we're all up here at Lake Mohawk, Uncle Chatlie.

‘At Lake Mohawk? There's been some tremendousupuBbamn

computer! It isn't worth . . . Becky,"' and then tfé microphone to
someone else close to him, 'where the hell isrttzge!" Silence, for a
moment, and then, 'Becky girl, how many of youtaere out there?'

'‘Faith and myself,’ she answered, 'and two otheplee Uncle
Charlie, we-'

'‘Becky! You've got a vehicle, | suppose? Get ydiime of there, all
of you, as fast as you can move!

‘But we can't, Uncle Charlie', she half-cried itite microphone. 'We
can't get out by road—there's been a big cave-Killaevil Gorge,
and the road is closed to all traffic. Couldn't yg&uind a chopper?'



There was another moment of silence, broken onlydayadic radio
noises. 'Did you say you can't get out by road?Ove

‘That's a Roger. We can't get out by road. Théees a tremendous
cave-in at the gorge. We couldn't even climb ovelsithere some
trouble with sending a chopper?'

The silence was deafening. ‘Uncle Charlie?'

The microphone at the other end was switched omagkow many
of you are there?'

‘Three adults and-' Becky stopped. UnflappablenRads kicking at
her ankle, her face flushed. 'Correction,’ Becky spiickly. 'We
have four adults here. What's the matter, Unclerl@&?a She could
feel the tirirest shiver run up and down her spiheerything wasure
to be okay. Three men she trusted with all herditd love: Pop, her
big brother Henry, and Uncle Charlie. And yet shad hthis
feeling—this terrible feelings...'

The voice came back to her again, clear and fudbaad. 'The problem
Is, my darling, that there's a terrible forest fiagying to the west of
you and moving in your direction. There's so mutiolse and flame
that it's almost impossible to manoeuvre a chopptte area. We've
placed most of our aircraft at the disposal of tBevernor's

emergency committee. That leaves us with just tieeadd Sikorsky,

and, besides the pilot, all that it could lift auuld be one adult.’

Becky, holding her breath, looked around the gréuipf their faces
showed the strain—except Jake's. She could alreedtim shrug his
shoulders as if it were not too terribly importade nodded to her,
the slightest movement of his head, which contai@edvhole
message. A massive gust of wind struck at the hdsise pushed
down the button on the microphone.



‘Uncle Charlie? Send it, please. The storm is cgratrus now. We'll
shove in as many as it can hold, and the resjugillhave to take care
of themselves.'

'‘Roger, Becky—as soon as we can. Watch out. Aaegrii our last
reports the fire is coming straight up the valleiigh speed. It's gale
winds and a crown fire!'

Becky set the microphone down on the desk andesitda breathe
again. Her rib-cage ached from the strain. Anoreashing blow
from the wind bounced the house.

Mavis was standing at Faith's side, her face palllte child stood
straight-backed, composed. She knew, she understud her
Latimore courage was holding firm.

And him. That manBecky felt a curious detachment. To have four
a man like him, and lose him, all in one mad staiat a shame.
What nice children we could have had! Her eyesettakis face,
making an imprint in her heart, and a shiver ranhgp back.
‘Somebody's walking over my grave,' she muttered,ut it all out
of mind.

Mavis was the one to worry about. Her face wasstdnite, and her
lips moved back and forth with no sounds coming Guie little lady
about to go over the edge completely, Becky'sitrgitold her. She
registered the fact, but no treatment suggestel.i&o she'll go into
hysterics. And promptly scare Faith half to dedthot further. Jake
was watching like a hawk, but doing nothing.

Becky's neat and compartmented mind ran down #teofi drugs
available in her little black bag. Valium, of coarOne or two neat
quick jabs would leave the lovely Miss Pell a watkizombie, with
everything coming up roses. Except she couldn'ereber where she
had left her black bag. In the jeep? Upstairs? Datmhe dock? Her



mind returned no answer, and Mavis's lips were ngpwack and
forth faster and faster. Two more seconds—threleeamost and the
fat would be in the fire! What to do? She lookedagly at Jake; he
was laughing at her. Oh, well, she told hersel€ Blways wanted to
try this sort of anaesthetic, anyway.

She balled up the fingers on her right hand, tegteth against the
open palm of her left, and just as Mavis openechtmisth to scream,
Becky swung her right hand in a long loping curuest over the
woman's shoulder, and firmly on her quivering chiime scream
turned into a squeak. Mavis collapsed ever so gento Jake
Meadows' arms, and he wrapped her up in anothekdélia

‘Nice work, Doctor,"” he murmured. Nobody else saknwe have
noticed.

| must find that bag of mine, Becky told hersed#fraty. Her knuckles
were sore and the skin had split open on two ahthée raised her
hand to his mouth and gently nursed the cuts. Nodeo boxers
make so much money! she told herself, as his topdayed havoc
with her nerves.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE radio that served the little house deep in th&k&@res was but a
tiny segment of a much larger system. From thedioom of the
house at Lake Mohawk it bounced its message tmattanded radio
repeater sitting inside a stone building on tojMoilunt Becker, then
relayed itself to another building on top of Mouateylock, from
which it was hurled across the rest of the statmtantenna on top of
the John Hancock Building. Through a dozen cablelembed down
the building, and out into a large computer-crammuem that was
the control room of the Latimore Corporation. Twaugg women
were constantly on duty, switching signals aroungadrious offices
of the Corporation. When Becky's conversation v@tmarlie Riley
was concluded, a red light appeared on the huglemegd that filled
one side of the room. It wandered around for ars#cthen settled
down as near as the map would show on Lake Mohawitaze in
position there, and a little bell rang four tim&ke half-dozen men in
the room looked up all at the same time.

'‘What the hell!" one of the younger men complairidte don't have
any work up there in the mountains. What's goirfgj @me of the two
women at the signals desk had already startedsteearhis question.
The red light was now circled by a green one. Bepeed fingers
chased down code lists and found Green—Major Fdfest And
then the red light started to blink. There was aecto consult code
lists. Blinking red—Company personnel in Danger.

A slide projector facing the wall adjacent to thepiit up, its white
light bright against the dim lighting of the roorAn electronic
typewriter began to project a list of names: 'Conypaersonnel,
Rebecca Latimore, Faith Latimore; others: Mavisl,Rgtknown;
Jake Meadows, unknown." The typewriter went sil@iite names
hung there, gleaming against the darkness.



'‘Good God!" somebody in the background swore. "&hez hell are
those trucks? Northampton? There's a bulldozer enok.' The
computer keyboard was punched again. A few more&lsvappeared
on the screen. 'No land escape passage. Killdemig&closed by
landslide.’

'Where's the boss?' The question was hushed. Thyeuter keyboard
clicked again. 'Bermuda,’ the screen flashed. 'tikex jet now

refuelling on standby at that station.' The compalieked one more
time, and messages went out to strange destinamitise machine
contacted other machines and transferred informatver in the

dark corner, back turned to them all, a grey- lthinean held a
microphone in his hand and fired off a large numbé&rwords

prohibited by law.

'l don't give a damn that you just landed, ElmeduYget that

whirlybird of yours in the air right now. I'll tejtou where to go when
you get up. Don't argue with me, man, or you'llchaenew bushing
for your rear end! | told you who was there. Areiyo the air yet?
Only fifty feet? My God, | got buzzards can fly fassthan that! Head
west. Lake Mohawk. There's a forest fire, and tivthe boss's kids
are caught in it. Wouldn't you know it would be RgcHow many?

There's three adults and one kid. Yelsndwyou can't take them all
out, but you gotta do the best you can. Are yotougp thousand feet
yet? Elmer, if that orange crate of yours don'tggehg I'm gonna put
one arm down your throat and pull your heart outyetii've got one.
Yes. | said Becky!

'Why is she so important? Because she's the olle$she's adopted,
and she's my special girl-friend. You think yoidve trouble with
the boss if Becky don't come out right? You justosick and think
what'll happen if her mother, Mary Kate, hears alioet moving,
you superannuated idiot!



And of all the signals and summaries and computet-puts, that
one conversation did the most good.

The tiny voice over the radio chimed in again, aidnced every
other noise in the room. There was just the tirtreshble in it. 'Uncle
Charlie?' Is he coming, Uncle Charlie?'

The old man grabbed the microphone back from theetay. 'He's
coming, love. He's at a thousand feet now, just @ath Hadley,
someplace. He says he can see the smoke. Now stowgury about
how you're going to cram all those people into lttle Sikorsky.'

The voice was weaker, breaking up. 'l—I don't knbgle Charlie.
The smoke is everywhere now. The fire's jumpingn@lthe tops of
the trees. | can't see the lake from here. | thiak lose the generator
building pretty quickly. I-' There was a crashingse, and a couple
of side statements. 'Don't worry about it,' a deate voice said. 'I'll
take care of her. Tell your pilot to come down e imiddle of the
lake and then move towards shore. The flames arestlat the roof
of the house now. We'll have to pull out beforeythat us off from
the lake. Now, mind this. We'll get as many as @@ on that
chopper, and the rest of us will shelter in theslakhis has to be our
last transmission. And if you're worried aboutéll the headquarters
of the Massachusetts National Guard and tell théat tUake
Meadows is out here.'

The microphone cut off with a deadly snap. The @pans Room
went quiet. Charlie Riley strolled over to one o tvindows, stared
out, and saw nothing. He had been working for treginhore
Corporation for fifteen years or more when Brucérbhare had set
out to prove Mary Kate was a country cousin. AncKia had been
the best man at their wedding. He remembered #all, there was a
tear squeezing under his eyelid. When the secretayed the
telephone at him he walked over and took it.



'‘Brigadier General Wilson,' she said. He shruggedhoulders. To
people from the giant Latimore Corporation, ong-generals were a
dime a dozen.

'‘Who's Jake Meadows?' he barked into the instrunmfmd then
listened. And listened. And listened. When he pattelephone down
he did it carefully, as if he were afraid it miditeak. Everyone in the
Operations Room was staring at him. He claspeldnss behind his
back, harrumphed to clear his throat, and went batke windows.
‘They'll be all right he commented over his skeul The
atmosphere behind him brightened. Breathing coeldhéard, and
conversation.

Jake set the microphone down gently on the taldesautched of the
transceiver. Becky stood stiffly next to him, handds along the
seams of her slacks, biting at her lip. 'It's net'she said in a strained
voice. 'lt's Faith. Mom and Pop don't deserve Kiwad of pain and
worry. They're used to it with me, but not with thal wish——

‘Listen," he said softly, pulling her hard up agaimm and tipping her
chin back. 'There's no plagmu can call for assurance that Jak
Meadows will get you out. You just have to trust. heill get you
out. Trust me?'

It was hard for her to swallow. All her ambivaléa¢lings about him
had evaporated. She was overwhelmed with the loviigm, There
was a spark in his eye—she hadn't seen that bédertooked more
and more like an adventuring buccaneer—and he hah dner a
promise.

‘Yes,' he said very softly. 'What do you want mea@'

'First of all, the child. How can we best handle?he



'‘Give Faith something to do—something to be resiptador, and
she'll hang on all right. It's Mavis. | can't knolekr out again. She
needs a sedative, or she's going to blow up invtréd.'

'l don't remember where | left my bag.'
‘Okay. And what does Becky Latimore need?'

‘Lord, | don't know. They were laying artillery éirdown on our
hospital when | was in Chad—three, four times a ttagidn't bother
me too much. And then a mosquito bit me and Idphlrt. I'm not a
very good chief, but | can make a pretty fair Imdia

‘Well, how about if | prescribe for you, Doctor rabre? What you
need in the next twelve hours is a lot of faith &na.'

'And who'll administer that?"

‘Me, girl." He leaned over just far enough to tob@hlips to hers, and
then broke the contact. It was the warmth thattdithe casual touch
of warmth. He took her by the shoulders, turned deund, and
patted her gently on her bottom. "Your little bldwkg is out in the
kitchen on the floor," he told her. 'Go give MissllFenough of
something for a long night's sleep.’

It was almost like being in the emergency roonhmhospital where
she had done her first training. She smiled atdnchwalked out into
the kitchen. Faith was following Becky with her syeshe paced
herself until she heard Jake talking to the girl.

'Faith!" he called. 'Over here.' The child movedcommand. 'Fires
are a big problem to some people,’ he said in atoaoman tone.
‘Your sister has had a great deal to cope witlhenpast few hours,
and now it's up to you and me to keep things undetrol, right?'



The little girl looked up at him hesitantly. 'l—irét too brave about
fires myself,' she stammered.

‘But we have a responsibility, you and |," he salémnly. '‘Becky has
been taking care of all of us, and now it's timeus to take care of
her. Don't you think so?"

'l—well—yes." Responsibility was the key word, Jakesed. All
these Latimore women responded to it, like a firerta an alarm
bell. Faith's determination was being screwed upnteet the
challenge. He could see the wheels turning inittex head.

'‘Okay. Now—we're going down to the lake in justiaute. You go
over and get Becky by the hand and hang on untili#an't have it.
You understand?'

‘Yup. My brother Henry says that all the time."
‘And you're not scared?’
'I'm scared. But I'll do it—honest | will.'

'‘Good. Now, when we start I'm going to be carryivigs Pell over
my shoulder, and I'm going to follow Becky and ysrlf. This is my
shirt-tail, right? As soon as we start to move, goab Becky with
one hand as hard as you can, and hang on to niytahiwith the
other. Got it?'

'Like in the movies?' A tiny smile flickered on hmale face.
'‘Only maybe a little hotter. Ready?'

'Yessir.'



Becky came back at that moment. Yessir? Faith saig that to her
father, and then only as a last resort—as, for @@mvhen talking
back to him.

She smiled at the thought as she moved over t@dbeh where
Mavis Pell was still stretched out. Good job, Bedongratulated
herself. That's the first person I've hit in angerce | was sixteen.
Harry Fenton, that had been. He had suddenly dpedla pair of
octopus hands. And now then, Miss Pell, I'm aboutxt your little
red wagon. A swab of alcohol, a careful shakinghef container, a
quick injection. She wiped the puncture site agaith the alcohol
swab, and looked for a place to throw it. Oh, Gab told herself, the
whole world is burning down and I'm looking for angary disposal
unit!

'‘She's ready,' she called over to Jake as shenéast tag around
Mavis's wrist stating the date, size, and iderdtfan of the injection.
He came at once, waited while she repacked hettlvag slung Miss
Pell over his right shoulder in a fireman's lift.

‘You first,' he commanded softly. 'Stop long enoagjimy cabin to
get some rope. Keep your eyes on the tops of ¢ées tand keep low.
If the smoke comes in on us, try to keep underngatven if you

have to crawl. But whatever you do, don't stop mgvif the scrub
pine at the shore is burning, go into the watefaasas you can—
without walking your sister underwater. Got it?'

'Yes.' And then, because that sounded too curs, '¥e'

He laughed and gestured her towards the front de®isoon as he
started to move, Faith was there hanging on toshig-tail, and

clutching Becky with her other hand. The processvent out like an
elephant parade, nose to tail.



It hardly seemed a big problem to Becky when tinsy started off.

But the first step off the front porch snatched beyath away. The
fire was running in the tops of the trees, andhbat created a wild
uprush of air to feed it, sweeping everything loopwards, in a wild

witch-dance, until it, too, fell into the flamedpbsomed quickly, and
was gone. Becky hesitated for just that little fsaéfp, looked back at
Jake over her shoulder, dipped into his quiet gmrand started
down the path. His one free hand caught up withaherclutched at
her own slender hand, confirming the bond betwhemt '‘Oh, God,’

she whispered, 'keep us together to a happier'time!

It became more difficult to breathe. Not only wias &ir hot, but also
there didn't seem to be much of it, even thoughstheke trail was
well above their heads. Becky stifled a tiny whimpleent over
further, and plunged down the hill.

There was no need to bend and twist around the @anff bushes that
had formerly defined the path. They were all gd#. the footwork
needed to avoid the charred embers was considersideily,
holding hard against terror, she led them downwards

When the lake came in sight she stumbled to a étqall of smoke
covered the entire area, hanging about fifty féstva the water. A
rim of fire ran riot among the trees atop the sumaing cliffs. Her
courage dropped another two inches. There wasustay that a
helicopter could find its way in through the mazdéi® and smoke.

Faith must have felt her fear. A jerk at her hand an extra squeeze
brought her to the problem behind her. She flastmed child a
trembling smile over her shoulder. The girl's fasmas pale,
concentrating as only a child can, but with notga ®f fear. In fact,
she looked as if she were taking a stroll in soareen. Becky's heart
swelled. Even in this terrible time, she told hérden proud to be a
Latimore.



Jake tugged them to a halt before they went pastdbin. Built low

as it was, it sat serenely amid the carnage. Hepea Mavis to the
ground and dashed into the cabin. As he went, Blegkyed back and
stole a look at the house above them. For onegraecnoment it was
there, wreathed in smoke, an anchor to memory.tAanl it exploded

in flames, like the burst of a skyrocket, flingieghbers all over the
area.

Faith-was watching at the same time. Her jaw felkro and she
moved closer to her sister. Becky smiled down atasef this were
something to be expected. Faith was convincedity’rehe said
nonchalantly, and dismissed the entire incidemhfri@r mind.

Jake Meadows was back with a coil of rope overshisulder. He
swept up the unconscious woman, reached for Betlarsl, and
yelled 'shirt-tail' at Faith. The parade resumed.

It was more difficult now. The flames were droppibglow the
crowns of the trees, and down their creosote- ladetks. The level
of smoke came down with them. Bent almost doubéekip screwed
up her courage and led the way. They were moretikasthirds of
the way to the water. She kept telling herself #mtshe fumbled
forward. Once she stopped and jumped to one side #eming
branch crashed down on to the path. Only the presdthis hand on
hers kept her under control. She could hear FadWw, whimpering.

It was a surprise to her to realise that belowsm®ke level there
actually seemed to be more oxygen. The fires widldsrning, but
the temperature was dropping. Not fast, not greaily enough to
allow them to treasure a breath or two. As the gmtaader, Becky
stepped up her speed. The path from this point d@rehs was wider,
too. More sand, less loose debris, fewer tall tegesnd from which
burning brands might plummet.



She was talking to herself as she half-ran, pantigly a few more
steps. Only a few more steps. Only a few more-' 8bpped the
conversation and began to giggle. Her feet werevater—safe,
blessed water. She stifled her hysteria, whirlediad past him, and
snatched Faith up in her arms.

‘We've done it, darling!" she shouted at her.

Joy, great relief, has to have an outlet, a morokrdlease. Jake was
standing a few feet away. He had dropped the ¢odpe at the edge
of the sandy beach and was stretching Mavis Pelivath her body
in the water and her head on the sand. He stoagk upit were an
effort, and before she could give it all a secdralght, or he a first,
she jumped at him, throwing her arms around hik @eschis arms
automatically swept around to hold her looselyrant of him.

It wasn't looseness she wanted. In all the madofee fire, all the
fear, all the faltering, a new emotion had beeméddrin her soul,
tempered by fire. Her arms tightened around hik veith all her
strength, almost a stranglehold, while her feetirsted as she
struggled to get closer to him, to become a palnirof

He hesitated, and then responded. His arms gathkegdin
protectively, one hand under her thighs, the obedrind her back,
bringing her head up on to his chest just underchis. There was
strength there, and something more. He gently smakleer rib-cage
and smiled down at her without speaking. Gentlgwsl, his big
hand moved up over her ample breast and squeeaéed ag

She wanted more than that. She wanted the paimadess. She
swept one hand out from around his neck, dropped iop of his
own, and squeezed with all her strength.

There was no telling were it might have led, timgtie impulse of
hers, because that was the moment when Faith'agmbroke down.



She squatted down in the water and began to cgkyBlenew it was

the final appeal; the little girl was calling foethhmother. Becky
pecked a kiss at Jake's lips, and he let her geddy down on to her
own feet. Then he crouched down to comfort Fattluds a time for
comforting. The mad clouds of smoke, whipped bywhed, were

dropping lower and lower. They could see no moaa tlwo hundred
feet in any direction, and the flaming trees woire blossoms,
whipped by the wind.

Jake sat down in the water, pulled Faith against to get her
completely wet—and then stiffened. They both hetdwe motor.
Luckily for their mental health, they could not hélae radio report
that the helicopter was throwing out into the redggtem.

'‘What can you see?' the Operations Room operdtedas
‘Not a damn thing," Elmer reported, 'Is Charli# gtere?'
‘Yes, what is it?' growled Riley. 'Where the heé gou?"'

'I'm on top of a big pile of chocolate puddingg thilot reported. "It
stretches—oh, ten miles by five. | can't see tke t@ the cliffs. The
wind is murder down there.'

‘You can't see anything in it?'
'l told you. What the hell do you think | am—a mzagn?'
'So what are you going to do?'

'I'm gonna do two things, Charlie Riley. First, &mna remind you
we've worked together for thirty years now, and'seoas much of a
son of a bitch now as you was in the beginning. Aadond. I'm
gonna find the centre of this damn pudding, andgkmna go down
until | hit something, or it hits me. You wanna symethin' else?’



'Hell, no, Elmer. | admit it all. Take a deep bhehefore you go in.
And God be with you. You're one hell of a pilot!

The helicopter jockeyed for position over the mswindy screen of
smoke, until ElImer thought he might at least ber ovater, and then
he started the descent slowly, inches at a timdingly, gently, he

went into the darkness. It was more difficult teegdhe craft on an
even keel, now that his speed was reduced. He dugetly at the
tube of the oxygen mask that was standard onraleacue missions.
The smoke was infiltrating the cockpit, covering mstruments. But
after forty years of flying, he didn't need thenywaay. He could still

fly by the seat of his pants!

It was that last thought that almost scuppered Iinde coming
before a fall. In one instant he was flying in aud of smoke; in the
next he was below the smoke, and his landing skieiee inches
above the water.

His hands moved automatically, centring himselltiihgithe descent,
and then slowly drifting in a circle until he cowée the indistinct
finger of the old dock.

It had been eighteen years since the old helicdi@drcome off the
assembly line. He patted the instrument panelredfa little thank
you to a God whom he had neglected since his @eastarted the
machine on a gentle curve towards the dock. Ludkilyasgentle.

He was no more than a hundred feet away from itvthe dock itself
succumbed, flashed bright flame, and sank.

His initial reaction was a quick power applicatiamd a climb back
up into the smoke again. But an experienced miak ¢uick control.
He circled back away from the wreckage of the dgehtly felt his
way downwards again, watching the altimeter spitil,uagain, he
was under the smoke. He hung there for a minué pgushed the



microphone button. '‘Charlie!" he shouted. 'I'm urtle smoke level.
The damn dock just blew all to hell"

‘He'll have them in the water someplace,’ the ansame back. 'He's
got a lot of experience. Probably north of the doltkere's deeper
water up in that direction.'

'‘Well, how-de-do," the pilot snorted. 'There theg,&m making a run
for the beach, Charlie. Stand by.’

'Do it good, Elmer. And be careful of Becky!'

The helicopter crabbed into the wind, making fa target group.
The man among them was making signals to a platleefunorth.
The pilot took his arm directions without a quibBl:der his feather
touch the old chopper approached the beach, camegémtle halt,
and settled, almost level, with its skids three f@ader water. He
dropped the power to idle, not daring to shut ddia big power
plant, and unstrapped himself.

‘Which ones are going?' he shouted as he jumpeidtouhe water.

'It's already settled,’ Jake replied. 'How's yaugl fload? Under a
quarter?'

‘Just about. Charlie Riley is worried sick aboutiBe'
The man and woman turned to him at the same time.

it's all been decided," she said. 'Give us a hémak get this one on to
the seat we can tie her in. Then the girl can gtherfloor between
the seats and we'll tie her in too.’

‘Sounds good to me. Let me grab on here. Godptiess out like a
light. How long will she be under?'



If you're planning to drive down the turnpike frdrare to Boston at
twenty miles an hour, she'll still be asleep whew varrive,' the
woman chuckled at him. '‘Now, Faith, you get in thidle there on
the floor, there's a good girl.'

‘And now we'll wrap this rope around your waistjdsJake.
‘Hey, that ain't my waist!'

'So | flunked anatomy in school. Put your legsightaout in front of
you, but don't touch any of those controls. Anddtsea double knot
to hold you in. There you go. Okay, Mr . . .?'

‘Stanciewicz.'
'‘Okay, Mr Stanciewicz, off you go.'

'‘Hey, | don't know who you are!" the pilot yellesilze pulled himself
into his own seat and buckled up, 'but you gottaofoguts, girl. |
won't be able to come back again until this firdlee down.'

'So we'll wait,' the man said. 'Nice day for it.ig8smoke will raise
hell with the mosquitoes, and that's all she's@fsh Move out!

‘Yeah, sure.' The pilot grabbed with both handgHercontrols.
'‘But what do | tell Mama?' wailed Faith.

‘Tell her I've always loved her!" The noise of dh@pper grew into a
roar, the skids shook, the machine backed off fiteenshore into the
middle of the lake, then shot up through the snaoiek flame. When
finally clear, at two thousand feet, it swept offa gentle diving arc
towards Pittsfield.

When he was sure that his machine was balancetiampéssengers
under reasonable control, the pilot relaxed andistlthem. The



woman looked like a bag of fashionable bones, sp de sleep that

she hardly moved. One towheaded little girl. Troh,course, and

sharp-boned, but a copy of Mrs Latimore if evehhd seen one. So
this other one, the sleeper, must be the adoptedtba Becky that

Charlie Riley was so all- fired concerned aboumé&il chuckled and

pressed the microphone button.

‘Latimore Operations, this is Latimore Chopper Omndission

accomplished. Two passengers aboard. One woman.cRiukein

good shape. The woman is under some sort of sedatim what the
hell do you have to say about that, Riley!

‘Well, damn my soul, Elmer, so you really did ith ou need to stop
for medical help? If not, come all the way into Bys The medics
west of the Connecticut River are up to their neckssualties. What
did Becky have to say?'

‘She didn't say nothing. She's under sedation-dlyou.'
'Oh, she—I see. What about the two you left behind?

'l didn't stand around exchanging party notes. Weewretty lucky to
get out. They look like two real competent peopMpuldn't worry
about them. That woman—say, she has some of thkddahair you
ever-'

‘Long black hair? Why, you—what colour hair has Wwman got?
The one you have on board?"

‘Well, sort of blonde, | guess. Dyed, maybe.'

‘Why, you idiotic double-dyed sheepdip-tdld you to be careful!
That's not Becky. Let me speak to the little girb-Haith.'



Still shaking his head at the obvious error theyenraaking back in
their safe little Operations Room, Elmer disconedctthe

microphone from the spare helmet under his seapassied it along
to the little girl. She seemed to know what suchgh were all about.
She slipped it over her head, adjusted the micnogphand looked at
him questioningly. On the intercom switch only bé&lther, 'There's
Mr Riley—he's the vice-president of the companyy ymow. He

wants to talk to you about Becky? Okay? Go ahé#slflipped the

radio switch to the talk position, and sat backsé® what would
happen.

The child should have been subdued, but she wasin'tUncle
Charlie,' she said. 'I'm sure glad you sent thiglhepper. We was
really in a fix, let me tell you!

‘Well. I'm glad you're out safe, Faith,' the oldmsavoice returned.
"Your Mom and Dad ought to be in Boston by the tyoa get here.
That is, if the pilot can keep that thing up in gwelong enough. Now
tell me, how come Becky's asleep?’

'‘Becky? She ain't asleep, Uncle Charlie.’
‘But the pilot just said she was asleep, love.'

‘That's not Becky. That's Miss Mavis Pell, and, aseyshe a pain in
the neck!

'‘And Becky, love? Where's Becky?' There was moen ta little
quiver in the voice, more than a little concern.

'‘Oh, | thought you knew, Uncle Charlie. Becky wautccome. She
said there wasn't enough room—that the chopper 'tvagong

enough to carry us all. So she stayed back atattee With this guy.
You should see him, Uncle Charlie. What a good-ioajuy! And |

think Becky likes him a lot, let me tell you!



He tried to direct the conversation back to whereManted it. 'She
stayed at the lake, love? Did she send a message?'

‘Well, no, not really. When | asked her what | wgaenna tell
Mama—well, Becky just said, "Tell her that I've &l’her always".
Wasn't that a funny thing to say?"

There was quiet on the radio circuit. Then a youngeore
impersonal voice came on. 'Latimore Helicopter Omesaid. "You
are directed to proceed to hangar four at Logapokir Execuflight
Six and medical personnelwill meet you there."

'Yeah, well, I'll do that," ElImer returned. 'Butviant another word
with Charlie—with Mr Riley.’

There was another moment of silence, and when tis& Boung
voice returned it was considerably subdued. That's possible,
Latimore One. Mr Riley has apparently suffered arhattack. The
medical team is preparing to take him to the haspit



CHAPTER NINE

THE two of them watched the helicopter struggle fditwade, slide

away into the centre of the lake, then zoom up.rRements longer
they concentrated, listening for the sound of thgaree. It was almost
impossible to hear anything over the orchestral@maur of the fire.

They had waded out into the lake about waist-déake pulled her
closer. 'They'll make it through without a doubg'said cheerfully.
'‘Boy, what a place for a hot- dog roast.’

'If you don't mind,' retorted Becky in her quient@lto, 'l think I'm
scared enough for the two of us already! | thirdould do without
any more roasting jokes!'

'Feeling a little bit down in the dumps?'

'Feeling a whole lot down in the dumps,' she sigh&mt some reason
this makes the war look like a kiddie- storm.’

‘Tell me about it." He had one arm around her steys| and walked
her out to neck-depth. His eyes constantly watcheshsuring the
fall of each new branch on fire, assessing the vasdhe tops of
lesser trees ignited.

‘It wasn't even a war to begin with," she said.e"T®ociety of
Friends—the Quakers, you know—asked for volunteeestablish a
base hospital in the north part of the countrg #most entirely
desert out there, and thousands were starving beacduhe drought.
So | volunteered. And then a revolution broke argd we were
caught in the middle, with the Libyan army to theth of us, and the
army of Chad to the south of us, and both of theximd pretty

careless of where their artillery shells landedyWs®on we started to
get wounded from both sides, and the sick from dneught,

and—well, it was a pretty bad time. But everythimgs organised.
There was an operating tent, and separate warg, tamd an



administrative tent—and everything was regulagdf didn't think
of it too strongly, it seemed almost like a hodpitavouldn't say |
didn't mindit—with all those children—but yoaoould somehow get
used to it. | was due to come home after my yeaenamhat damn
mosquito bit me!'

'‘Made you mad, did it?' His laugh was deep and yeBlde stared at
him through the weaving smoke. Even under thesmiistances,
with ashes all over his hair, and some black streak his

face—charcoal, probably—he looked very distinctiemd very

trustworthy. She smiled back at him just as heomeathand on top of
her head, shoved her underwater, and yelled 'D&tle' gasped for
breath, then heard the swish as a giant burningchréanded just
where they had been standing, hissed in the watewant out.

They came up on opposite sides of the branch,tegh. 'Isn't there
supposed to be some code or warning or somethiBgeky
shuddered. Jake pushed the floating remnants amaythem.

‘There is, he said solemnly. 'You're supposed tb"{pick" two
seconds after the branch lands. Didn't | get hitfg

'Oh, you fool!" she giggled. She knew he was trymg@sych her out
of her fears—and it was working.

‘How are you for swimming—really?' he continuedkrbw | got the
wrong information the first day we met, but?'

'‘Oh, on a good day | guess | could make a mileyaybe a mile and a
half," she allowed. 'And on scared days | couldhgee. And this is
one of my scared days. What are you looking at?'

He waved his hand generally towards the hill winesdow cabin still
stood intact. 'That ought to be about our firelihe,said calmly. 'lt's
not really the fire or the debris we need to watpput, it's the smoke.



Once the flame hits my cabin, things will startat@ag out as far as
we are now.’

'And then?"

'And then we'll take a little swim. The best bet,the moment, is that
other side of the island."

'‘But that won't last long as a refuge, will it?'

'‘No, not very. It won't take long for the fire tampp the narrow part of
the channel, and then we have to play ducks ankedraith the
island:'

'I—I guess | don't fully understand, Mr Meadowh Have to depend
on you.'

‘Well then, dear lord, don't call me Mr Meadows, l&ughed. 'Jake is
the name. Jake. Come on, now, don't lose your sdrisemour.’

'I—I don't feel much like laughing,’ she sighed/€lgot this feeling
that everything has drained out of me— everythiaghat the way it
IS, when you're on your last road?"

'You don't really have to laugh,' he chuckled, Yout and | are so far
from the last road thahat'sfunny. Make a little small talk.'

‘And then we'll swim a while?'
'Right, and talk some more. Tell me some more attmutatimores.'

‘The way you say that | know you mean about theyctatimores,
don't you?'

'Hey, | didn't say that! The little lady | met olmet first day—Mary
Kate? What about her?'



'‘Mary Kate? That's her name, of course, but only €alls her that.
My brother and I, we always call her Ma. That's ahgler brother.

You don't know him. He's the farmer. He and Anneehidne family

farm, and they have four children now and—oh, HeneyChase, not
a Latimore. | used to be a Chase, and Ma did, too.'

‘Your Ma was a lawyer?'

'‘Oh, sure, now she is. But in October she getsta fudge in the
Superior Court. But that's only now, and becausedtictor, he said
she might not have any more children. Well, whérst knew Mary

Kate she was my mother, a farmer's wife, a lawesttjca lady who
could do anything that a kid needed. You know tinelK

‘A mother you could go crying to?'

‘Always a sympathetic shoulder, Mary Kate had,ymut'd better be
right in your argument, believe me.'

'Oh! That's a different kind. A real toughie witipaddle?’

'‘No!" Becky's exasperation showed him that she evaisely bound
up in the past, and had almost forgotten the ¥Which had been his
point all along. 'No! You'll never get it right,kKla In all my life, Ma
has corrected me a lot of times, but has neverlaicea hand on me.
Not ever. You'll just have to meet Mary Kate ané ta her.’

And wouldn't that be nice? she told herself. IfeJakd | could know
each other for years, and Ma would have time toa@pof him, and
Pop could give him the once-over! What the devill dmow about
men? Except that | trust him, and I—and | don'twknehat else.
What did Pop say? 'Your mother and | are in loveabse we
complement each other. She has strengths wheree vr@aknesses,
and vice versa. We've arrived at compromise atiutgh our married



life. Sure, there's a form of domination in our figtin my own field,
| dominate your mother; in hers, she's the ruler.’

Jake broke in on her thoughts. 'Hey, little ladik's over. It's time for
swimming. The flame just came past our fireline.’

He turned over on his stomach very slowly and wedatritically as
she began a smooth and easy breast- stroke. Byidatisfied with
her performance, he rolled over on his back agairthteck the
progress of the fire, then came up behind her ineHartless
Australian crawl. His strokes were things of beaudgffortless, yet
powerful. Becky did her best to match his speeeh trinned at him
as she gave up the race and fell back on her l=i&e. He
iImmediately slowed.

Once or twice he came close to give some directitinsas easy
enough to see what he was about. The island |&g dg them—too
close for its dry jungle to escape the eventualrkspdhe

creosote-loaded tree-trunks on the mainland werplodig,

throwing out great clumps of burning debris.

They were approaching the island in a wide artag twhile it stood

unburned, it served as a sort of firebreak for th&md Jake was
swimming cautiously, with his eyes on the sky. Tavice came
vaulting over her, forcing her down to the bottohthe lake, as stray
embers boomed loose from the mainland and spldtfareout into

the lake. The wind was rising, propelling the wiagk ever closer to
them.

It seemed like hours, but could only have been tesyubefore he
rolled over on his back, floating, and called fdiraak. Becky joined
him quickly. Her muscles were complaining; they haot yet
recovered fully from the strains of malaria, andsides, she could
feel the chill of fear creeping up her spine again.



‘Take a break here,' he called over to her, vasceadm as if he had
been escorting her on a walk though Boston Common.

‘Sure,' she puffed, hoping she wasn't giving awaynaich of her
weakness as it seemed. They were in the lee aéldred now, and
except for the firepeaks all around the lake, dedrolling clouds of
smoke, one might almost think things were normakKsaying that,
she chided herself. Keep up your courage. Lookimt he's not
worried. Lord, if Dante could have seen somethikethis, he would
never have depicted Hell as a place of ice! This right here, right
now, and strangely, I'm—I'm what? I'm not glad &hiere,|I'm just
glad to be with him.

Look at him! He seemed to be swimming aimlesslyuad) diving
out of sight once or twice, and then suddenly bemstd swimming
and was standing up. '‘Over here,' he called. Bedqt willingly.

'l knew there was a sandbar somewhere out in tb&'alake reached
out his hands to bring her close. The water thapesl off his
shoulders was over her head. She made a coupleofis to touch
bottom, and then gave up as one of his arms sverptghagainst his
shoulder. 'Just hang on there," he ordered. SHeogiuhands upon his
shoulders, then rested her chin there. For sonsemneshe felt—well,
perhaps not comfortable, but at least safe.

'Isn't it strange,’ she suggested when she hadtheg breath, 'how
simple life is when you come right down to it.’

‘Simple?’

'‘Well, uncomplicated. | just hope that—well, | knda will worry.
She's always been a secret worrier. And Pop, tets & wonderful
man, my father. Of course he isn't really my fathehe's my
adoptive father. Strange, it's been ten years aad/] hardly think of
him that way. How about your family? Your mothedasisters?



'‘My mother remarried, and they live down in Floritlaee them from
time to time, not too often. One sister lives idifdania. | get a yearly
Christmas card, but | don't believe I've seen heoh—two years or
more. The other sister married a diplomat and treexel all over the
world, so | don't see too much of them either.’

'‘Oh, Jake, that's awful!" she exclaimed. 'You ¢lgst't know, do you!
'‘Know what?'

‘Knew what it means to be surrounded by people abe you, and
whom you love in return. I'd be lost if | didn'tduv that Ma and Pop
are out doing something for us right now. Or maybenry is,
too—my brother, you know—or even Mattie. And UnClearlie for
sure. All of them helping. And you, too, dear Jake!

‘All of them?' He laughed, a quiet little doubtilagigh. 'I'd feel a lot
better about it knowing that | was doing somethabgut it. You're a
nice kid, doctor, but that isn't the way you gehd@ls done in this
rough world. You have to fend for yourself. Haveuyever heard the
one about "he travels fastest who travels alone"?’

‘That's great if you want to set a new world speszbrd," Becky
sighed. There were cold fingers clutching at herrhagain. Alone.
He wanted to be alone when we arrived here. Doestilhdeel the

same way? Put a good face on it all. Make a jokes@nething. She
looked at her waterproof wristwatch, Pop's gifther when she
graduated from college. 'I'll bet you right now-s-ifhree-thirty in the
afternoon—I'll bet you ten dollars that right nowpPis getting

everything in gear to come and get us!

'Say, I'd be sure to lose,' laughed Jake. 'My damatch has stopped.
Duck, here comes another visitor!'



Another twenty minutes passed before they weredysafg of the

way of the new outbreak. '"We've about run out oklbere,' he said
when they surfaced behind the drifting branches Haal almost
caught them on the surface. 'lt's all burning dake hill now, and
starting to jump to the island.’

For a moment Becky closed her eyes and rested et bn his
shoulder. Then she shook herself, cleared hefftoair her eyes, and
said, 'Okay, what do we do next ?'

'‘Come on, lady, as fast as you can make it!

He was gone, sunk and away from her before shehtaygto the

conversation. She dog-paddled for a second, th@ndat after him

with her own version of the crawl. It was clumsysied a great deal
of her slender budget of strength, but for a btiree it moved her

along ihe water at speed.He was already there \ghenarrived,

resting his elbows on the flat bottom of an over&al rowboat. His

hand grabbed her just as she ran out of power.gHkanhere,’ he
gasped at her. if this isn't luck!

'‘Lucky, hell!" she snapped at him. 'Now what dode@’

He stared at her for a startled moment, then sledidpis shoulders.
'It's low in the water,' he told her, 'and as vsetva can ask for. What
we're going to do is to push her, just the wayisharound the corner
of the island. If we can get past Salter's Poiatehthe wind will be

blowing away from us, and we can just sit thereerand cosy until

help comes, or until we turn into fish, or whatev@ive a hand.’

Becky took the easiest part of the job, hangingmthe stern and
kicking. He went up forward and tried to drag & thaft. Once it was
moving in the right direction, he came back to skern beside her.
Twice, at his alarm, they dived underwater and cape the little



pocket of air trapped under the boat, while whigzalls of flame
were hurled at them, like mortar shells, from tland.

It was tiring, all of it, and Becky had not beerosty when she came
to the little mountain resort. She tried to hide peblem, and each
time Jake came to the stern to check on her pregites made sure
she was kicking away with all her strength. Uriié tast time, when
he lazily paced himself around the boat and stadeshy, 'Becky,
we're really making progress. Just a few more yands' He stopped.
Because Becky was not kicking away at her accustoposition,
draped across the pintle of the rudder. Time anubie had caught up
with her, and Becky Latimore trailed the boat hyoad ten feet, her
head down in the water, and with no movement offidwet:

'‘Oh, God,' he gasped, 'Becky! He covered the miistan two
massive racing strokes, trailed her over on hek,baed struck out
doggedly for the swamped rowboat. It took superhusteength to
heave her up on to the flat bottom of the boatrdgarding his own
bruises, he spread her out flat on her back, clueickbe sure she had
not swallowed her tongue, and began the kiss@f lif

Embers were still shooting down at them from tl&nd. Those that
were only close, he ignored; those that were ogetane knocked
away with a tremendous smash of his forearm. Ahthalwhile he
forced air down into her lungs, let it exhaustctat more air in, let it
exhaust—and at long last there was a strangled menteas the girl
began to breathe. She rolled over on her side amited most of the
water she had swallowed, breathed again, haphgzardirst, and
then with a long sigh she began to breathe regufarly.

Jake squatted near her feet. The terrible tensidmsi face was still
there, and it held until she finally made a nolde.vaulted in one
movement to her head. 'Becky,' he pleaded.



'I'm—I'm all right," she said softly. 'I'm all righJake. One very weak
hand slid along the wooden strakes of the boat@mnched his hand.
His own hesitated for a moment, then surroundeddrey slender
fingers in his huge hand. 'Thank God,' he told Tkey sat in silence
for a time, he still guarding against embers, sleeety resting and
drawing strength from him.

‘Becky,' he said, 'l have to make a confession.’
'‘We all do, sooner or later,' she whispered. 'Gzadh

'It's about you and Mavis,' he sighed. 'She wasitgime, so | had to
get rid of her. | didn't believe in marriage, sudyed around with you
to make her give up.’

‘And that's the confession?' she sighed. 'You riekdwue done that,
Jake. It was the outdoor life that turned her Affd | knew what you
were up to all the time. Don't let it worry you.'

Becky could see the sense of relief that floodedface. It was a
terrible struggle for her, but, tired and worn &as svas, he saw no
indication inher face that she was crying inside. More quickly the
she knew, Doctor Rebecca Latimore had switchegienities in the
last few days, away from science and test tubes fanibus
operations to small cottages, children, and a mam @ame home to
them every day. This rugged man, lying beside hertlee wet
straking of the overturned boat— he was just theesire could want.
When the tears finally broke through, he ascrilieéd the influx of
smoke, billowing gagging smoke, that drove thenhlwdt the top of
the boat, and down under, where the stale air leustidl supported
the crumbling structure.

When they came back out, things looked more chead,Becky had
regained control of her wildly spinning emotionsneéed time to
think, to plan, she told herself. It all hurt. Jakas a loner. He didn't



believe in marriage. And so there would be no childaround the
cottage— at least none of hers. A cottage, and eaybouple of
cats? But no other man. Not after knowing Jake. ®fas so

engrossed in her own thoughts, and he was busediaw, when a
tiny branch, no more than two inches in diameted perhaps four
feet long, wheeled out at them from the islandldnhced off Becky's
head—not hard enough to do any damage, she thaughte yelled

and swam towards her. It wasn't until he starteatibg at her head,
forcing her underwater, that she realised thatdreg black hair had
burst into flames. She came up, struggling for threBhe raven locks
were gone—not entirely, but enough to create hawitat was left

hung in two scattered and frail links on eitheesid her face.

'Damn! Damn!" muttered Jake. 'Does it hurt?"

'‘No!" she cried. He could tell she was lying, bliatvhe dichotknow
was that she was crying for her lost vanity, for lest pride, for her
lost love. He held her close as the tears felheut knowing that he
was prolonging the problem, rather than helpingids then that they
both saw the pair of bobcats swimming towards tfrem the island.

‘They're only looking for a place to hide," sheedriat him. 'They
deserve a place too. They won't hurt us.'

'You read too many fool books,' he snarled. 'Sueg'te looking for a
place to hide. And certainly they won't hurt us—assl we get in the
way of their own safety. There's only one boatloere. Just where
the hell do you think they're heading? And theglready scared, so
just what the hell do you think they'll do? | knthvey look small and
lovable, woman, but they're not, and we're in nsitpm for a fight.
Come on!

She went reluctantly, too tired, too depressertkatly care any more.
She wanted to tell him that she didn't care whatdbbcats might do
to them. She really didn't care. But as soon ag tiael cleared the



boat, he could see without being told. She wasfao@one in her
depression to fight back as he flipped her oveh@nback, got one
hand securely under her chin, and started off avdlde stroke for the
mainland.

She was unconscious but breathing when he brogghto shallow
water, almost exactly in the place where they hadesd. The heat of
the flame, the strength of the wind, had kindled #ren cooled the
area around the beach, and by careful movementwakeable to
bring her up on to the sand, half in and half duthe water. He
checked her breathing carefully, made her as cadatiler as possible
and sat down beside her. For the first time hecadtthe huge burn
that enveloped his right upper arm and shouldersktegged his
shoulders, and settled down to let luck run it dasirse.

The situation at Boston's Logan airport was morantha little
confusing. The battle against fire was being cotetlcover a
hundred miles away, at the furthest extremity efstate. And yet at
Logan Airport two fire- related 'Mayday' landing€m under way.
The first had been expected. A cranky old Sikorsklicopter had
announced itself more than ten minutes earlier. &mbulances and
a fire truck stood by at the parking area in frohthangar four.
Controllers on duty, familiar with the old ark, vedteeping a weather
eye open on the western approaches.

The second, however, had surprised everybody. Aoudive jet was
scheduled in from Bermuda. It had made record tane, there had
been a great deal of radio traffic from the plandhte downtown
operations centre of the huge construction compRowutinely, the
controllers had assigned it to position humberasnong the aircraft
waiting to land. And then, out of a clear blue sk pilot of the
executive jet had broken in on the air control ctenvith the sort of



message no controller wants to hear. 'Mayday, Mgydas is
Latimore Execuflight Six. Flameout!".

There had been a moment or two of furore in theetplut quickly
enough the craft was cleared to land as first fpyidn the bustle and
confusion, no one on the ground stopped to asksbk@s howboth
jet engines on that aircraft could have flamed aiuhe same time.
The plane let down nicely, making for all the wolikke a perfectly
normal descent, and the engines seemed to hawedefbr the pilot
waved off the land tug sent out to meet it. It,, ttaxied up to the
landing pad of the Latimore hangar area, and thiegsrned to
normal in the busy control tower. Within six monthisey knew,
some pilot would be asked to explain it all, bttivas paperwork —
something you worried about on long lonely nighteewnobody was

flying.

Down at the hangar, however, a perturbed Brucenmag was
having a word or two with his tiny wife. 'Damn, ycan't do things
that way, Mary Kate! We could have interrupted soneal

emergency. | could lose my pilot's licence.'

'‘Look at that helicopter,’ she retorted. 'It looks enough to be in the
Fourth of July parade. Stop this stupid airplarmeicB. Now, please!

‘Mary Kate, | can't do impossible things. Cool doYWe'll be there in
just a minute.' He gave her a fondly patient lcarg found himself
glaring at a faceful of feminine emotions which wesbout to
explode. '‘Bruce Latimore,' she shouted at him alibeget noises,
‘for over ten years I've bowed and scraped ancemagled you—nbut
those are my children out there! And I'm not gdimgit here waiting
for you to follow instructionsNow, Bruce!

'‘Be reasonable, Mary Kate. They're my kids too!'



'I'm being reasonable, Bruce. You'll like sleepamgthe couch in the
living-room!'

Which covered about all the argument Bruce Latinoared to make.
The jet's brakes squealed, and it jerked to a sgustap about forty
feet from the old helicopter. A trio of paramediegre busy
unstrapping Mavis Pell from the seat of the machixeesoon as the
steps to the jet were unfolded, the tiny figur&airy Kate was on the
taxiway, running desperately towards the helicopter

‘Lookit! What did | tell you?' Faith announced gidan as the
ground-crew struggled with the ropes that tied imerThat's my
mamal’

‘Don't be in such a hurry," the usually taciturnotpsaid. "Your father
still has to park that aircraft." Nevertheless, j@tewas still moving
down the tarmac when Faith bolted and ran for hather.

‘Now, what the hell did they give this chick?' Tjm@ramedics were
trying to pressure the helicopter pilot to commihself.

'l dunno,' Elmer responded. 'She was having hysten something.
The doc tied a tag to her wrist.'

'Here,' the third member of the trio reported, dea't gotta rush with
this babe, fellers. She'll be asleep for a lotairs.'

‘Well, get her out of my chopper,' gruffed EImédon't know what
the hell's going on, but for sure | gotta go somenghelse.' He
reached for the ignition, but Mary Kate was on lvefore he could
get the engine started.

‘Elmer! Where's my Becky? You left my Becky back timat
firestorm?’



'l didn't have no choice, Mrs Mary. By the time dtghere, she'd
already decided who was goin' where. | give herestip) and she
tells me to shove off. What could | do?'

‘Nothing, Elmer, nothing. Becky's almost as pigleshds her-. Tell
me, will this pile of scrap iron take us back?"

'‘Well, it ain't the fastest thing ever rode dowe tpike. And the
engine sounds like it needs a major operation.’

'Is there anything else around here that will fly?"

'‘Now, Mrs Mary, | don't want to get caught up inwitdd schemes—I
mean, nanorewild schemes today. But if you was to look dowa th
line there, ain't that the new seaplane that thpp&@ation bought two
weeks ago? Now that would be speedy, for sure;'only

'‘Only what?'

'Only I ain't too sure we could get it down. It'sfance. If that smoke
has cleared, so we could see an approach—welle tivetd be,
wouldn't we?'

'‘And what's the chance, Elmer?"
‘You're asking me, Mrs Latimore?'

'I'm asking you, Elmer. Charlie Riley told me yoen& the best pilot
in the Corporation. Well?'

'‘Well—oh, my God, Mrs Latimore! Mr Riley, he got #htat excited
when he heard the report, he had a heart attack!

‘Yes, | know. We talked to Operations while we wémading.
They've got him into Massachusetts General and-ether just too
many things to do, aren't there! Just let me gié land think for a



minute." Mary Kate plumped herself down on the Biade of the
helicopter and concentrated. Her husband was mdidisngay out of
the jet. Faith saw him first, and ran.

'Hey, little lady! he chuckled as he tossed heinupe air and twirled
her around. 'What's wrong?'

His nine-year-old daughter summed it all up fromr hewn
perspective. 'Becky couldn't come with us, and Ma&raying, and
Uncle Charlie is sick.'

'Yes, | know.' He did his best to cheer the chpgthen carried her in
his arms over to the helicopter, and crowded dowthe strut beside
his wife. Mary Kate looked up at him for a momehgen nodded her
head.

She leaned against his capacious shoulder, armdrhiautomatically
came around to comfort her. 'l don't know why jt she sighed, 'l
love them all—one as much as another—but when donget
happens to Becky—I just can't stand up to it, Briyost can't!’

'It's because she will always be our first,' hel.sai
‘We'll get her out, Bruce?"
'Of course we will, Mary Kate.'

'I've got an idea!' Her eyes sparkled at the thaudd shuddered. 'No,
Mary Kate,' he hastened to squeeze in. 'You getiki® care of Faith.
You also get to go and see how Charlie Riley isingakut.’

‘While you go after Becky?'

‘Don't rock the boat, love,' he returned. 'We'regming to do this in a
rush. We've got to plan. It's the only sensible ¥eago.’



'l don't want to be sensible, Bruce, | want to gd get Becky. She's
my—my trust. Ihaveto go and get her!'

‘Come on,' he comforted. 'lt takes a plan. Now, getion your way
to the hospital. EImer can drive you. I'llget oterthe Operations
Centre and get a hand on things. Right?'

It wasn't until he had waved them off in the limmeasthat he
remembered to whom he had been talking. 'lIf youssgyBruce.'
Hah! Like a snake-oil salesman at the County R&utl the car was
already out of sight, and beyond his control. Heugbed his
shoulders, hoped for the best, and slid into tleerse limousine that
had whispered around the corner of the hangar.raiipas Centre,’
he ordered, then sat back to think.

The trip from the airport to downtown Boston was usual trial. It
was almost five o'clock when he finally stepped oluthe elevator
and was ushered into the dimly-lit Operations Rodine senior
programmer, a man of about forty, came hurryingougport. Bruce
waved him aside and read the boards.

‘Charlie Riley is in a stable condition?'

‘Yes, sir. That report is thirty minutes old. Thectbr said he was
conscious but deeply troubled until he talked tarywife. That
seemed to improve him immensely.'

'‘Good, good. Now, what's our position with heli@gtin the western
part of the state?"

‘Two six-passengers will be released by the Stalied”in about two
hours, sir. They're prepared to turn them ovelrstatiNorthampton.

‘Northampton? They have an all-weather airportehéon't they?’



‘Yes, sir.'
‘And what's the report from Lake Mohawk?'

‘The fires are still burning around the perimefahe lake/sir. There's
still a heavy blanket of smoke in the area. Vigipilk practically nil.'

'‘But Elmer got in there earlier, didn't he?"
‘Yes, sir, but you know howeflies.'

‘Yea, | do, young man. I've flown with him for yearThere was a
coldness in his voice that reduced a consideralag pf the
programmer's enjoyment.

'Yes, sir," he said, and waited.

The orders weren't long in coming. 'l want both kedicopters to
Northampton,' ordered Bruce. 'Refuelled, refitiat] held until | get
there. A twin-engine from Logan within—oh, let'yhirty minutes.

To take Elmer and me to Northampton. A call to miewow, so |

can tell her what's up.' He turned away from thangp man and
stared out of the window, waiting. Waiting. It wast something he
did gracefully, had never done it at all, to betltful about it, until he
met and married Mary Kate Chase. The memory brusigedind.

Love me, love my daughter—that had been Mary Kd&ighing

statement the night he proposed to her. Love mes fay Becky.

Damn!

The voice at his elbow was hesitant. ‘Mr Latimorese—can't seem
to reach your wife at the hospital. The attendaysgshat she spoke
briefly to Mr Riley, and when he went to sleep, &fe'

Bruce waved his hand vaguely, but something waigcat him in a
place he couldn't scratch. 'Probably gone home,tdramented,



without looking around. 'Look, just in case, segatl can get me Mr
or Mrs Henry Chase, in Eastboro. My stepson. Thabar's sure to
be in the computer.’

Back to the seagulls again. Strange how they fabbtine flight paths
between the tall buildings, and then occasionalbkta wild fling at

the craggy tops. The voice at his side again. 'Mase,’ the young
man said nervously. 'Mr Henry Chase.'

‘Hello, Henry? This is Bruce.' It seemed hardly thazalling your
stepson by something other than his name, consgi¢hat he was
only five years younger than you were, and more tbace had
threatened to punch you in the mouth!

'Yes, Bruce. You stirring up some fuss or somethiMary Kate

talked to Anna about forty minutes ago, and nowwig has zoomed
out of here without a word, leaving me all alonghwiny own

kids—and two of yours, too.'

‘Say that again, slowly, Henry. Mary Kate is nagréh And Anna is
not there. What the hell is going on?'

'Hey, you married her!" the younger man chuckl&he' was a
perfectly good stepmother, and you had to up anmdynh&r. Now, as
far as | know about the plot for the day, my wigstiaken my best car
to drive up to the Hilton. That's in Boston, youdimember. Where
she's going to pick up one more of your childred Bnng her back
down here to wait for further instructions. Novg your turn.’

'Henry, | swear one of these days I'm going to—mnorlot, either. |
tried that once, and it took months to recover fitnh haven't the
slightest idea what's going on. Except for BeckguYheard about
Becky?'



'l heard. And if you were to guess, what would woppose Mary
Kate is up to now?'

‘Henry, | still don't know. But if some idea flash&cross your mind,
you'd . . . damn! She wouldrdare do that. I'll call you some time,
Henry. G'bye.’

Bruce's eyes were sparking as he slammed the telepdiown and
turned to his assistant. 'In words of one syllalfle,instructed the
young man, 'what other vehicle or aircraft of obas unexpectedly
moved in the last two hours?'

The young man shuddered. It would make a greay $torthe day

after tomorrow, how he and the boss had establiahedcue plan,
but just at this moment he was shaking in his slgdse queried the
computer.

Numbers flashed up on the screen. The Latimore t@ai®n

Corporation, doing business all over the world, ntaned an air
force of its own, somewhat bigger than most coastin South
America. One by one their njambers flashed on ¢hees), waited for
the required twenty reading seconds, and flashédQuf and off,

green against black, curious aeroplane names getralestinations.
'‘Whoa! That one,' Bruce Latimore indicated. The patar operator
stopped the flow, backed up one appearance, atloel@formation
stand.

'‘Cessna 16782, from Boston Harbor station. No flgan filed.'
‘Hit it again,' he ordered. "What's so unusual &kimssna 167827

The buttons moved again, the machine ruminated,tia@danswer
flashed on the wall as Bruce Latimore slammed lasswe fist into
the table in front of him. The screen said, 'Ced€¥82, equipped for



water transport and rescue. Pontoons. Side-loakidgr. Ordered to
flight by Mrs Mary Kate Latimore. Pilot, Mr Elmert&ciewicz.’

‘Great heaven!" muttered Bruce, coming back otio€hair as if the
springs had had their strength redoubled. 'How kg’

'‘Almost one-' and the operator suddenly rememberatdyou never
said 'almost' to Bruce Latimore. 'Fifty-nine mimgjtehe corrected
himself, 'and thirty- nine seconds!

The chief of the Latimore Corporation tapped hmgérs on the table,
rattling all the accumulated papers. 'How soon gan get me
airborne?'

The young man consulted his watch, ignoring theedezof clocks
scattered around the room. 'The plane is ready siowl he question
Is, how soon can we get you to Logan. The eveniis@y hour has
already started.’

‘All right, I'll start at once,' he ordered. 'Aléhe plane. And find me
another pilot.' He got up from his chair, stretchesad took a step or
two. And then he did the thing that endeared hinaltchis huge
corporation.

'‘Henzman,' he mused, shaking his head slowly,rltdmow of any
worse combination than an Irish wife and a Poligbt.pAvoid them

if you can!" He clapped the young man on the sheyudahd made for
the door.



CHAPTER TEN

BECKY leaned back in the sand in a fit of lethargy. Afdédl the
excitement, nothing seemed to matter any more. l3gkeeside her,
not more than five feet away, and said nothing.

Strange, she told herself wearily. I've lost hajfimouse, most of my
denims. Jake wasn't wearing much to begin with—pugiair of

frayed shorts. And here we lie, Adam and Eve. Hesavandered.
The flames on their side of the lake were consldgraeduced,

although the rest of the rim of cliffs still blazedunconstrained fury.
Smoke whirled around them. She lifted the watekedacloth, part

of her missing blouse, to cover her eyes and nt@e made not a
move. He must be tired to the bone, she thougimh, too. He doesn't
recognise that I'm a woman. Here | am, half nakedbesn't bother
me, and he doesn't even notice. Is it becaused'tiresd? Because
we've been to the edge of life? Maybe some dayreviee we are,
we'll both sit back and think about it, and laugDfcry, perhaps.
Because wherever that is, we won't be togethes k&t ready for
marriage, remember? And I'm not ready for anythasg!

She sat up, crossing her legs and staring outtbedake. The smoke
cloud had risen to almost a hundred feet, and & p@ssible to see
more than halfway across to the other Shore. Téapbbobcats had
abandoned the boat, and were now swimming backdaadland.

Always in pairs? Everything moved into the Ark, tlwg two? Just
ahead of her a single raccoon broke from coverainéd the theory.
She crumbled a bit of branch in her hands—all thadained unburnt
within fifty yards—and threw it at the water. It d&@ a most

satisfactory plop. Across the lake there was a tolbm as a
particularly large tree burst into flame. Now théwe fire had

bypassed them it had become interesting insteéehofome.

'‘Jake?' she offered. After a time, he rolled in Heection and
grunted.



'You saved my life, Jake.' Not a thank you, jusbedinary statement
of fact. He grunted again.

‘Jake, you know an awful lot about staying alive difficult
conditions. How come?'

He yawned at her. Without staring, it was hardetbwhether it was
real or artificial, that yawn. 'How come?' she sibed.

'‘Oh, when | was younger | was assigned to a spedcitdit in the
army. A special forces unit, which specialised umvgsal. It was a
long time ago, but you don't forget.'

‘And is that what your book is about? Survival?'

‘Hell, no,' he grunted. He started to roll overhos side, away from
her.

‘Jake,' she insisted, 'lI've got to talk to somebadygo out of my
mind!" He shifted around again.

'‘No need to do that,’ he said. 'l don't remembeenwtve seen a
woman handle herself as well as you. We had a gagithe Army
that you never really understand a guy until yog®en him shot at a
few times. You've passed your baptism of fire, Belc&timore. But
if you want to talk, I'm listening.’

Now that she had his attention she turned shyinguler knees up
against her breasts, and wrapping her arms proédctaround them.
'I—I'm thankful for what you've done,' she murmur€&abd, how do
you offer yourself to a man! 'Very thankful. I'mlimg to—to do
whatever you want in repayment. Anything.'

‘Yes, theras something you can do for me," he laughed.



The laughter startled her, made her jump. But sag @etermined.
‘Anything,' she repeated. ‘Name it.

‘Well, Doc,' he said, 'l think I've burned the halit of my arm and
shoulder. Would you mind taking a look?"

Oh, God, she thought, as she forced her weary bpdgnd moved
over to him. | thought—he—and then she drew in Ineyath in

astonishment. The blisters on his shoulder wereerti@n two inches
in diameter. Those on his upper arm, where he la#egdaway the
flaring ingots, had already broken, and were in8driMy God,' she
sighed. 'And I've lost my bag!

‘Not to worry," he chuckled. Becky stared at hinamazement. With
all the pain there must be associated with thah,band still he
laughed? He sat up and looked around. ldawhe do it? she asked
herself. Lord, thank you for leavirtgis man to watch over me.

‘Down  there,’ he pointed. ‘'Water-lilies, underwate
growths—anything like that. Make a pad of it.'

'Yes, of course.' Her body rebelled, but she forcexdgo on. The two
hundred feet down the beach might as well have bakas, but she
made it. She crushed the water-growths gently. Tiveye not
sanitary, like the salt-water plants, but they wsoenething. Her
fumbling hands took longer than necessary to maksdtipes, but
tying them on? 'Don't look," she laughed at Jaksha&store up the
remainder of her blouse and used the cloth for foepads.

'Oh, | won't,’ he promised, and didn't. The workki@ver half an
hour, but they seemed to offer him some comforteibkhe was
finished she gently dropped a kiss on the top sfh@ad and knelt
down in the sand beside him.



'‘Look at you,' he commented. 'We've ruined yourub&ad hair.' It
was the first time Becky had noticed since thedant occurred. She
ran her hands gently through what remained, winairtpe few bare
spots on the top of her head. 'And | forgot my magease, too,' she
giggled, trying to make a joke of it all. Shadto do it or fall back
into depression, into hysteria!

‘Watch still running?' He was resolutely facing svirmm her.

‘Yeah,' she commented. 'Ought to be. My dad pdaftane for the
thing. Almost six o'clock.’

'‘Oh, yourdadpaid a mint for it!"
'‘Did | miss something there? It was my graduatimsent.'

‘No, you didn't miss anything,' he said softlyx'8iclock? Where's
your mother?'

'‘Where's my mother? Oh, you mean about that belt, Wém't sell us
Latimore women short, wise guy. There's still agtewf hours until
twilight.'

'I'm not rushing you," he chuckled. 'l figure thet is a sure thing. For
me, that is. Don't look like anyone's coming ineéhby air tonight.
Maybe tomorrow.'

‘Yes,' she sighed, 'maybe tomorrow.' There wasmaenbof silence.
‘Jake?'

‘Yeah?'
'l know it's personal and all, but—did you—are you...

'Married? Not me. You?'



‘I—no.’

'‘How come, a pretty girl like you?'

‘Me? Come on, now! You should see my sister Mattie!
‘Jealous, are you?'

Becky flared up at that. 'Never!" she snapped.ititrsy maybe, but
not jealous. Mattie and | always share—always. itk she lent me
her father! Maybe that's why | haven't got martied.

'‘Because you have a stepfather? That's stupid!

‘Not that,' she giggled. 'Not ever that. No, readlyery time | look at
some guy—you know, like people do, and $my, is he the one!
Well, every time | do that | end up comparing horPop.'

‘And down the drain he goes?'

'|—if | got married, I'd have to see him every dagdcount on him,
and trust him. | want a man who'll make me as hagiyop has made
my mother.'

‘And "them kind" is pretty scarce on the shore,huh

She almost said it. 'They don't make that kind ahmany more.' It
almost got out, until her senses took over and Bautmouth. Why
would | say that? she asked herself. There muptdmgy more made
like Pop. Why, here's one sitting next to me rigbuyv!

"You ever thought of getting married, Jake?' skeds

‘Thought about it, sure. But decided against ittpreuickly. After
all, why should I make one woman miserable wherman spread
myself around amongst a whole crowd of them?'



‘Modesty doesn't run in your family, | take it?

'‘Perhaps not." He was still staring at the distailis, carefully
avoiding her half-nude figure.

'l can see how a girl could fall in love with yoary quickly, Jake.'
That jerked him around to stare at her.

‘Any girl?'
‘Well, almost any girl. Present company exceptédparse.'

‘Ah, of course. You're dedicated to the surgicalthe, right? Cut
them bones, lift them ribs, for the good of humgaisibhd a hundred
thousand dollars a year!'

‘Don't mock me!" she snarled at him. 'lt's notrti@ney. | don't need
the damn money!

'‘Oh? Own fifty per cent of the Latimore Construntiempire, do
you?'

‘Not' she snarled, wanting to hurt him. 'Only fper cent. Two and a
half, really. Mattie and | share that too.'

‘Well!' That seemed to shut him up, but that wash&t she wanted,
not at this point! One of the pads on his shouldas coming loose.
She repositioned the rags to hold it more firmlyplace, and then
found herself unable to remove her fingers. Thgypsd to the edge
of the pad, touched lightly on his burned skin, atayed there. Not
for all the tea in wherever could she get them twen It didn't seem
to bother him. He was doing some heavy thinking, triow all
wrinkled and his lips moving regularly in and omatand out.

'‘Becky,' he said at last. 'There's something ab@utthat women,
thank God, never have to learn.'



She looked at him but said nothing. Of course wohmahnothing to
learn from war. They only have to sit home and wamd fight the
world, and ponder the futility of it all!

‘When you go into combat,' he continued, 'you ga asam. Very
suddenly a person whom you've never known befoo®rbes the
guarantor of your life.’

‘And?' She knew what he was describing. The felogvef combat
veterans. When death stood at their side and choieze madly
indiscriminate, there was left a bond closer thayttang else in the
world.

He seemed to be choosing words carefully. 'It's etbing that
happens the first time, or never happens at allshbrmured. 'But-'

‘But?'
‘But | never thought it could happen between a araha woman!'

‘Between a man and a-?' Whatever her question &, there was
no place or time to ask it. Out of the rolling alisuof smoke to the
north a gleaming red and white aircraft had divadar the smoke,
over the firestorm, and was making a pass almostttly over their
heads. The wings waggled, the plane pulled upyanghed into the
smoke again.

‘What was that?' asked Becky, feeling as stupghadooked.

'‘Beats me,' Jake laughed, 'It might have been ajleear a
condor—except that it had LATIMORE CONSTRUCTIONm&d
on the side in big letters. Your mother's comeufs?'

'‘Don't be silly," she snapped. 'We have over fitpts. My mother
can't fly worth beans. Dad tried to teach her, Madtted to teach her,



| tried to teach her— nothing! They'll come baclkgni they?' And
that's as heavy a bit of wishful thinking as anglfcould make, she
told herself.

Jake wasn't laughing. They'll be back,' he comébiner, slipping one
arm around her shoulders. 'Listen!

The sound was returning, but by this time it wasials that the
aircraft had slowed down. The engine snarled ampdaba couple of
times and then there it was, at the furthest enth@fake, swaying
and dodging and bouncing just below the smoke banks

‘My God,' groaned Jake. 'Pontoons! They're goirgytto land in the
lake! Idiots!"

‘What's so idiotic about that?' she flared at Klinat's what pontoons
are for!'

'‘No wonder you couldn't teach your mother to tg'snapped. 'The
lake is full of jJunk and debris. Look at that dafool put that thing
down! You'd think he was landing on a millpond. S Like a
baby's——

'‘Don't hold back,' she snapped, 'l've heard thatession before. And
| suggest an apology is in order, Mr Meadows.'

'It sure will be if they can make it all the wayrass the lake,' he
snorted. 'Come on, baby, coax it a little morerdisethe good guy!
What the hell is he tail-fishing for?'

The 'why' became very evident. The plane was trymglodge
something. It was about a hundred yards from theme—football
field's worth, and running parallel to the shorelof the little lake.
They heard the noise first—a crumbling sound, ascitaft caught
one pontoon on some obstruction, swung in a hatfegiand came to



a dead stop, engine off, and only the navigatidights flashing at
them.

Almost immediately the plane began to sink by tlusen tilting
further and further as the damaged pontoon fiked] the weight of
the water pulled it inexprably down.

Jake struggled to his feet. 'Now if the damn fawily have the sense
to-' Becky managed to get up with him. They heaalttemendous
sigh as the plane's cabin door popped open. Argerarbber life-raft

hit the water and began to inflate. A few isolafetkages were
thrown out from the cockpit into the raft. A mamanbled down into

the bouncing float and held it steady while a tymgceful feminine

figure stepped daintily from the step in the winglanto the boat,

without ruffling a hair, it seemed. The man begampaddle. Becky

reached out one hand to stop Jake.

‘Save your breath,' she giggled almost hysterically

‘Now's where | say, "I told you so". It's-' shepgied to consult her
watch, '—it's twenty minutes past seven, Mr Meadoarsd you

might as well sit down and wait. The Marines haarded! At any
rate, Elmer and my mother have!'

An hour later they were all gathered around thke litre that EImer
had scraped together for warmth. The summer niglstgetting cold.
The fringes of the forest fire, high on the oppgstliffs, were
flickering out. Becky checked Jake's pads one rtiare. The new
ones, of course. Her mother had made sure thdirsihéhing out of
the plane was the extra-large medical rescue kit $&nitised pads
had replaced his floral decorations, and a salagedtood ready just
in case. The moment the raft had grounded on tbeesBecky had
thrown herself at her mother, towering over het,fbaling so slight
and small beside this woman she worshipped. 'Ol ,da cried, and
then again, 'oh, Ma!'



'It's been a long trip, Becky. But you are well AyAis it that every
time | see you with this man you don't seem to Feaweclothes on?'

'It's a long story,' Becky returned.

‘Then before you tell it, put this on," her mothesisted, 'l don't know
why | brought a raincoat, but | did. Now, the story.'

The gathering darkness helped to hide Becky's bkjsind the story,
faltering, was told. Quiet followed. 'That was sorseectacular
landing you made," Jake offered.

'Oh, | dunno,’ mused Elmer. 'l seen better. Butpp®se if you can
walk away from it, it was a good landing. Bruce'slgonna be some
kind of mad—first flight for the little sweethedhere, and look how
| smashed it up! He's gonna raise some kind of fassne tell you.'

'Oh, fiddle," Mary Kate told him. 'I'm the one resgible, not you.
And Becky, you sent that Mavis person back? That vesy brave of
you. I'm not sure | could have done that myselfd Athank you, Mr
Meadows, for looking after my little chick—to yoawn hurt, | see.'

'It's nothing, ma'am,’ he murmured. 'And besidebad my own
doctor right along with me, didn't I? There was stimng | wanted to
ask you privately, ma'am, if we-'

Whatever it was, it was another of those questibatswould have to
wait. Jake, having seen his charge to safety, wiogton his iron
nerves, wavered, collapsed almost like a jointegetp and huddled
on the ground at their feet.

‘Shock," Becky diagnosed. 'Get that tent up, Elie. need to get
him warm and sheltered. That's what he needs.



She bustled around him for half an hour beforevehe satisfied, and
then the three of them—Elmer, Becky, and her metugathered
around the little fire outside the tent.

'He's sleeping, and the calamity is over, Ma,' Bdakghed. 'Why do
you look so darn worried?'

'‘Well, it's not over," Mary Kate said sorrowfullfhe adventure part
Is finished, but somebody's got to explain all thigour father. And |

have the feeling that I'm elected. Have you gat ploatable radio set
up yet, Elmer?'

‘Not quite,' the pilot reported. 'Pretty soon. Ddwrdly know as if |
got the gumption to turn it on.'

'In a minute,' Mary Kate said. 'First, | have tth Becky something.'
‘Something else wrong?'

Her mother reached over and took her hand. 'Unkbel@—he got
so excited when you didn't come out on the helegphat he—well,
he had a heart attack, Becky.'

'Oh, lord, not Uncle Charlie!'

It was all the excitement, love. And you know GCieamlways
considered you to beis girl.’

'Yes, | know,' Becky sighed. 'He thought that Pag@ fou and Mattie,
and he had nobody; he—he's been a wonderful, Idviegd. How is
he now?'

'‘Better, love. He was fighting all the treatmergs, | told him |

couldn't stand around listening to some old foohp&ain when | had
to go get my Becky out of the woods, and that petkien up right
away. | think he'll be okay, what with some rest aacuperation.’



'Oh, heavenly days. Well, that's something | carioddim," Becky
said. 'I'll open up the old farmhouse and we'llositthe front porch
and rock.'

‘And go mad,' her mother said very practically. ylgla you'd better
save me a chair, too. | may need one.'

'What for, Ma?'

‘Well, somehow, in all this to-ing and fro-ing, €en to have
forgotten to tell your father.’

'About Uncle Charlie?"

'‘No, not that exactly, love. I'm afraid—well Elmtetd you, that pile
of junk out in the lake was a brand-new plane."

‘That's not important enough to worry about," Beoityirned. "You
could buy him another—or two. What's tleal problem ?* All those
years of sharing a home with Mary Kate had left ewith the
healthiest respect for her mother's schemes. "&keattly is it that
you didn't tell Pop?'

‘Well—somehow or another, your father told me tooger and see
how Uncle Charlie was doing, and | did that, ofrseu But it seemed
to—to slip my mind to tell him | was coming out keafter you.'

'Oh, Ma! You didn't!"
'Oh, Rebecca, indeed | did!"

‘And you knew he would be worried about your bregkyour neck,
not his plane? Boy, are you lucky? Some husbahdswould make
them so mad they'd really whack you. You're luclop Bsn't like
that.'



'Yes, | am, aren't 1?' Mary Kate's voice was just slightest bit
hysterical as she very well remembered once, tansygast, when
Bruce Latimore could not have been counted onlatadlto whack
her bottom. But then, she thought, admittedly siebdione a thing or
two to aggravate him! Change the subject!

‘Tell me about your Mr Meadows, love,' she invited.

Becky leaned over on her mother's shoulder. 'l viishwere," she

whispered. My Mr Meadows, | mean. He's been so wonderful. F
saved my life twice. He's been in some terriblepam those burns

and he hasn't complained a bit. He's got a brillmimd, and strong

as—I-'

‘That's very nice,' Mary Kate acknowledged, 'kee¢p hearing aut
behind it all. Is he engaged to that Mavis Pells@mething?’

'No. In fact, he doesn't like her too well, and dvefthe fire he
was—well, fooling around with me, and-'

'‘And how much fooling around, Rebecca? I'm not ohehose
modern who-cares mothers!'

‘Nothing—nothing like that, Ma. A little hugging @rkissing, that's
all. | doremember all the things you taught me!'

'So that's not the problem? Then what is?'

'l don't really know the problem, Ma, just the riésuHe says I'm a
nice girl, and—he just isn't ready for marriage."

'Oh, my!" Her mother sounded as dejected as BeickyMiell, if they

won't, they won't. Despite what you read in all thedern novels,
there's really no way to trap a perpetual bachelm's really got his
heart in it. Well, we'll talk later. | think the bo of doom has just



caught up to me. Come on, Elmer, turn on the radmgive me the
microphone.’

The trip from downtown Boston to Logan Airport hedken Bruce

Latimore more time than the entire flight acrossdepth of the state.
Consequently, it was seven- twenty-three in theniepwhen they

circled Lenox Mountain and made their initial apb to the

Pittsfield airport. Their final destination had beghanged when the
State Police re-opened the Pittsfield facility toenercial traffic. It

was much nearer to Lake Mohawk, and more convenlest before

they moved into the landing pattern, he waved a sainal to the

pilot, and reached for the company radio for orsé feport.

'‘Latimore Control, this is Latimore Six. Over.'

The answer surprised him. As in the military, siasawthe number
assigned personally to him, the chief executiveetivr in a car,
plane or boat. And every operator knew it. So gasticular voice

came quickly back, 'Latimore Six, this is ContBlease stand by.
We are receiving a weak emergency signal on tleguiency.' He
took his finger off the microphone switch, and roagd to his own
pilot for more altitude, using a thumb as his pein¥Whatever the call
was, it was too weak for his aircraft radio to pitkup. The far

superior ground system would have to handle thélen. Bruce

made a circular motion to his pilot, and they @ccthe airport at one
thousand feet, waiting for developments. They cao@n enough.
Somewhat over ten minutes later, while he was pegesouth,

searching for smoke and fire from the Beartown Mauimarea, the
base station returned to him.

‘Latimore Six, this is Latimore Control, over.'



‘Latimore Six," he snapped. 'Read you loud andrcl&hat further
trouble?’

‘Latimore Six—er—Latimore Six, we have receivedeanergency
message from Latimore Five, by pack radio.'

'‘By pack radio? Where is that fool woman?'
‘Latimore Six—the—there is a message. Shall | reedyou?’
‘Yes, damn it!"

‘Latimore Six, this is Latimore Control. The contpldext of the
urgent message is as follows. | quote: "Tell mybaunsl that that fool
woman of his has done it again. There are fmu people at Lake
Mohawk who need rescue. Smoke has receded, fireosalr
extinguished in landing area, there are no immediaedical

problems, although the night is getting colderdoe injured party".

'I'l make it a hell of a lot warmer when | get tae Bruce growled
into the microphone.

'Please repeat?' the startled operator stammered.

'If you can make contact again,' he snapped, figliwife that I'm
coming at once.’

But Mary Kate Latimore, who knew somewhat more thanfamily
ever gave her credit for, had already turned afglhound radio, and
waited patiently for the judgement to come.

It was nine-fifteen of a summer night when two htigtars coasted in
gently from the north end of Lake Mohawk, lit ug thntire area with
the brightest spotlights available for helicopteeuand gradually
settled themselves down a little way up the hdhifrthe tiny camp.



Mary Kate got up from her seat in the sand, bruglfielder dress, and
issued her orders.

'‘Becky, you go inside the tent with your patienthdAstay there.
Elmer, you go take a long walk along the lake. Kgeyr eyes open.’

‘Sure, Mrs Mary," he nodded. 'What am | looking?for
"You're looking to keep your job. Scat!

So when the two-man medical team came down withstretcher,
she motioned to the tent, and they went quickly effidiently about
their work. When they were a dozen steps up tHevailh Becky

walking beside the stretcher, Mary Kate turned adother hands
clenched behind her back. There was her husbamihihg over her
in the darkness.

‘Becky's all right?’

‘Yes. But Mr Meadows is hurt, perhaps badly.' SieerWell, at least
he enquired about Becky first, she told herselingé can't be as bad
as | expected.

'Did it again, did you, Mary Kate?'

'l—yes, Bruce. But it's been only twice in ten ygand she'sny
Becky!

‘She'smyBecky too. Do it again, would you?' She hardlyedio lift
her chin, but did anyway.

‘Yes.' A firm answer, but very soft, very submigsiv

‘Come here!"



Bruce pointed to the ground directly in front ofrhiShe squared her
shoulders, threw back her head, and walked over.

"'l pay for the airplane,’ she offered hesitantly

‘To hell with the airplane,’ he murmured in her&ahe swung her up
in his arms. 'lt's you | worry about, Mary Kate.dpée what you
think, you're not indestructible. Where the hellubl be without
you?' She nuzzled her cool cheek against his neck.

'So that's what it's about!" she giggled. 'Puréstegless. How in the
world could you get along without me?' And thenltheghter broke,
and the humour disappeared. 'Oh, dear Bruce, 1 dant you ever to
find out how you can get along without me. Not &ver

‘And you'll admit she'sny Becky too?' That stern tone was bac
again.

'Of course, love. She always has been—ever sineeastl Mattie
pushed us into getting married!

‘Damn little vixen,' he chuckled, and then wiped gjnin off his face.
‘Both of you, aren't you?'

'If you say so, Bruce.'

He swung her up in the air again and around inréecbefore he
dropped her on the ground. She was happy, excited.

'l do believe you're getting old,' she giggled.uYeever used to pant
like that just from a little exercise!

'Old!" He was trying to sound stern, but did notejget the effect he
was looking for. 'I'll show you old, lady. Just rember your place.
Your son Henry already has four children. That nsak@u
Grandmother Latimore, doesn't it?'



'‘Bruce!' she gasped. 'It's all true, but don't glate say that out loud! |
don't intend to walk down the street at my agedingl hands with
somebody's grandfather!'

"'l show youold,' he threatened. 'Tonight!'

'‘Well, thank God for that,” she challenged him. yfiveere both
laughing when they ran up the hill.

‘Elmer!" Bruce shouted, as he spotted the pilottfeffirst time. ‘We'll

have words, you and |—after you take two weeksaexdcation with

pay. Hilyard, | want you all to "go back with thestical team in one
chopper. Leave the other one here with me. Beskgyerything all

right with you and your patient?"

She popped out of the big door of the heavy machntelanded in
his arms. 'l didn't dare come out until you'd fired roaring at Ma,'
she laughed.

‘Me? Mild-mannered Clark Kent? Roar at your moth&iéver
happen,' he chuckled. 'But areuall right?' He stripped off his jacket
and handed it to her as he spoke.

'‘Physically I'm fine,' she assured him. 'l lositiel hair. But, Jake—I
just don't know. He's pretty badly burned arounel shoulder and
upper arm, and | love him very much.’

'‘Well, that's a pretty complex case, doctor," heckled. 'We'll talk
about it when we get back. Your mother and | aiagto stay for a
while, then come back with the second helicopter.’

‘Now why in the world would you do that, Pop?'

'‘None of your darn business, Rebecca Latimore!\WHacked her
once on her exposed flank and lifted her back wp the aircratft.



'‘And for God's sake, put something on—my coat—anething. |
won't have my daughter running around half-nakeda iplastic
raincoat!

‘Maybe | could borrow Ma's blouse,' she shoutedrdathim. 'From
the look of things she won't need it for a while!

A few minutes later, as they stood hand in hand watthed the
loaded chopper take off, Bruce really caught timss®f her farewell.
He laughed so hard he had to bend over to reliswestrain on his
stomach muscles.

'‘And just what is all that in honour of?' Mary Ka@nquired
solicitously.

‘That,' he said firmly as he reached out two humguryds for his wife,
''s what comes of sending a daughter to medicabdciShe's
right—you won't need that blouse at all"



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IT was an old farmhouse, perched on a hill well Jemk the county
road. It had once been white, and six painters werg&ing full steam
to make it so again.

Becky squeezed her father's arm, arguing with tiirdoesn't have to
be all shiny and new, Pop! | don't plan to keegpien for longer than
three or four months, until Uncle Charlie can walkund and get his
strength back.'

‘Becky, girl!" Tall as she was, he had to lean dwetickle her chin
with one of his huge fingers. 'It's your houselidgr Just yours. But |
was responsible for taking care of it till you neddt. And like a
damn fool I've let it run down and go to seed whkite were away at
school. Now, what kind of a construction man waitilchake me if |

only did a half-proper repair? Besides, Charliedseg bedroom on
the main floor. No more stair-climbing for him fadong time."'

She gave him an enthusiastic hug, and did hertbestke her eyes
smile to match the rest of her face. But Brucerhate was a man
who had learned a great deal about women in higganmarriage.
He knew she was not happy, and would have beemgviib bet a
dollar or two on the reason. He was also wise enaag to raise the
subject. Not directly, that is.

‘And when we get him back on his feet, you're offybur surgical
residency?' He turned her around and led her dowitl to where
the tremendous stump of an old tree stood. Andowithvaiting for
an answer to his question-, 'Look at that, would!ybhat's-the first
place where your mother and | played hanky-pankyhRhere!

Her laughter was spontaneous—the first time shddaghed in the
eight weeks since they had all returned from Lakshddvk. But it
barely lasted a moment. 'Hanky-panky?' she asked.



‘Old-fashioned?' he counter-queried.

‘Making out,’ she giggled. 'That's what we usedal it. So, you
scoundrel, you were making out with my mother drea stump?'

'Hah!" he returned. 'Getting your mother alone asajor project in
those days. Between you and Mattie haunting usHamay looking

as if he wanted to push my face in, it was somélpro, let me tell
you. Wooing is not all that easy a task, lady. Nalgut your medical
work?'

'I—I don't know, Pop. | sort of feel—what Ma usedsay—I've got
the dismals. | just don't know. The Corporationtigoing bankrupt,
IS it?'

‘Hardly, love. Michael would never forgive me.'

'‘Well, then, maybe I'll buy a big rocking chair aagbair of scissors,
and just sit on the porch and cut the coupons fronbonds?"

‘Well, that'll be some help,' chuckled Bruce. '‘Aadt we'll know
where to findoneof you of a Saturday night!'

'‘Ma knows everything like that all the time,' Bedleyurned, and the
lilt was back in her voice again. 'Do you know whkhé said after she
cracked up that plane at the lake, before we gogssettled?

'No. What?'

‘She said, "Well, I've really done it this time. yd& you'd better buy
three rocking chairs, Becky, and I'll come and ymo—just as soon
as | can sit down again!"'

'‘And what do you suppose she meant by that?' hedasdutiously.



'l don't know," Becky returned. 'Ma doesn't tell axerything, you
know.' Her lips were smiling, but Bruce could dee &ching vacancy
in her eyes.

'Say, that paint's expensive,’ he commented. ttelbget back to
Boston and make a buck or two more.' He turnedahmrnd to face
him, and tilted her chin up. "You don't have anyghyou want to tell
me, love?'

'‘No, | don't think so, Pop.' He started off dowe fqath to where his
car waited, but she stopped him with one hand dgdtly on the
sleeve of his jacket. 'Ma was pretty lucky,' shid saftly. 'l wish |
knew where | could find a man like you—I'd chuckral pills over
the wall and marry him in a minute!'

He stopped long enough at the front gate of thaelyamouse, in the
middle of Eastboro, to talk to Mary Kate. 'You ddmave to start
holding court until October?'

‘That's right. October the sixteenth, in Tauntonafis the plan. But
something might come up to upset the whole thingry event, we
haveto get things settled before then, Bruce. We gast't sit and
watch her drift through life like that. Weaveto do something!'

'‘Hey, Mary Kate, watch it. | can't think of anytgithat would make a
bigger mess than to have us fiddle around with them

‘But you're sure it's him?'

'Of course it's him. It's as if she were weaririggasign on her chest
saying, WANTED. DEAD OR ALIVE. JAKE MEADOWS.

'So where is he, Bruce? At least we could findtbat much.'



'‘And then have a slip of the tongue put her backNp sirree, Mary
Kate. Women are born with tongues, and they meavatpthem.'

'‘Bruce Latimore, are you talking about me?"

‘Not you, love. Lord, | never met a woman who coatd-glare or
out-silence you—when you put your mind to it. Hegptta run. Be
back at six, more or less.'

As he headed the big car up the ramp on to Highg2hyBruce's
fingers doodled on the steering wheel. Should ke hald Mary Kate
even that much? Somewhere a long time back oneepflrish
ancestors must have married a Machiavelli. MareHatimore was
undoubtedly the greatest schemer in all New Engl&ide her a
speck of information, and she could embroider itoina
ten-thousand-mile plot. So, certainly, he knew whtake was.

When the helicopter rescue unit had landed at Lagass a military

ambulance that waited for Jake. No, he wasn'terAtmy any more.
Friends at the Pentagon had been quick to reabsur&8ut—he had

written a most important book for them, based @exiperiences in
Vietnam and Lebanon. A most important book.

So a military ambulance had taken him away, and hewwas
somewhere in Texas, at the military's best bursstirte. Doctor
Jake Meadows, mind you. And wouldn't that shakekBegq if it
were sprung on her without any warning! As for Howg he might
be there, who could tell. And as for what he feltoat my
daughter—well, what father could tell that either! Damrait, what |
ought to do is talk to Mattie about it. Mattie aBdcky, just a few
years apart, with different fathers and differendtimers, and the
closest two sisters he had ever seen. He reachbdfoar telephone,
and then drew back. Finding a student at a modaueLsity was like
standing on eleven in a blackjack game. It becamaotonous,
expensive, and highly educational. He picked up ghsne and



called, instead, his principal secretary, and hexcalsign three of her
brightest young women to the finding of his secdadghter.

Despite all the prior planning, it was four o'clockthe afternoon
before his secretary buzzed him. "Your daughtemiéi&t is on the
phone,' she said, and there was a laugh in hee.voic

'Oh, like that, is it," he chuckled. 'My daughteatkilda? What the
devil have | done wrong now? Put her on, pleasetiMaGently.'

The connections clicked, a couple of tones bonged a very
determined voice said in his ear, 'So all rightyttd you find out so
fast that | went out with a communist? It was olalgt night. And
hurry up, I'm at a pay telephone.’

‘A communist? Oh, you mean that fellow Ralph sometior other.
Is he still playing around?'

'‘Oh, Daddy!" The voice softened. 'He doesn't knbe difference
between Karl Marx and Groucho Marx. Would you bedié, he was
after my money. | thought I'd die when he foundlalan't have any!
Well, if that isn't the reason, how about calling mhack at this
number? I've only got eighty-five cents left foetiwhole week.'

'‘Okay, okay,' he sighed. 'l don't remember Beckyngi me all this
trouble, even with alhertroubles.’

'‘Becky?' The voice was startled now, concernedat®twrong with
Becky?'

Il call you back," he told her. 'Eighty-five dsnwon't take us
through ten per cent diis story!'

It took a few minutes to re-establish a connectang by that time
Bruce had had several more thoughts.



‘Mattie,' he said quickly, 'l think this is too imant to handle on the
telephone. You'd better come down here. Grab arcabmething!

'‘Or something is right,' she laughed. 'How far da yhink you can
ride for eighty-five cents in a Boston cab? | caamdle it, Dad.’

"Damn it, girl," he snapped, 'You've got three imiildollars. Why in
God's name did you put it into a blind trust? Sufathers can help
their daughters go through college?’

'Did you help Becky?'
‘Well—no—you know darn well she wouldn't take theray!

‘And neither will I. I love you lots, Pop, but I'going to make my life
for myself, just like Becky!'

‘Damn you two,"' he muttered. 'Always the indepegdélt's all Mary
Kate's fault!

‘You bet,' his daughter retorted. 'Now what?"

‘Just tell me what street corner you're on, ahgdid a car. And don't
you dare argue with me, girl!"

‘Woman!" she insisted. '‘But don't dilly-dally. Trhappens to be a
corner where a lot of—er—working girls hang arouhdvouldn't
want to get into the wrong car!’

Half the office staff had gone home before the shll-curved

blonde who was Mattie Latimore bounced into Bruoffise, having

waltzed by all the guards and secretaries, andedea corner of his
desk with an ample hip. 'l must say, you're putona little weight,’
he snapped, not meaning a bit of it. 'And wearimyess, too. How
about that!'



'l knew you'd be impressed.' Her voice was diffefesm the others
in the family. High, clear, happy, it left its mankherever she went.
‘Well?'

‘There's nothingwell about it,’ he returned morosely. 'l can't d
anything with you, and | can't do anything with BgcSo | thought
maybe you could help each other.’

'‘Becky's in trouble?' The lithe blonde slipped dfe desk and
plumped herself in a chair. 'Tell me.' He did.dbk more than an
hour to get it all in.

‘And she's—moping around?'

‘Not moping, no. She's going ahead madly to gehthuse ready for
Charlie Riley to come to recuperate with her. Bwdré's no fire to
her. She's—well, it has to be this man. And he'$eras.’ Which
brought on a long discussion about hospitals, hianmd Texas.

'‘And you don't dare put your foot into the middfatpPop? You've
got a lot of friends in Texas.'

‘Yes,' he groaned, 'and if | made a single movkedde footprints on
my tongue. No, it's not something | can do.’

'‘But it is something | can do,' Mattie said veryasteinedly. '‘Nobody
treatsmy sister that way. You'd better lend me some quar@nh,
lord, Texas is a long way off, isn't it? You'd leettend me your
telephone credit card.’

Bruce handed over the plastic without an arguniém. got to get
home,' he said. '‘Mary Kate will be worrying her theser this. And
there's something funny going on with her, too. €onome for
supper with us?'



'‘Nope,' Mattie returned. 'I'm gonna stay right hanel make a few
telephone calls.'

The lines between Boston and El Paso, Texas, warengely busy

that night. Mattie had learned a great deal abbeatarmy while

growing up with her stepsister and stepbrother.s&uting with the

night operator at the hospital switchboard, shelggfly worked her

way up until she arrived at the officer of the daygrash young man
who, in the beginning, lacked two pieces of knowkdThe first

being that the Latimore sisters—all of them—wereowbas

persistent as any you might find in the world. Beeond thing he
didn't know—in the beginning—was that Mattie's gutlier was

Lieutenant- General Alstpastor, a line officer wheld medical

captains in somewhat less than esteem.

So by ten o'clock that night she was finally corted¢o a ward nurse.
'l can't do that,' the nurse told her. 'He's agmditiand he's supposed tc
be asleep.’

‘Well,"” Mattie lied very effectively, 'I'm sorry.'nh sure he's
awake—he never sleeps. And it's a case of a pesdddth in the
family!'

'‘Okay, | give up,' the nurse sighed. 'I'll go see.'

In another five minutes there was a click on the,liand a deep bass
voice said, 'Meadows. What the hell is this? My ifgrdon't know
I'm here.'

Before he could hang up she caught his attent#otot'you know,'
she said bitterly. 'My name is Mattie Latimore. Bgts my sister.'

'Oh, lord," he exclaimed. 'Becky? They told me wlasn't injured at
all. She's dying?'



‘The question, Mr Meadows, is how much longer yaamto hang
around down there getting your back healed?'

‘Lord, that's been over for two or three weeks.yMegot me tied
down to finish this stupid book!

‘And you're the only one who can write the book?"

‘Well, I'd say I'm the only one who can put it tdge. If | had a
couple of secretaries, or something, | supposeuldcdo it in my
spare time.'

'‘How long would it take with two secretaries anchainframe IBM
computer?' she asked.

‘You've got that kind of influence?’
'l've got it. How soon can you leave? Tomorrow niogf’

'‘Why wait that long?' he grunted. 'Not if Becky isHm putting my
damn pants on now. Why tomorrow morning?"

'‘Because that's the soonest | can get a jet dosva th pick you up.'

‘To hell with that,' Jake growled. 'I've got pletyjet jockeys down
here who owe me a favour. Whesd3ecky?'

‘At the farmhouse. There seemed to be no use kgbpinn hospital,
so they brought her home.'

'‘Oh, my God! Look, I'll have to fly into a militagirport.

'‘How about Bedford?' she suggested. 'Lincoln Laooyal think
they still have a runway open. What time can yolen#'



He mused for a moment or two. 'l can't tell,’ heumeed. 'Early
morning. How will | recognise you?'

‘Easy,’ she laughed. 'I'll be the only blonde gsleemy father's
Mercedes. Is that all?"

'‘No," he said soberly. 'I've met most of your fgmi and wondered
on occasion whether they had all their marblethitsson the up and
up? Does Becky know I'm coming?'

‘No," Mattie responded to the first comment. "Tleer®t a word of
truth in it. The rest of them are all nice peopla.the devious one.’

‘Take after your mother, do you? What's wrong \Bidtky?'

‘Yes, Idotake after Ma, and no, Becky doesn't know yowring,
and | don'tknow what's wrong with her. She sits down on th:
tree-stump and watches people paint her housesrendouldn't care
if the world stopped so she could step off.’

‘And you don't like that?'

'Of course | don't like that. She's my sister!wddier a lot. When |
was just a little mixed-up kid, Becky shared hettmeo with me. You
can't ask for a bigger gift than that!'

'Funny thing,"' Jake returned, 'l can remember hging the same
thing about you—that she loved you because yoweshgur father
with her. But where does that get me? | love yostes very much
myself, but | didn't get a great deal of encouragyetyyou know. She
told me that a lot of girls might fall in love wittme easily, but not
her.’

'I'll bet that isn't an exact quote.'



‘Well—maybe not, come to think of it. But she coulldve said,
couldn't she?'

‘And you could have said. Did you?'

'Hell, no. Who wants to come out in the open likatf and then get
turned down?'

‘Then why do you suppose Becky wouldn't feel theesway?"
‘You mean to tell me I've been a stupid jackasthaltime?’
"You won't be the first one in our family—er—Jake?'

‘Yeah, Mattie. You'd better hang up before you diae telephone
company your life. Anything else?'

‘Just one more thing, Jake. My brother Henry iy big man, and
I've got two Harvard football players on my strifgyou come up
here and hurt Becky, I'll go out of my way to agana private
stomping party for you. Got the message?’

‘Wow! | heard you. If | come up there and hurt Beelgain I'll lie
down quietly so you can stomp away. The blondepshgein the
Mercedes, huh? I'll see you some time after dawn.’

It was hard to keep a secret in the Latimore fafioihyas long a time
as four days. Which was the time it took for Jakénish his book,
for Mary Kate to surprise the family, and for Bruoecome to admire
the man.

‘Burst right into my office,' he told Mary Kate.aid he'd come to
marry my daughter, and what the hell objections| didve.'



‘And you told him some," Mary Kate laughed.

‘Not me,' Bruce returned. 'For four days | havieatt a secretary, and
nobody could use the computer, and there were pa@pel people all
over the place. So | told him that if he planne@hape with her, I'd
come and hold the ladder.’

‘You what! Bruce Latimore, you-'

‘And that's what | told him, too,' the big man |laad. 'l told him that
| didn't mind, but her mother would kill him if trewasn't a church
wedding, and all that. And that's the last | savaiaf. Nice man.’

Michael ran through the living room at that poihtard the last
words, and whooped. 'Nice man coming? Nice man?'

‘Yes, dear,’ Mary Kate laughed. 'And on your biaihdtoo. Four
years old, Michael. That many!" She held up fongérs and the boy
emulated her.

'I've got to do some work," his father chuckledu¥set your scheme
in motion, and-'

‘Mattie's scheme,' Mary Kate insisted. ‘Mattie's."'

'‘Okay, set Mattie's scheme in motion. I'll hidehe library until my
blessings are required.’

‘Typical male,' his wife snorted, 'always leavihg tirty work to the
women!'

Becky was up early that day, as usual. It was samgbred into her
by farm life. She managed a cup of instant coféwriffled herself
into a pair of tired denims, an old sweater, aisdaf to tie over her



hair. They had re- styled it for her, but it was eeen close to what it
had been. She sauntered down the path to theeglestump, all that
was left of the Eastboro Liberty Tree.

The painters came early, just after eight o'cleeit,up their ladders,
and began to work. The size of the bonus offeredlliblyatimore had
inspired them to all sorts of unexpected effort.

At eight-thirty Anna came up from the other hows®yn around the
side of the hill, where she, Henry, and their folildren operated a
dairy farm. It was a surprise to Becky. Anna, a dong
Scandinavian girl, was a bundle of fun, but at thmge of morning
was usualy tied up with getting her husband offitok, her children
off to school, and her dishes done—just in case tiay
mother-in-law came by to inspect. She was in hegrsh month, and
moving was somewhat difficult. She puffed up to véhBecky sat
and found herself a space on the capacious stWvigom, huh?'

‘Yeah. For September,' Becky returned softly. 'Kikay?'
'‘Ohjah, all good.'
‘Henry?'

‘As usual, he works. The painters, you get thecotoe early. They
must like you.'

'‘Come on, Anna, you know darn well Pop slipped tismmething
under the table. | don't know who he thinks hedding!

Anna, settled more comfortably and watched. "Yoarlibe family
news last night?'

'‘Family news?' Becky shook herself. No, she hdu@rd the family
news. She had been too deep in her own fit of dse to contact



the family in almost a week, and strangely enough| this moment,
none of them had come over to see her!

‘Well," Anna laughed, 'Ma has resigned from thecheshe notified
the Governor yesterday.'

‘What! Why in the world would she do that?'

'‘She's pregnant! Pop says it's that Bermuda wisli@rsays it comes
from hanging around in helicopters at Lake Mohawk!

'But the doctor said-'

‘Ah!" Anna threw up her hands. 'Doctors? What dgytknow! Oh,
excuse me, Becky.'

'l can hardly believe it," Becky sighed. 'She's—oogoung, Anna.’
'‘Only thirty-nine. Hey, look at your painters!

Becky had been watching them all this time. Indistance she could
hear her telephone ring. One of the men workingheanwindow
moulding waved and went in. When he came out againthe
painters stopped work. Then, faster than they hadhem up, the
ladders came down, were loaded on a pair of trpakised in front of
the house, and everybody climbed in. As the truekspd the
tree-stump, the foreman leaned out. 'Be back tamgrBecky!" he
shouted. She barely heard the 'maybe' that wehtitwit

Anna watched them go down off the hill, arounddbere, and out of
sight. She found her way ponderously to her f&ait to get Henry's
lunch," she announced. 'Nice to talk to you, Be&dge you after a
while.'



And just what the devil does that mean? Becky asherself
suspiciously. | love Anna, but we haven't excharngeshty words in
two weeks. Nice to talk to you, Becky? Somethirfigisy here.

It had grown quiet. Why not, she thought—therethimg going on.
And there won't be, for all the endless years. §heed up at the
house again. It was almost finished. Uncle Chavbeld be pleased.
He was coming down by ambulance on Monday, and-thesat a
lonely time it would be. Where could Jake be? Wead the part that
hurt. Not a word, not even a postcard. Off with Mavell, maybe?

That idea gave her a little sting of remorse. Sd dctually hired a
clipping bureau—one of those offices that readhradlpapers and cut
out references to specific people—with instructitm$ollow Mavis
Pell. In five weeks she had received a load ofpafigs from the
Albany papers, but not a single entry about Jake.r8bbed hard at
her eyes with rough knuckles. No tears, Doctorrhate. That's for
kids.

The sun was warming things up. She turned her tmagkelcome it.
Behind her, down on the county road, a car stopaethor banged,
and the car went on. She started to turn her had,stopped. Why
bother?

Steps on the gravel path startled her. She almosd around again.
Almost—she could feel the hair on the back of hecknstand up.
Something electrical, behind her, and she dardumotaround. She
dare not, for her life.

Her hands ran up under the scarf, smoothing what lefa of her
raven-black hair. She pulled the scarf tighter averhe footsteps
came closer, hesitated, stopped.

'‘Becky?'His voice, deep, patterned, controlled. She clampegdid
control on her nerves, and slowly turned to lookrdver shoulder.



'‘Why, it's Jake Meadows!" Come to break the reshyfeart have
you, Jake? She patted the stump beside her.

'Sit down, Jake." That's the way. A neutral toneuMYell me
something before I'll tell you! She felt the warnathhis hip against
hers.

'I've missed you, Becky.'

‘Have you really? | didn't notice any letters oopé calls or visits or
anything!" Sarcasm. Drive it home. After all, Iget some pride left,
and if he really doesn't want me, | don't wanteéarrhimsayit. Lord,
wouldn't that be the ever-loving end!

'It's pretty hard to visit all the way from a Texagspital, Becky.'
Quietly said, with no emotion showing.

She was up and around in an astoundingly fluid mrd, in the
hospital, Jake? Oh, God! And | never knew!" Sh&eatiuboth hands
into her mouth to cut off the sobs. This is no w@ye nonchalant,
she yelled at herself. He reached up and gentlggbtier down again,
closer than before. 'What have you been doing thesteweeks,
Becky?'

Dying for want of you, she wanted to scream, budafrse could not.
'I—well, there's Uncle Charlie, you might remembide. had a heart
attack, and | thought- well, | have this house sTikimy house, Jake,
and | thought | would fix it up and Uncle Charlieutd recuperate
here for a couple of months because he's a ba¢cleloknow, and . .
. Stop! she commanded herself. You're babbling-ringoff at the
mouth like some fool co-ed. Shut up!

'‘And then back to the surgery. Have you establistoed residency?’



'l—no—no. I—I've changed my mind, Jake. When UrCharlie is
in good enough shape, | thought | would find soitté Ihospital,
and—and—I thought | would go into paediatrics, sutgery.'

"You like kids?'

‘Yes, |—do you?'

‘Yes, | like kids. My own."

‘You—I didn't think you had any kids, Jake.'

'l don't," he laughed. 'Not yet. | just like kidBtiere was a moment of
silence, both of them inspecting the house aswfeite in a strange
land.

‘Your arm, Jake? Was it terribly infected from thens?'

'Oh, it wasn't really anything. Take a look.' Hipséd off his sweater
and laid his bare arm over her shoulder. She skilvdyut not from
the cold. The scar tissue glared at her, and gio&est it gently,
teasing it with soft firm fingers. Without thinkinghe held the arm in
both her hands, and kissed the scars at the in§ithe elbow.

'‘Good job,' she murmured. 'Was that at the Armybswentre?'

‘Yes.' He made no move to take his arm away, astdrjicase the idea
should cross his mind, she clung to it with bothd®| He moved a
little closer, warming her against the late Septeniiveeze.

‘Your house,' he gestured. 'lIt's important to ydb& only place you
could live?'

Becky turned a flustered face up to him. 'The h@userd, I'm not
house-proud, Jake! It's where | was born, and whtereand | lived
when Pop came along and married all of us. All-tisise waved her



hand in a wide arc'—all this was left to Henry and. Henry's my
real brother, you know. He's the farmer. He lived there. You can
just see the tip of his roof.'

‘And?'

'‘And Henry likes to be a farmer, and he's marreedina, and she
likes to be a farmer's wife, and they've got folitdren, and that's
what you need to run a farm these days. So | theugimen Uncle

Charlie and | were through with the farmhouse gi\ece the whole

thing to Henry—because Henry's not a Latimore, gea. He's a
Chase. | was a Chase, too, but when Ma marriedaBopted me and
that's why I'm a Latimore, you see.' She had tp.ste had run out
of breath, and there was a curious feeling playpgnd down her
spine.

'Yes, | can see,' he said solemnly. 'But it's aayuhing. When | talk
to you Latimores | get a lot of wonderful wordst bo answers.'

'l didn't answer you? |—Jake—I'm afraid I've forgotthe question.’

‘The question was, are you so tied up in this howme that you
couldn't live anywhere else?' Before she could famanswer, both
of his arms landed around her waist, lifted heramd plumped her
down again so that she was facing him squarelyw'Nwen, the
answer," he chuckled. She started to turn her &dieagl, but he caught
her chin. 'No, you don't! | want some straight amsyand | want to
see your eyes while you make them,' he growled.

'I—I don't understand what you mean, Jake. |—yes—nad, of
course not. | could live most anyplace. Anyplace—dbes that
answer the question?'

"That answersneof them. Now, next. | seem to remember when v
were dodging fireballs up at that lake, that youdena statement



about how easy it would be for a girl to fall invéowith a man like
me. And then you said "present company exceptéa,durse? Now
just what did that mean?"'

'It's—just what you say when—when you mean it ta lbgpothetical
statement. Not anybody directly concerned, or—omideh't know
why | said such a stupid thing—why am | crying?"

'It'll do you good to cry a little," Jake said diye Becky leaned
against him, resting her head on his chest. Shédceel him
touching her scarf, and moved away. 'No, please’t douch that,'
she sniffled.

'So-0!' He unwound the scarf and tossed it asldere's a lot of girl
inside the doctor, isn't there?'

'It's a terrible mess,' she muttered. 'l wantetb ibe all regrown
when—if . . .

‘It will grow back,' he reassured her.

'‘How do you know?' she growled at him. '‘How theilddw you know
that it won't be all fuzzy and spots for the radsng life? What was |
doing before you got so nasty?’

‘You were crying on my shirt,' he answered sofilyy it again. It'll
do you a lot of good." She didn't want to resists btrong hands
gathered gently around her, and brought her heeakl &gainst his
chest. The tears seemed to follow as if preordaifidet's better,' he
whispered.

'‘What are you doing?' she demanded through the.tear



'I'm kissing your ear. The left one," he said. 'Wheget through with
that I'm going to kiss the right one. And when yeuired of crying,
and I'm tired of kissing ears, | have a presenyéar.'

‘Not yet,' she sighed. 'I'm not ready yet.' Shéedoup against him,
putting both arms around his waist. Well, almos¢¢quarters of the
way. Five minutes passed. He heard a rustling enbilrsh behind
them, and moved slightly away from her. His movenstartled her.

She drew back and wiped her eyes on her sleedadrilt bring a

handkerchief,’ she sighed. 'My mother brought mecupe a lady,

and | forget. What was the present you brought me?’

'‘Aha!' he chuckled. 'Fell into the old trap, didupoAlways bring
them a present. | learned that when | was a baby!

Becky banged her hand down on the stump. It Aihy, you—you
must have been a terrible little boy,' she snapped.

‘Terrible," he agreed. 'l hope to have all girlsinderstand they're
easier to raise than boys. Want your present now?'

'Of course | do, Jake Meadows,' she sighed. Heheshmto the

heavy pocket of his jeans and brought out a Wrapaet#tage. She
tore at the paper, paying no attention to the lomgys that Mary Kate
had drilled her: 'People who bring presents hawepped them with
love. You should unwrap them slowly." And then <ew the

contents. A book!

To be truthful, not exactly a book yet, but a typednuscript. Her
eyes were distorted still by tears. She read tiegage. There was a
title, and a printed dedication. 'To Doctor Rebelcaamore, for her
research assistance, and her tolerance.’

She shook her head to get the tears out of her &yhat a life this is
going to be!" Jake chuckled as he handed her akkestdef. She



managed to clear her eyes, turned to the next gpagéooked at the
title.

*EMERGENCY PROCEDURES FOR FIELD SURGERYsaid.
Published and approved by the Department of Defd&\s8rigadier
General Jake R Meadows, MD, Chief of Field Surgei§,Army.

‘Why—why, that's you, Jake!' she exclaimed, astmus

'l believe so,' he chuckled. 'That's what | washimg up at the cabin.
And when it's printed you'll have one of the ficepies.’

'‘And you're a surgeon—and a general? A real getieral

'‘No, not any more,' he said. 'l retired—from beangeneral, | mean,
not from being a surgeon. This book is my finaltodution.'

‘Well!" she sighed deeply, and nestled closer te. Him glad you're
retired. Uncle Charlie was a sergeant in the Sed@add War, and
he thinks all generals are meatheads. And a surgeonYou must
think me a fool!'

Jake tapped her nose with one finger. '‘Don't béngutvords in my
mouth," he said quietly. 'l think you're a lot birigs, butfool is not
one of them.' He pulled her close again.

'Is that all the questions?' she asked.

‘My, how humble!" he returned. 'Nope. I've got aume more
whenever you're ready.'

‘Yes, I'm ready. Fire away—I mean, go ahead.'

'‘Once you told me you were so rich you didn't heverork at all. Is
that true?"



'‘Well, yes and no," she sighed. 'l suppose | hayreadeal of money,
but it's all in a blind trust. Once a year the tiees meet, select the
most needy charity they can find, and they givehadiprofits away.'

'‘And then another year's worth accumulates?'

'Yes. It comes from my shares in the Corporatiap kkes to work.
Whenever he works, he makes a lot of money. And wwe—Ma and
Mattie and I—we give it away. It's Mary Kate's idéshe says
keeping him working keeps him young, and she hagesial fund
that she's saving for their retirement. It sounsiedjood that Mattie
and | both did the same thing. Is that the riglsvaer?'

‘That's the right answer, lady. Come a little ctoskake had put on his
wool sweater again. She slid as close as she ayidg her eyes on
his sweater. 'So you wouldn't mind marrying a maa lavzing on his
smallincome?'

1 wouldn't mind," she sniffled. 'That is, if it'snd she hadn't the
nerve to say, in case it might be unlucky!

'You know something?' she substituted. 'When Ma RBad were
courting, there were so many people in the houaettiey had to
sneak down here to the Liberty Tree to make out.’

‘To make out? I'm not up on some of these phrasst does it
mean?’

Becky snuggled sideways against him, lifted ondisfhands, and
cuddled it against her breast. She could hear reiatib whistle in a
surprised hiss. Gradually his fingers closed, genit firmly. ‘Like
that?' he whispered.

'Like that,' she returned.



His hand moved down to the waistband of her blosiggyed beneath
it, and gradually slid up the smooth softness of dlen to try the
match again. She hardly ever wore a bra, so imarée was
minimal. The quivering fortress surrendered withawhot as Jake's
fingers surrounded its bronze tip and snapped dttention. Becky
shuddered deliciously. if there's another questsk,it quickly,’ she
pleaded.

'Lord, yes,' he sighed. '"You've got two of theseu¥ drive me crazy!
Your parents came here for privacy?'

'Yes,' she giggled, 'but we don't have to worryalbleings like that.'

'‘We don't?" he chuckled. 'We're already surrounidedd!drew his
hand out from under her blouse. 'Do you suppose fatber would
agree to your marrying me?’

'Faith! Faith Latimore!" The call came from thenfdrouse down the
hill, and it was obvious that Anna Chase was anigijith Latimore,
you spying little monster! Come back here!'

Jake didn't look around, but did talk over his ddeu 'Am | doing all
right, Faith?'

The little girl stood up, brushed the debris fromr Islacks, and
walked around in front of them. 'You could have eldretter,’ she
sighed, 'but Becky's a hard one to get going. Deofty about Pop.
This morning he was all upset over his breakfdEhe don't marry
her quickly, I think I'll shoot him!" he yelled &la. "How long can
you expect a normal fellow like me to live in theddie of all this
confusion?™

‘And what did your mother say?'



'‘She just laughed and said, "Don't forget you'vé tfpoee more
daughters to go, Grandfather!™

'Hey, that sounds hopeful,’ chuckled Jake. 'Onesrtiting, Becky.
There's a little hospital down in Middle- boro. @&aluke's, it's
called. Nice place. They could use a practisingptoun a few
months, after Uncle Charlie is better.'

'‘Sounds good to me,' Becky returned. Her face viashbred, her
head down, and one of her feet was swinging netydueck and
forth.

'So what the heck have | forgotten now?' he comptai

‘You're supposed to kiss her and ask her to mauy gnapped Faith.
‘At this rate you'll both be over forty before hoget you to the altar!'

'‘Don't count on it, kid," he laughed. 'l know dboait that part. Now
you get home—pronto!" Without waiting for compli@anbe swept
Becky up in his arms and stalked up the hill towatee house.

‘There surely must be someplace around here whietlbwa can get
some privacy! he snorted, as he slammed the sdmmrbehind him.

‘Maybe,' she laughed, snuggling closer. 'It alledes on what you
have in mind. Whatever it is, you'd better hurrgddy is Michael's
fourth birthday, and the whole family is comingcebrate it here at
eleven o'clock. That's two hours from now.'

‘That's enough time,' growled Jake. 'And to show wbat a sport |
am, I'll stay for the party, too. Would you likeatR?'

'I'd like anything you want to do,' she sighed.t'Bouldn't you hurry
a little faster?'



